
        
            
                
            
        

    






 
Begin Reading
Table of Contents
About the Authors
Copyright Page
 
Thank you for buying this
St. Martin’s Publishing Group ebook.
 
To receive special offers, bonus content,
and info on new releases and other great reads,
sign up for our newsletters.
 

Or visit us online at
us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup
 
For email updates on P.C. Cast, click here.
For email updates on Kristin Cast, click here.



The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.



For everyone who loves the moon too much to be afraid of the night!
We see you!
XXXOOO
P. C. & Kristin







ONE
Wren
Within the protective embrace of my Air Elemental I hover above the broken dome of the Conduit Chamber, the jagged glass glinting in the light of the full moon like the fanged mouth of a beast. I don’t want to look down—not at the shattered dome and the two people below it: my love and my enemy.
Is my love now my enemy?
But I have to look. I have to see if Lee is still there. Still with Celeste. My gaze lowers and I breathe out a long sigh that I’m not sure is relief or disappointment. Lee and Celeste are gone. All I see are the statue-like figures of the other Elementals, dozens of them, seemingly frozen, a forest of specters in a strange landscape of questions without answers.
I shake my head as if trying to wake from a dream that will not release me. My gaze lifts and I meet the Air Elemental’s amber eyes. He has one arm around my waist, steadying me as we float high in the night sky. Slowly, he lifts his other hand and wipes away a tear tracking down my cheek.
“Wren.”
His voice is the same, familiar but odd, like it has to struggle to reach me—a pixelated version of communication. Hidden within the hood of the dark robe that swirls around him, his face is almost impossible to see. Except for his amber eyes, it’s just a shadowy form, but in those eyes I see compassion. It’s the compassion that holds me, steadies me, allows me to take a few deep breaths and look down again, searching for Lee.
Beneath us my gaze is pulled to Crossroads Courtyard, the main campus courtyard—the meeting place for students—where Lee and I waltzed under the moonlight just hours ago, where my best friend Sam died holding my hand, her body shattered and bloody.…
There are students and teachers in the courtyard, though they all avoid the dark liquid stain in the middle of the circle of cobblestones where Sam’s body had been. As I watch, the group shifts and turns. I recognize the man who hurries from the others, clutching an ancient leather-bound book to his chest. Dean Rottingham rushes to someone carrying a limp body whose long hair is streaked with white and whose cloak glints with the shimmer of stars.
I jolt as I realize it’s Lee and Celeste.
Oh god, Wren! What happened? What did you do?
Lee’s stunned voice echoes in my mind. I’ll never forget his face, devastated and accusatory, looking up at me as he gathered Celeste with her self-inflicted wound into his arms.
“Don’t believe her, Lee.” I whisper the words like a prayer through my cold lips. As Dean Rottingham takes Celeste from Lee and shouts for the healers, Lee’s face lifts. I feel his gaze. “Please don’t believe her,” I beg, even though he’s too far away to hear me.
“Wren!” My name explodes from Lee. He’s shouting. The dean has taken Celeste from him and given Lee the book. With one hand he holds the leather tome against his chest. With the other he points up. Up. At me. It’s like his voice is the bow and his extended hand is the arrow that pierces me.
Rottingham turns with Celeste still in his arms. His head snaps back and now the dean is also staring at me.
But I’m no longer looking at Lee or Rottingham. Celeste raises her head from the dean’s shoulder. Her eyes are open, glowing with reflected moonlight as her lips move. Suddenly, adult-sized shapes fly up through the broken glass of the dome. The other Elementals, released from their frozen, statue-like state, dart from the Conduit Chamber where Celeste, the leader of our Lunar Council, just tried—and failed—to kill me. Where she also tried to make it look to Lee like I’d stabbed her. With that, she’d succeeded.
The cloaked shapes speed toward us, eyes glowing with malevolence. My Elemental doesn’t hesitate. He wraps his cloak around me and my vision goes black as we soar up above the flock of swarming Elementals. We catch an air current that carries us away from the school so swiftly that my stomach flip-flops and my mouth fills with saliva as I battle not to puke.
Just as I know I’m losing the puke war, we descend. My Elemental places me gently on the mossy forest floor. I’m shaking and my legs are noodles. I drop to my knees, head bowed, gulping air while I try to convince my stomach to retreat from my throat.
“Wren?”
His voice brushes against me like a warm breeze and I lift my hand, making what I hope is the universal just give me a second gesture as I continue to tremble and not puke.
“Doncella?”
Doncella—maiden. I understand more now. I know the Elemental isn’t just calling me a generic term for a young, unmarried woman. I’m the maiden. The first of the three: maiden, mother, elder. The book that started it all and ended it all, the ancient leather tome Rottingham has given to Lee, explained it. Maya, Lee’s sister, her life was taken after she read the book. Sam, my best friend, was killed earlier that night after she read the book.
And now me. I read the book. Not all of it. I hadn’t had time. But I read enough to understand that Sam was right. She’ll kill you if she can.… I can still hear Sam’s broken words, stuttering from her broken body as the last thing she did in this life was warn me about Celeste, warn me that the leader of the Lunar Council would try to kill me.
The book. I need it. Now that I know the key to understanding it—that it must be read in the light of the moon—I have to get it. I have to finish reading it and figure out how to fix this mess.
My body hurts. My heart feels shattered. I force myself to my feet, wincing at the pain in my back. My Elemental’s questioning amber gaze meets my eyes. “We have to go back. I have to get that book.”
My Elemental doesn’t speak. He paces back and forth across the mossy forest floor, ferns bowing and pine needles rustling with each pass.
“Please,” I say. “You have to take me to campus.”
He whirls around to face me. His cowl slips and I can glimpse the suggestion of a jawline and dark hair, but if I stare too long my vision blurs. “Danger!” This time the pixilated voice pushes against me with more force. Not a warm breeze, but a whipping wind—cold and final.
“I know!” I shout into the wind. “But it’s all I have. All we have to get us out of this mess.” And that is the absolute truth. I don’t have Sam anymore. Sam, who was a Taurus moon, gifted with computer-level intelligence and an eidetic memory, is dead. Broken by Celeste because she knew too much. I don’t have Lee anymore. Lee … my other best friend and an Aquarius moon, a healer who was also so much more to me. The memory of him shielding Celeste from the shards of glass that fell from the shattered dome is permanently burned into my mind, as is the expression on his face when he looked up at me.
He believed Celeste.
No. I don’t have Lee anymore.
I plead with the Elemental. “The book has information we need. We can’t fight against what’s going on at the school unless we understand exactly what’s going on at the school.”
He stares back and I see something flicker across his amber eyes.
“What? Do you know what’s going on?” A spark of hope lights within me. “Whatever you know you have to tell me. It’s just the two of us now.” I take a step closer to him. The Elementals are mysterious and dangerous and I don’t know much about them other than they’re ancient, as old as this island, and this one particular Elemental has saved me—three times. I suck in a breath. “Wait, were you there? At the beginning when Celeste and her people shipwrecked here and made a deal with all of you, all of the Elementals?”
“Betrayal!” The word bursts from him. He continues to hold my gaze as he speaks, but his words are muffled, as if he’s shouting at me from underwater. I can’t understand anything he’s saying.
I fling up my hands in frustration. “I can’t understand you!” And then I wince as the movement tugs at my back, which stings and burns. Grimacing, I reach around my shoulder and gingerly touch the slash across my upper back. Celeste cut me. My T-shirt is wet and my fingers come away tipped in blood. “Damn Celeste! Damn whatever is wrong with her and damn whatever is wrong with that school!”
My Air Elemental is by my side in a breath. He reaches to lift up the back of my tee to expose the cut, but I sidestep. “Um, no. I’ll be okay.” Like I want him to lift my shirt up? I’m basically wearing my pj’s, which means I have on no bra and very little dignity. “When you take me back to campus I’ll grab some antibiotic cream or whatever, which is another reason we need to go and—”
He raises a long-fingered hand that looks too skeletal for comfort and points at himself. “Aquarius moon.”
I sigh and nod. “Yeah, you’re an Air Elemental attached to Aquarius Hall because Aquarius is an air sign. I get it but—”
With an abrupt motion he cuts me off again. “Aquarius moon!” His long finger taps his chest as he enunciates carefully, meeting my eyes, clearly trying to tell me something.
I almost throw my hands up again in frustration, but the pain in my back stops me, so I settle for sighing and shaking my head. “I don’t get what you’re trying to tell me.” My shoulders slump and I have a strong urge to plop down on the moss, put my face in my hands, and snot cry. I stare down at my feet and mutter, “I wish there was some way I could understand you, could hear you better.”
His dark robes swirl into my vision and I look up to see that he’s standing directly in front of me, so close that I can feel the warmth of his body. His amber eyes capture mine. He speaks one word that I hear as if he’s shouting it against a gale-force wind.
“Trust?”
No, it’s not just a word. It’s a question. I don’t hesitate with my answer. He’s saved my life more than once. He’s all I have. I nod. “Yes. I trust you.”
His gaze doesn’t leave mine as he cradles my face in his hands. They’re warm and strong and I’m surprised at his gentleness as he cups my cheeks. He tilts my face up and bends. I should want to bolt. I definitely don’t want to kiss him. Even now, even after seeing Lee holding Celeste, believing Celeste, I don’t want to kiss anyone who is not Lee, but the Elemental’s gaze has me trapped. No, not trapped, mesmerized.
When his lips are less than an inch from mine I feel him draw a deep breath. I open my mouth to ask What is going on? and he blows that breath between my lips. The warmth of it fills me. He smells like the night and the forest, piney and rich. It makes my head hum, reminding me of the time Lee and I walked through a field of beehives and I could hear the steady, engine-idling sound happy bees make. My body tingles, little pinpricks like when I sit on my foot so long that it falls asleep. And I’m warm—from the inside out.
Then all of that is replaced by a deep voice sounding clearly in my head.
Hear me now, Little Bird?
I gasp and for a moment I can’t speak. No one has called me Little Bird since Dad died five years ago in the same terrible accident that took Mom from me and irrevocably changed my life.
I clear the grief from my throat and answer, “Y-yes! I hear you in my head! How?”
He releases my face. I shared wind with you. Without his touch, my cheeks are cold.
“Shared wind with me? I don’t understand.”
Wind. Is there. He makes a wide gesture, as if to collect the soft breeze that blows around us. Then he points to his chest. Is here. He points to my chest. Now also there.
I feel a little dizzy and disoriented, which makes sense because, well, I can hear an ancient Elemental inside my head. “Thank you?” I realize the words come out as a question, but I’m being honest. I’m not sure what he’s done to me. Wind is inside me? What does that mean?
The Elemental makes a sound like a breeze rustling through a fall vineyard and I realize he’s laughing.
I smile in response, though it feels odd to be smiling when my world has frayed. I clear my throat again and ask, “What’s your name?”
Call me Viento. He pauses and then adds, I help your back. I am Aquarius moon. Let me? He speaks slowly, as if it’s a struggle for him to find the right words, which come out rough and choppy beneath the weight of his thick accent. Not Spanish, but something ancient.
I nod.
Gently, he takes my shoulders in his hands and turns me so my back is to him. Then he hesitates. Inside my head his deep voice softens. I must uncover your wound.
I nod again and quickly, before he can lift my shirt, I reach back and drag up the back of the tee, surprised by how blood soaked it is. Some of it is stuck to the wound and I hiss painfully as it pulls free. I feel the warmth of new blood drizzle down my back. It’s really tender and hot and I shiver as the cool breeze touches my torn skin. I’m definitely glad I can’t see it.
Wounded Little Bird …
His words brush against my mind and then the cool night air isn’t gentle or cool anymore. I suck in a breath as a line of hot wind blows over the long knife wound. It tingles, a lot like how I felt when Viento blew into my mouth only more concentrated, more uncomfortable. Just when I can’t take any more the forceful wind stops.
Is well now.
Tentatively my fingers search my back. Just moments before there had been a long laceration, but now there is only a slender line of newly healed skin, sensitive, but not painful. I pull the blood-damp tee down and turn. “Thank you.” I roll my shoulders. “It feels a lot better.”
Viento nods his head once.
“You have to take me back now,” I say.
He turns away from me. Too dangerous.
“I know! But I have to get that book. I’ve read enough of it to know about how all this started. About how a Spanish ship wrecked hundreds of years ago and how the island’s Elementals saved some of the passengers, making a deal with three of the women.”
Deal broken!
I wince as his voice blasts inside my head. “Uh, yeah. That’s my whole point. I’m going to un-break that deal.”
He turns to me and I wish I could see him clearer. His eyes seem guarded, almost angry, more like they were on the first night I arrived at the Academia de la Luna when he sniffed me and hissed, Elegida!, or chosen, at me. And suddenly I want to smack myself on the forehead. Viento, my Air Elemental, has called me chosen from day one. He’s been helping me and giving me clues since then. Is he better than a magick book?
I take a step toward him. “Viento, you were there when that deal was made, and broken, all those years ago?”
Yes. The voice inside my head is flat.
I bounce up and down on my toes. “Then I don’t need to go back for the book! You saw what happened. You can tell me what I have to do to complete the ritual and fix what Celeste, or rather Selene, messed up.” I don’t wait for him to respond but barrel on. “From what I read I know that there were three women chosen to represent humanity, a young girl, a mother, and an older woman. So, a maiden.” I grin and point my thumb at my chest. “Which is me. And then Celeste, who is definitely old, but who looks like someone’s mom. That’s two. We’re missing the old woman. Um, the book called her Elder.” I stop pacing and look up at him. “Seems logical that I need to find an elder to represent her, somehow grab Celeste, and then complete the ritual. Right?”
He stares at me so long that I think he’s not going to answer. And then the words, Not any elder. Must find—
Pain knifes through my mind. Viento and I fall to our knees. He is bent at the waist, his cowl touching the forest floor. I hold my head between my hands, like I can keep it from exploding. It’s a white-hot pain that fills me, making speech impossible, making any thought at all impossible. Time passes, but I have no idea how long it lasts until gradually the agony dissipates. My hands fall from my head and I stagger to where Viento is still bent over the ground.
I touch his shoulder. “Are you okay?” Under my hand, he is frighteningly still. I don’t even think he’s breathing. I shake him. “Viento!”
He gulps a giant inhale and lifts his head from the ground, slowly straightening. He doesn’t stand but sits beside me. For a moment the pupils of his amber eyes glow red, and then he shakes his head and the color fades.
“What was that? What happened?” I ask.
I am bespelled, his words sound gravely inside my head. Cannot speak of it. She …
A thread of pain needles my right temple, like the beginnings of a nasty headache. At the same moment I feel it, Viento flinches. Quickly, I shake my head. “Don’t say it. I get it.” And I do. As his gaze meets mine I finally understand. “It’s Celeste. She’s put some kind of gag spell on you so you can’t help any of the maidens figure this thing out.” He starts to nod and flinches again as another stab of pain flashes through us. “Okay, okay, we need to change the subject.”
He nods wearily and we just sit together for a little while, breathing as the wind plays around us. My gaze goes up to the moon. She’s full and fat and slipping down the sky toward a distant light that reflects up into the night.
The school. The Academia de la Luna. The place that should have begun an entirely new future for me—for Lee and me. But that didn’t happen. Instead, it broke both of my best friends—shattering the life of one and my future with the other.
But I’m not going to let it shatter me. I’m not going to let Celeste and Rottingham win. Sam’s death won’t be for nothing. My losing Lee won’t be for nothing. And maybe, maybe if I figure this out, if I complete the ritual, it’ll expose the rot that is at the heart of this school and Lee will see the truth, will see that everything I’ve done is for us, for all of us. I stand. “We have to get back. Now. If I’m going to make this right I need that book.”
Reluctantly, Viento stands and holds out his arm to me. Come, Little Bird.
I step within his embrace. With a whoosh we lift into the sky, riding a current of air that carries us toward the distant lights.







TWO
Lee
I’m freshly showered and changed, squeaky clean but coated in questions as I take the steps of Aquarius Hall’s grand staircase two at a time, a blur of shiny marble beneath my shoes. My grip tightens on the bloody T-shirt balled in my hands. Flakes of crusted blood fall like snow from the shirt I wore when I carried the leader of the Lunar Council from her magickal room in the attic of Moon Hall out into the night.
Hours have passed since I found out about the secrets my sister died with. Hours have passed since Wren brought the fight to Celeste, stabbing a dagger hilt deep into her shoulder. Hours have passed, but still I feel like I’m in Celeste’s hidden room, staring up at the moon, at broken glass, at Wren escaping with the Air Elemental.
What did you do?
Wren isn’t a killer, but Celeste could have died.
I reach the main floor and wind around groups of healers just like me—here to learn and grow and come into their magick—who are now huddled together, puffy eyed and worried. Gazes dip down to the shirt in my hands. I try to make it smaller, but every movement brings another dusting of blood. I dart into the empty kitchen and shove the T-shirt into the depths of the trash can, the black plastic bag like a black hole, and for a second I wish it would pull me in and shred me to pieces.
I swipe my hands on my jeans, brushing off the bits of dried blood that cling to my skin like pox before I bolt out of the kitchen and to the grand foyer of Aquarius Hall. I’m a few feet from the main doors when they open. Warmth drains from my face, my chest, my hands, and pools in my gut like molten lead.
“Leland.” My father says my name as if it’s the side effect of one of the drugs produced by Titan Biomedical.
I’m caught between my wild, reckless past and the man my father spent the past two years molding me into. The man who will step up and replace Maya. The man my family needs me to be. It takes me a moment to realize he’s not here to scold me, take away my phone and car. I’m an adult; more than that, I’m Leland Young.
“Father.” He steps inside, and I stand rigid, unflinching as the doors slam shut behind him. “I didn’t know you were coming.”
He smiles, a smooth twitch of his mouth that dimples in one corner. “Titan’s interests are directly tied to the Lunar Council’s, to Celeste’s.”
“Of course,” I say more to myself than to him.
The only thing that would force my father from his office is work. This is an alliance, the wagons are circling, and Tyrell Young, CEO of Titan Biomedical, is here to make sure his company’s response is in alignment with the Lunar Council’s.
“Although I am pleased to see you. We have a lot to catch up on.”
“Of course,” I repeat, this time with confidence I don’t feel. I have the apprenticeship with Dean Rottingham, the last name of pharmaceutical royalty, the money, and the means, but I will forever be a puzzle piece, jagged edges filed and smoothed to fit the gap left by my sister.
A group of students shrouded in hushed whispers and choked cries barrel through the double doors. They slam the doors shut behind them as my father motions to an alcove near two plush leather chairs set up in front of a massive TV. “I’m glad I have the opportunity to say this before we get into the meat of why I’m here. I suspect the only reason Rottingham also chose Luke to be his apprentice is because of the senator. Unfortunately, Titan isn’t the only entity the Lunar Council keeps close.”
“Yeah.” My thoughts swirl, and I can’t manage more than these small, pathetic responses.
“Speaking of the Weatherfords, how’s it going with the daughter? What’s her name?” He snaps, and I stare at his fingers. Celeste was stabbed, Wren is gone, and he’s talking about—
“Lily! Knew it would come to me. Your mother’s the one good with names, but that’s what makes us such an efficient team. She wanted to come, your mother, but Titan is in talks with NexaTech about a buyout.…”
My father’s words blur together into a dull monotony of business speak as my memories return me to the courtyard behind Moon Hall with Wren, and I hear her voice again.
“Sam’s dead because of me. Because she’ll only allow there to be one. Sam figured it out. She knew how much was at stake, and they killed her.” Her chin quivers, and she inhales a shaky breath. “Next, they’ll come for me.” … “Look at the book. Read it. You’ll see. Maya did, and they killed her, too.”
The book. With everything that’s happened, I forgot about the book. And there was more to it than what the magickal silver ink had scrawled onto the pages. My sister’s handwriting was in the margins. She’d drawn arrows and written questions. I’d assumed it was being at the Academia so close to where she’d died and the fact that time does not heal all wounds, but that was just part of it. Maya’s memory isn’t only haunting me; she’s connected to all of this.
“I saw her.” My gaze drops to my palms, to my arms that held her, my sister.
“You couldn’t possibly. We didn’t engage with NexaTech until—”
“No, not, not that. Maya…” My eyes meet his, but the only sign that he’s heard me is the tic of his jaw. “I saw Maya.”
My father crosses his arms over his chest; the motion stretches his crisp button-down over his broad shoulders. “She attended the academy. Your mother and I are active alumni. Titan has donated enough money to pay for at least one of these buildings. They’re bound to have a picture of our family—”
“You’re not hearing me.” I surge forward, my eyes level with his. Before now, I hadn’t realized that we’re the same size. “I saw her.” I hold my arms out in front of me as if offering evidence, as if he, too, could see her if he just looked. “I was carrying Celeste, and I saw her. I saw Maya. Celeste was Maya. Maya was Celeste. They … they—” I step back, my jaw slack, my arms shaking. My eyes burn and ache with the pressure of tears I can’t spill.
“Lee.” He moves closer, his shadow falling over me. “Leland, I need you to listen.”
I swallow my emotions, and they roll down my throat in a wash of pain.
“It’s your turn to hear me.” He places both hands on my shoulders, and if I didn’t know better I’d think he was offering comfort. “I understand the situation with Celeste and your friends has caused you stress. It’s tough when a circumstance goes off track, but we can take advantage of this moment.”
My memories whir and click, tumblers falling into place, unlocking the effective communication strategies he included in the lessons he spent hours teaching me so I could fill the shoes at Titan left empty by my sister’s drowning.
“One step at a time. Moving forward strategically and without emotion. Think of what Maya would have done. How she would have approached this situation.”
“Maya is dead!”
Aquarius Hall’s double doors slam shut, and I glance over my shoulder as my father’s gaze swings and his chest swells.
Rottingham is an ink splotch against the wooden doors—black slacks, black shoes, black button-down, black hair flecked silver at the temples. “I hope I’m not interrupting.” He’s casual like there’s not a dead body in the middle of campus, like the leader of the Lunar Council wasn’t almost killed, like he’s not holding the book that has all the answers.
I stare at the old, thick leather book. If I could get it to my father, show him that Maya was somehow involved in this, maybe it would change things.
“Not at all.” My father brushes past me, extending his hand to the dean. “Leland and I were discussing the situation with Celeste and the rest of the council and what should be done about Wren Nightingale. She may have been his friend back in Fern Valley, but she’s not one of us.”
“Wren’s not a Mundane. She has magick,” I say as the vision of her awash in a magickal beam of moonlight that lifted her off her feet while bubbles from the Main Street fountain popped in the air around us flashes behind my eyes.
“Leland, Magicks, all this…” His gesture takes in Aquarius Hall, but I know he’s reaching past these walls and encompassing the whole of Moon Isle. “It’s not unlike a corporation. Within that, there are … let’s call them departments that would prefer it was run differently. Now, Wren—”
Rottingham clears his throat. “I hate to cut you short, Tyrell, but Celeste would like a moment to speak with Lee.”
My father claps me on the back and ushers me out the double doors like a coach shoving me onto the court during the championship game. I’m sure Celeste has questions, but I don’t have any answers.
I follow Rottingham, practically jogging to keep up with his hurried pace. But we’re not the only ones rushing. Students dart around campus, and I spot two blurs of color as Scorpios run full speed toward their destinations. The air is thick with barely controlled magick that prickles against my skin and makes my fingers itch. Something big is brewing, and, for a moment, I hope Wren is far from here.
We cut through Crossroads Courtyard on the way to the Main Hall and its leaded windows that glimmer like pearls in the moonlight. My heart feels cold within my chest as we round a group of professors pouring buckets of water onto the blood that used to pump through Sam’s veins. Not for the first time, I’m struck by how wrong Sam’s death is. I look up at the clear sky and the stars like specks of paint against the backdrop of the night. There’s nothing above me, above Crossroads. But Sam was broken. She fell.
Or someone dropped her.
I don’t realize that I’ve stopped until my father drapes his arm across my shoulders and moves me forward. “Leland, son, you focused, and now you’ve been invited to speak with the head of the Lunar Council,” he says as I fall into step with him. “Maintain this trajectory and more greatness is sure to follow.”
Greatness.
We splash through a puddle of water tinged red with my friend’s blood.
None of this is great.







THREE
Wren
We approach campus and Viento slows, lowering from a height that would terrify me without his strong arm around my waist holding me steady. The moving dots below us become people, students and professors, clustered around the pools of brightness cast by the full moon–shaped lights. I cringe against Viento, hiding within his voluminous robe.
“They’ll see us,” I whisper.
I will not allow that. He pauses our descent and I feel him draw in a deep breath. Conceal us! The words thunder through my mind as he blows mist into the night sky around us. The mist roils and billows and suddenly puffy cumulus clouds surround us, concealing us.
We drift through campus with the clouds. I catch glimpses of people below. No one is looking up. The wind lifts pieces of conversations. I hear Sam’s name spoken over and over, accompanied by sobs. I press my lips into a line and blink quickly to keep from joining them—to keep from sobbing her name.
I’m concentrating so hard on handling my emotions that I’m surprised when Viento stops our descent again. This time we’re hovering just outside the window to my dorm room. I frown at him. “I know for sure the one place the book isn’t is in there.”
He makes a gesture with his hand and my big beveled window blows open. Little Bird, you are covered in blood.
I glance down at myself. He’s right. My sweatpants are crunchy with dried blood. Sam’s dried blood. The back of my T-shirt is still damp. My hands … I gulp back a sob. In the wan moonlight my hands look like I’ve been painting without wearing gloves—rust paint that leaked from my best friend. I shiver and nod. “I need to change, to take a shower. I have to.”
Gently, Viento helps me through the window. I look back as fog swirls around him. I will wait.
“Thank you. For everything.” I turn away from the window and hurry to my armoire, pulling out my favorite pair of jeans. I reach for my pink Barbie tee and then change my mind. There’s no way I can stay on campus, which means I’m going to be in the forest, probably hiding from Celeste and Rottingham until I can get the book read (after I get it back!) and figure out my next move. I riffle through the tees until I find the fern-green shirt with the outline of the state of Oregon on it. I also grab a couple more tees, plain black ones, a pair of shorts, a handful of panties and socks—anything I think I might need—and shove them into my backpack along with a box of protein bars and some bottles of water.
Then I finally go into my bathroom, turning my back to the mirror as I strip and step into the shower and close my eyes. The warm water feels so good that I want to melt, to drip down the drain and leave my grief and pain behind, but as my eyes blink open pink water swirls around my feet. I lift my head and square my shoulders. That’s Sam’s blood and Sam wouldn’t give up.
Neither will I.
I blast the warm water to hot and pour so much shampoo on my hair that it slicks down my body leaving a trail of pink bubbles. Then I scrub and scrub and scrub until there are no more bubbles, no more blood, no more remnants of Sam.
No, that’s not true. I’ll always remember Sam. Always. But I can’t focus on her loss right now or I’ll be so filled with grief that I can’t think.
It’s as I’m towel drying my hair that I finally look into the mirror. A jolt of shock skitters through me. My hair! I forgot. Celeste and I had been changed in the Conduit Chamber. Now she looks older. Her dark hair is more silver—her face delicately lined so that she appears middle-aged, like a mom.
And me—my change at first seems less dramatic. Well, except for the fact that my light blond hair is now a deep, earthy brown, though it’s still tipped in fuchsia, which comforts me. At least there’s a little of the old me left. The change in my face is more subtle. Yesterday I looked like a girl. Today my face is leaner, my cheekbones more dominant, my blue eyes glacial.
“Doncella,” I whisper at my unfamiliar reflection. I’ve become the maiden, a true part of the triad of maiden, mother, and elder. I lift my chin and dress quickly, pulling on my high school hoodie as I zip up my backpack and go to the window.
At first, I don’t see Viento, and my stomach fills with nervous dread as I imagine trying to sneak from Aquarius Hall with its glittering chandelier, wide staircase, and no shadows to slip into. What if Lee’s down there? And then wind whooshes around me and from the fog outside my window Viento’s cloaked form materializes. He holds out his hand and I take it as I climb up onto the window ledge and then basically fall into his arms.
Now where, Little Bird? The question drifts through my mind as we ride an air current up into what has become a fog soup night.
I sigh. “Well, the last time I saw the book Rottingham had given it to Lee in exchange for Celeste as they headed to Moon Hall and the infirmary.” I look around for the moon. Through the fog it’s just the outline of a brightish blob sinking into the horizon. Hours must have passed, but at least it’s a starting place. “So, let’s try there first.”
We lift higher and fly over the top of Aquarius Hall. We’re surrounded by gray. Fog shrouds the campus, though I’m able to get glimpses of the school grounds below us when the breeze we ride parts the mist. It has to be just before dawn, but the campus is wide awake. Students and professors gather in small groups. Muffled sobs and whispered conversations swirl with the fog. I can feel the sadness and the fear. Sam’s death is the second in two months. I don’t know how many more students have either been injured or left, gone home rather than remain, but it has to be more than what’s considered normal. “Why isn’t it more obvious to all of them?” I speak quietly to my Elemental. “Why can’t they see that there’s rot here?”
They do not want to see. They never have. In my mind his voice is heavy with sadness.
“But Maya did,” I insist. “She read the book. She knew something is very wrong here.”
She died. Like Sam.
I swallowed down tears. “I’m going to make them all see who Rottingham and Celeste really are. No one else should lose their best friend, their sister, or their brother at this place.” I speak the words like an oath as I glare down—and my breath hitches. It doesn’t matter that I’m looking through fog. I recognize the tall, athletic grace with which Lee walks. My grip tightens on Viento’s arm.
“There!” I whisper. “That’s Lee.” Viento slows and drifts downward. He swirls his hand through the air and the mist surrounding Lee parts enough for me to see that he’s walking between Dean Rottingham and his father. His father! It shocks me to see Tyrell Young at the Academia, and by the stiff way Lee’s holding his shoulders, I’m not the only one who’s shocked.
I’ve never liked Lee’s dad. I tried to. I mean, Lee’s been my best friend since I was thirteen. But the closer Lee and I got, the colder his dad was to me, until just before our junior year the Youngs announced that they were moving to the East Coast, Washington, DC. They said they needed a change after Maya’s death and decided to be closer to the political heart of the country, especially as Lee’s parents had aspirations for him that being in DC would help.
That’s what they said. But somewhere deep inside I’ve always known the truth, even though Lee denies it. I’m not good enough for the son of the owner of Titan Biomedical; they froze me out.
I don’t hate many people, but at that moment white-hot hatred for Tyrell Young and Dean Rottingham fills me. Mr. Young and Dean Rottingham are the same. They’ll never really care about what Lee wants or needs. They’ll only care about how they can use him, change him, mold him into what they need him to be.
My gaze goes from Lee’s dad to Rottingham and a shaft of the setting moon touches what the dean is holding. Silver writing glistens. I suck in a breath.
“The book!” I tell Viento. “Rottingham has it!!”
I speak earnestly but softly. There’s no way Lee could have heard me, but his steps falter and his head begins to lift. Viento cups fog in his hand and with a flick of his wrist directs it beneath us, filling in the gap in the grayness and swallowing Lee, Rottingham, and Mr. Young from our sight—and us from theirs.
“We have to follow them,” I whisper.
Viento nods and we soar up again until we’re high enough that the Elemental’s cloak and the foggy night make us almost impossible to see from the ground. We get brief peeks of the group of three as we follow them. Lee doesn’t glance up again.
They head to Moon Hall—the rear entrance that is closest to the infirmary. But first they have to pass Crossroads Courtyard. Lee pauses as they reach the round cobblestoned area. Rottingham and Mr. Young walk on for a step or two, but when they notice Lee isn’t with them they stop. I can hear his father’s long sigh as he turns back to his son. And then warm yellow light flickers up from the courtyard, pulling my attention from Lee. Through the fog I see the center of the circle. It’s still stained with Sam’s blood, but all around it are candles. My breath hitches as two students I recognize as Sam’s neighbors in Taurus Hall add more candles to the growing circle of light and then bow their heads along with several other students. A group of three joins them, adding more candles.
They honor your friend. Viento’s voice is gentle in my mind.
Grief chokes my words and I can only nod.
“Best not to keep Celeste waiting.” Mr. Young’s sharp voice intrudes on the bittersweetness of the moment. He takes his son’s elbow and pulls him away from the courtyard as Lee wipes his face on his shirt.
Above them, cloaked by fog and night, we follow to the rear of Moon Hall and watch as the three men disappear within the brightly lit building.
“Can we see into the infirmary from out here?” I ask Viento.
Instead of answering, he drifts around the rear of the hall until we come to a long row of leaded-glass windows. Only two of them are lit. The first window’s drapes are only open a few inches. Viento takes us closer and I recognize the room as the one Eliza and I were taken to after we almost drowned during our second Trial. There are two hospital beds in the center of the room, a wall of metal cabinets, and an industrial sink. I go cold as I realize on one of the beds is a body covered by a bloody sheet. The only part exposed is a long strand of brown hair that curls a little even though it’s matted with blood.
Sam. It’s Sam.
Viento’s arm tightens around me. I force my gaze from Sam. The only other light that glows from the infirmary is coming from the last windows at the end of the hallway. “There. That has to be where they took Celeste.”
Viento nods and we drift with the fog, following the building to the crystal square of light. The curtains are open wider in this room and Viento is careful to keep us from getting too close. The room is a private one and super fancy. The walls are gleaming wood. There’s an ornate dresser and armoire and a huge fireplace burning in the corner, which looks like the open mouth of a dragon.
Celeste is in the center of the room in a wide bed. She’s awake and sitting up with a pile of pillows propped behind her. Her shoulder is bandaged. She’s paler than usual, but except for that she seems fine, though I’m struck again by how much she’s aged. The first time I saw her—hard to imagine that was just two months ago—she could have easily been mistaken for a student. Today she looks like a middle-aged mom. She’s still beautiful, but her hair is streaked with white. Her forehead and eyes are lined, though there are no lines around her mouth. Because she never actually smiles, I tell myself.
There’s a healer in the room with her who looks up from checking Celeste’s vitals as the door opens and Rottingham, Mr. Young, and Lee enter. The healer says something as she shakes her head, but Celeste lifts her hand and beckons the three farther inside. The healer frowns and with obvious reluctance leaves the room.
As soon as she’s gone Celeste makes a gesture that seems to draw Lee to her. My stomach hollows as he moves to her bedside and she takes his hand, smiling radiantly at him. His father comes with him, but Celeste only nods politely to him before returning her attention to Lee.
Watch Rottingham. Viento’s words recenter me.
I can’t be obsessed with what’s going on with Lee and Celeste. He’s made his choice. I’ve made mine. The book is what’s important right now. I turn my attention to the dean. He’s staying to the side of the room to allow Lee and Celeste some privacy, which is probably what Mr. Young should have done, but Lee’s dad has never been one to step out of any spotlight. There’s a comfortable chair not far from the fireplace and Rottingham sits in it. He rests the book on his lap while Celeste and Lee talk. I can’t hear more than the muffled sound of their voices. Lee’s is low and earnest; Celeste’s is firm. Her expression is somber, but her eyes are sharp, like the dagger she sliced my back with and then plunged into her own shoulder.
“Can you get us a little closer?” I whisper to Viento. “I want to know what lies she’s brainwashing Lee with.”
Only a little. First we drift up and then to the window. If anyone inside looks out they will see the bottom of the Elemental’s cloak, almost indistinguishable from the fog soup.
Rottingham makes a movement that draws my attention back to him. He’s opening the book. Frowning, he flips through pages that are now familiar to me. I can see the glint of silver that slithers across the pages and know it’s spelling out gibberish. There’s no moonlight to reach it—to make it legible.
Celeste’s voice pierces through the window. “Dean Rottingham, close that book!”
I startle at the sharpness of her voice.
“What is that book?” Lee’s question is muffled, but I can hear him.
“Lies,” Celeste says icily. “I thought it had been destroyed two years ago.” Her gaze skewers Rottingham. “Apparently I was wrong.” Rottingham opens his mouth and Celeste’s raised hand stops his words. “No. Do it now.” She jerks her chin at the fireplace. “Burn it! I will not allow that book to poison even one more precious student.”
Rottingham doesn’t hesitate. He stands, moves to the fireplace, and then so quickly that I’m not completely sure that I don’t imagine it, he bows his head over the book, his lips moving silently before he throws the book into the flames.
“No!” The word bursts from me before I can stop it and Lee’s gaze snaps to the window as Viento catches a gust of wind that pulls us away from the window and out of sight.
“Take me back! I want to hear what other crap she’s going to tell Lee.” I stare over my shoulder as we drift away from the rear of Moon Hall.
She will alert the other Elementals if she so much as thinks we might be here. It is not safe. He turns his face to me. Within the cowl his amber eyes soften, and his words come to me with more ease as he and I continue to communicate. I am sorry, but the book is as lost to you as is your Lee, Little Bird.
I want to scream, NO, HE IS NOT! But Viento is only saying what my gut already knows. I nod tightly. “Okay. Well, at least I know where the book is.”
Rottingham has destroyed it.
“No, he threw it into the fire. It’s a big, old, weirdly magickal book. There’s some kind of spell on it. I’m not going to believe it’s gone until I dig its ashes out of that fireplace.” I say the words firmly, hoping they’ll be true. “All I need to do is wait for Celeste to leave the room. She didn’t look like she was hurt all that bad, which makes sense since the healers have been working on her and because she stabbed her own shoulder—not likely she’d give herself a serious injury.” A new thought came to me and my words speed up. “Hey, Celeste’s like me, right? She can boost the powers of others.”
Yes, but she has had centuries to hone her skills.
“Even better. I’ll bet she boosted her healer’s powers.”
He tilted his head as if to agree.
“And she wants to find me, right?”
Correct.
“Which means she’s not going to lie in that bed any longer than she has to. She’s going to come looking for me. Probably as soon as Lee, his dad, and Rottingham leave the room.”
She wants to kill you, Little Bird.
I feel cold and nod tightly. “Yeah. I know. But she’ll have to catch me first. So, we just wait until she’s alone. Once she’s gone I’ll slip in.…” My words trail off as I realize how ridiculous my plan is. Like the entire campus doesn’t think I just stabbed Queen Celeste? “Wait, I can’t slip in there, but can’t you make like air and sneak in there super easily, blow out the fire, and grab whatever is left of the book?”
Viento’s body shudders and I suck in a sharp breath as I feel the stab of pain that skitters through him. She commanded the book be burned. The book has knowledge of—Together we wince as pain stabs him again.
“Okay, I get it. The spell won’t let you save it because Celeste ordered it destroyed.”
Yes.
I chew my lip trying to think of a way to get into that hospital room as we ride the currents of wind and fog.
“Wren!”
My gaze darts down as Viento holds me firmly and we begin to lift up into the sky. I can just glimpse a red hoodie below us.
“Wait, that’s Ruby. Go back down.”
It is not safe.
“Ruby is my friend, and I definitely need a friend right now.”
If she is not alone we rise again.
“Ruby’s pronouns are they/them,” I say automatically. “We’ll go up again unless they’re with—” I pause as we drop closer and the fog parts enough for me to see that it is Ruby, though they aren’t alone. “No, don’t take us back up,” I say quickly. “That’s Lily. She’s my friend, too.”
It is not safe, Viento repeats.
“The campus isn’t, but Ruby and Lily are safe,” I insist. We hover just above their heads. My two friends look up at Viento and me with big, shocked eyes. Lily’s are red from crying and Ruby’s are narrowed. Their fists are clenched and they look like they’re ready to battle the world.
I quickly glance around. They’re on the cobblestone path that leads to Leo Hall, which is where Lily’s room is. There’s a rustling of movement and the hum of conversation, but the fog has thickened again and I can’t see anyone else. “Let’s go over there between the two giant sequoia trees.” I keep my voice low and motion for the two of them to follow as Viento and I float to the sheltering trees. He and I drop gently to the ground as Ruby and Lily rush up.
“I was so worried about you!” Lily hugs me tightly and I squeeze her back, grateful that she cares.
When I release her, I turn to Ruby. They look from Viento to me. “What really happened to Sam?” they ask with their usual directness.
I make the decision instantly. The two of them are my only allies. I need them. And I do not want to lie to them or anyone else ever again. “Celeste had her killed because Sam found out what a monster she is.”
“She figured out how to read that book you two have been carrying around, didn’t she?” Lily asks.
I shouldn’t have been surprised. Lily is a Leo moon, which means she can manipulate the emotions of others. It also means she’s highly intuitive. “Yes.”
“Did you try to kill Celeste?” Ruby asks.
I meet their intense brown eyes. “I wanted to. I wanted revenge for Sam. That’s why I went after Celeste, but the truth is she almost killed me.”
“But you stabbed her,” Ruby says.
“No. Viento helped me escape her. She stabbed herself so Lee would believe I’ve lost my mind.”
“Viento?” Lily asks.
“Oh, sorry. Lily, Ruby, this is Viento.” I turn and smile at the Elemental. “Tonight makes three times he’s saved my life.”
Lily takes a step closer to Ruby, who positions themself between us. “Rottingham is telling everyone that the Aquarius Hall Elemental killed Sam.” Ruby’s voice is steely.
“Rottingham is a liar,” I say. “Please believe me.”
Ruby and Lily share a long look before Ruby continues, “We believe you.”
My shoulders bow in relief. “Thank you. I don’t have time to explain everything to you right now, but—”
“No, you don’t,” Ruby interrupts. “They’re looking for you.”
“They?” I ask as my stomach flip-flops.
“All the Scorpio moons have been tasked with finding you and bringing you to Rottingham,” Ruby says. Then her lips tilt up into a little smile. “Good thing I’m the one who found you.” Ruby is a Scorpio moon—actually, Ruby is the leading Scorpio moon on campus, which means they are basically like a superhero, super strong, super fast, and super able to handle themself in any situation that calls for physical action.
“Crap!”
It is not safe here! Viento’s voice is urgent in my mind.
“I know,” I tell him. “But I have to get that book!”
“Who are you talking to?” Ruby asks, though their gaze rests on the Elemental.
“Viento shared air with me so now he can talk to me in here.” I tap my forehead.
“Huh,” Ruby grunts.
Lily steps up beside Ruby and takes their hand. “How can we help?”
“If you help me, you’ll also be in danger. They killed Sam. They could kill you, too.” I need them, but they have to understand the risk they’re taking.
“We’re not helpless,” Ruby says.
“Absolutely not,” adds Lily. Her green eyes meet mine. “We want to help. For Sam.”
“For Sam,” Ruby repeats.
I draw in a deep breath and blink hard to keep from bursting into tears. “Okay. This is what we have to do.”







FOUR
Lee
“Burn it! I will not allow that book to poison even one more precious student.”
My body twitches and I fight the urge to run after Rottingham as he jumps up from his chair and rushes to the grand fireplace within the private room. He throws the book into the flames, and my hands tighten into fists at my sides. I trusted him, followed him, and he acted without question. The flames engulf the book that holds my sister’s notes, the project she was working on before she died, and the answers to my questions.
“No!”
I swear I hear Wren’s muffled voice, but when my gaze swings to the window, I see only fog.
From the mound of pillows on the wide bed in the center of her private room, Celeste places her hand on my cheek and guides me to face her. “That book has caused an immense amount of pain.” Creases form around her eyes as she smiles, wrinkles I don’t remember being there before. But how much have I truly been paying attention since getting to the Academia? “Don’t worry, Lee; it can’t hurt anyone else.”
The chance that others could get hurt hasn’t entered my mind. It feels like everyone I care about has been touched by death. Right now, they’re the only people I can think of. “What about Wren and Sam?”
And Maya …
I leave that last name to myself. There’s more going on here than I’m aware of, but now is not the right time to bring Maya into it.
Celeste takes a deep breath, her hand falling from my cheek. “If you allow them in, certain types of Magicks will lie to you. They’ll radicalize you. Part of the Academia’s mission is to make sure we equip all young Moonstruck with the tools they need to fight off these forces of dark magicks before it’s too late.” Her gaze flicks first to Rottingham and then behind me to my father before settling back on me. “Unfortunately, we’re not always successful.”
“So, evil Magicks got to Wren and Sam?” I ask, unconvinced, Wren’s words echoing between my ears.
Sam figured it out. She knew how much was at stake, and they killed her.
“They were poisoned, Lee. Poisoned by that book.” She points to the fireplace and the flames that engulf the last pieces of my sister. “For every light, there is darkness. And that book is as black as the new moon.”
“It’s hard to believe a book caused Sam’s death and all of this.” I motion to her bandaged shoulder.
My father scoffs. “This wouldn’t be the first book to cause a war, Leland.”
“A war? What are you—”
Before I can turn to question my father, Dean Rottingham strides to Celeste’s bedside. “Your father speaks in more adversarial terms than are warranted for this situation. However, it’s crucial to underline that the core of his message stems from a place of genuine concern and authenticity, and we must acknowledge the validity of his sentiment amidst the fervor of his delivery.”
I frown, suddenly feeling like I’m at one of Titan’s press conferences.
“Yes, thank you, Dean,” Celeste says, turning her attention back to me. “Wren and Sam didn’t act alone. Being the only other Moonstruck with us tonight, you know our very own Aquarius Air Elemental is involved in this darkness. The creature no doubt led the girls to the book and caused the devastation that has plagued the island all summer.…”
She continues to talk, but I’m in my own thoughts, mentally out of the room, up the stairs, and into the hidden opulent attic that runs the entire length and width of Moon Hall. Celeste didn’t know Wren was coming to confront her. The scene Wren and I stepped into had already started. Celeste was already hovering above the floor, secured in a cocoon of glimmering moonbeams. Something big was happening, and I’m starting to feel like it was something I was never supposed to see.
I stare down at Celeste and the thick blaze of white hair that frames her face as she continues to speak, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I felt Wren’s energy when she entered. The intensity was frightening—”
“There were so many Elementals in your room,” I interrupt, still picturing the cloaked figures silent and motionless as statues, their eyes ablaze with neon yellow and red, blue, and green as they stared down at the circle of moonlight that had illuminated Celeste. “Why were they there? Only the four are allowed on campus—”
“Leland.” There’s a warning in my father’s voice that brings goose bumps to my arms. “It’s not your place to question the leader of the Lunar Council, especially not when she’s in her current state.”
“Tyrell, please.” Celeste holds up her hand and offers my father a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “It’s okay. I’m okay. And I am so lucky your son was there for me when it all turned to chaos, and I was—” Her voice cracks, and she presses her fingertips against her pale lips. “If not for you, Lee—” She lets out a strangled sob, but I can’t help but notice how vacant her eyes are beneath those shimmering pools. “I don’t know if I would have made it out alive.”
Doubt must seep into my expression, because Celeste’s gaze presses against mine, harsh and cold. “Lee, did Wren ever share with you what was inside the book? Did you ever get a look at any of its pages?”
I shake my head. “No.” The word flies from my mouth before I can weigh the pros and cons of lying.
“Good.” She releases another shaky breath as she settles back against the mountain of pillows.
“Celeste, you haven’t answered my question.” My voice is barely a whisper as I try to hide it from my father. I’m caught between who I’m supposed to be and the questions alive and squirming beneath my skin.
“I appreciate your curiosity, Lee. I really do.” Another slide of her lips in a grin that only softens half her face. “There are things about the Lunar Council and my role within it that students aren’t privy to.”
Celeste’s eyelids flutter closed, and I take a step back, assuming she’s through answering my questions and needs to rest. With the speed of a cat, she reaches out and grabs my wrist. She clings to me, her long nails digging crescents into my skin as her lips move in a silent whisper.
Just as quickly, the door to the room opens, and three cloaked figures step inside. I brace myself, my mouth going dry as the Elementals float to the foot of Celeste’s bed.
“Lee!” Celeste calls my attention back to her as she smooths her thumb along the indentions marking my wrist. “These three great and powerful beings and those aligned with them are here to protect us. They will keep out the Elementals your friend has allied herself with, the Elementals that mean to harm us and will stop at nothing to cause chaos. Wren Nightingale is a danger to herself and a danger to all Moonstruck. I need her brought back to me.” The rhythmic slide of her thumb against my wrist stops as she presses the pad of her finger against my pulse. “Can I trust you with this task?”
My gaze darts to the black depths beneath each cowl, lingering first on the fiery red eyes of the Leo Elemental, then the ocean blue of the Scorpio Elemental, and finally the leafy green of the Taurus Elemental.
My thoughts are loud and unorganized, and it’s almost impossible to keep my breathing steady and my heartbeat slow as I try to pick through them. I know I’ve taken too long to answer when I hear my father clear his throat.
“Yes, of course,” I say. Another lie that doesn’t feel wrong. It feels like protection.
Celeste stares up at me, her smile all teeth, as half my mind screams to follow the rules and the other half to find out the truth. “Lee, I knew from the moment you were assigned a hall that you were special. Continue down this path and you and I will achieve greatness together.”
The words I’ve been waiting so long to hear fall like broken shells around my feet. I wanted to win the trials and earn a spot on the Lunar Council—not for me, not for Titan or my parents or our family name. I wanted it for Maya. But everything inside me says that there is something deeply wrong on Moon Isle—more than Sam’s death and Celeste’s attack and Wren’s escape—and that it has to do with my sister.
It’s my turn to place my hand on Celeste’s and wear a smile that sits on the surface of my lips and stops just beneath my eyes. “You and the Lunar Council can trust me with anything.”







FIVE
Wren
I wipe my sweaty palms against my jeans and try to convince myself to be calm. My gaze lifts to where my Air Elemental hovers above Celeste’s infirmary window. Ruby, Lily, and I hide behind one of the giant sequoias that stand like ancient guardians to the rear of Moon Hall. Thanks to Viento, fog still covers the campus, though the dove-colored sky says the sun has risen. Usually no one stirs at this early hour, but this morning the campus hums with activity as the Scorpio moons search for me.
“Hey,” Lily whispers. “We can do this. All you have to do is boost me, which, in case I haven’t told you, is so, so cool!”
I blow out a long, nervous breath and smile at Lily. After Viento tucked us safely behind the sequoias I’d quickly explained to Ruby and Lily about my Moonstruck magick—that I don’t have an Aquarian’s ability to heal, a Taurean’s super brains, a Leo’s ability to manipulate emotions, or a Scorpio’s incredible strength, but I can amplify any of those powers. It surprised me how easily they accepted my power, especially since I hadn’t told anyone but Sam and Lee about it.
“I knew about it,” Ruby says as their gaze continually scans our surroundings.
“What?” I turn from Lily to Ruby.
They shrug, still focusing on surveying our surroundings. “It makes sense. You had to be Moonstruck to be accepted into the Academia de la Luna, so you had to have power, even though you showed none of the usual abilities.”
“Yeah! Ruby and I’ve talked about it a bunch.” Lily bounces on her toes a little and her eyes sparkle with excitement. “I’ve never felt as powerful as I did at the stadium during my crowd control practice. I knew something was up. Something that had nothing to do with me—and I only felt it when you stopped taking notes and started concentrating with us.”
“Then Eliza healed the ocean of that oil spill.” Ruby snorts. “She isn’t powerful enough to do that.”
“But you were there. Just like at the stadium.” Lily continues, “So, Ruby and I brainstormed. Plus, you’ve been weird about your power since day one.”
“Weird?” I ask, feeling exposed and guilty at the same time.
“Weird—closemouthed about your power even though you’re at the academy where you’re supposed to be openly trying out and learning to stretch and then control your abilities,” explains Lily.
“Oh,” I say. “Well, um, I’m not like the rest of you. I’ve known that since day one.”
Lily grins and nods. “Right?! And that got Ruby and me thinking. Why would you not be open about your gift?” She hurries on, not waiting for my response. “Because it’s totally not like anyone else’s.”
“After considering the options, logic says your gift is a very unusual one. Something hardly anyone experiences. One that amplifies the powers of others fits that description,” says Ruby.
I feel a little breathless. “Wh-when did you realize that?”
Ruby shrugs. “We figured it out right after your second Trial.”
“We didn’t say anything to you because we wanted you to come to us. To trust us.” Lily’s voice isn’t accusatory, just factual.
“It’s your power, so it’s your story to tell,” adds Ruby.
“I’m sorry I didn’t come to you sooner.” I feel crappy about not telling them.
Ruby’s eyes hold mine. “Had you told us, we might have suffered the same fate as Sam. Keeping silent to keep us safe was the right thing to do.”
“I should still be keeping you safe,” I say softly.
“Sam’s death changes everything,” Ruby says. “Safety is less important than doing what is right, and the right thing to do is to avenge Sam.”
“She was our friend, too.” Lily clears her throat and wipes her eyes before she continues. “So, as soon as Viento gives us the sign that Celeste isn’t in the infirmary room all you have to do is boost me. I’ll get us in there without being seen.” Lily’s voice sounds matter-of-fact, but she chews her bottom lip and then adds, “At least in theory I can get us in there unseen.”
Ruby’s gaze goes instantly to Lily. Their hand caresses her cheek gently. “You can do it. I know you can.”
Lily seems to grow taller. Her smile is radiant. “Yes. I can.” She kisses Ruby quickly and then turns to me. “I mean, we can.”
I feel incredible relief at being accepted by the two of them. I’ll have to leave them behind soon. Rottingham and Celeste can’t know that they’ve helped me, but it’s comforting that Viento and I aren’t in this alone. I don’t have Lee anymore, but I have allies at Academia de la Luna, and I won’t forget that.
“The Elemental has raised his arm,” Ruby says.
I peek around the tree’s massive trunk. Fog is everywhere except where the breeze blows around Viento, hovering above the infirmary window with his arm raised, signaling that Celeste has left the room. His amber eyes find me and I nod. The Elemental drops his arm but continues to hover outside the window as the fog billows, concealing him again.
“Okay, let’s do this,” I say. “Lily, I need to touch you to boost your power.” Lily nods. I wipe my hand on my jeans again and then take hers. Still in our hiding place, Lily grounds herself with several deep breaths. She lifts her hand not holding mine and gracefully turns it palm up as her thumb and fourth finger meet. She traces a little pattern in the air with her hand, a movement so slight that it’s almost unnoticeable. Instantly I feel it. Her power. First it flows down from above, from where the moon is, even though we can no longer see her. Heat expands from under my rib cage and I match my breathing to Lily’s, allowing the warmth in my body to build and build.
“I’m ready.” Lily’s voice is taut, like she’s a stretched rubber band.
I focus on her and imagine I’m talking to the moon like Viento talks to me inside my head. Please help Lily. Boost her power. Now! Heat rushes up from my core and washes through my arm and into Lily’s hand.
“Oh!” Lily gasps and her eyes go wide as she turns to me with a smile that blazes. “That is amazing.” Then she tells Ruby, “I’m more than ready.”
“Follow me. Stay close. If I tell you to run—you run. We’ll meet back here. Understand?”
Lily and I nod. Ruby steps confidently out of our hiding place and we follow closely behind them. The fog thickens around us like we’re at a Taylor Swift concert and the smoke machine has been turned to full blast. Except for a single light over the rear entrance, Moon Hall is a hulking shadow.
“You see nothing. We are not here. You see nothing. We are not here,” Lily repeats over and over as she grips my hand so tightly my fingers go numb.
The instant before Ruby touches the handle of the door it swings open. Ruby moves so quickly her body blurs as she spins around, pulls us to the side of the building so we hug the hulking brick, and then puts herself between us and whoever is coming out of the door. But it’s useless. We’re going to be seen.
“You see nothing. We are not here!” Lily’s whisper intensifies.
I recognize Professor Scherer’s blond hair as she hurries past us. Even though we couldn’t be more than three feet from her she doesn’t so much as glance our way.
As the professor disappears into the fog, Ruby turns and gives us one of their rare smiles. “I knew you could do it.” They open the door and we follow them inside.
Even the rear entrance to Moon Hall is brightly lit and the three of us pause as we blink. Ruby starts leading us to the front of the hall, but I snag their red hoodie and motion them to an innocuous door that’s semi-hidden within the wood paneling.
“That way,” I whisper. I only know the door’s there because of Sam’s map—the map I followed up to the Conduit Chamber where I confronted Celeste.
Ruby changes direction and quietly opens the door to reveal the circular metal stairway that wraps up to the third level of Moon Hall—the hidden level that holds Celeste’s secrets.
We move quickly up the stairs to the second floor, where Ruby pauses and looks over their shoulder at us. Lily clutches my hand even tighter and nods. Ruby opens the door and we step out into the brightly lit infirmary hallway. We don’t hesitate. Lily’s mantra “You see nothing. We are not here!” is like fall leaves rustling in the wind as we stride down the hallway.
On our left is a row of doors that open to examination rooms, like the one Sam’s body rests in, a small surgery, and several hospital rooms—the last of which is for a VIP. To our right there are storage rooms, a pharmacy, and a healers’ station.
The healers’ station has a long semicircular counter with a metal cart in front filled with carefully labeled drawers that hold supplies. Beside it is a crash cart for code blues, which I recognize because of my extensive viewing of Uncle Joel’s favorite show, Grey’s Anatomy.
Sitting behind the healers’ station are two women dressed in turquoise scrubs and white lab coats. As we approach their part of the hallway, I can hear them talking in low voices about how quickly Celeste healed from her stab wound. I recognize one as the healer I glimpsed in Celeste’s room earlier. The other is Janice, the healer who cared for Eliza and me after we almost drowned during our second Trial.
“I’m so shocked that Wren tried to kill Celeste,” Janice was saying.
The other healer shook her head. “It’s terrible. This whole summer has felt unusual to me, but I suppose that’s because we’ve had a viper in our midst.”
Great. Now I’m a viper. I can’t help myself. I keep glancing at the healers as we walk quickly down the hall—in full view of them.
Not once does their conversation pause. Not once do they even glance at us. Ruby doesn’t slow down at all but keeps leading us toward the last door on the left. They only slow when we reach it. The door is wooden but has a glass panel in it and the three of us peer within. I let out a relieved sigh at the empty room.
Ruby glances back at the healers’ station. We’re within clear view of the two women, though neither has noticed us. Ruby reaches into the pocket of their red hoodie, pulls out something, and throws it down the hall, where it pings against the door through which we’d entered the infirmary.
Both healers startle and pivot to look in the opposite direction from us, which is when Ruby opens the door to Celeste’s empty room and the three of us rush inside.
“What was that?” I ask Ruby.
One of their brows arches. “A pebble.”
“She can put an eye out with one of those,” whispers Lily. She’s grinning at Ruby, but sweat is beading her face and her hand feels slick in mine.
“Can I let your hand go now?” I whisper to Lily as I pull her toward the open mouth of the fireplace. “I need to try to get the book.”
“No.” She squeezes my hand tighter. I swear I’m going to have bruises. “I’m still keeping them away from us. If I stop their subconscious minds will get restless because deep down they know they’re being fooled, and they’ll come looking.”
“Okay, got it.” We approach the fireplace together.
“I will be on lookout,” says Ruby from just inside the door.
I peer into the fireplace. The flames are low, clearly on their way to going out, but so much heat is still radiating from it that as I get closer my hair lifts and my cheeks feel singed. It’s a wood-burning fireplace, like from the olden days (unlike the fake log gas fireplace my uncles have). Some of the wooden logs glow red and spout little bursts of orange flame, and others are as black as the charred bricks that line the inside. The book is burned to ash and gone. It has to be. I can’t help but feel defeated as I squint against the heat.
There, resting against a blackened log, is the book! My heartbeat gallops and I almost don’t believe my eyes. The silver symbols on the ancient cover glow softly. I let out a relieved breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.
“It’s here! And it’s not destroyed!” I look over my shoulder at Ruby. “Psst!” I call to them and they turn to us. “I need help getting this out.”
Ruby hurries to us, grabs a long iron tong from the collection of fireplace tools sitting in a brass holder embossed with a huge fire dragon, and snags the book, pulling it from the dying flames. She holds it aloft in front of Lily and me.
“It’s not even singed,” says Lily.
“Magick,” Ruby says softly.
“Well, that’s a really good thing.” I reach out and take the book from the tongs. “Ouch!” I yelp in surprise. It’s searingly hot, like a live coal! I drop it and Lily’s hand.
The book smacks against the marble floor with the echoing sound of an openhanded slap.
“Oh, shit! No, no, no, no!” I’m babbling as I reach for the book again, but Ruby is there first. They lunge to the comfy chair beside the fireplace and grab the expensive-looking throw blanket artfully lying across the back of it. With one swift motion they toss it on top of the book, scoop it up, and frown at me.
“Turn around! I’ll put it in your backpack. And hold Lily’s hand again!”
I didn’t even remember my backpack was slung across my back, but I turn quickly and reach my unsinged hand out for Lily’s as Ruby crams the book, still wrapped in the blanket, into the backpack.
The door to the room bursts open as my fingers touch Lily’s.
The two healers are standing in the doorway, eyes huge, mouths open, staring at us.
None of us move.
“Wren?” Janice says.
Ruby is the first of us to move. They rush past us and up to the healers, fisting their hands in the front of the women’s lab coats. Ruby lifts them off their feet and tosses them onto the empty bed.
“Go!” Ruby shouts at Lily and me. We do exactly what they say and sprint out the door.
Ruby is behind us. They close the door and then yell, “Wren, boost me!” Ruby’s right hand is on the metal handle that serves as the doorknob to the VIP suite. Their left hand is reaching for mine.
I take her hand. Ruby’s head bows. I feel the heat bloom within me and direct it to Ruby, who, with a grunt of satisfaction, wrenches the handle of the door, embedding it into the wood so that it’s now immovable, effectively trapping the two healers inside.
“Now, run!” Ruby says.
We race down the hallway, as the healers pound on the door and shout to be let out. As we reach the exit, Ruby sprints ahead of us. They motion for us to stay back as they open the door slowly, peering into the stairwell.
“All clear. Move!”
We pound down the stairs. My heart thunders in my ears so loudly that I almost don’t hear the first words shouted from the intercom.
“ATTENTION! ATTENTION! WREN NIGHTINGALE IS IN MOON HALL! SCORPIO MOONS, DETAIN HER!”
“We have an intercom?” Lily pants the words between breaths.
“Yes. For emergencies. It’s almost never used but broadcasts schoolwide. Like a tsunami alert system,” says Ruby, who sounds like they’re strolling on the beach. “Scorpio moons learn about it in our first lecture.”
“Crap! Crap! Crap!” I breathe the word with each of my steps as we fly down the winding metal stairwell. It seems to take forever to reach the ground floor. Ruby pauses again, and silently opens the door a crack. I don’t have to look out to know the space is no longer empty. The shouts and footfalls of Scorpio moons rushing into the building are unmistakable.
Ruby closes the door and turns to face us. “Everything is fine.” Their tone is calm. Their gaze is steady. “Hide us again, Lily. We will go directly to the dark space behind the sequoias. Regroup. Call the Air Elemental and escape.”
“No no no,” I say quickly. “It’s too dangerous for you two to come with me. You have to stay here.”
Ruby’s gaze meets mine. “The healers saw Lily and me. They know we’re helping you.”
“Then tell them I used my powers on you and forced you!” I say.
“The first priority is to get out of this building without being captured,” says Ruby. “Wren, boost Lily again.”
I take Lily’s hand and ignore the fact that she’s trembling. Her hand forms the magickal symbol and heat bursts within my chest. I send it to Lily and she squeezes my hand in response and nods at Ruby.
“Ready,” Lily says before she begins whispering her mantra again. “You see nothing. We are not here.”
Chills skitter across my skin as the three of us, staying closely pressed together, step out of the stairwell and head to the back door. Even this rarely used entrance is busy with Scorpio moons rushing inside.
Ruby remains steady. Weaving around groups of Scorpio moon students, they lead us to the rear door and then move us to the side. In the next breath the door flings open as two young Scorpio moons run into the building. We slip through the door before it closes and out into the foggy night. With no hesitation Ruby leads us across the little courtyard and off the cobblestone path, moving quickly toward the massive sequoias barely visible in the gray morning.
We are close. Almost there. There is a crackling, staticky sound and then Celeste’s voice booms from the emergency intercom.
“ATTENTION, STUDENTS AND FACILITY! THIS IS CELESTE. I AM GOING TO RAISE THE SCHOOL’S SHIELD. EVERYONE GET TO THE EDGE OF CAMPUS AND FOCUS ALL YOUR POWERS ON SHIELDING OUR SCHOOL! NOW!”
People pour out of Moon Hall as the three of us dive into the shadows behind the sequoias.
“Shield?” I squeak the word. “What is she talking about?”
“It’s the school’s major protection system,” Ruby explains quickly. “Think of it like a clear bubble meant to encase the Academia.” They turn to me. “You have to get off campus before it’s in place. Once it’s set no one can leave or enter the school’s grounds.”
“We,” Lily insists. “Ruby, you, and I can’t be trapped in here.”
“Where I’m going isn’t safe,” I say. “You’ll be in danger if you come with me.”
“We’re in danger here,” says Lily. “And don’t start with that stuff about saying you forced us to help you.” She jerks her chin at Ruby. “Like Celeste or anyone is going to believe Ruby could be forced to do anything against her will?”
Ruby says, “Celeste understands your power, correct?”
“Well, yes.” I nod.
“Then I agree with Lily. Your power is boosting others, not forcing others to do your will. We can’t get trapped on campus.” From our place in the giant tree’s shadow, Ruby is studying the sky around us. “Where is your Elemental? I thought he was going to meet us here.”
“I don’t—”
BOOM!
Screams slice the air behind us, toward the line that divides the Academia de la Luna and the wilds of the island. The fog dissipates and the morning sunlight illuminates an enormous fire dragon, a lot like the one that almost killed Lee and me during our first Trial, knocking trees aside as it strides closer and closer, blasting a line of blue flames before it like Godzilla.
A terrible shriek pulls our attention from the forest and the dragon as a huge waterspout forms over the ocean side of Moon Hall. It rises above the massive building, whipping around and around, causing even the giant sequoias to bend to it. I watch in horror as two students are pulled off their feet and thrown out to sea as they scream and scream and scream.
“Ignore the Elementals!” Celeste’s voice has been magickally amplified. She’s shouting as she sprints from around the side of Moon Hall, followed by a group of professors. Rottingham is with them, as is Lee’s dad. “Get to the boundary of the school! We must erect the shield to keep out the feral Elementals!” Celeste’s words echo across campus as students appear from everywhere, all racing toward the edge of campus.
And then I see Lee. He’s not running beside his dad. He’s keeping pace with Celeste. They’re perfectly in step together.
“Wren! Get it together!” Ruby shakes my shoulder. “I said we have to go. Now!”
“You lead,” I say, pulling my gaze from Lee. “We follow.”
Ruby sprints from the shadow of the tree as Lily and I struggle to keep up with them. “Call your Elemental!” they shout over their shoulder at me.
“Viento!” I yell. “Help! We need you!”
More explosions come from the forest before us. More screams echo from the ocean behind us. The campus is chaos. Lily is knocked to the ground by two students running past us and I grab her elbow, pulling her to her feet. Then Ruby is taking Lily’s other elbow and we race forward again. I can finally see the edge of campus. The demarcation line is obvious. On the campus side the lawn is meticulously cared for—ferns are orderly and trees, even the giant ones, are neatly trimmed. In direct contrast off campus is a jungle of dense underbrush, brambles, and thick forest.
Celeste and her group reach the line before we do. She’s several yards to our left. Lee is on one side of her and Rottingham is on the other. Professors and students spread out all along the line that divides wilderness and civilization. She’s wearing the starry cloak again, the one that glistens like diamonds. Celeste nods at Lee and says something I can’t hear. He takes her hand so that as she raises her arm, as if reaching for the moon, Lee’s hand lifts with hers. Her other hand grasps Rottingham’s shoulder. Beside them every student, every professor, has locked arms and is forming their hands into symbols of power. I can feel it—feel the intensity of their combined energy building within me. It’s so overwhelming that I gasp and stumble. Ruby and Lily keep running, but I can’t move. I’m going to explode.
“Come, silver moonlight!” Celeste’s voice echoes eerily with power as she speaks the spell. “The Moonstruck beseech your protection and might. I invoke the crystal shield this night. Once in place let none without permission cross to or from this space!”
Heat fills me. It’s like I’m burning from the inside out. I fall to my knees, hard, and grunt in pain.
“No! Get up! Get up! They’re forming the shield!” Ruby shouts as they turn back to me.
I’m breathing so hard that I’m almost hyperventilating. I look up, blinking sweat from my eyes, and I see a shimmering crystal barrier forming high in the sky directly over campus. It spreads down, like a giant is blowing a bubble.
And then my view of the shield is blocked by swirling black robes and glowing amber eyes.
“Viento!” I sob his name.
Come, Little Bird. We are out of time.
I’m engulfed by his robe and he lifts me to my feet, pulling me tightly against his side. But before he can take me with him I push against him and stumble out of his embrace. “I know we have to get away from Celeste, but the feral Elementals are going to come after us if we go out there!” I point to the wilderness not far from us.
Not all of the Elementals out there are enemies. Trust me?
I nod. “I trust you.”
“What? What is he saying?” Lily asks.
“That we need to trust him. Not all of the Elementals are dangerous to us,” I say quickly.
We must go! Viento reaches for me.
Again, I step out of his reach. “Ruby and Lily! They have to come with us.”
No! Only you.
“Then I’ll stay and protect them. I won’t lose one more person I love!”
Ruby moves into the space before us. They’re holding Lily’s hand. “The healers know we helped Wren.” Their voice is utterly calm.
Tears track down Lily’s face, but she lifts her chin and adds, “If we stay here Celeste and Rottingham will do to us what they did to Sam.”
“Please!” I beg.
This is a mistake.…
The words drift through my mind as I’m engulfed by Viento’s cloak again, only this time he’s scooped up Ruby and Lily, too. With the sound of a gale-force wind, Viento lifts us off our feet and the wind flings us toward the line dividing campus and the forest. Time seems to slow. I watch the crystal shield extending down, down, down. We’re not going to make it. I wonder what will happen? Will it cut us in half if we get caught in it?
And then my vision goes black as Viento folds us more tightly within his cloak. He bows his head and we soar down. My stomach flip-flops like I’m on a roller coaster and then my ears pop.
Viento slows, stops, and gently we come to ground. I step out of the safety of his embrace, thinking we didn’t make it—thinking we’re going to have to fight the entire school to survive—thinking what the hell is our Plan B?
We’re in the forest. Slowly, I turn. The Academia de la Luna is there. It looks like a living snow globe minus the snow.
“Wren!”
My name is an agonized cry. I search the line of people standing on the campus side of the crystal shield and my eyes meet Lee’s.
Through numb lips I whisper his name, “Lee.”
Now we leave this place. Viento wraps the three of us in his cloak. We lift with the currents of air and I look over his shoulder at Lee. Our eyes meet again. I hope he sees within mine how much I care about him—how badly I wish things were different. I want to burst into tears until a shimmering cloak falls across Lee’s shoulders as Celeste puts her arm around him. I’m suddenly so, so cold as I watch my old life, and my love, disappear.







SIX
Wren
It seems like we’re flying with Viento for a long time, but being enclosed within his cape is disorienting. Hours or minutes could have passed when he finally slows and descends, not releasing us until our feet are firmly on solid ground.
Here there is no fog and I blink against the light. When my vision clears, my mouth drops open. “Where are we?”
Welcome to the Realm of Elementals. Viento spreads his arms wide and the forest around us ripples and changes.
It’s like we stepped onto a James Cameron set—after the CGI has been added. The colors around us are incredible. The greens are so bright they’re almost neon. We’re in a little clearing ringed by huge white oaks, their branches heavy with age—some so old that they almost touch the mossy forest floor. Their leaves glisten with health. Little squirrel faces peek down at us, chattering with curiosity. There’s a stream bisecting the clearing. The water that flows lazily within it is like liquid diamonds, sparkling in time to the music it makes as it rolls over rocks. Its bank is gentle and made of smooth pebbles that are amazing colors of violet and teal. The forest floor is carpeted in thick moss, the brilliant green of expensive emeralds.
“Wow! This is incredible,” Lily says as she turns in a full circle, taking in our surroundings.
“We’re in the Realm of Elementals,” I say, and continue to gawk.
Ruby is all business. Hands on their slim hips, they survey the clearing before turning to face Viento. “Is this Elemental realm safe for us?”
They are fierce, Viento begins.
I laugh a little. And then I repeat aloud the rest of what he says to me. “According to our Elemental nothing is completely safe on this island, but this clearing is where Viento’s allies are, and if they’re on his side that means they’re on our side.”
Ruby cocks their head to the side and studies Viento. “Explain this our side–their side thing.”
In my mind, Viento sighs. I will try, he says.
I cringe in anticipation of pain and blurt, “Don’t say anything that’s going to trip the spell!”
“What spell?” Lily asks.
I turn to my friends. “Viento’s under a spell that Celeste put on him and the other Elementals on campus a really long time ago—like literal centuries.”
“Wait, how old is Celeste?” Lily says, her eyes going big and round.
“Hundreds of years old,” I tell her. “She shipwrecked here in 1785.”
Ruby let out a long whistle. Then says, “What does the spell do?”
“It keeps the Elementals from telling us how to complete the ritual she disrupted back in 1785. If he tries to tell me too much, or do too much, it causes him pain.” I grimace. “A lot. I know because since he shared air with me I can feel that pain.” I look up at the Elemental at my side.
“But isn’t he in pain right now? He’s helping us,” asks Lily.
I shake my head. “No, his mission on campus is to watch over the students at the Academia de la Luna, specifically Aquarius moons. He’s still on that mission. We haven’t disenrolled from the Academia, so we’re students he’s watching over. But he has to walk a thin line. Like, he couldn’t take the book out of the fire because Celeste commanded that the book be destroyed.” I pause, remembering how Rottingham had whispered something to the book just before he threw it into the flames. Weird … “Anyway, Viento can help us, but only up to a point.”
“Understandable.” Ruby studies Viento. “Can he give us information on the Elementals?”
Yes. Viento’s voice is inside my head again.
“Okay, tell me what you can and I’ll relay it to Ruby and Lily.” Viento nods and as his words form in my mind I repeat them to my friends.
“A lot of the Elementals are okay with things the way they are now,” I say.
“Which means the way they’ve been since Celeste messed up a ritual,” Lily says.
“Yes.” I continue to explain as Viento speaks to me. “But there are other Elementals who feel that the way things are is too unnatural. It binds them to…” I pause and cringe as pain spikes through my mind and I put up a hand to stop Viento. “I’ve got this part. You don’t need to say it.” As the pain fades I continue the explanation without Viento’s input. “This is what I understand from what Sam and I learned from the book. The Elementals saved the people who shipwrecked off the island with Celeste, though her name was Selene then. They made a deal with Selene, who was an unmarried teenager then, and two other women, a young mother and an older woman, an elder. They would share the moon’s power with them in return for becoming corporeal and for being protected on this island.” I shrug. “You know, colonizers were colonizing, which must have been scary for magickal beings.”
Viento’s snort sounded in my mind accompanied by, Not all of us were frightened of change.
“Well, some of the Elementals were scared. Anyway, Selene-slash-Celeste screwed up the ritual on purpose so she could have all the power and that must have bound the Elementals to her and to this island. Right?” I look at Viento.
He nods slightly and I rub my temple where a spear of pain jabs me.
“His allies are the Elementals that want the ritual completed so they have the ability to leave the island, correct?” Ruby asks.
I nod before Viento can say anything that will cause us pain.
“But there are still Elementals on Celeste’s side,” Lily says.
“Yes.” Then I realize what else this means. “Like the Fire Elementals who tried to burn me alive during my first Trial and the Water Elemental who almost drowned me during the second Trial.” I watch Viento and when he doesn’t disagree I know I’m on the right track. “The other three Elementals that oversee Taurus, Leo, and Scorpio Halls are also on Celeste’s side.” Again, Viento remains silent.
“So, what’s our plan?” Ruby asks.
I’m still watching Viento carefully as I continue. “We complete the ritual. That won’t just free all the Elementals. It’ll take away Celeste’s monopoly on controlling the moon’s power.”
“But wait,” Lily says as she steps closer to Viento and me. “What does that mean? We do have power, Ruby, me, even you. All four houses have power. What else is there?”
“I-I’m not sure.” The three of us turn to Viento. I brace myself.
All could be Moonstruck. All could have different levels of power based on Her gifts, the moon’s gifts, and not on which houses Celeste can control—
“Argh!” I cry out as Viento collapses to the ground and I clutch my head, pain making my vision tunnel. When it recedes Lily has her arm around me, murmuring soft, comforting words while she pats my back.
“We need another way to get information,” Ruby says as they look down at where Viento has collapsed to the ground and is just beginning to stir.
“We have it.” My voice sounds gravelly. “That’s why I had to get the book. But we have to wait for moonrise to read it.”
“And we stay here for the night?” Ruby asks.
Yes. We are safest here. Viento’s voice also sounds rough inside my mind as he stands.
“We’re safest here,” I repeat for Lily and Ruby.
Ruby snorts. “Safest isn’t safe. I’ll set up a shelter and we should keep watch in shifts. Do either of you know how to light a fire without matches?”
“Um…” I mutter, and shrug.
Lily’s laughter bubbles around the clearing, making the leaves on the ancient oaks rustle in time with it. “Ruby, honey, do I look like I’ve done a lot of rubbing sticks together in the wilderness?”
I will call Fire, says Viento.
And I swear the snort in my mind echoes Ruby’s.

The day passes fast, mostly because Ruby is excellent at keeping us (meaning Lily and me) busy. Basically, we are their unskilled laborers. We do what they tell us and then watch in amazement as the fern fronds, long branches, and pine boughs we collect are turned into a crude but cozy lean-to shelter.
When the shelter is finally completed to Ruby’s standards we gather branches for the fire, but as they start to make a little pile of dried pine needles for kindling, Viento’s voice rings inside my head again.
“Ruby, Viento says all you need to do is set up the space for the fire. He’ll take care of everything else.” They give me and then Viento a dubious look, but Ruby does as he asks, creating a perfect cone of branches and sticks inside a circle of smooth stones they carried from the creek bank.
Ruby straightens and wipes their hands on their jeans before looking at the Air Elemental. “Your turn.”
A huff of his laughter brushes against me with the breeze. He lifts his arms and Fire, I ask for your aid sounds inside my mind. I remember the Fire Elementals combining and turning into a giant, scary dragon that tried to burn Lee and me alive—which looked a lot like the one that was closing on the campus before we got out of there—and take an automatic step closer to Viento.
With a sizzling sound that reminds me of striking a match, a Fire Elemental materializes before us. It isn’t anything like Viento and the other cloaked Elementals I’ve seen before. This being is a starburst in the form of a large bird about the size and shape of a peacock. She hovers near the triangle of firewood, wings outspread. She is absolutely beautiful. Her feathers shine like mini fires and are all the colors of flame—from the soft yellow of candlelight to the deep, glowing red of hot coals. Her tail feathers almost touch the ground and glow brilliant blues and greens. Her eyes are black and bottomless.
“You’re so pretty!” Lily gushes.
The Elemental’s head swivels in her direction. The bird opens her beak and, remembering the fire dragons, I almost hurl myself between the bird and Lily, but all that comes out of the bird’s mouth is a sweet, trilling noise, like a flute.
You need not worry, says Viento. She knows Lily is a Leo moon, a fire sign. She also likes her hair.
I jump at the sound of his voice in my mind but relay his words to Lily, who laughs and says, “That’s right; us fire signs stick together.” She holds up a long piece of her red hair. “It’s like some of your feathers, only mine doesn’t glow,” she says, laughing again.
The Elemental trills at Lily before circling the triangle of branches and the next time her beak opens a stream of yellow fire shoots out of it and into the wood, setting it ablaze perfectly.
Lily claps her hands and bounces up on her toes. “Oooh! That’s awesome! Thank you.”
Ruby and I also thank the Elemental, but she pretty much ignores us and circles Lily, chirping enthusiastically at her as she grins and waves goodbye to the bird just before she disappears with a pop!
“Oh, I love that little Elemental,” Lily says wistfully as she holds her hands near the fire, warming them.
That “little” Elemental could burn down the entire Academia. Viento sounds amused, but I make the executive decision not to share what he said with the others.
“The wild Elementals don’t look like the four we’re used to seeing at the school,” says Ruby to Viento.
We take this form so that it is easier for students to accept us, says Viento, which I do share with Lily and Ruby.
“I’d be a lot more comfortable with the beautiful bird,” says Lily. Then she adds hastily, “No offense to you, though.”
Viento bows his head slightly in acknowledgment.
I turn to my Elemental. “What’s your natural form?”
Perhaps one day I shall show you.
“Did he tell you?” Lily asks.
“He says he might show me someday,” I say.
Ruby takes out the wicked-looking folding knife they, thankfully, always carry in their pocket, sits cross-legged by the cheerful fire, clears leaves from a long branch, and then starts whittling the end into a point. Viento watches them for a little while and then asks, What is the fierce one doing?
“Whatcha making, Ruby?” I ask.
“A spear. I’ll attempt to get us fish for dinner.”
“You’re my hero,” Lily tells Ruby as she sits beside them and kisses their cheek.
“I have protein bars and water in my backpack,” I say. (I’m not actually expecting a kiss, but a little adoration can’t hurt.)
Tell the fierce one to stand down. Let us see what Water gifts us with.
“Hey, uh, Ruby, Viento says to hang on. He’s going to…” My words trail away as Viento glides to the edge of the stream and lifts his arms. Ruby and Lily are already following him as he calls, Water, I ask for your aid!
I hurry after them as the crystal stream begins to swirl. A creature emerges from the center of the whirlpool as I reach the bank with Lily and Ruby. She’s vaguely humanoid in shape, naked and curvy. Her huge cerulean eyes are set on the sides of her head and she has gills on her neck, making her look eerily amphibian. Her skin is smooth, Caribbean turquoise, and translucent. Within her small body, silver fish dart around like living jewels. Her hair is made of cascading pink lotus blossoms and she’s wearing a thick necklace of shells that clatter together as she bobs in the waves.
The Elemental nods at Viento and then her attention focuses on Ruby, who bows deeply to her.
“Welcome, Water,” Ruby says.
The sound the Elemental makes is the music of water caressing river rock. It’s breathtakingly lovely and I think I could stare at her and listen to her forever.
Then she smiles at Ruby. Her teeth are sharklike daggers that glisten white and dangerous in the light reflected from the waves lapping around her body.
I remind myself hastily that a Water Elemental the size of a humpback whale almost drowned me and suppress a shiver.
The Elemental opens her hands, spreading webbed fingers with long, blue fingernails. She looks from Ruby down into the creek and, with a movement so fast it’s hard to follow, plunges her hands into the water and then tosses a huge fish onto the bank at Ruby’s feet. The fish’s sides are bright, brilliant red, its head is bluish-green, and its belly is black.
“Salmon! Yum!” I say as it flops about on the rocks.
Ruby barely glances at the fish. They walk to the edge of the creek, stopping as the water laps at their shoes, and bows deeply again. “Dōmo arigatō gozaimasu,” they say reverently.
The Water Elemental dips her head in acknowledgment before her body dissipates into the stream, which immediately returns to a lazy, shimmering ribbon of water.
“People tend to think Scorpio is a fire sign,” Lily says as Ruby efficiently cuts off the fish’s head and begins cleaning and filleting it on a rock near the creek.
“We are a water sign,” Ruby says without looking up.
“Your Elemental is beautiful,” Lily tells Ruby.
Ruby does look up then, smiling warmly at Lily. “As is your Fire Elemental, and as are you.”
Feeling like I’m intruding on their intimacy—and missing Lee—I go back to the campfire, which still burns perfectly, retrieve my backpack from inside our lean-to, and gingerly take out the blanket-wrapped book. It’s not hot anymore. It doesn’t even look singed. I sit near the fire and open it. The sun has begun to fade into the west, but the moon isn’t visible yet, so I don’t expect anything except the indecipherable silver writing that swims over each page.
You are sad.
Viento floats down to the mossy ground beside me. I lift one shoulder and keep my voice low. “I’m glad Ruby and Lily are with us, even though I probably shouldn’t be, but they’re so happy, so obviously in love, that it makes me miss Lee. Even though Lee isn’t mine anymore to miss.” I whisper the last sentence.
His long fingers brush the hair back from my face. His voice is gentle in my mind. Give him time.
“He believes Celeste. That’s obvious.”
For now, yes. But you have given him much to think of and he is not a fool. He will not forsake you so easily.
I look into his kind amber eyes. “Thank you for saying that.”
It is only the truth.
I continue to study him. What is it? he asks.
“You’re speaking to me a lot easier than when we first started talking,” I say. “I’m glad, but I’m also confused.”
I have not communicated with a human openly like this for a very long time. I’ve been out of practice, but the more we talk, the better I get at it.
“Do you like talking to humans?”
His cowled head nods. I do. You, Ruby, and Lily are so very young, but you’re also kind, empathetic, and rather interesting. It gets lonely on campus, especially as centuries of silence pass. I feel less lonely now.
“I’m really glad.” I smile at my Elemental friend.
As am I, Little Bird.

Ruby weaves green twigs into a kind of grill and shows us how to cook the fat, juicy pieces of salmon, and when the moon finally lifts into the darkening sky we’re completely stuffed and a little sleepy. After I wash my hands in the creek I sit by the fire and explain quickly to Ruby and Lily that the key to reading the book is moonlight, but that I’m not sure what I’ll find within the pages tonight because the moon is in a different phase from the last time I read it and with each phase the information changes.
Everyone, even Viento, peers down at the book in my lap as I open it. A piece of paper flutters from between the pages. I pick it up and my sight blurs with tears as I recognize Sam’s sprawling handwriting—the last note she will ever write to me: AS SOON AS YOU’RE ALONE, MEET ME AT THE COURTYARD. I FIGURED OUT THE BOOK. IT’S WAY WORSE THAN WE THOUGHT.
“Sam…” I whisper her name as my fingers trace the words. “I miss you so much.”
Lily squeezes my shoulder gently. “I miss her, too.”
“We haven’t properly mourned our Sam,” says Ruby. “But we will. We will.”
“Yes, when this is over. When we’ve fixed things. Then we’ll say goodbye.” I shove my grief into a little box that I bury deep in my heart and wipe my eyes with the back of my hand as I start slowly flipping through the pages.
At the last page I sigh in frustration and look up at my friends. “I was worried about this.”
“All it’s saying is stuff we already know about the Elementals.” Lily’s voice echoes my frustration.
“Yeah. Like I said, it changes every time I read it,” I say.
Viento moves restlessly, pacing around the clearing. Pain begins to build inside my head and I grimace as I rub my temples.
I am sorry.
“Don’t be. It isn’t your fault you can’t help us,” I tell my Elemental.
“The book is magick, correct?” Ruby asks.
“Yes. Obviously.” I manage not to roll my eyes.
Undeterred by my displaced irritation, they continue. “Have you tried asking it for what you need?”
Instantly Viento stops pacing and zips over to hover before me, staring down at me.
I clear my throat and speak directly to the book in my lap. “Could you please show me how to find what I need to complete the ritual?”
The silver writing explodes in color, swirling around the open page as it forms a picture. No, it’s not a picture. It’s some kind of design that—
“It’s a map!” Lily shouts, clapping her hands.
She’s right. It’s definitely a map of the interior of the island. “Is that us?” I touch three little x’s beside the silver ribbon of a stream.
“Yes, and look here.” Ruby’s finger traces another line, this one in glistening red, that marks a path leading to the center of the map—a glowing full moon.
“That’s where we have to go,” I say, feeling the rightness of the words deep within me. “Quick! Do either of you have anything to write on? We need to copy this map before it disappears when the sun rises.”
“I didn’t bring a notebook,” Lily says. “You don’t have anything like that in your backpack?”
“No!” I run my hand through my hair as I try to think. “But if we can find something to write on I can probably use some charcoal from the fire to copy the map.”
Lily is looking around the clearing like she might find an Office Depot. “Would a big fern leaf help?”
Ruby snorts. “You can’t copy something so intricate with a hunk of charcoal on a fern. Here, do this.”
Before I can stop them, Ruby reaches down and rips the page from the book.
“Ruby! No!” I yelp, and jump to my feet as the book tumbles from my lap.
Ruby stares down at the blank piece of old paper in their hand. They glance up at me. “Gomen’nasai. I’m sorry.” They hand the page back to me.
The instant my fingers touch it the map reappears, glistening brightly in the moonlight. The strength of the maiden rings in my head as wind whips around us.
I start to shout a relieved yes! but then notice that sure, the map’s appeared, but there’s a lot less of it.
“Um, something’s happened to the map,” I say, interrupting Ruby and Lily’s high five.
“Some of it’s left.” Lily squints as she studies the piece of paper in my hand.
“But only some of it! The rest is gone.” I stifle a sigh of frustration and put on my positive face. “At least we have a starting point. Let’s get there”—I point at the flame icon that marks the end of what’s still visible of the map—“and see what happens.”
“I’m sorry I messed up the map,” says Ruby, their eyes not meeting mine.
“Hey, things have been appearing and disappearing from these pages since the first day Sam and I opened the book.” I smile at Ruby.
“Plus, it’s magick! It’ll be okay.” Lily hooks her arm through Ruby’s and bumps Viento with her shoulder. “Right?”
“Absolutely!” I say with way more enthusiasm than I feel.
Inside my head Viento snorts.







SEVEN
Lee
The spoon clinks against the edges of my father’s mug as he stirs his coffee and thumbs through pages of numbers with Titan’s logo embossed on the top. No matter where I go, I can’t escape him. He’s around every turn, behind every door, lurking in every corner. A grim reminder that this summer at Moon Isle isn’t what it’s supposed to be. The worst part isn’t that I can’t get away from him. The worst part is that I can’t be myself.
I saw Wren last night as the dome now shielding the Academia closed. She flew through the night in the arms of the Air Elemental she’s had an odd bond with since we arrived at the Academia. Against the dark of the sky, she looked like magick, like a piece of the moon Herself. It’s hard to believe Wren’s dangerous, but I keep being told she is. And I’ve underestimated her before.
The toaster dings, and my bagel pops up, cinnamon brown and crispy around the edges. I impatiently take a scalding bite before dropping it onto a paper towel.
Celeste wants me, expects me, to be like Rottingham—to follow her instructions and hold every word she utters like scripture. A few days ago, I would have. But that was before I found out that Maya’s death wasn’t an accident, and before Wren and Lily and Ruby were gone and Elementals and Scorpios patrolled the campus like this is Alcatraz and not an academy.
And, this time, I won’t sit here while life unravels around me.
“I’m going to talk to Rottingham,” I say, purposefully not looking at my father as I fold the paper towel over my bagel and shove it into my pocket.
“Great idea.” He moves to get up, and I stand still as a picture in the doorway that leads out of the Aquarius Hall kitchen.
“I’m going alone.”
He takes a deep breath and rubs his hand over his bald head. “Now, Leland, these things—”
“I know what I’m doing.”
My father sits back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest. “You know, son, I won’t always be there to catch you when you fall.”
A swallow tugs at my throat. “I understand.”
I don’t give him another chance to cut me down or tag along. I leave the kitchen and my father and pace my steps, calm and purposeful, as I head to the doors of Aquarius Hall. I don’t have to turn around to know he’s watching me. My father will pounce on any sign of weakness. So I keep my hands loose at my sides and ignore the rush of adrenaline that makes me want to run from this place—from him.
I push open the door and my shoulders relax a bit when it closes behind me. Outside, the sun hasn’t been up long. The scent of fresh dew lingers in the air, and pearls of water soak into my jeans as I cut through the ferns for a more direct path to Moon Hall and Dean Rottingham’s office.
The change that’s happened at the Academia in one day is incredible. Before Sam’s death—before what happened between Wren and Celeste—campus felt familiar. Without the magick, it could’ve been any private school where students are serious about learning, but also still students interested in hanging out and hooking up between tests and lectures.
Now the Academia de la Luna is more like a military school. All around me are groups of students clustered together, pale-faced and somber, as they drill over and over with the Scorpio moons. Some practice protective spell work while others train in hand-to-hand combat, focusing on defense.
I want to shout, This isn’t right! We’re not supposed to be learning about protective warfare. We’re supposed to be flexing our Moonstruck abilities and focusing on our future.
The crackle of fire followed by several shrieks has me altering my trajectory to Moon Hall and jogging to the left, toward the edge of the clear dome that encases campus. Hovering about twenty feet in the air on the forest side of the dome is a Fire Elemental. It swoops around like a phoenix, its feathers the deep orangey-red flames. It lets out another shriek and chases its cry with a breath of fire that explodes against the dome. A group of Taurus moons scatter from the edge of the protective barrier, their Scorpio moon instructor trying to calm them as the Elemental swoops close to the dome, flaming talons outstretched.
There are more noises coming from the forest side of the dome—more screams and shouts from students—more groups that need to be calmed and reassured before they continue training for a conflict none of us expected or wanted.
How is Wren okay?
The Elementals keep attacking, keep battering the magick that surrounds the Academia, but at least we’re inside and safe. Wren is out there, so vulnerable it makes my stomach hurt and my palms sweat.
There’s nothing I can do. The Scorpio moons have it handled, so I shift direction, heading back to Moon Hall. I need to get to Rottingham. I’m not sure what I’m going to say to him. I’m running on pure instinct and adrenaline and this voice in the back of my mind that sounds like both Maya’s and Wren’s.
Something’s not right.
I tear off a piece of bagel and shove it into my mouth. I don’t even taste it as my thoughts swirl and I carve a path through the trees on my way closer and closer to answers. I’m sick of being a pawn, of being a blank page for others to write on. I am my own man. If my father taught me anything it’s that a Young can get whatever he wants.
“I want the truth.”
The rear door to Moon Hall opens and I have to weave my way between groups of students clustered around professors who read from lists assigning them to different Scorpio moon professors who will drill them in spell work and defensive techniques. The common areas on the ground floor are packed but eerily quiet. There’s no joking. No laughter. No flirting. There are only strained expressions and somber acknowledgments of assignments.
I take the stairs two at a time up to the second floor where the dean’s office is situated in the front of Moon Hall.
Rottingham’s assistant’s desk is empty and the solid wood door that leads to his office is closed. I’m glad Poppy isn’t here, because I’m way past caring about what I have to do to get in.
I throw open the door and charge into the dean’s neat and tidy office. Rottingham simply nods at me as he rests against the edge of his desk, ankles crossed, thumb and forefinger smoothing his goatee. Luke leans forward in the wingback leather chair across from the dean, his red hair like a torch glowing in the early morning light that filters through the window.
“You got here quick,” he says, turning to look at me over his shoulder. “What, does this place have a Bat Signal?”
“Luke, what are you doing here?” I ask, more than a little surprised that he’s having a private meeting with the dean. When I thought this through, not that I did a great job with that, Rottingham was alone or in a meeting with the council or Celeste or—
“What do you mean what am I doing here? Have you looked outside?” He gestures to the window.
“Of course I’ve looked outside. I just came from outside,” I say, trying to get my thoughts in order. I was ready to confront Rottingham, not my friend. “Something’s not right.”
“Obviously.” Luke’s brow furrows. “Lee, you feeling all right?”
“I’m fine,” I say, ignoring Luke and getting back on track.
“While we don’t have a Bat Signal, I did just send Poppy to find you,” Rottingham begins as he continues to stroke his beard. “I regret that both you and Luke, and all the students here, must deal with this confrontation, but it’s important my apprentices know what is expected of them.”
I clench my hands into fists. “That’s not why I’m here. I want to know what’s really going on. You and I both know it’s bigger than what happened with Celeste and Sam and Wren leaving campus.” I point at Rottingham, whose fingers go motionless on his goatee. “Something started all this. Without knowing what it is, none of what’s happened—what’s happening—makes sense.”
“Lee, please, sit.” Rottingham gestures to the seat next to Luke. The same place I sat after the wild Fire Elementals attacked Wren and me in the forest during our first Trial. Back when those five massive creatures, eyes blazing with fire, smoke billowing from their bodies, crashed together and exploded into an enormous dragon. Even now, I can smell Wren’s singed hair as it charged after us, shooting flames in our direction.
“It started back then, didn’t it? Right when we got here. Right when Wren was Moonstruck but didn’t fit into a moon sign.” I take a step closer to the dean, anger building in my bones, magick sparking against my fingertips. “It all starts with her, but it doesn’t answer the questions. Why would Wren want to kill Celeste? Why did an Elemental help her? Why are there wild Elementals outside the dome attacking us right now? Why did my sister have to die?”
“Leland! Sit. Down,” Rottingham snaps, but the only man who has a hold over me, who can shut my mouth and force me silent, is my father.
“I don’t want to sit, Rottingham. I want answers.”
The dean stares at me, while behind me Luke’s breathing is heavy and quick. No doubt he feels my magick crackling through the air, against his skin, ready to be woven into something real.
Rubbing his hands together, Rottingham pushes away from his desk. “Answers are never that simple.” He moves to get by me and back behind the barricade of his desk, but I don’t let him pass.
“Try,” I grind out through clenched teeth.
His sigh is heavy with the weight of untold secrets. “Lee, the truth is complex, tangled in layers of secrecy and necessity. What Celeste revealed to you while she was healing, and whatever snippets you believe you have pieced together about Wren and Maya—it’s all part of a much larger puzzle.”
He tries to bypass me again, but I stand firm, my resolve as unyielding as the ground beneath my feet. I’m not moving. I’m not done here. “Answers, Rottingham. Now.”
“Lily is gone, too.” Luke’s tone is urgent and clipped. “So is Ruby. As much as you might want this to only be about Wren and your sister, it’s not. We’re all involved. The Lunar Council, you, me—look outside, Lee. Pull your head out and look.”
Compelled by his words, I stride to the open window. Below, the meticulously landscaped front grounds of Moon Hall stretch to the wide wooden stairs that lead down to the beach and the school’s wharf. Beyond the wharf, the Pacific Ocean looks strange. At this distance, through the curved crystal side of the protective dome, its waves are darker, larger, ominous.
My vision blurs when I try to focus on the ocean, so I blink it clear and return my gaze to the front lawn. There are usually students sitting on benches or blankets on the well-landscaped grass. Today the only students visible are drilling with Scorpio moons with such intense concentration the vestiges of their magick waft in on the breeze.
A distant growl pulls my attention back to the dome and the ocean beyond. One enormous wave after another lifts from the ocean. With a rumble that rattles my bones, they crash against the dome.
On the lawn below, the panicked shouts of students mix with the roar of waves as the Water Elemental, one of only three Elementals who remain inside the dome, swoops over the students, soaring to the curved barrier with his arms spread wide. He doesn’t notice, doesn’t even glance down at, the students as he flies above. He’s too high to touch them, but that doesn’t stop every one of them from ducking down, flinching away from him. He hurtles toward the edge of the dome, growing in size, radiating raw elemental magick, until he’s huge and imposing. His skeletal hand reaches out from the depths of his cloak, and the battering waves recede.
It’s not the Elemental or even the power he wields that strikes me the most. It’s the fear he’s causing. They’re all afraid of the Elementals who went from magickally escorting us to our Trials to policing the grounds like nightmares come to life. What is happening is changing everything—altering all our futures.
“It’s chaos out there,” I say softly, more to myself than to Rottingham or Luke.
“This is about all of us … all the Moonstruck.” Luke’s voice is a quiet echo of my own thoughts.
“There are still things we don’t know. Things they’re hiding from us,” I say.
“Not everything is meant to be uncovered at once, Lee.” Rottingham places his hand on my shoulder. “But remember, there’s a broader picture. Right now, your peers are frightened, vulnerable. They need reassurance and a sense of normalcy amidst this turmoil. Both you and Luke have an important role to play in this. Your visibility, your interaction with the three Elementals still on campus—it could serve as a beacon of hope, a reminder that not all is lost and that this change should not be feared. All great things come through metamorphosis.”
My anger drains away, and now all I’m left with is exhaustion and an overwhelming sense of duty. I don’t put up a fight as he leads me and Luke to the door. Choosing now to wage my battle against the powers that be won’t help anyone, especially not Wren.
“Your peers need to know that they have agency—that they have control over what is happening and don’t feel as if this situation is being thrust upon them—which is why I need you to lead a training session with the Scorpios. It’ll boost morale and give them a constructive way to channel their energy. I’ve briefed Luke on what needs to be done in order to have the most impact,” Rottingham continues, guiding me gently toward the door. “He’ll fill you in on the specifics.”
“Will do, Dean.” Luke gives a mock salute and strides past Poppy’s desk and out into the hall.
“Lee”—Rottingham keeps his grip on my shoulder as I try to follow Luke—“this is a moment for leadership, for empathy. The fear and panic enveloping our community can be as dangerous as any threat from outside. You have the power to mitigate that, to help maintain a semblance of peace. Don’t get discouraged. You’re the lead student at the Academia. The other students need you. I need you. That being said, it is important you follow your instincts, trust yourself, and keep your eyes open. Do that, and the pieces will eventually fit together.”
Eventually.
A frantic laugh itches the back of my throat.
How many more people will die if I wait for answers?
Before I turn to ask him that very question, the door closes and the lock clicks into place.
I linger, staring at the door as the weight of Rottingham’s words settles over me. I want to find real answers, but I need to help prevent a full-blown campus panic. I have no idea how to do both at the same time.
Luke grabs the doorframe and leans into the waiting room right outside the dean’s office. “You waiting for an invitation? We have places to be, Lee.” He smirks, his brow arching. “Did you know your name rhymes with a lot of stuff?”
“Yeah, so does yours,” I say, brushing by him and out into the hallway. “Luke … puke…”
He claps me on the back. “Nice to see you’re back to normal. You were lit up in there. We could’ve powered the whole building with the amount of energy coming off you. Things going sideways with your old man?”
While walking toward the double doors that lead out of Moon Hall, I shoot him a glare that says I don’t want to talk about it.
Luke holds up his hands in surrender. “Look, I just know that, when things are off the rails with my mom, I get a little swing-first-ask-questions-later.”
“You know, that’s really self-aware for someone so dense.”
“Thanks.”
The double doors in front of us swing open, and Poppy walks in in a pastel-pink cloud of skirts. “Lee, I was looking all over for you, but I’m glad you found your way to the dean’s office. It’s a bit intense, the task he has set up for you two at Crossroads.” Her small, glossy pink lips slide into a frown. “Actually, it’s not something that’s ever happened in the past. I suppose nothing that’s going on now has.…” Her words float away as her chin tilts up, and her gaze rises above our heads.
“Anyway,” she says with a few rapid blinks that bring her out of her thoughts and back into the present, “I don’t want to keep you.” She gives us a small wave and heads down the hall to her office, her short heels clacking against the tile.
“Is she talking about the Scorpio training we’re doing?” I ask, following Luke out into the bright morning light.
“Well, you and your dad are training the Scorpios since no one has magick fingers quite like the Youngs. But I’ll be there. Benefit of being a co-apprentice,” he says, popping his nonexistent collar. “Rottingham wants to say it’s to boost morale and get them to channel all that Hulk, smash! energy into something productive, but if you ask me, it’s so you and your dad increase their learning curve. They need to be great today in case the wild Elementals break through. Not that that’s really possible. I mean, right?”
We both stare out at the huge, glistening barrier that encapsulates campus like a giant bubble. “Wren is on the other side with your sister and Ruby. If nothing can break through, great. But you better hope we can get out to save them.”
“Yeah…” Yellow Air Elementals zig and zag above us outside the dome, their reflections like sun flares caught in Luke’s gaze.
There’s a strange feeling in my stomach that stirs up my anger and pushes me to take action. Maybe this is the part of trusting myself Rottingham mentioned. Even though I didn’t get answers from him, maybe I can get them from someone else.
I take advantage of the fact that Luke is still lost in thought, and reopen the door to Moon Hall. “I’m going to go back and apologize to the dean. You head over to Crossroads. I’ll be right there.”
I head inside before he realizes my absence will mean he’ll have to face my father on his own. My new plan gives me another surge of adrenaline, and I practically jog down the hall, reaching Poppy’s desk in a few seconds.
“Poppy, I need your help.”
She flinches, clutching the fuzzy end of her sparkly pen to her chest as she jerks up from completing a stack of paperwork. “Lee, you scared me half to death.”
“Sorry, I just … I have a question.”
“Well.” She turns to her computer and clicks the mouse a few times. “With everything that’s going on, I’m afraid the dean’s schedule is booked for the rest of the day. I can give him a message, if you’d like.”
“Actually, Poppy, I think you’re the perfect person to help me.”
“It’s not every day I’m told I’m the perfect person.” Her cheeks turn pink as she tucks her hair behind her ears and adjusts her hand-decorated headband. “What can I do for you, Lee?”
“Two people have died this summer, and I can’t help but think about Maya.”
Poppy takes a deep breath and rubs her palms against the fluffy folds of her skirts. “Your sister was a lovely young woman. I saw her almost daily while she apprenticed with the dean. I was so upset when I heard about Maya’s accident. Drowning…” Her hands pause as her gaze drifts down to her desk. “I understand what it’s like for someone you love to be here and then … gone.”
I open my mouth to say, I’m sorry, but I know better than most how hollow that apology is. “It sucks,” I say instead.
She nods, a smile lifting her cheeks as she looks up at me. “It does.”
I take a moment before speaking again. I want to make sure I get this just right. “Dean Rottingham told me that, during times like this, times when we look around and see only chaos, it’s important to feel like we’re in control of at least one aspect of our lives.” She nods again, so I continue, “I feel like the one thing I can control is how I deal with my sister’s death. I never really had closure, and with everything going on, I think the time to resolve that is now so I can be the best version of myself. The leader the other students need.”
She cocks her chin, and her forehead furrows with an unspoken question.
“Poppy, I need to see Maya’s room. And I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t important.” In my head, I go over and over what I just said, holding my breath while I wait for her response.
“These rooms are not museums for lines to parade in and out of, Lee. They’re lives left unfinished. Do you understand?”
The Academia holds on to the rooms of any student who dies before they complete their training and leave Moon Isle. The magick that made each of our names appear on our door can’t be manually reset. It ebbs and flows like the tide—coming in as we arrive and going out when we leave. But when a student dies on campus, their energy is never really gone, and neither is their magick. The Academia can’t let go of what never left, so it holds on to the rooms of the dead. I don’t know what will happen when the rest of us are gone and time as we know it ends—if these will become catacombs of unreleased magick carved into the belly of the universe—but I do know that my sister left her room behind. Within it, there are bound to be answers.
“Yeah, of course.” If my nod gets any more emphatic, my head will bounce off my shoulders.
Poppy glances at the closed door to Rottingham’s office before opening her desk drawer and taking out a pocket-sized spiral-bound notebook. She picks up her pen and starts writing, the fluffy tip pawing the air like a kitten’s paw. As she writes, the moss she stitched into her hand-decorated headband seems to grow, weaving into her hair a bit more with each word. “I’ve lost someone, too, Lee. That’s the only reason I’m giving you this. I understand what grief is.”
My skin tingles and the scent of fresh-cut grass tickles my nose while the room outside Dean Rottingham’s office fills with Poppy’s Taurus magick.
There’s one sentence written on the page she holds out to me. One sentence that I can’t read through the sudden heat of unshed tears that prick my eyes. I reach for the note, but she pulls it back before I grab it.
“There’s a door beneath the stairs of Aquarius Hall. It’s in the back, tucked out of sight, completely boring and easy to ignore. That’s where you’ll find your way in. With the right magick, the office is whatever you need it to be.” She stares up at me, moss braiding through her hair as her magick thrums around us like a pulse. “Simply picture who you want to see and the motions will come to you.”
Once again, she holds the note out to me. This time, I take it.
The remnants of her earth magick vibrate against my palm as I cling to it, afraid she’ll think it’s a mistake and want it back. “This means more to me than I can even explain,” I say, looking down at the piece of paper that will allow me a peek into my sister’s life before it ended.
“Don’t stay too long, Lee. These memories have a way of making you forget yourself.” She blinks a gloss of tears from her eyes and clears her throat. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to work.”
I leave Poppy and make my way out of Moon Hall, thoughts buzzing and hands shaking. Maybe, in finding the answers I’m searching for, I’ll find the piece of myself I’ve already forgotten.







EIGHT
Wren
I’ve never liked camping. When I was a kid, Mom, Dad, and I used to camp as a family, but we had an Airstream, which I never thought of as actually camping because a bed plus a kitchen, TV, and bathroom does not equate to for real camping. But what Lily, Ruby, and I are doing now is definitely for real.
I expect to hate it and am legitimately surprised when I sleep so soundly tucked inside Ruby’s shelter that I don’t move until the yummy scent of sizzling fish has me squinting up at the morning sunlight.
I crawl out of our shelter and stretch. Viento hovers above our campsite, which makes me feel safe. He nods at me as I yawn, stretch, and wave. Ruby and Lily are sitting cross-legged close together by the campfire, which never has to be fed more branches and still burns cheerfully. I mutter a sleepy good morning to them and trudge down to the water to wash and use the primitive (nonexistent) facilities.
We eat a breakfast of fish and deliciously sweet wild blueberries that Ruby foraged before anyone except Viento was awake (though I don’t think the Elemental actually sleeps). I wait until after we’re done eating to get my backpack, pull out the book, and open it to where I’d stuck the torn-out page with the map the night before.
It’s blank before I touch it and I force down my flutter of panic. When I pick it up, the page shimmers and the same part of the map appears as was there last night. It’s easy to read. It begins at the bottom of the page in a place recognizable as our clearing in the white oak grove. Drawn in metallic red, a path winds along the stream until the mini illustrations of oaks and willows lead to what appears to be a much denser forest where the map shows pines butting up to one another. The map is darker there, and in the middle of that part of the forest is a single symbol—a bright orange flame. And then there is nothing but blank paper.
After studying the map, the four of us go to the creek. It doesn’t take much looking around to find a narrow but clear dirt path running along our side of the bank.
“That wasn’t there last night, was it?” Lily asks.
Ruby shakes her head. “Nope.”
“Well, it’s pretty obvious that this is the way we need to go,” I say as I carefully fold the map and put it in my pocket. I glance at Viento, who has joined us by the creek. “Right?”
He says nothing, but a throb of pain in my temple is my answer. “Yep, we’re going the right way,” I tell Ruby and Lily.
I tuck the book and my blanket inside my backpack, slip it on, and turn to my friends. “Ready!”
“I’ll bank the fire and then we can go,” says Ruby as they give the brightly burning fire a long look.
“I’ll help.” Lily begins to search around the clearing. “I wish I had a bucket or something to carry water in, though.”
Tell the Leo moon to ask her Elemental to extinguish the fire. The firebird started it for her. She should extinguish it for her.
“Huh, that’s pretty cool,” I say to Viento, then turn to Lily. “You should ask your Elemental to put out the fire.”
“Oooh! You mean the firebird will come back?” Lily practically dances to the fire. She faces it, radiating excitement along with a brilliant smile. “Fire, thank you so much for burning brightly for us all night, but we need to leave now and I want to be safe, so could you please go out?”
With the sound of crackling logs, the firebird lifts from the center of the blaze. As she soars up into the morning sky, the fire goes with her, like an extension of her long, extraordinary tail feathers, leaving behind only blackened coals inside the rock circle.
Lily cups her hands around her mouth and shouts up at the bird, “Yay! That’s perfect! Thank you again!”
The bird with the flaming tail circles over Lily’s head, chirping musically, before she flies straight toward the sun and disappears in a flash of orange.
Lily hooks her arm through mine as we begin to follow the path beside the stream and the scarlet line on the map that shows us the way. Ruby leads and Viento drifts after us. The morning is bright and clear. The forest is filled with birdsong. Wildflowers are everywhere, highlighting the brilliant greens of mosses, ferns, and grasses with splashes of neon purple, orange, blue, white, and yellow.
“It’s so beautiful,” Lily says softly. “I’ve never seen colors like this before.”
It is the Realm of Elementals. Everything is more here.
I repeat what Viento tells me to Lily and she glances back at the Air Elemental. “I’m so glad you brought us here. I’ll never forget this or meeting my Fire Elemental.” She stops suddenly and turns completely around to face Viento. “If, no, I mean when Wren completes the ritual, will all of this beauty be able to spread to the rest of the world?” She doesn’t wait for an answer but continues, “And could that gorgeous firebird maybe follow me from the island—I mean, only if she wants to!”
Pain spikes in my head and I rub my temple. “I think the headache I’m starting to feel means yes about the ritual question,” I say.
“Oh! Sorry, Viento; sorry, Wren! I forgot I can’t ask anything about the ritual,” Lily says quickly. “Never mind. Forget I said a word.”
I can speak about the Fire Elemental, says Viento.
I grin at Lily as I relay the rest of what he says: “Not mentioning anything about the R word, Viento says the Fire Elemental can come to you anytime you call and she wants to respond, and since she seems to really like you, that means she’ll probably answer your call.”
“Ruby! Did you hear that?” Lily calls to the Scorpio moon who is leading us forward.
Ruby’s brown eyes crinkle in the corners as they smile over their shoulder. “Yes, and I’m not surprised at all.”
Lily sighs happily. “I know this is a serious quest and we’re in danger and all, but I have to tell you I haven’t felt this free and happy in a long time.” She beams at me. “I’m glad Ruby and I are here.”
“So am I,” I respond automatically, and then I realize how true my words are. “Without the two of you I’d be so much less.”
“Less?” Lily asks.
“Less confident. Less happy. Less prepared to take on whatever we find at the end of the map. Just less in general.” I speak slowly as I continue, choosing my words with care. It’s important I get this right. “I don’t have a lot of friends. My parents died five years ago, and I had to leave everyone and everything I knew to move in with my uncle Brad and his husband, Joel.”
“I’m so sorry, Wren.” Lily’s arm is still hooked through mine, and she pulls me closer. “My parents can be annoying, and I get really pissed when they insist I always have to help Luke and never tell Luke he needs to help me, but I don’t know what I’d do if they were just suddenly gone.”
I nod and hurry on. “Sam was my best friend from my old school. Even after I moved she and I stayed friends, of course, but not seeing her every day made it different. And then Lee and I got close.” I pause and draw in a shaky breath. “He was my everything. We didn’t date. It wasn’t like that between us until we got here to the Academia.” I bump her shoulder with mine. “You had a lot to do with me realizing I wanted more than just friendship with Lee.”
“There was never anything between Lee and me except friendship,” she says quickly.
“Oh, I know. But you’re gorgeous and smart and really nice. Plus, you have good control over your power. I was jealous, which helped me realize what I really wanted—Lee. Forever.” I have to stop and clear my throat because the sadness that suddenly consumes me makes it feel like I can’t breathe.
Lily meets my gaze. “And now? What do you want now?”
I don’t answer right away and when I do it’s like I’m thinking through things aloud as I speak. “I want to complete the ritual and see what happens to the Moonstruck when Celeste no longer controls everything. I want to free the Elementals—to give them a choice about whether they stay here, protected on this island, or leave and explore the modern world. I want to be part of the Moonstruck community and use my magick to help people.” I pause again, draw a deep breath, and on my exhale I say the rest of it. “And I want Lee Young to be my best friend and my love for the rest of our lives.” I wipe away a tear that’s escaped down my cheek.
Lily tilts her head to rest against mine. “He’s not the kind of guy who turns his back on the person he loves, and you’re his person.”
“He believes Celeste,” I say between hiccupy sobs, wiping away more escaping tears.
We almost run into Ruby, who has stopped and faces us. “Lee’s smarter than that. He’s my friend. I’ve gotten to know him really well. He’s always talking about his feelings.” They pause and the edges of their lips tilt up in the beginnings of a smile. “Lee has a lot of feelings. And Lily’s right. You’re his person; he’s not going to forget that.”
I agree with the fierce one. Viento’s voice drifts through my mind.
I wipe away the last of my tears and lift my chin. “You two.” I glance up at Viento where he hovers nearby. “I mean three—you three are right. I am Lee’s person. He’s confused right now. Of course he is. Celeste and Rottingham are manipulating him, and this is all a lot to take in. But he’s smart and loyal. He’s going to see through their crap and realize I’m not the monster they’re trying to make it seem I am. I need to remember that. Thank you for reminding me.”
“Hey, no problem,” Lily says as we start walking again. “That’s what being friends is about—reminding each other of the important things.”
“Let’s pick up the pace!” Ruby calls back to us. “We need to get to the place marked by the flame symbol before dark. We don’t know what’s waiting for us there.”
Again, I agree with the fierce one, says Viento.

When the sun is at its highest in the sky we rest under a shady willow beside the crystal stream and eat handfuls of blueberries and cherries so ripe and sweet that we have to wash the sticky juice from our hands and faces in the water. The fruit along with three of the protein bars from my backpack fills us with energy and we return to the path beside the stream with enthusiasm—which lasts until the sun is close to touching the tops of the westerly trees and the map makes a turn away from the water and into the dense, darkening forest.
I take the map from my pocket and look at it again just before we step into the shadows. “Yeah,” I say reluctantly, more to myself than my friends. “This is definitely the right way.”
Ruby studies the map. “At least it looks like we’re getting near the fire symbol now. And the closeness of the pines in there”—they jerk their chin at the dusky forest—“will make for decent shelter tonight, though I hope it doesn’t take us too far from the stream.”
“It’s been nice to drink from the stream.” Lily takes Ruby’s hand. “It’s probably my imagination, but the water tastes sweet.”
“It’s not your imagination.” I grin at Lily. “When Viento told us it’s safe to drink from, my first thought was that I’d never tasted water so delicious.”
“I taste the difference, too,” says Ruby. “But I thought it was because water is my element.”
The fierce one’s element is gifting her and us with clean, pure water. It is because Ruby shows appreciation for it. All Elementals want to be appreciated.
I repeat Viento’s words to Ruby and Lily, and the three of us walk back to the bank to say thank you to the Elemental. Ruby picks a handful of electric-blue wildflowers and as they bow and thank the Water Elemental they toss the flowers into the middle of the stream.
The sparkling water swirls around the flowers and a hand lifts from beneath. The arm is translucent and little silver fish dart around within it as the Elemental grasps the bouquet and then pulls it under the gently lapping waves.
As we follow the path into the dense pines, Viento’s deep voice drifts through my mind: That was wise. The Water Elemental’s favorite color is blue. She is pleased with the gift.
I relay his words to Ruby and Lily, and we chatter about what a nice surprise the Elementals have been, though we’re careful to tell Viento that we think he’s cool, too (which makes him snort, but I don’t tell them that part).
“Hey, do you two see that?” Lily points away from the path we follow through the pines. Except for directly over our path where there’s a break in the trees, the fading light from the setting sun isn’t penetrating the canopy of overlapping pines and the shadows under the trees are getting increasingly dark. We stop, our gazes following Lily’s outstretched hand. At first, I don’t understand what I’m seeing.
“Are those animals?” I ask, peering at dots of yellowish lights. “Are they … watching us?”
“I don’t think so.” Lily shakes her head. “There’s not enough light to make eyes glow like that.”
We stare off the path at the twinkling lights in the shadows. I look around. Viento is gone. A chill of foreboding skitters up the back of my neck and I shiver.
“I know what they are,” Ruby says. “Fireflies. We almost never see them in the Pacific Northwest, but when I visit my grandparents in Japan and we go to their country house, I see a lot of them.”
“Ooooh! Fireflies! I’ve never seen them in person.” Lily trills.
As if responding to Lily’s excitement, the flickering lights multiply from half a dozen or so to ten, twenty, and then so many I can’t keep count. In a cloud of flickering light and humming wings, they move toward us.
This close, they’re not as small as I first thought. They’re about the size of June bugs. Their bodies are tube shaped and black, though their antennae are bright red. And their abdomens, which look a little like caterpillars, are hooked on the end and pulse with bright yellow light.
“They’re beautiful!” Lily lifts her hand and holds out a finger, like they’re tiny birds and she’s inviting one of them to perch on it. The group of insects stop moving and hover like mini helicopters just beside the path, their focus on Lily. Then one of them breaks from the others and flies to her outstretched finger. The quarter-sized bug floats over her finger for a few breaths before it descends to land on it.
“Ouch!” Lily jerks her hand away from the insect, holding it close to her chest. “It stung me!”
“Let me see.” Ruby’s at her side instantly, though even as they study Lily’s finger their gaze keeps flicking to the swarm of glowing bugs now circling us. “It didn’t bite you. It burned you.”
Shocked, I check out Lily’s finger. Sure enough, the skin is red and a blister is already forming. “We need to keep moving,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm, though my heart’s thumping double time with adrenaline.
“Agreed. Let’s go.” Ruby begins leading us forward, but the swarm that’s closed around us doesn’t part.
It shifts and the insects combine, changing from smallish, narrow bugs with glowing bodies to fist-sized creatures with too many spidery legs, a mass of dragonfly wings, and tails that—
“Fire! Their tails are made of fire!” I whisper-shout. “They’re Fire Elementals.”
I hear Lily swallow. Her voice wavers as she says, “Well, that’s good then, right? Fire is my element. The firebird likes me. Maybe I just need to greet them and they’ll like me, too.”
“Be sure to say you appreciate them,” I remind her quietly.
She nods, clears her throat, and says, “Hi, I’m Lily. I’m a Leo moon, which as you probably already know, means my element is fire. It’s nice to meet you. You’re really bright and shiny and I appreciate that you’ve come to light our way through this dark part of the forest. We’re on an important, um…”
“Quest,” Ruby whispers to her.
“Quest,” Lily says. “An important quest, so it’s nice that you—”
Lily gets no further in her thank-you speech. The insects descend on us, their pendulous abdomens pulsing with heat and flame as they attack.
The first one strikes my shoulder, and I yelp like someone just touched a lit match to my skin. Automatically, I smack the bug with my hand. It doesn’t squish. Instead, it explodes to form several more bugs, each the size of my fist and each buzzing angrily as they dive at me again.
“Run!” Ruby shouts, and we sprint after them through the cloud of insects and into a nightmare of heat and pain.
The insects are everywhere. Ruby picks up a branch and uses it like a baseball bat, knocking the bugs out of the air as they dive at us, but every time they hit one it multiplies. Ruby can’t keep up; there are just too many.
Lily has her back to Ruby. Tears stream down her cheeks as her balled fists strike the insects. Part of her T-shirt sizzles, and the skin on her knuckles and arms is bloody with multiple burns. I’m a few paces from them, swinging my backpack in a circle, trying to keep the insects from reaching me.
One dive-bombs me and gets tangled in my hair. I drop my backpack and claw at it as my scalp sizzles and my hair burns. “Viento! Help us!” I shriek.
Little Bird, the spell … I cannot.…
Pain spikes through my temples, though it’s nothing compared to the stinging heat blistering my skin, and I know we’re doomed.







NINE
Wren
“Wren!” Ruby’s voice, normally so calm, is high-pitched and filled with fear. “Where is Viento?”
I finally get the insect out of my hair and throw it to the ground, stomping on it. As it multiplies and two lift into the air to dive at me again I yell, “He can’t help us! We’re on our own!”
Lily screams and Ruby explodes into action, swinging the branch like they’re in the Major Leagues.
Think! Think! Think! I tell myself as I lift my backpack. The only reason Viento can’t help is because of the spell Celeste put on him, which means these bugs are on her side and here to prevent us from reaching whatever is in the center of the map.
Another insect stings me in the middle of my back, setting my T-shirt on fire. I stop, drop, and roll—and then jump to my feet in time to see several bugs land on Ruby’s branch. It bursts into flame and, with a cry, they drop it.
That’ll be us next. They’ll set us on fire.
The realization slices through my panic and my thoughts get very still. I remember how I felt in the Conduit Chamber when I believed Celeste was going to choke me to death—helpless, young, weak—but I have the strength of the maiden.
I know what I have to do.
I sprint to Lily. She’s hysterical and I have to duck to keep her from punching me.
“Lily! Lily! It’s me! Stop!”
Eyes wild and panic-filled, Lily hesitates long enough for me to grab her bloody, fisted hand. “Concentrate! Call your power. They’re just a crowd, like at the stadium, only they’re way smaller than what you handled there. Control them!”
For a moment I don’t think I’ve gotten through to her, and then Ruby shouts, “You can do this, Lily! Wren will boost you. I’ll keep them off you two. Control them!”
Ruby is like a tornado. They move around us with blinding speed. Using their hands like Ping-Pong paddles, they bat the insects out of the air, only they’re pulling their punches so the Elementals aren’t harmed and won’t multiply.
Heat swells under my ribs. I’m no longer holding Lily’s fist. She opens her hand and grasps mine tightly as she traces graceful patterns in the air with the other.
Go to Lily! Amplify her! I tell my power and it rushes from me and pours into Lily.
“Be calm, s-sweet F-fire Elementals.” Lily’s voice wobbles and hitches between sobs, but her words ring throughout the darkened forest. “It’s okay. Everything is fine. We don’t want to hurt you. You don’t want to hurt us. All is well.”
The insects pause their assault, though we’re still surrounded.
“There, that’s better.” Lily’s voice is calm. Tears and snot have made a mess of her face, but she’s stopped crying. “It feels really good not to attack us, right? Can you feel it? Peace. Serenity. Happiness. Those things are filling you, but only as long as you’re not attacking us.”
The angry buzzing fades. Even the insects’ bulbous abdomens dim.
“Start to move forward,” I whisper to Ruby as I continue to grasp Lily’s hand, sending power to her.
Ruby takes a step forward. Instantly the buzzing returns and the insects pulse with flame.
“Hey, it’s okay,” Lily says soothingly. “You don’t need to stop us to be close to us. You can move with us. That would be nice. It’s like you’re going on a walk with us.”
The insects calm again. I nod to Ruby and this time when they take a step forward the swarm moves with us.
“Good,” Lily croons to them. “You’re doing so well! Isn’t this better than hurting us? Taking a walk with friends is fun. Let’s be friends. I think you’re all very beautiful and very special, and I appreciate you for lighting the forest.”
Lily continues to talk to the swarm as Ruby leads us along the path. We’re a ball of light in a forest of darkness. I glance ahead and feel enormous relief as I see the edge of the forest and a lighter shade of dusk beyond. And, just past the pine forest, the stream glitters like liquid diamonds reflecting the lazy rays of the setting sun.
Being careful to keep ahold of Lily’s hand, I move closer to Ruby as I whisper to Lily, “Keep talking to them. Louder, so they don’t pay attention to what I say.”
Lily doesn’t answer, but she raises her voice and continues a soothing monologue for the swarm. “You’re doing so well! And you feel wonderful—happy, calm, and no one really wants to light anyone on fire.…”
I speak low and quickly to Ruby. “Look past the edge of the forest.”
“It’s the stream,” Ruby whispers back. Then they nod and repeat, “The stream.”
“Yes. Know what you need to do?”
“Yeah,” Ruby says. “Do you think she’ll come?”
“Well, you gave her flowers.…”
We finally make it to the edge of the pine forest. The sun is setting, but even twilight seems bright compared to the gloom behind us. As Ruby steps out of the tree line the swarm changes again. It buzzes angrily and crowds them, so aggressively that Ruby’s forced to move back within the trees, where we huddle together, while Lily talks soothingly to the insects.
The stream is about half a football field away from us. We can run for it, but the swarm is going to decimate us. We’re already burned and bleeding, and after watching the insects light Ruby’s branch on fire I know they were playing with us. Like a broken-winged sparrow caught by a cat, our end is inevitable.
I make the decision. I don’t think about what’ll happen if I’m wrong. It’s not like we can just stand here forever anyway.
“Ruby,” I whisper. “Run for the stream. Call your Elemental. See if you can get her to help us.”
Lily watches us closely as she continues to calm the swarm.
“I’ll outdistance the two of you. You’ll be unprotected,” Ruby says.
“No, we won’t be,” I say with a lot more certainty than I feel. “These aren’t the only Fire Elementals we know.” Lily’s eyes meet mine. “While I boost you, call to her.” Lily trembles, but she nods—all the while continuing to talk sweetly to the swarm.
“Okay,” Ruby says reluctantly. “We go on three. One … two … three!”
Ruby shoots away from us, blasting through the swarm as they buzz and pulse with flame. Part of the swarm breaks away from us to fly after them.
“Water Elemental!” Ruby shouts. “It’s Ruby. I need you! We need you!”
An insect dives at me, burning the wrist of my hand that’s still holding Lily’s. I knock it away, careful not to hit it hard enough to cause it to multiply. Holding tightly to her hand, I start pulling Lily out of the forest, following Ruby toward the stream.
Lily talks to the swarm in fast, clipped sentences. “Hey, it’s okay. No big deal. Ruby’s going for a jog. No worries—” Another insect attacks us, and then another. They’re swarming again, buzzing angrily, circling us and closing in.
“Do it! Call the firebird!” I shout as Lily and I fight one-handed, smacking away insects as they scorch our skin.
“Firebird, my beautiful Fire Elemental! Please, please help me! I need you!” Lily cries into the fading twilight.
Another insect flies into my hair, burning the back of my neck. I shriek. I want to pull my hand from Lily’s and flail at it as I run as fast as I can to the stream—the stream that’s too far away. I’ll be a burnt branch before I make it. And I won’t leave Lily. I can’t leave Lily.
There’s an explosion of light and heat above us. Lily and I cringe, our skin already ultra sensitive to heat from the many burns.
“Oh, thank you!” Lily sobs.
I look up. Above us the firebird blazes. Her cry is shrill and wild. She dives, beak open, and begins to devour the insects.
I pull Lily with me and shout, “Run!”
We race for the water. The firebird shrieks as she plucks the insects out of the air and swallows them whole, but there are so, so many of them. They’re stinging our backs as we run. My lungs burn. Lily’s falling behind, so I hook my elbow through hers and drag her with me. I blink sweat and blood from my eyes, trying to see through the gloom, and catch sight of Ruby as they reach the stream. They don’t stop. Ruby races into the water—and directly into the arms of the Water Elemental who stands waist deep in the shimmering creek. She engulfs Ruby in her arms. I can’t hear what they’re saying to the Elemental, but I see the water creature’s head lift and her gaze find us. Even from this distance I recognize the anger that flashes across her amphibious face. She releases Ruby and grows and grows and grows—until she towers above the willows lining the stream.
The Water Elemental is magnificent. Her fluid body is impossibly beautiful. She is voluptuous. Her curves are plentiful, her breasts full. She’s reflecting all the light left in the evening sky, and she glistens like a faceted aquamarine gem. Fish swim within her body. The lotuses that make up her hair cascade to her waist and are so fragrant I can smell them over our burnt flesh and panic.
The water giantess draws a deep breath and then opens her mouth. Water pours from her with the roar of a cascading waterfall. The firebird shoots skyward an instant before water drenches Lily and me and the swarm. The insects around us sizzle and pop, and as their flames extinguish they fall to the ground, twitching spasmodically.
I stomp them. Hard. This time they don’t multiply. They squish like normal insects, fat and disgusting under my Vans. Lily joins me, making feral, angry grunts as she stomps them over and over.
The firebird returns, flying around Lily and me as she trills at us, but we cringe back from her. The heat of her body is too much against the burns that cover our skin. Chattering forlornly, the firebird gives us space, though she continues to trill and circle us, almost like she’s trying to herd us somewhere.
Go to the water, Little Bird. Viento’s voice pulls my focus up and he’s there, just in front of us, hovering off the ground. His eyes blaze amber.
“You didn’t come!” I sob at him.
I could not. Please forgive me.
“It’s not his f-fault.” Beside me, Lily speaks through chattering teeth as she shivers violently. “It’s that s-spell.”
I wipe tears and blood and snot and water from my face and really look at my Elemental. His head is bowed and his broad shoulders droop. I move to his side and take his long-fingered hand in mine and squeeze it. He lifts his head and meets my eyes. “Hey, I’m sorry. I know you wanted to help us.”
Yes, so very much. He sounds miserable.
“Lily! Wren!” Ruby races up to us. They’re soaking wet, but there are no burns on them, even though Ruby’s tee has blackened holes in it and the ends of their short bob are scorched. “Come on. The Water Elemental will heal you.”
Gently, Ruby takes Lily’s hand, leading her to the water. I follow them with Viento beside me. When we reach the stream, the Elemental is human sized again. She’s standing in waist-deep water. She opens her arms to us. With her webbed hands she gestures for us to come to her.
I’m in too much pain to hesitate but walk into the stream with Lily and go to the Elemental. Close up she’s even more beautiful. She smiles, baring her shark teeth, but her smile is genuine and reflected in her large eyes. She embraces us and my ears are filled with the sound of ocean waves kissing the shore as she pulls us under the surface and cold water envelops us. I hold my breath, flinching at the agony that flares in the wounds that cover my body, but the pain goes away almost instantly. The water temperature shifts from cold to warm and as it pours over me it washes away everything—the scent of burned flesh and scorched hair and every bit of the pain. When the Water Elemental lifts us to the surface and we’re standing before her, I look down at my body. Like Ruby, my shirt is riddled with blackened holes and my jeans are charred, but my skin is smooth and clear of any wounds. My gaze goes to Lily, whose knuckles were so severely burned from punching the bugs that I swear I could see white bones peeking through her blackened flesh. They’re completely healed.
Lily gazes up at the Water Elemental. “Thank you so much. I feel wonderful!”
I realize Lily’s right. I feel great! The fear and despair that filled me while the swarm attacked us was washed away with my wounds, and in place of all those negatives Water has gifted us with health and energy.
“Thank you,” I tell her as her attention swivels to me. “It’s like I was a plant in a drought and you’ve watered me.”
The Elemental makes a liquid gurgling sound as her large eyes sparkle and her teeth glisten.
She thinks you are funny, Viento tells me.
“I think she’s beautiful and amazing,” I say to the Water Elemental.
“As do I,” says Ruby, bowing deeply to the Elemental.
“So, so beautiful and amazing,” echoes Lily. On the bank, the firebird has perched on a whitened log, and she chirps plaintively. Lily turns to her. “You are, too!” She wades from the stream to the bird. Slowly, Lily reaches out and strokes the orange feathers that fan out from the bird’s head. “Without you Wren and I couldn’t have gotten to the water. Those bugs would have burned us up.” Looking bizarrely catlike, the firebird rubs her head against Lily’s hand and twitters happily.
“Thank you again,” I say to the Water Elemental before I trudge from the stream. Suddenly my stomach drops and I reach into the soaked pocket of my jeans where I put the folded map. I take it out, expecting it to be a soggy mess, but it’s completely dry and as I watch the scarlet path we’ve been following all day begins to expand. The map fills in details as it reveals the next part of our journey, ending at an icon that is a yellow feather moving in a breeze.
“What is it?” Lily asks as she and Ruby join me.
“The map. It’s showing us more.” I point to the feather icon and then look up. Viento hovers in front of me, watching me closely. “A feather blowing in the wind. That represents air.”
He nods as my temples begin to ache, but I steel myself against the pain and continue. “It’s the second element and we have to get past it before the next section of the map appears.”
Yes. We both flinch as pain stabs my head.
“When you two cringe in pain that means the answer is yes?” asks Lily.
I rub my forehead. “Yes.”
“One down. Three more to go,” says Ruby. “But this time we’ll expect a fight.”
“And that’s a good thing, right?” I ask.
“Definitely. Being prepared is a step toward victory,” Ruby says as they slip their arm around Lily. “Now, do you think your lovely firebird will light another fire for us while I ask the Water Elemental for a fat salmon?”
Without waiting for Lily’s question, the firebird chirps happily and soars up and then turns to dive down toward us. We back away from the big log as the gorgeous creature opens her beak and shoots a stream of flame at it, setting the log alight and creating a perfectly burning bonfire.
That night we dry our clothes and my little blanket on rocks around the blazing log and eat succulent salmon, this time cooked with wild onions Ruby foraged from the creek’s banks. None of us want to go back into the dark pine forest, so Viento calls a small tornado to pluck the fronds of leafy ferns from the forest floor and deposit them on the sandy part of the beach close to the constantly blazing fire. They make such a comfortable bed that we all fall asleep right away. The last thing I see that night is Viento hovering above our campsite, watching over us.







TEN
Lee
My hand trembles so badly I almost drop the piece of paper Poppy gave me. I can’t lose it now. It contains a simple spell, but it’s warded with magick that, no matter how hard I try, keeps me from remembering the words.
It took everything in me not to grab it from her and run back to Aquarius Hall. But I know I’m being watched, stalked, haunted by my father. The last thing I need is to draw more attention to myself by sprinting across campus. I’m already going to be in enough trouble for missing the Scorpio training session.
With my head down and the note close to my body, I enter Aquarius Hall as if it’s any other day, but instead of going up to my room or raiding the kitchen, I go to the back of the house. I don’t make eye contact with any of my classmates, and I brush off an invite to craft paper lanterns in honor of Sam.
Sam.
I tighten my hold on the spell. Getting answers is for Sam. It’s for her and Wren and Lily and Ruby … for all of them.
I bypass the visitors’ bathroom and an open room set up for studying and practicing magicks, and I step into the shadows beneath the stairs. It’s oddly quiet in the back of the house—a sleepy, cool cave untouched by human hands and prying eyes.
The corner of the note is crumpled and moist from my sweaty palm, and I smooth it out before facing the door I never thought I’d be standing in front of. OFFICE. The word is small and simple, carved into a gold plaque that matches the nameplate on my door and Wren’s, and every other Moonstruck whose summer home is at the Academia. But it makes my stomach clench like a fist.
I clear my throat and take a few deep breaths to center myself. With a final long exhale, I reach for the magick that rests just under my skin. My fingers dance, plucking the air in a spell all their own as my magick builds and I speak the words written in Polly’s sweeping script: “I wish to open the door to a room held forever still, forever the same, forever all that remains of Maya Young.”
A rush of air tears the page from my hand and carries it to the door. Flames engulf the strip of white and another gust carries the smoldering ash, throwing it against the gold nameplate. The shiny metal surface ripples, shaking away OFFICE to form two new words: MAYA YOUNG.
I stand motionless before her door. My hand hovers inches from the handle, but I’m unable to bridge the final gap that separates who I am now from the untouched past. My sister’s name stares back at me as glossy and new as it did on her first day at the Academia two years ago.
My heart beats a heavy, uneven rhythm I feel in my toes as memories of Maya rush back to me—the horrible yet somehow hilarious knock-knock jokes she’d tell whenever I was in a bad mood, the way she couldn’t watch a movie without popping popcorn, how her laugh never failed to make me smile no matter how mad I was.
Behind this door are answers, but I don’t know if I’m brave enough to get them. This summer has been leading up to this point, and if I don’t cross this threshold, no one will.
“Do it for Maya,” I whisper, and don’t allow myself another second to hesitate.
The dwindling light of late afternoon seeps between the blinds, throwing long shadows across the plush carpet. The walls are painted the same soft cream as my room and the rest of Aquarius Hall. The room holds the same expensive solid wood furniture as the rest of the dorm rooms, but the bathrobe draped over the foot of the bed, the shoes neatly lined up next to the door, the corkboard leaning against the wall above her desk and overflowing with pinned concert tickets, printed photos, and positive affirmations written in purple Sharpie are all Maya.
With a deep breath that quakes from my lungs like leaves in a storm, I step into the room trapped in time.
I’d forgotten that Maya smelled like grapefruit and vanilla. That had been the first thing to go. Maybe because my mom had slept in Maya’s bed and hugged her sweatshirts so tightly, she’d used it all up. Or maybe time doesn’t hold on to scents the same way we do. In two years I’d forgotten my sister’s scent, but being in her room, around her things preserved in magick, I can almost hear her, see her, feel her presence.
“Maya, are you here?” Part of me feels silly for speaking to a room filled with stuff but empty of life. The other part of me would die if I didn’t try.
There’s no answer, but that doesn’t stop me from talking to her like she’s here.
“I know, I know. I’m looking through your stuff without your permission. This is a special circumstance. If you were here—” Sorrow forms a dam in my throat, and I have to take a deep breath to keep it from bursting.
“But you’re not here. And I have answers to find.”
My gaze moves to her desk. At home, it was the focus of her room where she achieved every goal our parents ever set. It’s as neat and tidy as the one in Fern Valley. I run my fingers along the cover of her closed notebook before flipping it open to the first page. Maya’s neat handwriting hovers just above the lines in organized notes complete with section headings. She was the perfect student, daughter, sister.…
“How did you get caught up in this?”
I open the first of three desk drawers and pause before opening the next and then the next. I expected another level of organization and perfection. Instead, the inside of each drawer is a stark contrast to the tidy exterior. Papers are haphazardly strewn about, mixed with pens, loose change, a random bouncy ball, hair ties, and empty gum wrappers. I pick up the papers and skim them, squinting to make out some of the words scrawled in a loose and fluid version of her usually tight and compact script. I drop the papers back where I found them and paw through the clutter in the other drawers. I don’t find anything helpful. It’s more of the same class supplies mixed with random trash.
“You were too smart to leave anything important in some place so obvious,” I say to her memory. “Think, Lee. Think like Maya.”
I go to her closet and take a step back when a pile of clothes falls out when I open the door. Few things are hung. Most of her clothes are on the floor around my feet or stuffed back into the corners of the closet. I sift through the shirts and pants, but the only thing here is more mess.
Our dorm rooms are nice, but there aren’t a lot of hiding places. And, from the way the sun slides down the blinds, I don’t have much time. I’ve already missed most of the training session if not all of it, and my father will come looking. Plus, I don’t know how long is the too long Poppy warned about.
I drop to my knees next to the four-poster bed and lower myself to the floor. Under Maya’s bed is another collection of random stuff. Every neat and tidy space in this room hides a pocket of chaos. I sift through the books, papers, empty bags and shoeboxes, and even more clothes before I find her backpack.
It’s the one she used from middle school through high school. The denim is soft from hundreds of washes and the small pocket on the front is missing its zipper. My fingers trace the stained and frayed iron-on patches she used to cover the parts of the backpack that were worn and holey from the corners of binders and textbooks. No matter how many designer bags our mom bought her, Maya never went to school without this one. It was the only part of her polished and perfected exterior that showed any wear.
Inside is a glass bowl that’s just the right size for the amount of cereal I eat in one sitting, a pack of sandalwood incense, a baggie of pine needles and dried flowers, and a box of matches. I move the bowl to the side and dig around a bit more to find a clear glass vial filled with salt and an airline-sized bottle of Tito’s vodka.
With a sigh, I stuff the contents back into the bag, zip it up, and return it to its place under her bed the same way I would have if she were still alive and I didn’t want her to catch me snooping.
I sag down onto her bed, the realization that I didn’t really know her settling over me like a burial shroud. Maya had mastered the art of hiding in plain sight. “What else did you keep hidden?”
A small stack of novels sits on the corner of her nightstand, a laminated bookmark sticking out from between the pages of the top book—an unfinished journey she’ll never complete. If only she’d stuck to reading from that stack instead of from that ugly old book, maybe she’d still be alive.
“I wish I could have gotten to know you. The real you.”
My fingers find her fluffy bathrobe and bring it to my nose. I inhale, and before I can stop it, the dam breaks. Tears wash down my face. Grief threatens to pull me under, keep me here in this living memory, but I can’t let it. I won’t let it. There are too many questions left unanswered, too many people depending on me whether they realize it or not.
“Keep it together,” I scold myself. “Keep it together, Lee.” I pound my fist against the wooden bed frame, and it rattles. Not the entire bed, just a small part. I grab the nearest column and shake. The large decorative knob perched on top of the post wobbles. It’s off-balance—not completely in the right place.
Curiosity replaces my sadness, and I kick off my shoes before standing on top of Maya’s comforter. I shake the post again, and the wooden orb teeters. With a gentle tug, the top of the post comes off. Wood splinters from the bottom of the orb where there was once a wooden dowel made to fit into the smooth top of the column. I peer into the hole where the peg should have been. A tightly rolled coil of paper rests inside. My heart races as I pull it out and unroll it.
Maya’s handwriting starts out tight and controlled and gets freer and more wild as I read what she wrote:
So, what the moonlight revealed tonight is basically this:
The Elementals gave the women the liquid moonlight. They created it because they knew that’s how to draw down the moon’s power. The maiden got the liquid moonlight first. From the moment she grabbed it, she was like—why should I share this? This is so much power!! Selene, the maiden, killed the mother, and
the elder escaped into the forest of the Realm of the Elementals.
Selene. I recognize that name from the book, from the pages I read when Wren gave it to me.
“Wren was right,” I say, a surge of energy lifting me onto my toes. “Maya, Wren knew you were connected to this, and she was right.” My heartbeat speeds up, and my pulse whooshes between my ears as I go over the rest of the note.
Offering:
 
	Matches
	Living fire (Fire)
	* equal parts Epsom salts and alcohol
	Dried flowers, etc. (Earth)
	Incense (Air)
	Ocean (Water)

Ask each Elemental to join the magick to create the liquid moonlight and set the balance right. (Remember to thank each Elemental!)
Checklist:
 
	Gather the offering ingredients
	Perform the offering and get the liquid moonlight. (THE BEACH!!!)
	Find the maiden.
	Find the elder.
	Finish the ritual with the liquid moonlight.
	Set it all free!!!!!!!

As soon as I finish reading what she wrote, I’m off the bed and groping under it for Maya’s backpack. It wasn’t full of random stuff. It was full of this stuff—for the offering. To get the liquid moonlight. To set it all free. The only thing missing is ocean water.
I lift the bowl from the backpack and understand it’s to hold offerings, not cereal, and then another truth hits me and I feel dizzy. “That’s why you were out on the beach that night. You were gathering the last spell-work ingredient, ocean water, and then you were going to complete the offering to create liquid moonlight.”
Light drains from the room as the sun sets. I replace the top of the post, loop Maya’s backpack over my arm, and slide into my shoes. I’m not as careful coming out of Maya’s room as I was going in. I might not know the reason behind it, but I have a clear purpose—to get the liquid moonlight—and I haven’t felt this push to reach a goal since arriving at Moon Isle.
I leave my sister’s room and glance over my shoulder as the magick disperses and the room under the stairs turns back into the office.
Our parents want me to follow in Maya’s footsteps. Looks like I won’t disappoint them.
I’m out of Aquarius Hall and charging toward the path that leads to the beach when someone grabs my arm and swings me around.
“Where have you been?” My father’s eyes reflect the faint moonlight overhead, and I swallow. His grip on my arm tightens when I don’t answer, his gaze narrowing, boring into me. “I ran the session with Luke. He’s half the spellcaster you are, but he was the only one there. Where were you?”
Spittle peppers my face, and I wipe my cheek on my shoulder as I clutch the strap of the backpack. “Careful, you don’t want to make a scene.”
“I see.” My father’s laugh is a deep rumble that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand tall. “You don’t care about what Rottingham or Celeste think of you—what I think of you. You haven’t changed. You’re the same loser you’ve always been. It was my hope that made you more. My hope that you loved your sister and our family name enough to finish what she started, but you’re nothing but a second son.”
Rage boils hot within my stomach, sending flames to scorch my cheeks. The fact that I know Maya better than anyone and have a spell to bring Wren back to me is the only thing keeping my fists from flying.
“If being a Young means I end up like you, I’d rather be with Maya.” I rip my arm away and elbow him as I walk past. I adjust Maya’s backpack on my shoulder and resume my trek down to the beach to fight for my chosen family.

Under the cloak of night, Moon Isle seems to hold its breath. The boundary of the Academia’s magickal dome is marked by a kaleidoscope of shimmering colors that cast an ethereal glow on the sand at my feet. Beyond it, the waves are painted with the blues, pinks, and purples of the skin of the dome. I reach out and press against the magick. It’s soft and cold, like my nose during winter. Under my touch it ripples, unyielding. I’m not getting through the dome, but I don’t have to. I’m on the beach. That’s good enough.
I leave the barrier and move to a clump of tall sea grass situated perfectly to shield me from anyone who might be looking out from Moon Hall or the lawn in front of it. Even though it’s dark enough that I’ll be tough to spot sitting here beside the sea grass, I try not to think about what might happen if one of the Elementals patrols overhead and sees me.
I open Maya’s backpack, pulling out the bowl and the rest of the spell-work items along with the sheet of paper where she’s written the instructions.
The first thing I do is easy, and it’s also the only time I’ve been glad my parents forced me to take those advanced chem classes in high school. During the times I was actually listening and not drafting poems in my notebook, I learned that mixing equal parts Epsom salts and alcohol creates fire. I pour the salt in the bowl and add the Tito’s. Before I light the match, I draw in a deep breath. As I release it, I call the first element to my offering magick.
“Fire, with appreciation for your warmth and protection, I call to you. As you blaze with life and accept these offerings I make tonight, aid me in the creation of liquid moonlight!” I light the match and drop it into the bowl. Instantly a blue flame fills the bowl, dancing over the liquid.
I check Maya’s list and pick up the little baggie of dried flowers, pine needles, and herbs. As I sprinkle them into the fire, I call Earth. “Earth, thank you for being our home, for providing us with shelter and sustenance. Please accept this offering I give you tonight and aid me in the creation of liquid moonlight!” The plants sizzle and pop in the flames as they change to yellow and orange.
Magick builds within me. It tingles under my skin and fills me with a familiar warmth. I open myself to it and to Her, the moon that isn’t quite visible yet but is always there.
I remove a long stick of incense from its box and call my element. “Air, I appreciate that you’re the first element to welcome us as we’re born, and the last to leave us when we die. Please accept this offering I send to you tonight, and aid me in the creation of liquid moonlight!” I touch the end of the incense stick to the flames, and they turn red as it lights. The sweet scent of sandalwood perfumes the air around me as I drop the stick into the bowl.
Power surges along my skin and I take a moment to bask in the magick alive within me and around me.
This is for you, Maya. And for Wren. For me. For all of us!
I turn back to the list, and my heart seizes in my chest. The last spell-work item is ocean water. There, just a few paces in front of me, is an ocean filled with water. I lunge forward and beat on the skin of the dome. The water is so close I can smell it, the salt so thick I can almost taste it as angry waves crash against the edge of the protective bubble. But it’s on the other side of the dome. It might as well be on the other side of the world.
My shoulders drop and I slump forward, trudging back to the unfinished spell work and my hidden place in the sea grass. I can’t finish the offering. I can’t draw down liquid moonlight. I can’t fix anything or save Wren or honor Maya.
I lean over the bowl, and the warmth of the flames caresses my face.
How did I screw this up?
The question only has one answer. I let my father get inside my head. I only thought about getting away from him so I could complete Maya’s offering.
No, I didn’t think at all.
I just ran.
How am I supposed to finish what my sister started and what Wren is out there fighting for when I’m still running from my father like a child?
The spell-work bowl sizzles, and my gaze drops to the fire beneath me. Tears I didn’t realize I was crying drop into the flames. They shoot out, and I scramble backward as they turn from red to the pure silver-white light of the moon. Power floods me, squeezing my lungs, and I suck in a gasp of air.
Ocean water is salt water. Salt water is also tears.
Before the flames burn through the magick, I call to the last element. “Water, I appreciate you. You cleanse us and make us like new. Please accept the offering of my tears for this night—for the creation of liquid moonlight to set the balance of magick right!”
The fire blazes high, and I hold up my arm to shield myself from the flames. Air whips around me, bringing with it the scents of cut grass and a summer day. It whirls over the bowl and extinguishes the fire. A cloud of midnight-blue smoke rises up, and I tilt my head back as it surges to the top of the dome. The billow of smoke pierces the magickal barrier. It roils and grows into swollen clouds that quake with thunder and release flashes of lightning that whip the sky like barbed wire.
Ropes of rain begin to fall, and I shove the paper into Maya’s backpack before hooking it over my shoulder. I struggle to get to my feet, fighting to stand against the wind. Before I can dig my heels into the sand, the gale forces me backward. I stumble over the sea grass and stagger back, yards away from the glass bowl.
“What do I do now?” I shout into the thunder, the wind, and the rain.
There are no more instructions, and I don’t even know what liquid moonlight is.
“Is it the rain?” I yell to the memory of my sister who led me here and whose body was found in this sea.
Should I collect the rain? Is that liquid moonlight?
Before I can fight my way back to retrieve the bowl, thunder claps and a spear of silver lightning splits the sky and strikes Maya’s bowl. There’s a sound like glass breaking and a jolt of power spreads through the sand. Beneath my feet, the ground shudders. I stumble, my arms reaching out for something to grab on to. There’s only wind and rain, and I crash onto my back against the sand. Air rushes out of my lungs, and I gasp to refill them as I squint against the rain and the silver-white streak staining my vision. I’m shaking and drenched when I finally blink my sight back and push myself up.
The wind has calmed, and the rain no longer falls in cold ropes but has tamed to a Pacific Northwest drizzle. Above, thunder grumbles instead of roars and the lightning moves harmlessly out to sea.
And there, where Maya’s bowl used to be, is a slender shard of silver.
I hurry through the grass to reach it. It’s sticking out of the sand, glowing softly, a unicorn horn of moonlight—liquid moonlight drawn down from the moon and made solid by the four elements—for Maya, for Wren, for me.







ELEVEN
Wren
Even Ruby sleeps longer than usual the next morning, though once we’re up they quickly forage a bunch of golden chanterelle mushrooms to cook with several rainbow trout the friendly Water Elemental tossed onto the creek bank. After we finish breakfast, the firebird reappears when Lily calls her and extinguishes the log, and then I open the map again.
Ruby, Lily, and I study it as Viento hovers beside me. “First, I have to say how relieved I am that we don’t have to wait until night to read this page. Don’t know why, but I’m grateful for it.”
“It seems like once we pass an Elemental symbol and the map shows us a new section, like this one”—Lily points to the piece of paper I’ve smoothed out—“the map is set, which makes sense. How would we follow it if we couldn’t keep checking it? It’s obviously magick, and that magick understands we actually need to read it to follow it, whether it’s night or day.”
“Good point,” I say as we study the map. “Okay, so, we get to follow the stream again for most of the way, but what do you think this is?” I point to where the map changes. Instead of trees, there are a bunch of craggy black lines that rise and fall and are, in some places, just black blobs. The slim red ribbon that marks our path snakes around and between them but heads consistently north until it comes to something that looks like a horizontal ladder. Near it is the yellow feather.
Ruby squints at the map. “Are those black things supposed to be mountains?”
Lily looks up in surprise. “Mountains? How can there be mountains on this little island?”
The three of us turn to Viento.
The Realm of Elementals does not adhere to the physical laws that rule Mundane lands, Viento’s voice inside my mind explains, which I pass along to Ruby and Lily.
“So the island is like the Tardis?” Ruby asks, straight-faced.
I do not know what the fierce one means, says Viento.
“Oh, um, what Ruby means is that the island may appear small, but there’s a lot more to it than appearances.”
Exactly.
“Yeah, that’s right,” I say to my friends. And then I sigh. “Which means those definitely could be mountains.” My attention returns to the map. “But the way they’re drawn reminds me more of the canyons in Central Oregon, like at Smith Rock State Park.” When Lily and Ruby just stare at me I shrug. “I could be wrong, but my parents and I used to camp all over Oregon.”
“You camped?” Ruby says, raising their brow skeptically.
“In an Airstream, with air conditioning and a bathroom,” I explain.
“Ohhh,” Ruby and Lily say together. As I frown at them Ruby mumbles, “That makes a lot more sense.”
“What? I don’t like to rough it,” I say a little defensively.
Lily grins at me. “Hey, no judgment. I think roughing it is a Marriott instead of a Ritz-Carlton.”
“Yes!” I say.
Ruby snorts.
I do not know what all that means, but I believe I agree with the fierce one, Viento tells me.
I roll my eyes and say nothing as we head out, following a narrow but clear path that runs along the cheery stream. The path is just wide enough for the three of us to walk beside one another and as we move out we don’t talk—we just take in the gorgeous midmorning filled with birdsong. Wildflowers surround us, and as they sway in the soft breeze they look like an ocean of brightly colored waves. Each time the wind blows it brings their sweet scent and the day seems perfumed.
“Sam would love this.” For a brief moment I forget that my best friend is dead and I’ll never be able to share a magickal day like this with her.
“You must miss her,” Lily says.
My throat clogs with the tears I do not want to shed, so I just nod.
“You probably know this already because you lost your parents,” says Lily slowly, “but talking about it helps the grief. Or that’s what I’ve learned in my counseling lectures this summer.”
I should tell her the truth. I should say, If I talk about Sam I’m going to dissolve into tears and not be any use on this quest at all. But if I say that I might fall apart, so instead I get defensive. “Have you ever lost anyone you’re close to? A grandparent? A sibling? A best friend?” The words come out clipped and angry, even though I’m not really mad. I’m just very, very sad.
Lily nods her head sadly. “Yes. I lost my grandma. But I’m sorry if I overstepped. I’m not really a counselor. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
Ruby shoots me a sharp look as they take Lily’s hand. “Lily was just trying to help.”
I clear my throat and feel my cheeks getting hot. “I know. I didn’t mean to sound like that.”
“Angry? Stubborn? Mean?” Ruby says.
I sigh. “Yeah. All three. Sorry, Lily. I can’t talk about Sam. Not now. Maybe not ever.”
Lily smiles sadly. “Hey, I really do understand, and I’m here if you need me. I can help if you let me.”
“Thanks. Let’s just get through this whole quest thing and then…” My voice trails away. And then what? Sam will still be dead. I’ll still miss her every day. How will talking help that?
We walk in silence as the trail narrows and I fall back so Ruby and Lily can walk side by side. They hold hands, heads tilted together as they talk. I slow even more to give them some privacy and decide that I love the sound of Lily’s laughter as it drifts back to me, cutting through the sticky, suffocating grief that clings to me whenever I let myself think of Sam.
They complement each other well.
I glance to my left and startle a little, not realizing that instead of hovering above us, Viento has drifted down to move beside me.
I—I did not mean to frighten you. The voice in my mind sounds sad and he begins to lift with the breeze, moving away from me.
“Don’t go. You didn’t scare me,” I say quickly, glad when he comes back to my side. We walk on silently for a while—well, I walk and Viento floats. It’s another beautiful day and the unnaturally brilliant colors of the land around us are so breathtaking that I can almost forget my singed hair and the fact that we’ve only faced what is looking more and more like the first of four Elemental barriers we have to get past to reach the center of the island.
A thought comes to me and I smile at Viento. “When this is all over and we’re back in civilization I have a movie I want you to watch with me.”
A movie?
“Yeah. Do you know what that is?” I ask.
Entertainment on the flat boxes in the halls?
“Yep. There’s a movie called Avatar that I think you’ll like a lot because the made-up world it’s set in, Pandora, looks a whole lot like the Realm of Elementals.”
I would like that. He pauses and I can tell he has more to say, so I stay quiet and wait. Little Bird, it pains me that I cannot protect you through all of this. I want you to know that if I could, I would.
I meet his amber gaze, which is as dark and sad as his voice. “I know you would. It’s not your fault that you can’t. Ruby and Lily and I understand that.” I hesitate and then choose my words carefully, not wanting to cause either of us pain. “When this is all over. When I complete what needs to be completed.” He nods quickly. “Will the spell be broken?”
Yes.
“Good,” I say.
Yes! he repeats.
We continue to follow the path and I think about how much my feelings have changed for Viento since that first night when I was so intimidated by him. I’ve come to care about Viento—to depend on him—despite the spell. He’s my friend and I trust him.
I give him a side glance. “Can I ask you something?”
Is that not a question?
“You know what I mean.”
He snorts, sounding more and more like Ruby. Yes, you may ask me any question you’d like, though as you know I cannot always answer you.
“Oh, I’m not going to say anything about the R word,” I assure him hastily. “I was just thinking about when I first came to the Academia de la Luna. You were so intimidating and more than a little creepy sniffing me and whispering all that Spanish at me.”
That is not a question.
“Right. My question is why? You’re not actually creepy at all, though you’re a powerful Elemental, which can be intimidating.”
He is silent so long I begin to think he’s not going to answer, but finally his voice drifts through my mind. It is
complicated, but I will try to explain. Your scent told me of your power. At first I was shocked. There has not been a maiden born for almost two full generations. He pauses and his amber eyes study me. You are so young, and you were frightened and unsure of yourself.
“I’m just short. Everyone at the school is my age,” I say with a frown.
His airy laughter echoes in my mind. You are all so young.
It’s my turn to snort, which makes him laugh again.
Most maidens are excited about discovering their powers and more sure of themselves than you were. I worried for you.
I chew the inside of my cheek and then say, “I was scared and really worried about how I’d fit in because I was totally blindsided when my power manifested. I’ve been living with my uncle and his husband for the past five years, and they’re Mundanes. The only Moonstruck adults I knew were Lee’s parents, and they were never very friendly to me. Then after his sister died two years ago they moved to the East Coast, so I’ve only been around Mundanes for years.” I clear the grief from my throat. “It would’ve been different if my parents had been alive.” I look at him. “So, you were being creepy because you were scared for me?”
Yes. I hoped you might leave. Some of the maidens did. Not many of them, though.
When he says no more I press him. “And the ones that didn’t leave the Academia?”
Dead.
I swallow. “All of them?”
All of them.
“Oh.” I feel cold. “Did they all have the same power I do to boost others?”
Yes. Without that power they couldn’t be the maiden.
“Were you friends with any of the other maidens?”
Yes. Almost two hundred years ago there was an Aquarius moon child who was my friend. His eyes glow with a soft, warm light. Adelaide, little Ada. Like you, she was a diminutive girl who was friendly to me. Like your Sam, she was very smart. And like Lee, she believed in following the rules.
“What happened to her?” My voice is just a whisper.
Celeste told her that because she was special she must conquer the Trials on her own to discover her powers. I encouraged her to partner with another student, if just for the first Trial, so she could discover her power. But Ada believed Celeste. Ada always believed Celeste. So she did not team with another student. Alone, out on her first Trial, she was buried alive. Celeste made sure another group of students had a Trial that involved Air Elementals at the same time. I was watching over them and not able to help Ada. I did not even know she was in danger. It took her quite a long time to die, and even longer for us to find her. Viento bows his head, his cowl covering his eyes.
I take his hand and squeeze it gently. “That’s not going to happen to me. I have friends. I will never be isolated from them, even when you can’t help me. And I will never believe Celeste.”
Viento squeezes my hand in return but says nothing.

Sometime in the early afternoon, the land around us changes drastically. The difference is abrupt and shocking. One moment we’re walking along the stream with ferns and wildflowers, willows and oaks framing it and pines beyond that, and the next it seems we’ve been transported to the high desert. The stream shrinks to a narrow creek, and as we continue following our winding path around jagged rocks and up and down shallow canyons the flowing water makes an abrupt turn and disappears underground.
“I hope that reappears after we pass the air symbol,” says Ruby as they reach down to pick up a round stone and put it in their hoodie pocket.
Silently, I agree, tightening the lids on the refilled water bottles in my backpack while I share the last of my granola bars with my friends. “What’s with the stones? That’s probably the sixth one I’ve seen you pick up,” I ask as I take out the map to recheck the path.
“Defense,” says Ruby.
“Defense?” I ask.
They nod. “I don’t have a slingshot, but I’m accurate and can throw hard enough to hurt someone.”
“Oh. Good.” I grin at Ruby. “I think I’m going to start calling you what Viento does.”
Ruby lifts one dark brow. “Which is?”
“Fierce one,” I say, and Ruby grins back at me before they look up at Viento.
“I like the nickname!” they call to him.
Your friend has earned it, says Viento.
We turn our attention to the map. It’s easy to follow—so easy that it’s clear we’re well into the canyon part of today’s travels, and not far from the feather symbol.
“We’re definitely going in the right direction,” says Lily as Ruby nods agreement.
“I think the ladderlike symbol that’s ahead of us is a bridge,” adds Ruby.
My stomach drops at the thought of coming up against angry Air Elementals as we cross a bridge, but I have to agree with her. “Yeah, I don’t think anything else makes sense.”
Ruby glances up at the sky. The day has been clear and warm, but as the sun begins to travel down toward the western horizon low clouds drift into the area. “Let’s pick up the pace. If we’re crossing a bridge today it would be smart not to do that at or after dusk.”
Viento drifts above us as we hurry forward. We don’t do much talking, because the path goes from a gentle trail to a challenging hike.
Then the fog rolls in.
Even though I’ve lived my whole life in the Pacific Northwest, fog makes me uneasy. When I’m home it doesn’t stress me out too much, but I swear I will never be comfortable driving in it. I’ve hiked in it before, but not like this—not somewhere I don’t know with the possibility of danger around every bend in the trail (and the bends are getting increasingly harder to see as the fog thickens).
“We have to slow a little,” Ruby says. “The canyons are getting steeper. If we aren’t careful we could fall off the trail.”
Lily and I nod. I’m glad we slow because soon the trail widens, but it’s like it’s been carved into the rock wall on our right while the left side of the trail falls off into foggy nothingness. My legs burn and my shoulders ache with tension as we keep moving at the quickest pace possible and concentrate on not tumbling off the side of the cliff.
“Aaaaaah!”
The shriek echos off the rock wall and the three of us halt so suddenly I run into Lily.
“W-what is that?” Lily’s voice shakes.
“Aaaaaah!”
The shriek sounds again, making gooseflesh rise on my arms.
“Is it a big cat? Like a cougar?” Lily asks.
“I’m not sure if there are cougars on any of the Pacific Northwest islands,” I say as I look overhead for Viento. “Hey, Viento.” I squint up into the thickening fog. “Is that a cougar?”
Silence. There is no friendly hovering Air Elemental and no voice in my head.
My heartbeat increases and my stomach feels sick. “Viento’s gone,” I tell Ruby and Lily.
Ruby nods grimly and Lily moves closer to them. “He left when the Fire Elementals attacked us, too,” she whispers, reminding us of the trouble lurking ahead.
“Aaaaaah!”
Lily and I startle. The shriek is so much closer that my palms are suddenly sweaty.
“I don’t like how near that sounds. You two stay here.” Ruby speaks confidently and quickly as they reach into their pockets to fist a stone in each hand. “I’m going to scout ahead. While I’m gone look for anything you can use as a weapon.” And Ruby disappears down the path, swallowed by the fog.
“Okay, there has got to be a limb we can use to hit something. We’ve passed a bunch of scrubby trees,” Lily says as she searches around us, being careful not to move too far off and get lost in the fog.
“Yeah, Ruby used one like a baseball bat against the fireflies,” I say as I help her search.
We find one usable branch and one rock that’s oblong and roughly the size of a big knife. I lift it, holding it like a blade.
“Lily! Lily! Lily! Lily!” Ruby’s voice bounces off the rock wall.
“Ruby! Are you okay?” Lily shouts back.
“Lily! Lily! Lily! Lily!” More echoes are her only answer.
“Ruby! We haven’t moved. Where are you?” I call out into the fog.
“Here! Here! Here! Here!” Ruby’s voice answers, still echoing eerily.
“Ruby has to be ahead of us,” Lily says.
I agree. The path we’ve been following is the only way through the mess of canyons, cliffs, and boulders. Ruby couldn’t have circled around behind us. “Let’s go after them.”
Lily and I start forward. We walk briskly, but stay close to the rock wall that has risen on our right. On our left there is nothing but fog.
The wind increases then—suddenly, drastically. We have to bend our heads against it and struggle to move forward.
“Lily! Lily! Lily! Lily!” Ruby’s voice echoes around us and we stop, listening intently, trying to figure out where they are, but it’s impossible. Not only is Ruby’s voice echoing, but the wind is howling, distorting their voice even more.
“Ruby, we’re coming! W-where are you?” Lily’s voice shakes and I can tell she’s close to tears.
“Here! Here! Here! Here!” Each of the four echoes sounds like it’s coming from a different direction.
We move forward, fighting against the increasing wind, and the path splits, snaking within a break in the rock wall to our right.
“Should we take that path?” Lily asks.
I don’t need to consult the map. I can see it in my mind. It didn’t split. It didn’t change direction. It kept going north in one solid red line to the bridge and feather symbol without deviation.
“No. We’d just get lost in there,” I say.
“But what if Ruby’s in there?”
“They’re not.” I believe it, too. “Ruby’s too smart to leave our path. The wind is doing weird things to their voice. It might not even be Ruby’s voice. We can’t know. All we can do is keep calling them and keep going forward.”
Lily nods tightly and we walk on. I lead and she’s close behind me.
“Ruby! We’re coming!” Lily calls.
“Ruby! Ruby! Ruby! Ruby!” echoes around us as the wind picks up the name and twists it into a wail.
“I hate this!” Lily cries, dropping the branch and clutching her head like she’s trying to keep it from exploding. “This wind! I can’t stand it!”
I move to Lily’s side and take her hand. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay,” I keep telling her as we move forward again, calling out to Ruby periodically.
We don’t hear their voice. They don’t call for Lily again.
We round a bend in the path and the whipping wind parts the fog long enough for my stomach to drop at the sight several yards in front of us.
It is a bridge. A long, narrow rope suspension bridge with wood planks as a bottom. I can’t see the other end of the bridge. I can’t see the ground below it. It’s like the bridge has materialized from the fog, an apparition more ghostly than real.
“Ruby, where are you?” Lily is frantic. She stares into the cloud-filled gorge beneath the bridge, and I know she’s imagining Ruby down there, broken and bleeding.
“Ruby, where! Ruby, where! Ruby, where! Ruby, where!” echoes from all around us, and I can’t take it anymore.
“Shut up!” I shout into the wind. “Stop taunting us! We haven’t done anything to hurt you. We don’t even want to hurt you. So please just give us a break and stop!”
Everything goes silent. The wind stops. The echoes cease.
“There you are!” Ruby jogs to us from the path ahead.
“Ruby!” Lily rushes into their arms and hugs them tightly. “I was so worried!”
Ruby kisses her gently. “I’m okay. I don’t know what was making that noise. I saw nothing out there.” The three of us huddle up. “How did you get the wind and those horrible echoes to stop?” Ruby asks.
“Wren told the Air Elementals to shut up and it worked,” says Lily with a relieved grin.
“Well, I said more than ‘shut up,’” I explain as I put my knifelike stone into my backpack. “I also told the Elementals that we’re not trying to hurt them. I think that’s what got through to them. So now all we have to do is cross the bridge and we’ve gotten past the air symbol.”
We turn to look out at the long bridge and the wind whips around us one more time, clearing away the last of the fog. My stomach flip-flops. The gorge is the deepest one we’ve seen yet. It reminds me of the Royal Gorge in Colorado, which I crossed with Uncle Brad and Uncle Joel with only one mild panic attack. (Okay, one massive panic attack.) At the bottom of it I can just glimpse a glistening line of water. Except for that, there are only boulders and the steep cliff sides that frame it.
“Anyone else not like heights?” Lily asks as she picks at her bottom lip.
I raise my hand. Ruby shrugs, takes my backpack from me, slings it around their shoulders, and puts an arm around us both. “You’ll be okay. Just don’t look down.”
“Has that advice actually ever worked?” I ask.
Ruby grins. “Only when it’s followed.”







TWELVE
Wren
“Well, at least the fog is gone and the wind has stopped.” We’re standing at the entrance to the suspension bridge staring across its length at the opposite side, which seems entirely too far away.
Lily frowns. “I think I’d rather have the fog back. At least then I can’t see how high up that bridge is.”
Ruby tests the thick ropes anchored to the rocky cliff. They step onto the bridge and jump up and down a few times, which makes me want to puke. Ruby’s smiling when they come back to us. “It seems sturdy enough. None of the ropes are frayed. And I can’t tell for sure from here, but the wooden planks also look like they’re in good condition. Sure, it’s high up, but we can keep our hands on the rope sides for balance and get across with no problem. I’ll lead if you want me to.”
“Wait,” I say before they step back onto the bridge. “Do we think the Air Elementals are done with us?”
“What do you mean?” Lily asks.
“Well, the Fire Elementals actually attacked us. All the Air Elementals have done is create fog and creepy echoes. Yeah, we could’ve let those things mess with our heads and maybe even fallen off the path or gotten lost, but that isn’t nearly as bad as what Fire did.” I reason aloud as I try to work through the feeling of dread that threatens to overwhelm me every time I look at the bridge. “I’m just wondering if there’s more, and that more will happen when we’re out there.” I jerk my chin at the bridge, which is swaying slightly (and nauseatingly) in the soft breeze.
“I think you’re right to be worried,” says Ruby, not putting my stomach at ease at all. “But that just means we’re prepared.” Ruby pauses and runs their hand through their short dark hair. “You said you got the fog and the wind and the echoes to stop by explaining that we’re not here to hurt them. That’s weird, though. How can we hurt an Air Elemental?”
I shrug and scoop a hand through the air around us, like I’m trying to collect the breeze. “We can’t.”
Lily turns to me. “We can’t hurt an Air Elemental—as in Ruby and I can’t—but you can.”
“Me? How? Plus, I don’t want to hurt anyone,” I say.
“Oh, I get it,” Ruby adds. “Lily doesn’t mean you you. She means the maiden you. Look at what Celeste has done to them. She’s held the Elementals captive for hundreds of years. What if they—”
“Expect the same from me!” I interrupt her. “But I’m definitely not Celeste and would not do that kind of shady crap. Actually, it’s what I’m trying to fix by going on this quest.”
Ruby says, “You know that. We know that. But do the Elementals know that?”
“It’s definitely something to keep in mind,” says Lily.
I look out at the bridge and sigh. “We better get across this thing.”
“Want me to go first?” Ruby asks.
I nod tightly, swallowing down my nausea. “Lily, you go next and I’ll be right behind you. Do you think we should stay close or spread out?”
“I can’t imagine that the three of us together are heavy enough to cause a problem, so let’s stay close,” says Ruby.
I let loose a big, relieved breath. But my relief is short-lived as Ruby strides out onto the bridge, followed closely by Lily and then by me.
I hate bridges even more than camping. Like, substantially more. This bridge moves. Seriously. Not only are we waaaay above a gorge that will definitely kill us if we fall, but we’re crossing the deadly gorge by walking over a long, narrow rope thing that moves with every gust of wind.
And the gusts are increasing.
“Don’t worry!” Ruby calls back like they can read my mind. “It’s always windy out on these things.”
“I don’t like it.” Lily sounds really young and really scared.
Ruby looks over their shoulder and smiles reassuringly at Lily and me. “Look, we’re almost halfway.”
“I thought we weren’t supposed to look,” I say.
Ruby snorts. “You’re not supposed to look down. Keeping your eyes on the other side of the bridge is a good idea.”
“Okay, staring at the other side,” Lily says.
“Ditto,” I say.
We’re directly over the center of the gorge when a sound begins to build below us. It’s a strange rumbling that increases as the wind gets stronger. How do I know we’re directly over the center? Because, like a newb, I look down at the funnel that’s growing, lifting, and roaring from the bottom of the gorge, heading up at us.
“Shit!” I shout. “Tornado!”
Ruby’s head snaps down and then they turn to us and yell, “Run!”
We run. Lily and I are way slower than Ruby, but they don’t leave us. As the wind batters and the tornado sounds like a train coming straight at us, they grab Lily’s hand, pull her to them, and then almost carry her forward. “Keep going!” Ruby shouts at me. “I’ll come back for you!”
I nod, gripping the thick rope of the bridge, which is not just swaying; it’s flapping in the wailing wind like the end of a kite’s tail. I don’t want to puke anymore. I’m so terrified that I’m numb.
The bridge whips sickeningly to the side and I stumble, falling to my knees.
“Wren! Hang on!” Ruby yells.
I’m clinging with both hands to the rope. I look ahead and see Ruby and Lily make it to the other side of the gorge. Lily falls and on her hands and knees scrambles away from the edge as she motions to Ruby that she’s okay.
“I’m coming, Wren!” Ruby steps onto the bridge again, and it’s the last thing I see before the roaring funnel cloud engulfs me.

All I can do is cling to the bridge as the wind howls around me in a tightening circle. Within the whirlpool of wind I see strange shapes, creatures with opaque wings and eyes that blaze yellow as they stare at me. The suction of the swirling cloud pulls at me so hard that my hands can’t hold on to the rope and I wrap my arms around it.
“Wren!”
I hear Ruby, but I can’t see them. I can’t see anything outside the Elementals and the tornado that’s swallowing me. “Go back!” I yell. “Don’t get sucked in!”
Don’t panic! Don’t panic! Don’t panic!
I try to slow my breathing because I feel like I’m hyperventilating, which is definitely not what I need in the middle of a tornado, but it’s almost impossible to fight my fear. The Elementals are going to rip me off this bridge and drop me into the gorge. It seems like a good time to panic!
As the circling walls of the tornado inch closer, I can see the creatures within more clearly. They’re beautiful! Their wings aren’t feathered but look more butterfly- or moth-like, though they’re moving too fast for me to tell for sure. They’re all sorts of iridescent colors that make the tornado appear to sparkle like a rainbow made of glitter.
In the middle of my fear and panic their beauty strikes me as out of place within the malicious intent of the tornado. “You’re so pretty and magickal, why are you doing this?” I don’t realize I’ve spoken the words aloud until one of the Elementals turns its yellow eyes on me. They’re not yellow like a glowing evil beast’s, but more like faceted citrine, sparkling with beauty. I meet the Elemental’s gaze and speak louder as it pauses its circling. “Why do you want to hurt me? I promise I don’t want to hurt you. I’m not Celeste or Selene or whatever you call the Conduit. I’m not trying to complete the ritual to control you.” As I speak the Elemental continues to stare at me intently. “I’m trying to complete it so you can be free. No one person should control your power or the power of the moon. I promise I’m not—”
A great roar cuts off my words and the Elemental cringes and rejoins the rest of the air whirlpool. The wind spikes and the tornado closes around me, wrenching me away from the bridge and pulling me up, up, up … and then I’m forced down through the vortex of wind and creatures and spit out of the funnel.
“No!” Ruby shouts as Lily screams.
I’m falling.
I’m going to die.
I squeeze my eyes closed and time seems to slow as I think about my parents. Will I see them again? And Sam. Will I see Sam, too? Lee’s going to be heartbroken. I hope he’ll be okay.
Suddenly pain spikes through my body, but my falling slows. I can’t stop the scream that rips from my throat. I must have hit the bottom and I’m just a spirit now, floating up and away.
Wait. I’m floating down. In agony? If I’m dead that doesn’t seem right. I mean, I’ve only lived eighteen years and haven’t been that bad of a person.
I open my eyes. I’m caught in Viento’s arms. His body is bent around me as pain cripples him.
Cannot hold you. Move to my back! His voice in my head sounds rough, as if he can barely form his thoughts into words through the agony engulfing him, which I understand because the same pain courses through my body. With an audible groan Viento supports me as I claw my way onto his back. We’re still falling, but he spreads out his arms and we slow. I have a bizarre flash of one of the scenes from Aladdin on his flying carpet. I’d laugh (frantically), but I can barely think through the terrible pain that racks my body and my Elemental’s. I scream again and hear Viento’s scream within my mind, wailing in anguish over and over as we continue to slowly fall toward the rocky floor of the gorge.
Just when I don’t think I can bear any more, the pain starts to fade. I’m clinging on to Viento like he’s giving me a piggyback ride. I can feel the tremors that pass in violent waves through his body.
“Viento!” I shout into the wind.
The only answer I get is his echoing screams of agony within my mind.
My pain is fading. His is not.
Because the agony is killing him and severing our connection!
“No!” I grip his shoulders and shake him as we continue to float downward. “Stop helping me! It’s killing you!”
He won’t or can’t answer me, and as his shrieks in my mind increase I can feel his body begin to wither. It’s like he’s being drained of his soul.
My pain is gone. My fear is gone. I’m pissed. Really pissed.
“Help him!” I shout up at the funnel-shaped cloud that has stopped rotating but still hovers above us. The winged Elementals are clustered together, staring down at us. “Listen to me! Saving me is going to kill him! You’re Air Elementals. So is he. Don’t like me? Fine. Don’t trust me? Fine. But you know him! He’s one of you! Help him, please, even if it means I fall!”
At first, nothing happens, and I gather myself. I have to jump. I have to get off Viento’s back so he’s no longer helping me and the spell will stop torturing him!
There’s a burst of light from the center of the cloud and some of the creatures with beautiful gossamer wings tumble from it. Limp and lifeless, they dissipate like smoke in a hurricane. The remaining Elementals merge to form a huge creature, easily the size of a car, who folds its wings and dives toward Viento and me.
I’m a lot calmer than I would have imagined if someone had said, Hey, you’re going to have time to think about the fact that you’re falling to your death. But I’m not focused on death. I’m focused on Viento and his shrieks of pain.
The Elemental spreads its wings as it reaches us. Even now I’m amazed by its beauty. Two sets of wings have solidified from opal colored to bright pink and lime green. They frame a chubby white-furred body. On the wings are round markings in black and silver that look like the phases of the moon and it has a long, furry pink tail.
It lifts its head. Its eyes are big and citrine colored, glistening like crystal. Its antennae twirl as it faces me and I swear it smiles, exposing tiny sharp teeth that glisten white. It has four legs, which make the universal come here gesture. Light glints off those legs, drawing my attention to the sharp, thornlike crystal spikes that line them. Then the creature shifts its body so it’s close enough that I could slide onto its back. It lifts its head again and looks over its wings at me, beckoning with razor-tipped legs.
I hold my breath, let loose Viento’s shoulders, and slide onto the back of the enormous Elemental.
Viento is still falling and still screaming in silent agony. The Elemental I’m riding positions itself under him. I feel its furry body inhale and then it exhales, blowing a gale at Viento, who is lifted up into the sky. I squint at him and see an air current catch his body and lift him higher. As he’s carried farther and farther away the screaming in my mind fades and then finally stops completely.
“Is he okay? Is he alive?” I ask, not actually expecting a response, but the Elemental I’m riding makes a little chittering sound. It’s musical and soothing and I hope it means Viento is going to recover.
With slow, powerful strokes the Elemental’s wings beat against the air and we lift up and out of the gorge. We soar in a circle and I see Ruby and Lily below us. They’re staring up and waving.
“Could you take me down to my friends?” I ask the Elemental.
It chitters at me again and makes an easy descent, landing beside Ruby and Lily. It crouches and I jump from its back to the ground. “Thank you! Thank you so much for saving Viento and me.”
The giant mothlike creature trills at me. It’s so soft and fluffy that I can’t help myself. I reach out slowly so it can pull away if it wants, and stroke the white fur that frames its face and covers its body.
“She’s beautiful.” Lily’s voice is hushed as she and Ruby join me. The giant moth tilts its head to look at Lily and trills softly. “Do you think I can touch her?”
“Her?” I ask, and the moth chatters excitedly.
“She looks like a luna moth, and the females are larger than the males,” says Lily. “And she’s, well, huge, so my guess is she’s a she.”
The moth chitters at Lily. “She seems to agree with you.” I smile at the beautiful Elemental.
“I really want to pet her.” Lily threads her fingers together, almost like she’s praying.
“I think you could ask her,” Ruby says softly. “Go ahead; she obviously understands us.”
“Hi, I’m Lily.” She steps a little closer to the moth. “May I pet you?”
The moth chatters to Lily, her wings shifting excitedly as she dips her head so Lily can easily reach her.
“You’re so soft!” Lily gasps as she strokes the moth. The creature smiles at Lily, showing her sharp teeth.
“She has fangs,” Ruby whispers, moving protectively closer to Lily.
I nod. “Yep. And look at her legs.”
“They’re weapons,” says Ruby.
“Yeah.” I stroke the moth’s beautiful head. “Isn’t she perfect?”
There’s a rush of wind and Viento lands beside the moth, who turns and rubs her head against him. She is definitely perfect, his voice sounds in my mind.
I throw my arms around him, getting in on some of the moth’s catlike head rubs. “Viento! Are you okay?”
I am, Little Bird.
“Viento, did you almost die?” Ruby speaks somberly, and the three of us stare at him.
“Can you die?” asks Lily softly.
Yes, but it would not have been death as you know it. I am immortal, as is the wind. I would have simply become one with the wind. An Elemental cannot ever truly perish.
I relay to Ruby and Lily what he says and Lily asks, “But you wouldn’t have been you anymore?”
He shakes his head. Not as you would recognize.
Lily hurls herself into his arms. “Thank you for saving Wren!”
Viento pats her back gently before he steps away. I take both his hands in mine and peer into his cowled face, meeting his soft amber gaze. “Thank you for saving me. Again.”
He lifts my hands and presses them to his chest and I’m surprised to feel the steady beating of his heart. I could not let my Little Bird perish.
Beside us, the moth trills and bumps us with her perfectly beautiful, perfectly fuzzy head.
“Two down,” I say as I pet her. “And two to go.”







THIRTEEN
Lee
I need a way out of the dome. I need to find Wren.
I loop my thumbs around the straps of Maya’s backpack, the safe space for the shard of liquid moonlight I have to get to my girlfriend. I don’t know who the maiden is, but I do know that the Air Elemental, the same one that whisked Wren away, called her Elegida—the Conduit—and that there can be only one.
I smooth my hand along my pocket. Tucked inside is Maya’s folded checklist, and it crinkles under my fingertips. It felt so good to cross off the next item on her list. I only wish she were here to see her plan in action.
I’ve been looking for Luke for over an hour. There are only so many places a person can hide on campus, but without my phone, I’ve had to hoof it to each of them.
Moon Hall is up ahead gleaming and gray as a tombstone. I slip inside the front door and weave around clumps of students whose voices hush when I approach. I’m not sure if it’s me they don’t trust or the people in charge. Either way, I represent both.
I take the rear door out to the courtyard beyond. I haven’t looked behind Moon Hall yet. Maybe he’s back there drilling with some Scorpio moons. I’m making my way to the rear exit when the hidden door to the spiral staircase—the only one that leads up to Celeste’s Conduit Chamber—opens and Luke bursts out. He sees me and for a moment his eyes narrow, like he’s annoyed. Then his expression shifts into his familiar snarky grin.
“Hey, bro!”
“Were you with Celeste?”
Luke shakes his head, his mop of red hair dusting his ears. “I was up there helping repair the damage. Been sweeping forever, but there’s still glass everywhere.”
I catch the door to the stairwell before it closes all the way and motion for him to follow me.
“What kind of meetup is this?” he says with a waggle of his eyebrows. “I need to know if I should put on ChapStick.”
“You wish.” I roll my eyes. I’m not in the mood for his jokes. “I need to get outside the dome. There has to be a spell or something that can get me through.”
“You planning some elaborate rescue mission for Wren?”
“No,” I say a little too quickly. “Well, not in the way you’re thinking.”
He leans against the railing and crosses his arms over his chest. “So, you’re not going to take off into the woods crawling with wild Elementals?”
“No, I’m not.” I adjust my grip on the backpack and stare back at him, silently daring him to challenge me.
Luke either doesn’t notice or doesn’t care. “Then what are you planning?”
“You my babysitter now?” With a sigh of exasperation, I run my fingers over my cornrows. “Are you going to help me or not?”
“Of course I’m going to help.” He pushes away from the railing and drapes his arm over my shoulders. “And it’s called being a friend, ass. But don’t get too excited. I’m not going to make us friendship bracelets or anything.”
“Good, because I only need magick. Magick that will open the protective barrier around campus.”
He heads to the stairwell exit and stops before opening the door. “Where do you think we’re going to find that kind of magick? I mean, my mom knows some wicked spells, but she’s campaigning and it’ll take her years to get back to me. Plus, I talked with Rottingham and Celeste. We decided not to let my parents know about what’s going on here. Actually, they’ve decided to keep a lid on everything.” He starts to open the door and leans over to me, whispering, “What happens on Moon Isle stays on Moon Isle.”
I stiffen. “So, you did talk to Celeste?”
Luke pushes open the door and curious gazes dart to us. I want to pull Luke back inside the quiet isolation of the stairwell, but that would lead to too many questions.
“She was in the room and really only spoke to Rottingham,” he continues. “But I’m giving myself the win and saying that yeah, we had a full and complete conversation.”
This time, I lean into him as I say, “Did you notice she looks—”
“Older?” He nods. “Not saying that women can’t age, but it happened quick, right?”
An image of Wren fleeing the Conduit Chamber flashes from my memory. Her hair had changed color, but that hadn’t been the only change. Wren had looked older. Not like Celeste—like someone’s middle-aged mom. Wren had looked mature. A young woman who’d come into her power.
“Hey, Earth to Lee. Where’s your head, dude?” I come back to the present and realize what Luke was saying before I started interrogating him about Celeste. “Wait, do you mean your mom knows some spells that might be able to help us?”
“Sure. I mean, maybe, but I couldn’t get ahold of her even if I wanted to.”
“My father,” I say, stopping in front of Moon Hall’s back exit. “If your mom has access to higher-level spells, my father does, too.”
“Did I just solve another problem? Man, I am a genius.”
I frown. “When you start solving more problems than you create, come find me.”
“Me, create problems? Nah. Have you seen this face?” He points to his cheeks, round with a cheesy grin.
“You might have helped, but the jury’s still out,” I tell him. “Come on. Let’s find Tyrell Young.”

Luke and I left Moon Hall only to end up back here again. Although it shouldn’t surprise me that my father’s taken over an office on the second floor strictly reserved for visiting VIPs. It’s predictably decorated with mahogany furniture, including a massive desk that gleams in the light from the huge beveled windows that, like Rottingham’s, face the ocean.
My father meets my request with his usual response—a frown and a question. “What purpose do you have outside the dome?”
I force myself not to get angry. I need to be calm, to reason with him. Better yet, I need to think like he does. “Wren, Lily, and Ruby are out there.”
“And that’s being handled.” He lifts a shoulder and drops it nonchalantly.
Silent until then, Luke takes a step forward, face flushed. “Handled? What does that even mean?”
“It means that you’ll be informed of what’s taking place if and when it applies to you. Until then, it ceases to matter.”
Luke opens his mouth to say something I’m sure we’ll both regret when I step in front of him. “You’re right. None of that matters. What does is finding them, and I assume that since they haven’t been brought back, no one knows exactly where they are.”
My father sets down his pen and folds his arms over his chest, a sure sign that I’m on the right track.
“If I could talk to Wren, I could get her to tell me where they are,” I say.
He raises one brow, more than mildly interested. “What does that have to do with going outside the dome?”
Luke scoffs and then says, “How’s he supposed to get a message to her from inside it? Nothing can get through.”
“That’s not necessarily true. If you have the experience and know the right spell work, you can make anything happen,” I say, trying to appeal to his ego.
My father doesn’t look convinced. Instead, he takes a deep breath and reaches for his pen. Once he gets back into work, I will have lost my chance.
“Look,” I say, bracing my hands on his borrowed desk and lowering my voice so Luke can’t hear. “I’m man enough to know when I’ve let my emotions get the best of me. And you’re right. Maya would be disappointed. I’m done with that. I’ve put it all behind me. I’m ready to be the person my family needs and deserves.”
“A Young.” My father takes a moment to consider this before he slides his chair back and stands, offering me his hand to shake. “I’m glad to see it.”
I take his hand. Goose bumps rise along my arms as I shake it, feeling like I’ve made a deal with the devil himself.
From behind me, Luke claps and rubs his hands together. “I know what that means. We got a deal.”
“I will help my son. You can stay and watch. Maybe you’ll even learn something.”
Luke shrugs. “Wouldn’t get my hopes up, Mr. Young.”
“Sit down, Lee,” my father says as he opens a drawer to the ornate desk, picks his way through it, and then pulls out one piece of unlined white paper. “I’m going to cast a complex communication spell.” He glances up at Luke as I sit in one of the two chairs that face the desk. “And you, Luke Weatherford, need to keep your mouth shut while I set my intention.”
Luke makes a ridiculous zip my lips motion as he plops into the chair next to mine. My father frowns and shakes his head, and then he smooths the paper on the desk, closes his eyes, and begins tracing incredibly intricate patterns in the air over the paper. I watch him closely, trying to memorize what he’s doing, but it’s impossible. He’s moving too quickly, and his whispers are so low that the only words I can make out are “air,” “communicate,” my name, and Wren’s.
This isn’t how I pictured this going. I wanted him to give me the spell so I could cast it in privacy. There’s so much I need to say to Wren, to ask her, but I’m not going to be able to say any of it with my father in the room.
The energy within the forest-green walls builds to a level that crackles along my skin. Beside me Luke whistles low and mutters, “That power is amazing.”
Just when I think the energy surging around us will swallow us whole, my father opens his eyes. He stares at me, and when he speaks it’s in short bursts, like the words have to fight through the energy to reach me.
“Sit there. Do not move. Get ready. I’m sending you to her.”
Before I can ask any questions, his attention and all the power in the room focus on the flat, white paper.
Slowly, intently, he folds the page in half. “Into this paper, I fold Air energy, gifted from the moon, borrowed by me.” The paper begins to glow, shifting from milky white to the textured, glistening white of fresh snow under a full moon.
Next, he takes the upper left corner of the paper and folds it back to meet the crease he just made, saying, “I fold the magick of words into this paper—invisible, but more powerful than the sword.”
My father turns the paper over and repeats the action, smoothing the right corner down to meet the central crease. “I fold the magick of communication into this paper—invisible, but more important than the temporary structures of mankind.”
The paper glitters silver-white. It’s so bright I have to squint to see the shape he’s created. Through the beaming glow I make it out—a paper airplane.
Staring at me, he picks it up, holding it like he’s a kid getting ready to fling it into the sky. “Picture Wren,” he says. “Concentrate on her. Now!”
It’s not hard to do as he commands and picture Wren’s head on my shoulder, her fitting perfectly against me, feel her warmth and her lips pressed to mine.
As magick radiates from the glowing paper airplane, my father pulls his arm back and says, “Through the power gifted me by our Lady Moon and folded by me into this vehicle, grant this communication spell reach from Lee Young to Wren Nightingale—smoothly, quickly, and once only.”
He hurls the plane directly at me. Like a glowing moon-silvered arrow, it strikes the center of my forehead. It doesn’t hit me hard. How could it? It’s just a paper plane. But I feel the strike like electricity zapping through my body. My vision starts to swim as the airplane makes a loop around the room before jetting straight to the beveled-glass window. It passes right through the glass and soars up. It’s a tiny silver speck when it pierces the protective dome, and without even slowing, it flies off toward the forest.
And just like that, my eyes roll back, and my body goes limp. Pockets of light and shadowed shapes speed by a sheet of white, a sheet of—
Paper. I’m the paper.
“Dude, you okay?” Luke shakes my shoulder. I feel it like he’s pressing against me through a hundred down-filled coats. “Can you hear me?”
“Yeah, I can hear you.” I try to adjust my body as I start to slide down the chair, but my movements are muted, slow and syrupy. “Can you hear me?”
“Don’t let him fall out of the chair!” my father snaps, and Luke’s arms are under one of mine, and my father’s are under the other. Luke lets out a low grunt as they help me sit back up.
“Father, Luke, can you hear me?” My pulse hammers fast and panic grips my lungs while I await my father’s reply, Luke’s reply. Anyone’s reply! What if they can’t hear me? What if I’m stuck between worlds, in this spell that has me in two places at once?
“We hear you,” my father says gruffly.
Luke sighs. “Yeah, dude. We can hear you. You’re way heavier than you look.”
“Maybe you’re just weaker than you look,” I say.
“Most definitely,” my father retorts. I hear him walk by and hear the small creak of his desk chair as he returns to his seat behind the desk.
“Ha, ha, very funny. Both Youngs have jokes.”
Even though I can’t see him, I know Luke’s staring down at his flexed biceps. “Want to stop checking yourself out long enough for me to tell you what’s going on my end?”
He makes a clicking sound that lets me know I was right before laughing it off. “Yeah, what do you got?”
“I was seeing shapes and getting bits and pieces of conversation, but now it’s just dark and quiet. It … it sounds like wind.”
“It is wind,” my father says. “This spell travels fast. You’re already past the dome.”
“Will Wren be able to see me and hear me? Will I be able to see her?”
“Listen and learn, Leland. I won’t tell you everything.”
“Yeah, Lee, take a page out of my book, because I’m definitely listening and learning,” Luke says.
“Quiet, Luke!” my father and I say together, which almost makes me laugh.
Seconds tick by, and my stomach churns as the communication spell blasts through the forest. I’m starting to become used to the speed and can look around as the plane and I soar through the night. The forest falls away, changing to cliffs and canyons below me. I get a glimpse of a long suspension bridge over a gorge, and then my stomach is in my throat and we dive fast. The deep blue night bleeds into the warm yellow of firelight as the plane comes to an abrupt halt. My vision is blurry, like an unfocused camera, and when it finally clears all I can see is Wren’s face, lit by firelight. Her head’s bowed and she’s looking at something on a piece of paper, but I can’t tell what it is because I’m so focused on Wren.
I’ve gone longer than this without seeing her, but I feel like a man lost at sea who’s finally found land. I want to wrap my arms around her, drop anchor, and never leave.
Wren looks up from the paper, her brow creased as she stares at the me that is a magickal paper plane. “What the…?”
“It’s me,” I blurt. “It’s Lee.”
“You’re literally a paper airplane.” She peers at me, a giggle rising in her throat. “What kind of magick is this?”
I can’t maintain my calm. Instead, I fire questions at her, throwing up my feelings in the form of an interrogation. “Are you safe? It’s so good to see your face. Where are you? Are you lost? Do you know how to get back to the Academia?”
“If you let me get a word in, I’ll tell you.” Her smile is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Her laugh is rich and deep, and if I closed my eyes I could get buried in it—a seed nestled in wet earth. “Lee, I missed you!” Her squeal of excitement does nothing to loosen the knot of worry tied around my chest. “How did you do this? How are we even talking right now?” She moves, and all I see are her feet and the ground. “Are you inside this paper?”
“Now who’s asking all the questions?” I say.
“Is Lily with her? Can you see my sister?” Luke’s shaking my shoulder, and I feel like I’m being pushed through molasses.
“I can’t see anyone else,” I tell him. “Only Wren.” And that’s enough for me.
“Lily and Ruby are here with me,” she offers, pointing over her shoulder.
Luke’s voice is closer, like he’s crouching down next to me. “Tell Wren to tell Lily that I said—”
“I don’t know how long this spell will last.” I still move slowly, but even at a sloth’s pace, jabbing my elbow into Luke lets him know I’m in no mood to be his secretary. “I’ve been worried about you,” I say, my attention once again completely on Wren. “I’m still worried about you. We all are.”
Her smile falters, her expression morphing into an unreadable mask.
There’s so much I want to say, but I know my father is hanging on my every word. There’s no way I can tell her about Maya’s list or the liquid moonlight or that coming back now, without real answers, might put her in danger. My only option is to move forward with the plan I brought to my father. “Tell me where you are. Tell me how I can find you.”
She tilts her head like she’s listening to someone, but she’s the only person I can see or hear.
“I don’t know,” she says. “I mean, I don’t think so, but I can’t be sure.” She listens for a moment longer before her brow pinches and she sucks in a pained breath.
Adrenaline surges hot in my veins as she lets out a hiss of discomfort and rubs her temple. If my muscles weren’t bags of molasses, I’d be on my feet, ready for a fight.
“Get answers, Leland,” my father growls, but I can’t focus on that when Wren is in pain.
“Who’s there? Who’s hurting you? Is it that Elemental? The one from campus?” I know I’m firing off too many questions too quickly just like before, but I can’t help it. Our minutes together are numbered, and I have to get as much information as possible. Plus, every emotion I’ve buried in fear of being called out by my father has clawed its way back up.
“Did it tell her to stab Celeste?” My father’s shout breaks through my panic, and the only thing I can think to do is repeat his question.
“Did it tell you to stab Celeste?” I want to crawl through this spell and give her a sign that I don’t doubt her. I never will again. But all I have are limbs like cooked noodles and a father who will interpret my hesitation as treason.
“I didn’t stab Celeste! She stabbed herself.” Her gaze narrows, her jaw set.
I’m losing her. If I haven’t lost her already.
My anger and fear emerge from their graves and wrap rotting limbs around my throat. “Tell me where you are. I can help you. I can—”
“Help me? How?” Her voice is tight and cold as ice. “By handing me over to Celeste and Rottingham? They want me dead.”
I’m spiraling. I can’t be honest, but I don’t want to shut her out and have her think she can’t trust me. “Wren, you lost someone close to you. Just because it’s happened before doesn’t make it any easier. You need time to heal. We can figure this out together. Tell me where you are.”
“No, Lee, we won’t figure this out together. I’m going to use what I have and finish what should have been done hundreds of years ago. Then you’ll see.”
“You’re not making any sense. This whole thing doesn’t make any sense.” Even though neither of us sees it, I gesture to the room around me, the movement as slow as walking underwater.
“If you’d stop listening to everyone around you and get out of your own way for five seconds, it would all make perfect sense,” she grinds out. “You, more than anyone, understand what happens when someone has a chance at absolute power.”
The sound of ripping paper echoes between my ears. Wren is gone, and I’m fully back in the office. I rub my hands on my thighs and stand up. I feel lightning fast, but it’s only a sensation—the difference between being in two places at once versus being 100 percent in my body.
“Sooo…” Luke stretches the word, staring at me expectantly.
“She’s not coming back. None of them are.” I can’t bring myself to look at my father as I start pacing back and forth between the leather chairs and the desk. I’ve always thought better on my feet.
“Yeah.” Luke runs his hand through his red hair. “I got that from everything you said.”
“Then why’d you ask?” I fire the words like arrows.
Luke takes a step back, his palms out in front of his chest. “Lee, relax. I just want to help.”
“I know.” I drag my hand down my stubbled cheek. The spell may have worked, but I wasn’t able to tell Wren anything or ask her the questions I really want answers to. Worse than that, I think she doubts I’m on her side.
“Leland—” Before my father can launch whatever assault he has planned, there’s a knock at the door.
Rottingham crashes into the room like a storm, his presence alone thickening the air around us. He’s flanked by a professor I recognize as one who’s been running drills with the other students. The Scorpio professor’s hazel gaze cuts through the mounting tension in my father’s rented office like a blade.
“We’re going off campus,” Rottingham declares, his voice booming with authority. “Lee and Luke, I need you to stay here and continue to keep your peers calm. This disturbance is almost at an end.” His words are supposed to comfort, to assure, but they feel more like chains, binding me to a role I refuse to play.
“You’re going after Wren, aren’t you?” Before he can answer, I catch Luke’s eye. Without a word, we understand each other perfectly.
My nerves are on fire, every one of them screaming for a fight. “There’s no way you’re going without us.” The words erupt from me with a force I didn’t know I possessed.
“Sorry, Dean, we’re coming, too.” Luke nods his agreement, and I’ve never been happier to have a true friend by my side.
My father rises from his chair, his calmness a stark contrast to my swirling emotions. “Go ahead, Rottingham; take the boys,” he suggests. “They’ll be able to handle those girls, no problem. After all, you don’t want them to feel like they’re being forced back to campus when we all know you’re doing this for their benefit.” His chest swells and an elusive grin twitches against the corners of his mouth. “I’ll be here to support the students and Celeste in your absence.
My father might not be on my side in the same way Luke is, but I appreciate that, for once, we’re both after the same end result.
The room goes silent as Rottingham and the Scorpio professor consider Tyrell’s suggestion. I can almost see the gears turning in Rottingham’s head as he weighs his options.
Finally, he nods. It’s a small victory, but it’s significant nonetheless. Outside the dome is my best chance to talk to Wren freely and honestly.
“Prepare yourselves,” the Scorpio professor barks, her voice deep and worn around the edges. “We don’t know what we’ll find when we get to the Realm of the Elementals.”
Realm of the Elementals? Luke mouths as we rush to join the dean and the professor.
I shrug, as familiar with the realm the Scorpio professor just mentioned as I am with Michael Jordan’s Bulls losing in the finals.
On my way out, I can’t resist glancing back at my father. He doesn’t notice me. Instead, he’s grinning to himself and staring out the window at the campus stretched out in front of Moon Hall. My spine stiffens, and I suppress a shudder. I can’t stay here trying to balance sneaking around while I make sure he’s not up to something. I have to get to Wren. But she was right—absolute power corrupts absolutely.







FOURTEEN
Wren
“Wren, are you sure you’re okay?” Lily’s soft voice pulls me from my dark thoughts and I realize I’m standing by our extinguished campfire staring at the open map in my hands—but not actually seeing it—as she and Ruby talk at me.
“Lee messed with her head,” Ruby mutters.
I look up from not seeing the map and open my mouth to snap at Ruby and Lily and even Viento, who is hovering close by and studying me like I might explode or, worse, burst into tears.
I close my mouth.
They’re right. Talking to Lee did mess with my head. I sigh and mentally shake myself. These are my friends. They believe in me. They trust me. They know I didn’t stab Celeste.
“Sorry.” I send them all a smile that doesn’t reach my eyes. “I’ll get my head right. I just…”
Lily puts her arm around me. “You love him and he’s disappointed you pretty badly.”
I swallow a hiccupy sob and whisper, “Yeah.”
“Well, he’s hanging out with my brother and Luke can be a real turd.” Lily squeezes my shoulder before releasing me.
“His father was there, too, and from what Lee’s told me his dad’s an overbearing ass. But Lee’s smart,” Ruby adds. “He’s got to be feeling pressure from a lot of people right now, and not just his dad. Dean Rottingham. Celeste. Even Luke. I still believe he’s on your side. Lee’s loyal. He’s not going to turn his back on you.”
Lily nods enthusiastically and her fire-colored hair bounces around her shoulders. “Yeah, what Ruby said.”
I glance up at my silent Air Elemental. Our eyes meet. He looks away first and I sigh. Viento doesn’t agree with them.
I do not like to see you hurt.
I nod and say softly, “I don’t like to be hurt.” Then I push the conversation with Lee and my mixed-up feelings for him into a little box that I shove away in my mind somewhere close to the other little box that holds my grief for Sam, which is right beside the box that hides the pain of my parents’ deaths. I clear my throat. “Okay, let’s check out this map, for real this time.”
I hold the map up and we study it. There’s a lot more to it now that we’ve gotten past two of the four Elemental tests. The page is almost three-fourths of the way filled. The evening before we’d hiked as far away from the gorge and the awful bridge as the fading light allowed, and camped in the shadow of a huge boulder beside a thin rivulet of water. Ruby’s Elemental gifted us with trout and Lily’s firebird lit a magickal blaze that warmed us all night. Everything had been great. The beautiful luna moth even hung out with us for a while.
And then, as I opened the map, a paper airplane had flown to me and suddenly Lee was here! Well, not actually here. Not in body. The paper plane worked kinda like a FaceTime call.
At first, I’d loved hearing Lee’s voice, seeing his face. I’ve missed him so, so much. But then he fired questions at me and accused Viento of making me stab Celeste. The truth is, Lee sounded more like his horrible father than himself.
You’re not making any sense. This whole thing doesn’t make any sense. His voice echoes from my memory.
I’d realized then that Lee can’t help me because he doesn’t believe me.
“Looks like the terrain changes again today.” Ruby’s voice brings me back to the present.
My eyes find the scarlet thread we’ve followed all this way. It winds around more big boulders like the one we camped by, then up and down a few canyons similar to the ones we climbed before we got to the bridge over the gorge. Eventually the boldly drawn black canyons become squattier, more like ditches lined with scrubby trees. Toward the end of those ditches, just before the land transforms again to forest, is a glistening blue symbol, a single drop of water.
“Water is next.” Ruby smiles. “This one will be easier. Water has been our ally since the beginning.”
I glance up and meet Viento’s amber gaze. He doesn’t have to speak. I know we’re thinking the same thing. We’re traveling with an Air Elemental and the air test almost killed both of us.
As we head out, I lag a little so Ruby and Lily can walk together. Viento hovers beside me.
Are you well?
I sigh and nod. “Yeah, I’m fine. But would you do something for me?”
Anything within my power.
“Oh, this is well within your power. If another one of those paper airplanes shows up, blow it the hell away.”
With pleasure.

The day is bright and sunny, though there’s a brisk wind coming from behind us, a little like it’s pushing us forward. When the sun is directly overhead we stop and eat handfuls of marionberries and leftover grilled fish Lily wrapped carefully in fern fronds. We’re still following the narrow trickle of water that used to be a stream as it winds around canyons that, as the day progresses into afternoon, become shorter and narrower, until we can’t really call them canyons anymore.
“These are definitely ditches.” Ruby stands at the lip of one of them. They grin over their shoulder at Lily and me, and then they race down the ditch and, using the momentum of their super speed to propel them, run up the opposite side. Laughing, Ruby spins around to face us. “Reminds me of a skateboard park I used to go to.”
Lily grins. “I prefer roller skates, but I get what you mean.” She runs down one side and up the other—a lot slower than Ruby, but giggling the whole time. Both look expectantly at me.
I shake off the gloom I’ve felt all day and rush down the bank, then up the opposite side of the ditch. I smile an actual smile as Lily lifts her hand and says, “Slap hands!”
The three of us laugh as we give one another high fives, and I start to feel better. Viento even follows suit, soaring down one side of the ditch and up the other, accompanied by a fun whoosh of wind.
After that we make a game of it. Lily decides we’re going to pretend that ditch racing is a new Olympic sport and the four of us are from different countries competing against one another. Neither Lily nor I can actually compete with Ruby’s athleticism or Viento’s ability to fly, but Lily also decides that she’s judge and commentator and makes up hilarious faults that bring down Ruby’s and Viento’s scores. We’re so into our pretend Olympics that we don’t notice the clouds darkening the sky until the first spatters of rain begin to fall.
We’re all used to the Pacific Northwest drizzle and pay little attention to it, especially since there are a lot of ditches, so many that Lily and I begin to struggle to keep running up and down one after another after another. I breathe a long sigh of relief when the red line that shows us our way stops traversing ditches and instead remains within one that turns to the north.
The rain increases and we hunch our shoulders against it. I’m glad the wind pushes it against our backs instead of pelting our faces, but it doesn’t take long to soak us.
“Is this it?” Lily wipes rain from her face.
“It?” Ruby stops and turns to face Lily and me, who have lagged behind her.
“The water test. Like, is it going to try to waterlog us to death?” Lily frowns and wrings out her soggy hair.
Ruby takes off their hoodie. “Here, trade me for your sweater.” They hold the hoodie out to Lily. “My hair’s a lot shorter than yours and I don’t care if it gets soaked.”
Lily peels out of her wet sweater, gives it to Ruby, and then sighs happily as she puts the hood up and ties it into place. She grins and kisses Ruby quickly. “Sorry I’m being such a baby.”
“It’s not babyish to want to stay dry,” says Ruby.
“I wish we had umbrellas,” I say. “Or at least raincoats. I guess we should be grateful that it’s not a cold rain.”
Ruby studies the terrain. “Wren, do you remember how close to the entrance to the forest the water symbol was on the map?”
“Yeah, it was real close. Near the ends of these ditch things.” I glance up and call, “Hey, Viento, can you see the—” My Air Elemental has disappeared.
Without looking up, Lily asks, “Is he gone?”
Ruby sighs and responds before I can. “Yes. Again. And we know what that means. Stay close to me and get ready for anything.”
The three of us trudge forward. The hard-packed earth under our feet turns to mud as the rain pelts down and the sides of the ditch get steeper. I can’t see much of the land around us. We’re too low, and there are large boulders dotting the ground above, further obscuring our view of whatever we’re walking past.
“I really hope this rain stops or the forest canopy is thick enough to keep it off us tonight,” says Lily as she lifts a foot from the sucking mud and grimaces.
“Don’t worry.” Ruby looks over their shoulder at Lily and smiles. “Once we’re in the forest I’ll build a watertight shelter while you call your firebird for one of those magick campfires again. Then we just need to find a stream for some fresh fish and…” Their words trail off as they stop, causing Lily and me to halt, too.
“What’s wr—” I begin, but Ruby’s raised hand silences me.
“Do you hear that?” Ruby cocks their head, listening intently.
Lily’s brow furrows. “That’s not the engine of a truck, right? There can’t be a road anywhere near us.”
I hear what Lily’s talking about—a distant growl that gets steadily louder.
Ruby’s entire demeanor changes as she shifts into Scorpion Moon soldier mode. “It’s not an engine. It’s water. Out of this ditch! Now!” They jog along the ditch, searching for a way out. The sides of the ditch are about twice our height and the rain has turned them into slick mud. “Lily, here! I’ll boost you up. Then you, Wren.” Ruby makes a basket with their hands. “Put your foot in my hands and reach for those roots.” Above our heads roots from a scrub pine perched precariously near the edge of the ditch stick out like skeletal fingers. A boulder sits beside the tree, looming over it.
“Okay, okay, I can do this.” Lily talks to herself as she lifts her foot but pauses before she puts it in Ruby’s hands. “I’m going to get you all muddy.”
“Lil, sweetie, I’m totally fine with that.”
As they smile intimately at each other, so romantically that they could be filming a scene in next season’s Bridgerton, I look away to give them some privacy. Adrenaline spikes through me. “Ruby! Lily! Look!” Down the ditch, the way we’ve just come, water and debris flood toward us. The ditch is narrow enough that the debris keeps damming it, slowing the water’s progress, but we definitely must get to higher ground before it catches us.
“Go! Now!” Ruby shouts at Lily, who puts her muddy foot in their hands. Ruby lifts and Lily scrambles but can’t quite reach the root. She tumbles back into the mud at Ruby’s feet.
The water surges toward us, building in size and intensity, battering against the sides of the ditch and the debris damming it.
I put my hand on Ruby’s shoulder. “Try again. I’ll boost you!”
Ruby nods and, before they basket their fingers again, traces a quick pattern with their hands. Heat builds within me. I direct it to Ruby as Lily steps into the basket. This time when Ruby tosses her, Lily flies up over the lip of the ditch to land in a soggy heap.
“Now you!” Ruby says.
I start to lift my foot, but there’s a terrible tearing sound, like a tree being split in an ice storm. Ruby and I look back down the trail. A huge portion of the ditch has collapsed, breaking the debris dam and sending the deadly torrent straight toward us.
“Hurry, Wren!” Ruby yells above the roaring water as they basket their fingers again.
“I’m not leaving you!” I tell her.
Ruby meets my gaze. They’re perfectly calm. “You have to. If both of us die Lily will be alone.”
“No!” I struggle against panic.
“You have to!” Ruby repeats.
I move to lift my foot into her hands, but I already know it’s too late. We’re not going to make it.







FIFTEEN
Wren
“Run!” Ruby grabs my hand. Energy sizzles between us as I boost their already amazing speed until they’re pulling me with them while we race the torrent through the ditch.
My feet hardly touch the ground as I pant and grip Ruby’s hand so tight that mine feels cold and bloodless.
“There! We head for those vines!” Through the increasing rain I can barely make out a cluster of ivy snaking down the side of the ditch ahead of us.
I don’t waste breath answering but hold even tighter to Ruby’s hand and concentrate on not tripping as she continues to propel us forward through the mud. Behind us the water roars like a living thing.
We reach the vines. Ruby hurls me forward and up. They toss me onto the leaves and roots above them, but I am still several feet from the top of the ditch. At that moment the wave of muddy water reaches us. It grabs Ruby and begins to drag them under. I’m no longer touching Ruby, no longer amplifying their magick, so when they attempt to scramble up to me they slip and slide down into the muddy mess. The water rises, surrounding Ruby waist deep. Their feet are swept out from under them and they cling precariously to a single length of vine.
I wrap one hand around the vines and lean down, reaching the other out to Ruby. “Take my hand!”
Ruby stretches her hand up toward me, but our fingers are about a foot apart. As I lean down farther and stretch for Ruby, the raging torrent sucks her down, pulling her away from me.
“Ruby! The raindrops!” Lily has raced to us and shouts down from above. “Look at the raindrops!”
I try to make sense of what Lily’s telling us. The rain is pelting us so hard that it’s difficult to see. Hastily, I wipe water from my eyes as Ruby gasps. The rain isn’t just rain. The huge, driving drops are sentient. They have round faces that sit on top of stumpy, drop-shaped bodies that end in whalelike tails. Their eyes blaze neon blue at Ruby.
“They’re Water Elementals!” Ruby shouts. “Lily! Can you reach Wren?”
Lily drops to her stomach and stretches her arm down to me. I can easily reach her hand. I ignore it and yell down at Ruby, who’s continuing to sink into the raging flood. “No! I’m not leaving you.” I lean down again and reach my hand to them. “You can do it! Try to dig your feet into the sides of the ditch and climb up to me.”
Ruby shakes their head. “Boost Lily! She can calm the Elementals.”
I finally understand what Ruby wants and quickly shift my position, reaching up to take Lily’s hand. Lily’s other hand traces beautiful patterns in the air as I direct my magick into her.
“Hey there, Water Elementals!” Lily has to shout to be heard above the roar of the flood, but her tone is light and happy, like she’s greeting old friends. “Look how cute you are! There’s no need to be so angry. You know Ruby, right? They’re friends with the Elemental who’s been gifting us with fish every day. Ruby, Wren, and I really appreciate those gifts. You Water Elementals are amazing.”
The change happens quickly. The rain doesn’t stop, but the huge drops, the ones with faces and chubby bodies, slow to hover around Ruby.
Ruby’s hands, wrapped in the slim rope of ivy, are the only things keeping them from being sucked under the rushing current of muddy water that’s risen to their shoulders. Ruby’s face is white with strain and their breath is coming fast, but when they speak their voice is steady and calm. “Do you know my Water Elemental? She and I have become friends. I’d like to be friends with you, too, and I want you to know that Wren, Lily, and I wish you no harm. We would never try to control you. On that I give you my oath.”
Lily quickly says, “You can believe Ruby. They always tell the truth.”
“We’re not completing the ritual to boss you around or to even change you,” I add. “I’m the maiden, and you have my word on that. When the ritual is completed I promise that the only thing that will change is your ability to decide your own future.”
Ruby slips another inch down the vine, but they nod and smile at the fat little droplets hovering around them. “You will be free to do what you want—not what a human commands you to do.”
The Elementals make strange gurgling sounds. They don’t sound malicious, but there are so many of them surrounding Ruby that looking through them is like trying to peer into a round fishbowl. Too late, I see the rope of ivy they’re clinging to break and Ruby’s brown eyes widen with shock as the torrent sucks her under.
“No!” Lily screams.
“Help me! Pull me up!” I shout as I claw my way toward the top of the ditch. Lily yanks on my hand and I’m on solid ground. I don’t let go of her. Instead, I pull her with me as I run along the bank, staring down at the roiling mess of water, mud, and chunks of trees. “Lily, call Ruby’s Water Elemental while I boost you!”
Lily’s sobbing and her body shakes so violently that she’s having a hard time tracing the magickal patterns that will focus her Moonstruck powers. My stomach twists. I’m going to be sick. Ruby’s not surfacing. The power that should be building within me to match Lily’s energy is only a flicker of warmth and not a blast of heat.
Suddenly it’s like someone has turned off a spout; the rain stops. Then, with the majestic sound of a whale surfacing and blowing air, Ruby appears below us. They’re clinging to the back of a huge Water Elemental who looks very much like the creature who almost drowned me during my second Trial. I blink rain from my vision. The sight is so incredible that a burst of laughter bubbles out of me. The whalelike Elemental is made up of hundreds, thousands of those squatty little drops that hovered around Ruby just before she was sucked under the surface.
Lily’s still sobbing but manages to shout, “Ruby! Are you okay?”
Ruby turns their head. They’re completely drenched. Muddy water streams from their hair and clothes, but Ruby’s smile blazes white. They shift positions to sit on the water creature, riding it like it’s an aquatic horse, and pump one fist into the air as they shout, “I’m great! Follow us!”
Lily and I jog along the soggy bank, following the Water Elemental as Ruby whoops joyously and the Elemental glides smoothly through the calming water. The ditch curves and then cascades into a stream where Ruby’s Elemental emerges from the water, smiling toothily and trilling a sweet call to the whalelike creature.
“Oooh!” Ruby cries as the whale creature makes a mighty salmon leap, belly flopping from the muddy mess of a ditch into the sparkling stream. It swims to the Water Elemental, who pets it like it’s a big dog as Ruby slides from its back.
Lily and I are a lot slower to join them. We have to carefully pick our way down to the stream, which flows into the beginnings of a very Pacific Northwest–looking forest of mixed pines, oaks, maples, and clumps of thriving ferns. I don’t have to check the map to know that we’ve come to the end of the water test.
As we reach the edge of the stream, Lily bows to the Water Elementals. The whale creature leaps up, breaches, and then explodes into thousands of chubby drops of rain. The friendly Water Elemental we’re familiar with tosses a fat salmon onto the bank before she waves a greeting to us and then disappears under the crystal surface.
Ruby rushes from the stream and Lily hurls herself into their arms.
The fierce one did well. They won the allegiance of the creature who almost drowned you.
Viento appears beside me and my legs give out. I flop down on my butt. Without looking up at Viento, I say, “That one was terrifying.”
More so than the bridge?
“I didn’t think anything could scare me more than that bridge, but when Ruby went under that water…” My words run out and I shiver.
“Hey there, Viento. Good to see you’re back.” Lily smiles at the Elemental as, hand in hand, she and Ruby join us.
Ruby cocks their head to the side and studies me. “You okay, Wren?”
I shake my head in a quick, sarcastic no as I drawl, “Oh, fiiiine. Juuuust fine.”
Ruby offers me their hand and they help me to my feet. “Bet you didn’t think about Lee for one second during all of that.”
My brows lift. “You’re right.”
Ruby sends me one of her rare, blazing smiles. “You’re welcome.”
I wipe my hands on my soaked jeans. “Three down.”
“One to go!” Ruby and Lily say together.
As Ruby collects and quickly cleans and filets the salmon I wonder what this last test will bring. I mean, it couldn’t be any worse than what we’ve already survived. Right?







SIXTEEN
Lee
The sun casts a golden hue through the forest when we pause our quest to find Wren for a short break. The five Scorpios, one of them leading the way, tracking Wren through the forest with a speed that’s difficult to maintain, aren’t even winded. They’re stopping for us, Rottingham, Luke, and me, and I’m just thankful we’re stopping at all.
Luke joins me, sitting down on the rough bark of a fallen tree, and passes me a half-empty water bottle. Even as I take a swig, my eyes dart out over the forest. I can’t shake the feeling we’re being watched. I know they’re out there, the wild Elementals, lurking at the edge of my vision, shadows just beyond reach.
“I feel like I’ve run a marathon,” Luke groans, but I barely hear him over my own heartbeat.
“Thanks,” I say, handing him back the water bottle.
“Where you going?” he asks, but I only motion for him to stay there and stay quiet.
“Suit yourself!” he calls after me, completely ignoring half of my directions.
Up ahead, the bushes rustle, and I approach with the silence of a jungle cat. I shouldn’t wander this far from the group, not out in this Elemental realm, but curiosity has me firmly in its clutches.
I’m quiet, but not quiet enough. A single moth, the size of my hand, flutters up from the bushy fern fronds. Seafoam-green and pink wings are marked with the phases of the moon and sprout from its furry white body. It’s mesmerizingly beautiful, and as I reach out, hoping its clear, spiked legs come to rest on my fingers, the fern comes to life, erupting into a billowing cloud of ethereal moths.
I cover my head and sink down to my knees as they chitter and whirl around me before they fly away—all except one. It sits on my shoulder, staring at me with its glowing citrine eyes, trilling so rapidly that I feel like it’s intent on telling me a story. I offer it my finger and it scoots onto it, fluffing and preening like a bird. “What is it, little guy?”
It stops its chiming, tinkling noises and seems to stiffen, its wings outstretched and ready for flight.
Rottingham’s voice breaks the silence, his words a cold splash of reality. “She is making allies,” he says, his footsteps bringing him closer.
I hunker down with the moth, stroking its fuzzy body to ease it as we hide beneath a covering of fern fronds nearly as big as I am.
“Yes, I know we don’t have much time and must stop her, but Wren Nightingale isn’t a problem; she’s a symptom.”
A shadow falls over me, and I hold my breath as the Water Elemental’s cloak brushes the massive plant. I let out a slow, soundless exhale and hope the magickal moth understands the importance of keeping quiet.
Rottingham releases an exasperated sigh as the fern quakes with the towering Elemental’s erratic and agitated movements.
“I also answer to Celeste,” the dean snaps. “I know what needs to be done. I am simply saying that we don’t need to kill three more students. We’ve kept the parents out of it. If three more students die, there’s no way to keep them from rushing to the island. Besides, if Wren and her band of merry followers somehow make it through this realm without the aid of the book, they will never find the elder.”
A spray of water rains down over the fern as the Water Elemental shoots several feet into the air and swells, dark and thunderous as a storm cloud. The beautiful moth quivers and twitches the rain from its wings as I soothingly pet its fuzzy chest.
“I am aware the elder’s survival is a myth!” Rottingham’s voice is laced with venom. “I am making a point.” He pauses for a moment, and I hear the swipe of his palms along his jacket. “As to yours, yes, the Elementals will be an issue, but we can get them under control. The Lunar Council has done it before. We must concentrate on controlling the damage, not inflicting more.”
Unsatisfied, the Water Elemental zips back to the rest of the party, leaving a torrent of rain in his wake.
Rottingham’s groan is even wearier than Luke’s as he shakes off the water and heads back to join the rest.
“I have to get back; I have to tell Luke what the Elemental has planned.”
The moth’s citrine eyes sparkle as it twitters another lengthy reply before taking off. I do the same, my measured strides eating up the forest floor as I make my way back to Luke while hiding the fact that I’ve overheard something I shouldn’t.

“You’re sure you heard Rottingham tell that Elemental not to kill my sister?” Luke whispers as we trail behind the five Scorpios and Dean Rottingham.
“Yeah, but it didn’t seem like the Elemental agreed.”
Luke’s jaw sets, and he brushes his hand through his hair. “I’m not surprised.”
“But we’ll fix it. We’ll find an opportunity to split off, and we’ll get to them before the Scorpios and the Elemental can.”
Luke mutters a string of curses and eyes the Water Elemental as he glides past us toward the front of the pack, his form shimmering like an aquamarine mirage beneath his cloak.
“One of them killed Sam,” Luke says, his gaze never leaving the Elemental.
I’ve been waiting for this. Honestly, I’m surprised it’s taken so long to come up. “What do you mean?” I ask as though I don’t already know the answer.
“The Air Elemental—the one that’s out in this realm with my sister—it killed Sam.”
“Why? What would it gain from killing her?” I slow down and look over my shoulder at him. “And there’s no way Wren, Lily, or Ruby would ever trust it if it did something so heinous.”
“Maybe they don’t know.”
I shake my head. “You’re not giving them enough credit.”
“No, I mean, seriously, Lee. What if it’s lying to them? You told me it approached Wren before. It saved her life. What if it’s been lying to her this whole time?”
“Why?”
Luke’s temples pulse as he clenches his teeth.
I grab his shoulder, stopping us both. “Say whatever it is you have to say. We’re way past keeping secrets.”
“I heard Celeste, Rottingham, and your dad in one of their hush-hush meetings. I probably shouldn’t have eavesdropped, but let’s face it. It’s me, so I did.”
“And?” I prompt, clenching my own teeth.
“On the Fourth, when those wild Elementals tossed Wyatt around like a scrap of meat before dropping him onto those rocks…” He looks down at his feet, his Adam’s apple bobbing with a swallow. “Celeste said the same thing happened with Sam. But, instead of it being a group of wild Elementals, it was one the Academia thought they could trust.”
“Or it was someone who wanted to make it look that way,” I say, my voice hushed.
Luke combs his fingers through his hair. “So, what, the whole thing was staged? Someone somehow convinced a bunch of timeless beings to murder Wyatt all to cover up the fact that they were going to do the same thing to Sam?”
I take a deep breath and throw my hands in the air. “Wyatt has nothing to do with this.”
“Of course not.” Luke stands a little straighter. “He wasn’t in Leland Young’s orbit, so there’s no way he could be important.”
I sigh. “That’s not what I mean, Luke, and you know it.”
“What I know is that my friend is dead. Killed by those … monsters.”
“Yeah, Sam is dead, too,” I mutter.
“Dammit, Lee, this isn’t a competition.” Luke pulls away from me and continues forward.
“I’m not trying to make it into one,” I say, stepping over ferns and clumps of trilliums. “I need to know you’re on my side even if that means you’re against the council.”
Luke stops and a seriousness hardens his expression in a way I’ve never seen before. “I’m not just here for the ride, Lee. Since we started hanging out and got into this whole mess, it’s been like, I don’t know…” He shrugs and the corner of his mouth lifts in a grin. “Like finding out I’ve got this brother from another mother, you know?
“And, no matter how much serious sci-fi-movie-level bad-guy stuff we come up against, I’m with you. When I say that, it means more than just backing you up in a fight. It’s like, I trust you with my life, man. And I hope you feel the same, ’cause this, it’s bigger than us.” He slaps me on the back before pulling me into a brotherly hug. “It’s you and me, bro, all the way. No backing down.”
“Thanks, man. You don’t know how much that means.” I hug him back, and for the first time since Maya died, the wound she left on my heart doesn’t hurt so badly.







SEVENTEEN
Wren
It’s not long after our midday lunch stop (more yummy marionberries and leftover salmon) that we pause on a pretty little rolling hill to check the map.
“I told you that was a waterfall,” says Ruby as they point at the torrent of water below us.
“If you’re right about that, then you’re also right about the earth symbol being in a cave.” I look from the map to the waterfall and suppress a shiver of dread. The stream we’ve followed since day one curves around the hill we’re standing on and continues to the waterfall area where it pours into a beautiful lagoon. From there the stream makes a turn to the right, wrapping around the big cliff from which the waterfall cascades. “It reminds me a little of Multnomah Falls. It’s not as tall and there’s only one waterfall, but it’s definitely steep.”
“And not very accessible,” says Ruby. “It’s too steep to climb on that side.” They point to the left of the falls.
I nod. “Yeah, and to the right the only way around it is literally to swim the stream. The bank’s too steep.”
“So we go down there, swim across the lagoon to the waterfall and believe there’s a cave behind it, which is where the tree symbolizing earth is drawn on the map.” Ruby frowns. “That means if the cave has only one entrance we’ll be trapped in there.”
Yes. That is what it means. Viento hovers above, also staring at the obstacle in front of us.
I decide to keep his confirmation to myself and instead point to the left of the lagoon. “I don’t think we’ll have to swim into the cave.” I hold up the map. “The red line goes around it there and then disappears into the waterfall.”
There is a small path along that side of the pool, Viento tells me, and I repeat to Ruby and Lily.
“Well, at least it’s pretty,” adds Lily, but she’s chewing her lip, which means she isn’t as calm as she sounds.
“And it is the last test,” says Ruby.
“Earth,” I speak softly, thinking of the earth sign who should be with us—Sam. I clamp down quickly on my thoughts. I can’t afford to be distracted by grief. I have to keep moving forward.
“And we don’t have an earth sign with us,” mutters Ruby. “Great…”
“Oh, don’t be so negative.” Lily hooks her arm through Ruby’s. “Sam’s our earth sign and I like to think she’s with us in spirit. Right, Wren?”
I nod uncomfortably and put the map back into my pocket. Moving with more confidence than I feel, I lead Ruby and Lily. The trail has been an easy one today, and this part is no exception. The land is dotted with tall pines and leafy oaks and maples, with lots of ferns everywhere. Nothing’s been too steep or too scary, but I can’t shake the itchy feeling between my shoulders—like someone’s watching us.
It doesn’t take long to hike down to the lagoon. It really is beautiful. White trilliums and delicate maidenhair ferns carpet the area around the water, glowing in this Pandora-like Realm of Elementals. Moss-covered rocks frame the large pool that disappears into a cascading waterfall. It’s loud, so when I spot the trail around the edge of the pool I motion to the three of them to follow me. I slow down because even though the trail is smooth, like it’s been carved from the wall of rock that supports the waterfall, it’s slick.
I’m intimidated by the veil of water and hesitate when I reach it. Without a word, Ruby slips past me, winks, and jerks her head in a follow me movement and strides confidently into the liquid veil.
I reach back and Lily takes my hand. Together we walk into the falling water—and enter a cave so unbelievably beautiful that all the three of us can do at first is stare.
Part of the lagoon is within the wide mouth of the cave, and the path we’re on continues around the water, leading us to the main part of the cave. It’s amazing! Clear quartz crystals suspend, stalactite-like, from the rounded ceiling far, far above. They’re aglow, lighting the large space filled with enormous ferns and other massive tropical plants that remind me of Jurassic Park. There’s a tree in the center of the space. It’s big and its leaves are lush and so lime green they shine in the pure crystal light.
Silently, we head toward it, making our way through the huge plants. I let my fingers brush the giant fern fronds and majestic flowers—none of which I’ve ever seen before. The petals feel velvety and they give off an amazingly sweet scent.
Lily stops to sniff a bright yellow blossom. “This is incredible! It smells a little like my favorite flower, gardenias.”
Beside her, Ruby stops to test the air with a big inhale. “But mixed with jasmine, which is my favorite flower.”
I’m ahead of them and I stop to breathe in the scent of a purple flower the size of my head. “This one smells like my mom’s favorite rose,” I say softly as the scent washes over me. For a moment I’m transported to Mom’s rose garden. I can see her smile as she prunes her lavender-colored roses. I could stand there forever, lost in the sweet perfume of beautiful memories.
Forever …
Wait. No. I can’t stand here forever. We’re on a quest! I look back at Lily and Ruby, who haven’t moved. They’re smiling happily as they take more deep breaths. It’s then I see it. Mist, the same color as each flower, wafts from the center of the blooms and wraps around Ruby and Lily, encircling them completely.
My mind screams, but my body feels so, so heavy. And content. My body would really like to stay here. To take a nap among the flowers. My mind isn’t so easily fooled. I need Viento. This is his realm. He’ll know what’s going on. Slowly, like I’m moving through mud, I look up, turning in a circle as I search the well-lit cave for my friend. I open my mouth to call out to him, but words won’t come. And it doesn’t matter. Viento is gone.
Fear spikes through me. It’s the earth test. Again, I try to speak, to warn Ruby and Lily. Where are they? Have they left me, too? I peer into the misty area where they’d been standing and finally see them. They’re lying together, wrapped in each other’s arms at the base of the flowers they’d been smelling, blanketed by the beautiful mist. But they’re hard to see, and I suddenly understand why. I’m standing in the middle of my own blanket of beautiful, fragrant lavender-colored mist.
My knees fold slowly.
I sink down on the soft, mossy ground.
Darkness closes over me.

“I want adventure in the great, wide somewhere.…”
I blink my eyes open as I’m assaulted by an extremely tone-deaf rendition of Belle’s reprise from Beauty and the Beast. I’m utterly confused and have no clue where I am. And then I sit up and know exactly, impossibly, where I am.
I’m in Sam’s bedroom. It looks like it did the last time I was there, when she and I were thirteen. Three of the four walls have flower-patterned wallpaper. The fourth wall is solid pink, the same color as her vanity and the canopy on her bed. There’s a comfy reading nook built into her window with a flowered cushion and pastel pillows. On the pink wall pictures are tacked up lots of pictures of us—and in the center of all the pictures are two posters, which summarize Sam’s personality. One is the periodic table of elements and the other is a big Taylor Swift poster. Strung around the window, the bed, the picture wall, and the vanity are twinkling fairy lights.
“… I want so much more than they’ve got planned.”
She steps out of the closet like a Broadway stage curtain has just parted for her—which is ridiculous because she cannot sing, though not for lack of trying.
“Sam!” Her name bursts from me and I launch myself off her bed and into her arms. She’s warm and solid and really here. I hold on to her, hugging her so tightly that she squeaks, which is the only reason I let her go.
“Whew, you almost squished the pee out of me.” She grins. “Hey there, Wreny. I’ve missed you.”
“Sam, you’re dead!” I blurt, and then I burst into tears. Big, sobbing, snotty tears.
“It’s okay. Come on. Sit down and breathe. It’s all okay.” Sam speaks gently to me as she puts an arm around my shoulder and leads me back to her bed, where I sit while she grabs a box of tissues off her pink vanity.
I wipe my eyes and blow my nose. “Thanks,” I say automatically, and then my eyes meet hers and I break down again. I’m sobbing so hard that my body shakes.
Sam sits beside me, holding the tissue box out for me while she rubs my back in comforting little circles and continues to tell me everything’s okay.
“N-no! It’s n-not okay. Y-you’re dead!” I say between sobby hiccups when I can finally speak again.
She sighs and nods. “Yeah. That’s too bad. I mean, it’s great where I am—oh, your parents say hi—but it’s a shame I didn’t get to do more this time around.”
“Wait. My parents are here?” I stare at her closet. “Are they in there, too?”
Sam laughs. “In my closet? Um, no. And I can’t tell you where they really are, or where I really am. It’s not for the living to know,” she says in an ooie-ooie pretend echoey voice, and then continues normally, “Blah, blah, the secrets of the universe and such, which I have to keep, well, secret.” She dimples. “But I can say hi to you for your mom and dad, and also tell you there’s nothing to fear about the other side. Death is only difficult for the living.” Her smile fades. “I know mine has been tough for you to accept.”
If I speak I know I’m going to sob again, so I just nod and wipe my nose.
“You’re doing that thing, Wreny,” she says.
I clear my throat. “Thing? What thing?”
“You can’t compartmentalize grief. Well, you can, but not successfully. It’s not good for you.”
My voice is barely a whisper and Sam has to lean into me to hear. “But if I take it out of its box I’ll do what I just did. Sob and snot and sob and be utterly useless.”
“No, Wreny. You won’t. Okay, you will for a while. But eventually, with help, you’ll work through it. You have to feel the grief to recover from it.” She bumps my shoulder with hers. “And you can’t put hurt in a box and not deal with it, either. You can’t move forward with Lee if you don’t face it.”
“Ghosts can read minds?”
Sam lifts her arms overhead, making claws of her fingers like she’s a big, scary ghoul. “We have allll the powers! OoOoOoOoh!”
“Seriously?”
“Well, yes and no. Mostly I know this because I was your best friend and I know you.”
My stomach clenches. “You’re still my best friend.”
Her smile is as sweet as it is sad. “No, Wreny. You can’t be friends with a dead person. But Lily is awesome. Ruby is amazing. And Lee. Lee has actually been your best friend for five years.”
“I think I’ve lost him, Sam. He doesn’t believe me about the crap going on at the Academia. You died, so you probably don’t know, but Celeste actually stabbed herself to make it look like I’ve lost my mind. I had to get off campus with Lily and Ruby and Viento—that’s my Air Elemental’s name.” Sam nods like she understands, so I keep going. “Even after everything that happened, I think he’s on Celeste’s side.”
“Wren, I can’t see into the future, but what I do know for sure is as long as you don’t face your grief and pain and hurt you won’t make decisions that are best for you. You have to heal yourself before you share your life with someone else, anyone else. Does that make sense?”
I sniffle and nod reluctantly. “Yeah, but I don’t like it.”
“Adulting is hard.”
I blow out a long breath and then say, “That’s what this is?”
“Yep. Trust me. You know how super smart I am.”
“You are absolutely brilliant,” I agree.
“Then listen to what I’m telling you. The answers you need are inside you already. You just have to be honest, stop compartmentalizing the hard stuff, and this is really important—trust yourself.” Sam starts to brush a strand of tear-damp hair from my face and pauses to lift it up. “I gotta say, this color change is weird. I’m glad you kept the pink tips, but your uncle Joel is going to have an apoplectic fit when he sees you. How many times has he told you not to do anything to your hair when you’re emotional?”
“I didn’t dye it. It happened when I confronted Celeste and became the maiden. You should see her hair. When she didn’t kill me in the Conduit Chamber—”
“Oh, good! You found it!”
I nod. “Yeah, and she tried to kill me, but I got away. And now she’s the mother, with the white hair to prove it, and I’m the maiden.”
Sam studies me.” You look older, too.”
“I feel older.”
“You’re going to complete the ritual and make everything right,” Sam says firmly.
“You can see that?”
She grins and bumps my shoulder again. “No. But I’m smart and I know you can do it.”
“I wish you were with me,” I say.
She hooks her arm through mine. “I’ll be with you as long as you remember me.”
“Which means I can’t keep you shoved away in a box in my mind somewhere.”
“Now you’re getting it.” Sam turns to me. “Wreny, we get to take love with us, so you’re always with me.”
“I love you, Sam!” I hug her so tightly again that I know she’s going to squeak.
But I’m wrong. Sam fades away, the room fades away, and everything goes softly black.







EIGHTEEN
Wren
“Sam?” I call her name before my vision is fully focused. I’m lying on my back and the first things I see when my eyes clear are the clusters of sparkling crystals hanging from the ceiling of the cave.
The cave. It’s the earth test.
I sit up, expecting Ruby, Lily, and Viento to be nearby, probably stressing because I’ve been asleep, but I see no one. The cave is still filled with gorgeous plants and flowers, a mossy floor and the solitary tree, but I’m alone. I stand, still feeling a little wobbly. “Lily? Ruby? Viento?” No one responds, and I start to worry.
I remember that Ruby and Lily were behind me and a little to the right and I walk in that direction. “Lily? Ruby?” Still nothing. I wonder if maybe they woke up and went outside the cave, back through the waterfall veil, though I can’t imagine they’d leave me.
I trip over something and almost fall on my face. I look down and see them. Panic makes my legs feel like noodles. “Lily! Ruby! No, no no no no! Wake up—wake up!” I reach for them and then can’t make myself touch them.
They’re asleep, or unconscious, wrapped in each other’s arms. Plants grow into and from their bodies. Mushrooms sprout from Lily’s closed eyes, and snaking from between Ruby’s open lips is a creeping vine. Its roots bore into their skin as it grows around their neck and down their chest, disappearing under their shirt. A white flower blooms from Lily’s ears; its roots pick through her skin and reach like grasping fingers into her cheek and neck.
“Lily, Ruby!” I shout at them. The plants growing on them, from them, into them shiver in response, but my friends don’t show any sign of hearing me.
I drop to my knees beside them. This close I see they’re covered in glistening, weblike threads. Under my horrified gaze, they grow and twist, and I realize that they’re roots, tunneling into my friends’ skin.
“No! You have to wake up!” I grit my teeth against the grossness of it and refuse to think of the fungus people from The Last of Us. I grab the vine growing out of Ruby’s mouth and pull. It barely moves, even though I yank on it hard.
Instantly Ruby makes choking sounds. They’re not conscious but gag violently. I let go of the vine and focus instead on the roots that have wrapped around their neck and chest. I use my fingernail to dig under part of a root and then pull.
Blood flows as I jerk a little of the root from their body. Again, they don’t wake, though Ruby whimpers.
“Okay, okay. Sorry.” I quickly turn my attention to Lily. Maybe if I can break her free of this, she can help me with Ruby.
I follow the roots of the flower blooming from her ear, pinch part of the root that’s embedding itself into her cheek, and pull. Blood spurts from Lily’s cheek and she moans.
“Lily, can you hear me? Just move your finger if you can.” I look down at her hands. Moss covers them, identical to the moss that carpets the cave floor. Her hands do not move.
Think think think! This is a test. Figure out how to save them! But I can’t think. I can’t concentrate because of the pain that’s spreading through my feet and calves and knees. I glance down. A dark brown, scaly-looking fungus, the kind I’ve often seen on trees in the Pacific Northwest, spreads like a rash across my legs where they’re touching the moss I kneel in. It bores under my skin. Pushing up my pant leg, I see its roots like veins spreading against my muscle.
“No! No, stop!” I try to stand, to get to my feet, but I’m rooted to the ground. “Viento!” I shout. He doesn’t appear.
I’m getting lethargic, like when the flower mist put me to sleep. I struggle against it. I know with terrifying certainty if I give in, if I lie down here, none of us will ever leave this cave, but what can I do? I don’t have any power of my own. I need Ruby to wake up so I can boost theirs and they can rip us out of this trap.
I grit my teeth and force myself to reach out and rest my hand on Ruby’s arm. They’re slimy and unnaturally warm. It’s like we’re incubating the plants, being their living greenhouses. The thought makes me shudder, but I keep pressing my hand into their shoulder.
“Ruby, you have to wake up. Just enough to call your power to you. I’ll boost you; then you can get us out of this mess.”
Nothing. The plants claiming Ruby don’t even flinch at my voice.
I take my hand from Ruby’s arm and sit back on my scaly fungus-covered feet. I wipe sweat from my forehead and push my hair back behind my ears. As I do, my fingers brush a rough spot against my scalp. I pick at it with my fingernail and yelp in pain. I pull my hand back. My fingers are scarlet with fresh blood. My blood. Something is growing into my scalp, growing through my hair.
I want to scream and flail, but my body isn’t listening to me. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do. I sob and, as I brush tears from my cheeks, I feel it—scaled fungus growing in the tracks of my tears.
Bile floods the back of my throat and I almost puke. I can’t stand this. I can’t fight this. I’ve failed. My quest is over and I’ve killed my friends.
Defeated, I close my eyes, and as my body begins to sink into the mossy ground, Sam’s words lift from my memory. The answers you need are inside you already.… Trust yourself.
I open my eyes. I’m lying on my side, staring at the flower blooming from Lily’s ear. Instead of a pistil and stamen I see two little eyes, a pointed nose, and a mouth.
“Hello?” I whisper.
Its mouth lifts in a tentative smile. My gaze goes to my hands and arms, covered with fungus scales—and within the spreading brown stuff there are bright, curious gazes blinking up at me.
They’re Earth Elementals! “Hi, I see you, little Elementals.” I try to pitch my voice soothingly, but it’s difficult not to scream at them to get out of me and my friends! They’re silent, though their little eyes are focused on me. “I’m on a quest, which you probably already know,” I continue. “Ask Air, Water, and Fire. Ruby, Lily, and I have become allies with them.” The movement is painful, but I point at my two silent friends. “We don’t want to hurt any of you. So, could you please let us go?”
Their strange little faces are all turned in my direction, but instead of releasing me they spread across my body even faster as they make soft, shushing sounds.
They don’t understand. I can’t communicate with them. What am I supposed to do?
“Somebody please help me! Help us!” I yell, but no one’s coming.
The answers you need are inside you already.… Trust yourself! This time it’s like Sam’s there beside me, shouting at me. But I don’t know what to do! My friends are unconscious and my Elemental is somewhere outside the cave waiting until this test is over and he can safely rejoin us because of the spell that—
And suddenly I know what I must do. Viento is bespelled, but none of the wild Elementals are!
I struggle, ignore the sharp pain each movement causes, and manage to sit up. I clear my throat. It feels thick and wrong, like something is growing there—and I shut off that thought, draw in a deep breath, force my arms to lift and my hands to cup around my mouth, then I yell as loud as I can, “Lily’s loyal firebird! Help! Lily needs you! Ruby’s beautiful Water Elemental! Help! Ruby needs you! And my amazing luna moth, help help help! I need you! Please help us!”
Panting, I’m struggling not to sink back into the grasping moss when the waterfall veil sizzles and parts and Lily’s firebird blazes into the cave, followed by my beautiful pink moth. As they soar to me, the whalelike Water Elemental surfaces from the middle of the cave lagoon.
The firebird’s eyes blaze with anger when she sees Lily and she dives down, beak opening as fire builds within her.
“No!” I shout, and the firebird pulls up to hover before me. “Can you free us without killing the Earth Elementals?” The firebird cocks her head, listening to me. “I don’t think they’re being malicious. They just don’t understand that they’re hurting us.”
The moth lands beside me and the Water Elemental floats to the edge of the lagoon, watching with eyes the size of saucers.
“Please, don’t hurt them. We’ve come into their realm, your realm. We’ve trespassed, so it’s our responsibility to do as little damage as possible while we’re here. Please,” I beg the Elementals. “Help us without harming them.”
The firebird trills. Her eyes calm from blazing flames to warm coals. She parts her golden beak and when she breathes on us it’s not flames that lick our skin, but heat that is uncomfortable, though not quite scalding.
The plants respond instantly, retracting their roots from under our skin as they cringe away from the firebird’s breath, leaving trails of slime and little reddened dots that quickly clot as they detach from our bodies.
Instantly my mind clears and my body is my own again. “Thank you! Oh, thank you, firebird!”
The Water Elemental dives and then reappears a moment later, breaching so high that her head brushes against the crystals on the ceiling. When she belly flops into the water we’re soaked with sprays of cool water that wash the slimy yuck and blood from our bodies.
“Thank you so much!” I smile at her and push my wet hair back from my face, loving that I don’t feel anything growing from my scalp.
I can move again and I kneel beside Ruby and Lily. They’re free of the plants, but they’re not moving, and not waking; I don’t even think they’re breathing. I open my mouth to shout at them, but before I can speak or start administering CPR, the lovely moth approaches us. She chatters at me, using two of her legs to motion me back. Hastily, I scoot away. She stands over Ruby and Lily, lifts her spectacular wings, which are decorated in the phases of the moon, and begins to flap them, flooding my friends with pure, fresh air.
Ruby wakes first. They open their eyes and turn their head, looking for Lily, who yawns, stretches, and opens her eyes. She blinks several times and then grins. “It’s so nice to see you again, Miss Luna Moth.” Lily reaches up to pet the moth’s fuzzy underbelly, which she tolerates for a few breaths before taking flight.
As Ruby and Lily sit I pull them into my arms. “Are you okay? I was so worried!”
Lily hugs me. “I’m great! You wouldn’t believe the dream I had. My grandma was there! She died two years ago, but we talked and talked. It was wonderful.”
Ruby gently extracts themself from my hug. “I dreamed, too. I was with my cat, Pita. He’s been dead for five years, but I still miss him every day.” They wipe a tear from their cheek. “It was really good to see him again.”
The two of them look at me. “Who did you see?” Lily asks.
“Sam.”
“Was she well?” Ruby asks hesitantly.
I nod. “Very. And she had a lot to say.”
Lily laughs. “Sounds like Sam.”
My gaze meets Lily’s. “When this is over I’m going to take you up on your offer to help me deal with my grief.”
“Oh, Wren! That’s awesome!” She hugs me again.
Ruby helps us up and each of us goes to our Elemental. We’re thanking them and telling them how amazing they are when a sound from the center of the cave has us turning to face the huge tree. As our Elementals quietly leave the cave, a being steps from the center of the tree. She’s tall and slender. Her skin is the rich color of fertile earth. Her hair is long, waving willow branches and her large almond-shaped eyes are moss green. She has no mouth but is somehow indescribably beautiful.
I approach her, and my friends follow. We halt in front of her. I bow my head to her. “Hello, Earth Elemental. I hope the Air, Water, and Fire didn’t hurt any of your plants. We didn’t mean to cause them harm.”
She knows. Viento’s voice is inside my mind and I look up to see him hovering above us.
“Can you tell her how beautiful I think she is and how much Ruby, Lily, and I appreciate her amazing cave?”
You may speak to her. She understands you perfectly. It is only her children who did not understand that they were harming you.
“What? What’s Viento saying?” Lily asks.
I meet the gaze of the Earth Elemental. “Her children, the plants around us, were absorbing us.” Ruby makes a strangled sound, but I don’t look away from the Elemental. “But they didn’t understand that they were harming us, even when I asked them to stop.” The Elemental nods and her eyes sparkle. “She does understand us, though.”
“Your realm, all of this, is breathtaking. Thank you for letting us pass through it,” Lily says.
“It’s amazing,” Ruby adds. “We appreciate your realm and you.”
“Did you send us the dreams?” I ask the Elemental.
There is a pause and then Viento tells me, She wants you to know they weren’t dreams. They were real—for each of you.
I blink quickly to keep from crying. “Thank you,” I say to the Earth Elemental. “Talking with Sam helped me. A lot. More than I can tell you.” I glance from the Elemental to my friends and explain, “They weren’t dreams. We were actually with those we love.”
Ruby bows deeply. Lily and then I mimic her. When we straighten, the Elemental is stepping back into the tree, and as it absorbs her, its branches shiver and then the sweet scent of ripe peaches fills the cave as the tree bursts into fruit.
The three of us look up at Viento. Before we can ask he says, Yes, they’re for you. You may eat them.
“Peaches for dinner!” I shout happily.
Lily claps and laughs and Ruby begins picking the succulent fruit.
Viento descends so he’s hovering beside me, just off the mossy floor of the cave. You did it, Little Bird. You passed the test of each Elemental, and gained them as allies.
“I don’t know whether I should laugh or cry,” I say.
Perhaps you should look at the map while you decide which to do.
“I will as soon as it’s dark,” I tell him.
The sun has just set.
I shake my head. “Seriously? We’ve been in here that long?”
Arms filled with succulent fruit, Lily and Ruby join us. “Please don’t tell me we’ve been in this cave for years,” Ruby says.
I look at Viento. He snorts. “Viento says it’s barely past sunset the same day we entered the cave.”
“Whew, that’s not so bad.” Lily takes a bite of a peach and has to lean forward as juice drips from her chin. Through a full mouth she says, “I have never tasted anything so delicious.”
“If it’s sunset we can look at the map,” Ruby says, grinning at Lily.
I take the map from my pocket and open it. The page is completely filled. From our cave the scarlet path follows the stream around, away from the opening and the waterfall, heading straight into the forest behind the cave until it stops at a clearing where a full silver moon is drawn.
“That’s it!” I’m laughing and tears track down my cheeks—happy tears. “We did it. All we have to do is follow this to the clearing. We’re almost there!”
Ruby tosses a peach to me. I catch it and she lifts one of her own. “Cheers to us!”
Lily lifts her partially eaten peach. “Cheers!”
I lift my peach and am interrupted by a sound behind me. I turn and see the Earth Elemental. She has stepped from the tree and her large, expressive eyes are narrowed with anger. But she’s not looking at us. Her gaze is focused at the waterfall veil that cloaks the entrance to the cave.
“What’s happening?” Ruby drops the peaches and takes a wide-legged stance that says she’s ready for a fight.
A terrible rumbling builds to a deafening roar. The ground beneath our feet shudders and the crystals overhead sway together, clanging like wind chimes in a hurricane.
“Earthquake?” Ruby shouts above the noise.
No. Much worse, Viento says as dust fills the cave.







NINETEEN
Lee
The setting sun casts dappled puddles of light through the towering trees, illuminating the vivid greens of the forest within the elemental realm. My steps are in sync with Luke’s as we jog to keep up with the five Scorpios charging forward, fueled by one goal—finding Wren. I glance over my shoulder at Dean Rottingham. His steps are measured and steady as he whispers to the Water Elemental next to him. I want to slow down to hear what he’s saying, what other plans they’re hatching, but I can’t risk being too obvious.
I told Luke everything about Maya’s room, her checklist, the book, and the contents of the backpack that, with every step, thumps against my back like a heartbeat.
Wren is right not to trust Rottingham, Celeste … me. The thought is a bitter pill to swallow and it rests in my gut like a stone, but there’s no way to deny that our journey into the elemental realm is not a rescue mission. It’s a journey that skirts a web of lies and deceit that’s bigger than I can even imagine.
I glance over my shoulder, and Rottingham’s gaze, cold and calculating, meets mine.
The hairs on the back of my neck rise. This isn’t a journey at all. This is a hunt.
“Quiet!” a Scorpio shouts from up ahead, and the three of us turn our attention to him and the others creeping toward the bank of the stream.
I didn’t think our group was loud as we rushed through the forest following the tracks and camp remains Wren, Lily, and Ruby left behind, but now that we’re all silent I realize we were a stampede quaking through the elemental realm.
Luke elbows me and points to the stream as if there’s a chance I’d look anywhere else. The center of the stream bubbles, boils. Water surges against the bank, up and over the Scorpios’ feet.
Beads of sweat slide down my forehead, and I brush them from my brow before they drip into my eyes.
“It’s water,” I whisper, tugging at my shirt, trying to unstick it from my damp skin.
Luke wipes his own forehead and looks at me, brow furrowed. I know he thinks I’m late to the party. I reach out, cupping my hand in the air. Slowly, water droplets cascade down my fingers and pool in my palm. This isn’t our sweat. It’s much, much worse.
A geyser explodes from the heart of the stream. It twists and turns, a form coming to life. Naked curves take shape in the massive spout of murky water, smooth and translucent. Her eyes, huge and cerulean, are set wide on the sides of her head, and her gills flutter against her thick neck. The last splashes of water fall, bursting against her head in cascades of pink lotus blossoms as elongated, eellike bodies dart within hers.
Waves thrash around the Elemental as she surveys her surroundings with a calm more terrifying than peaceful. The forest seems to hold its breath, and I can’t help but do the same as the Water Elemental with us swells. From beneath its cloak, its limbs lash out like tentacles. With a collective battle cry, the Scorpios charge into the water.
The creatures clash in a storm of elemental fury. The Water Elemental’s thick tentacles lash out, striking the mermaid-like creature with the ferocity of a storm unleashed. Against the onslaught, she counters with a lethal yet mesmerizing grace, her movements fluid, embodying the relentless force of a raging river.
As the Scorpios close in, the eellike creatures within her dart out in swift attacks. Their grotesque mouths are wide and circular, a writhing vortex of razor-sharp teeth, arranged in concentric circles that spiral into the abyss of her throat.
This is it. This is my chance.
I jab Luke’s arm, and with an expression that doesn’t require words we take off down the shoreline, leaping over surges of water and dodging wild, whipping tentacles. I slip into the cover of the forest, my heart beating so fast and my breath so loud that I barely hear Luke.
“Lee!” he yells at my back as I run deeper into the forest.
Branches whip my cheek as I keep up my pace and glance over my shoulder. At first, I don’t see him. I skid to a stop and bend over, resting my hands on my thighs as I suck in air and scan the trees for any sign of my friend.
“Lee!” he shouts again.
This time, I spot him leaning against the trunk of a wide spruce. I jog to him, annoyance building within my chest. We’re losing precious time, and I don’t have the patience for one of Luke’s jokes.
“I swear to god, Luke—” The words stop in my throat as I get closer. The right side of his jeans are ripped across his thigh, and blood seeps from a deep tear in his flesh.
“Just needed to dodge, like, a foot more.” His laugh is interrupted by a wince of pain. “One of its octopus legs got me.”
I help him sink down to the ground before ripping his jeans a bit more to get a better look at the extent of the damage.
“If I die, tell Lily I sacrificed myself for her. And tell all the girls at my funeral that I went out like a total badass. I’m giving you full creative license.” He grunts and slams his fist into the earth as I carefully feel around the edges of his wound.
“You’re not going to die, but this is gonna suck.” I rip off the bottom two inches of my T-shirt and lift the ring of fabric over my head. I tear it in half so it’s one long length of cotton and slide it under Luke’s injured thigh. “Actually, some people might call it karma.”
He snorts, and while he’s semi-distracted coming up with a witty retort, in one fluid motion I knot the fabric above the wound and tighten the tourniquet.
Luke’s anguished hiss and cry of pain doesn’t keep me from continuing. I told him he won’t die. Now I have to make sure to keep that promise.
“Any chance you have some pain meds in that backpack?”
When I look up at him, his face is ashen and sweat trickles down his forehead. “I need to focus.” For once, Luke doesn’t have to have the last word.
With my right hand, I touch my thumb to the tip of each finger in a rhythmic pattern I could perform in my sleep while I hold my left hand over the gash in his leg and press down with my pointer finger in time with the movement of my thumb. Blood wells in the cut, pushed up by the new skin that bubbles to the surface.
Luke lets out a sigh, and his fingers relax against the dirt. “Holy shit, that feels better.”
I cock my head and stare down at my handiwork. I’ve done all I can do without another healer or stronger powers. The wound is no longer bleeding, but the band of skin patching the tear is newborn pink and just as thin.
“We have to get going.” He pushes off the ground and wobbles as soon as he rises to stand.
I catch him before he falls and lean him back against the tree. “You’ve lost blood. What I was able to heal might rip open at any moment—”
“Then go on without me,” he says, the color gradually returning to his cheeks.
“And leave you out here with wild Elementals? Yeah, right.”
“You’re the one who said they’re going to kill Wren and Lily and Ruby. You’re the one—”
“I know.” I hold up my hand, and he clamps his mouth shut. “I know.” I look past him, beyond the closest trees and into the forest. “We ran for a while. Who knows how long they’ll be caught up fighting that Elemental.” I pull him away from the tree and slip my arm under his. “But let’s make sure we get to them before Rottingham does.”

I support Luke, his steps growing steadier, yet still weak from his injuries. We manage to struggle up a hill, following the muddy trail we discover that led from a waterlogged ditch. I try not to think about what it means that there were only two sets of tracks instead of three.
Please let one of them be Wren’s.
We trail the tracks to a sparkling lagoon below, fed by a waterfall cascading from an enormous cliff.
“Where are they now?” I say more to myself than Luke as I shift my grip on him.
“Look at that.” Luke points to the curved left side of the lagoon where it butts up against the sheer cliff. “Am I delirious, or is that a trail heading into the waterfall?”
I wipe sweat from my brow and squint, trying to see through the shadows. My chest swells with hope, and I stand a little straighter. “It’s definitely a trail.”
Luke and I move down the hill and make it to the lagoon where the tracks lead from the water to a trail that disappears behind the waterfall.
“It’s a cave,” I say.
“They have to be in there. That’s where the tracks lead.” Luke looks around. “But why would they trap themselves in there like that? There’s no guarantee there’s an exit on the other side of that cave.”
“Rottingham said that Wren’s making allies. This must have something to do with the Earth Elementals. What better way to make an ally of the earth than to go inside a cave?” I rearrange my grip on Luke and like losers in a three-legged race we hobble together to the path that snakes around the lagoon and into the waterfall. There’s an opening behind the veil of water, but my eyes must be playing tricks on me because it looks like it’s closing.
There’s a deep growling rumble, and the ground begins to shake.
“Luke, hurry! It’s closing.” I urge Luke forward as fast as he can go, but we’re both staggering, trying to stay upright as the ground shudders. I watch it like it’s happening in slow motion—the gaping maw in the earth grows narrower and narrower as stones stitch together and pull the cave’s lips tight. “No! No, no, no! Wren!”
I know she’s in there the same way I know this is an Earth Elemental’s doing. I feel both things deep inside the same way I feel magick flow through my veins.
Luke slides his arm from my shoulder and leans over, bracing his back on the side of the cliff and his hands against his thighs. “You could’ve made it without me,” he says between deep pulls of air. “I’m slowing you down.”
I drop to the ground beside him. I hadn’t realized how exhausting our race through the forest has been. I shake my head. “We’re in this together. I’m not leaving you.”
“I appreciate it, but now we’re stuck out here and my sister and your girlfriend are in there.” Luke jerks his chin at the closed mouth of the cave. “We’re screwed. The Scorpios are going to catch up with us. They’ll use their super strength to dig a hole into the cave and grab our girls.”
“No!” The word rockets me to my feet. I cup my hands around my mouth and shout at the closed cave, “Wren! It’s me! Luke’s with me! We’re here to help because we believe you! If you can hear me, send me a sign. Tell me how to get to you!”
Nothing happens. There is no sign. The waterfall continues to dampen us with mist and I continue to glance up at the hill behind us expecting the Scorpios and Rottingham to descend at any moment.
I lean against the rock wall and wipe sweat and mist from my face. “Please, Wren,” I whisper. “I’m sorry I ever doubted you. I’m here for you now. I’m here for you always. I promise.”
My gaze is pulled to a bug fluttering in the air, her wings a beautiful teal glow in the gloom of dusk.
“It’s you,” I say as she floats down from above to hover in front of my face.
I try to quell the excitement welling with my core and speak to her in a soft, soothing voice. “Hi, I’m Lee. I didn’t formally introduce myself before. Do you know my girlfriend, Wren? She’s been traveling through this forest with two of her friends and an Air Elemental.” As I pause to think of what else to say, the moth starts to chatter.
“What is that?” Luke limps closer to me.
“I think it’s a sign.” Then I refocus my attention on the moth. “If you know Wren, could you get a message to her? I think she’s inside that cave. If she knew I was out here, she’d definitely want to see me.”
“You’re talking to it?” Luke says. “Bro, it’s a bug.”
I ignore Luke and turn back to the moth still hovering right in front of my face, watching me with her big, citrine-colored eyes. “I love Wren and I let her down, but I won’t do that again. Can you tell her that? Or can you show me how to get to her so I can tell her?”
“Stop talking to bugs. We need to figure out a way around this cliff, or at least get out of sight before the Scorpios show up and—”
I elbow him and hiss, “Shut up! The moth is doing something!”
Luke frowns and swings his gaze from me to the moth.
We’re both speechless as she flies a few feet away and starts to grow. The moth is as big as a car. Her intelligent eyes focus all her facets on me. She chitters and turns her side to face us before lowering her wings until they’re resting on the ground. Then she lifts one of her four thorn-covered legs and motions for us to get closer.
“Is that thing telling us to come to it?” Luke shakes his head. “Absolutely no way. Do you see those spiky things on its legs? Near death by octopus monster was enough for me.”
But I’m already walking toward her. “Will you take me to Wren?”
She trills and nods toward her back, making another beckoning gesture.
I look at Luke, who is still shaking his head. “I’m going for a ride. My gut says to trust her.”
“Does your gut also say that thing could fly us up into the sky and then shake us off and kill us?”
“No. What my gut also says is that Wren is worth taking the risk. Is Lily worth it to you?” I almost don’t want Luke to come, though that’s probably not fair of me. It really wasn’t his fault he got hurt and slowed us down. And he’s right. I could’ve left him. “You decide, but hurry. This time, I’m going with or without you.”
I close the short space between the moth and me. Slowly, I reach out and put my hand on her wing. “I don’t want to hurt you,” I tell the creature. I don’t know why, but I expect her to be like a normal moth and that her scales will fall off when I touch her wings. But they don’t, and she isn’t.
She chatters at me, and I get the distinct feeling she’s laughing. Then she lifts a leg, positioning it as a perfect step so I can boost myself up.
“Okay, here goes,” I tell her. I take a tighter grip on the wing, put my foot between two of the wicked-looking spikes on her leg, and launch myself up.
“You’re not getting rid of me that easily.” Luke hobbles up.
I scoot forward a little. The moth has lowered her leg and she studies Luke intently.
“Say something to her,” I prompt Luke.
“Uh, hello?”
I sigh. “Something nice.”
“Your fur is pretty,” he blurts, and takes a small step back as she continues to study him. Shrugging, he looks up at me. “Now what?”
“Do what I did. Ask her for help.” I shake my head. “I get why you’re single.”
Luke scowls at me before he clears his throat and addresses the moth again. “I would appreciate it if I could catch a ride with you, too. See, Lee here’s Wren’s guy. It’s different for me. I’m here because Lily’s my twin, my sister.” The moth cocks her head, listening. “Yeah, I know, we’re not identical twins, but we have the same hair.” He points to the red strands sticking up at odd angles on top of his head. “Well, hers is longer. But if you know Lily you’ll definitely see the resemblance. I just want to help her. Like Luke wants to help Wren.”
The moth lifts her leg, making a step for Luke like she did for me. I reach down and he grasps my hand. It’s a struggle, but I pull him up behind me. Immediately the wind changes. There’s a rumbling, whining sound as our hair lifts and it feels like my shirt’s going to be torn from my back. Luke smacks my shoulder and points up. He shouts something, but the roaring wind drowns out his words. I don’t need them anyway. The funnel cloud descending from the night sky, its long spout reaching for us, is unmistakable.
I want to jump off the moth, but there’s no time. She flaps her huge wings and lifts to meet the spout. As we’re sucked up into the whirlpool of spinning air, I get some satisfaction from hearing Luke’s shrill scream, and then everything calms. We’re in the very center, the eye of the funnel, still lifting up. It’s loud, but the wind no longer batters. Amber eyes watch us within the whirling wall of wind.
I glance down and automatically hold tighter to the moth. Through the spout of the funnel the top of the cave is visible. My stomach lurches as we drop down—all of us, the funnel, the moth, Luke, and me. But we’re heading to the ground too fast. We’re going to crash.
“Hold on!” I shout to Luke.
The tip of the spout slams into the earth, but it doesn’t stop there. Like a drill, it pierces the ground, boring down. Light radiates up at us, along with a sound like wind chimes in a hurricane. With Luke and me clinging to her back, the moth ducks her head and dives through the spout.
We’re spit out inside the brightly lit cave and soar past glowing crystals to land in front of a tree, its branches heavy with ripe peaches. As soon as the moth touches down she shifts her wings and makes a horselike rearing movement, spilling Luke and me from her back.
“Ohmygod! Lee!”
I haul myself to my feet in time to brace as Wren jumps into my arms.







TWENTY
Wren
A ta-ta-ta-ta-ta sound like a jackhammer radiates down from above and pulls our attention from the collapsed entrance of the cave to the ceiling. Almost directly over the tree the crystals shake and clods of dirt and rock fall to the floor of the cave. Viento flies to my side and covers me with his cloak as Ruby hugs Lily close and they duck under a huge fern frond.
The luna moth dives from a hole drilled in the ceiling, landing by the tree, and two people tumble from her back. When one of them stands and turns to face me I react with instinct. My heart speeds up and my stomach feels like it’s filled with luna moths as I rush to him.
“Ohmygod! Lee!” I’m in his arms, surrounded by his strength and warmth. I hold on tight, not wanting this moment to end—not wanting to step out of this one instant when I let myself hold him and be held by him—not wanting to admit that his reasons for being here may not be what I hope they are.
“Luke!” Beside Lee, Lily is suddenly hugging Luke, who’s laughing and saying something about how he knew they’d find us in time.
“How did you two get here so fast? You haven’t been following us this whole time, have you?” Lily asks her twin.
“Nah, just a couple days. Those Scorpio moons are fast.” Luke wipes sweat from his brow.
“And they didn’t have to pass four Elemental tests,” I say as I step out of Lee’s warm arms. “Which took one day each.”
“Wait. Luke just said he knew he’d find us in time. In time for what?” Ruby’s voice slices the air.
They need to answer our fierce one’s question. Viento hovers beside me protectively. Luke takes a step back, but Lee holds his ground.
“Lee, what does Luke mean? In time for what?” I ask stonily.
Lee’s gaze catches mine and holds. “I was wrong. I’m sorry. You were right about everything. I came to warn you; I came to help you.”
“We,” Luke corrects Lee. “We believe you’re not a wannabe killer, but there’s a whole group of Scorpio moons not far behind us who don’t believe it. Rottingham and the school’s Water Elemental are with them. They want to grab you and bring all of you back to the Academia. That’s why our group has been following you for the past couple days.”
My stomach lurches and my gaze goes to the tree. “That’s why she sealed the cave. She knew we’re being followed.”
“She?” Lee asks, taking a step toward me.
I take a step back. “The tree is home for an Earth Elemental. She did that.” I point my thumb at the rubble behind us.
“How long until the Scorpios get here?” Ruby shoots the question at Lee.
Lee shakes his head. “It’s hard to tell. Luke and I got away from them around sunset when we were attacked by a wild Water Elemental. It injured Luke, which slowed us down. I did my best to heal him, but…”
“But I slowed him down,” Luke adds.
“Which wasn’t your fault,” Lee says. “So, I’d guess we are maybe an hour or two ahead of them.”
“How badly are you hurt?” Lily asks her brother.
He shrugs and points to his right thigh. His jeans are stained with dried blood and there’s a wide strip of cloth that looks like it’s a torn-up shirt wrapped around his thigh. “It messed up my leg. Lee helped, though. So it’s not terrible, but it’s hard for me to put much weight on it.”
“Okay, well, we can help you, but we have to get moving,” says Lily. She has her arm hooked through Luke’s and they look more like twins in that moment than I’ve ever seen them look.
“How?” I’m trying not to stare at Lee—trying not to run back into his arms. Instead, I turn to Ruby. “If I boost you can you maybe clear a hole through all of that?” I jerk my chin in the direction of the newly sealed cave.
Ruby shakes their head. “Not fast enough.” Then they face Lee. “The Scorpios have been tracking us?”
Lee nods. “Yeah.”
“But it’s not like your trail’s hard to follow,” adds Luke. “Lee and I are no expert trackers like the Scorpios, but we found you pretty easily.”
“Which means the Scorpio trackers won’t have any trouble, either,” says Ruby.
Lily stares up at the giant moth-sized hole in the ceiling of the cave. “Can’t we just fly out there?”
Luke snorts. “You fly now?”
Lily levels her gaze on him. “Are you that dense?”
Lee barks a laugh and when we all turn to him he puts his hands up in surrender. “Sorry, it’s just that I’ve asked him a similar question pretty recently.” From where she’s been preening herself not far from Lee, the Luna moth trills musical laughter.
“Hey! Give me a break. I’m wounded, remember?”
I turn my back on all of them to face Viento. “Can you fly us out of here through that hole?”
Of course, I believe the luna moth will help. But, Little Bird, are you sure you want to fly all of them out of here?
I can’t put it off any longer. I face Lee. I want to take his hand and guide him away from everyone so we can talk in private, but I can’t do that. It’s not just my trust he has to earn. Ruby and Lily are in danger, too—being tracked by Scorpio soldiers, too. They need to hear his answers and decide with me if he and Luke leave the cave with us, or if they stay here and wait for our trackers to break them out.
I meet Lee’s kind brown eyes again. “You said that you believe me—that you know I’m right. About what, exactly?”
Lee draws in a deep breath and in a rush says, “About everything. You didn’t stab Celeste. You couldn’t have stabbed her. That’s not who you are.”
Ruby raises their hand, cutting him off. “Wren’s changed during our quest. Don’t assume you still know her.”
Lily nods. “Yeah. Wren would definitely stab someone, but only for a really good reason.”
“Ruby and Lily are right,” I say. “I’ve changed.”
“You look different; that’s for sure,” says Luke, and Lily jabs him in his side.
“You need to understand some things, too,” Lily tells her brother. “Lots of things. Wren’s not the only one who’s changed. I do not care what Mom and Dad say; I’m never propping you up again. Nor will I ever stand by and let you bully my friends into not being my friends. I’ll call you out and show you up if you keep acting like an ass, so get ready to answer for yourself. We’re eighteen. It’s time you start adulting.”
Before Luke can say anything, Lee asks me, “Has how you feel about me changed?”
My gaze returns to him—to my Lee. My friend. My best friend. My love. I answer him with complete honesty. “How I feel hasn’t changed, but whether I’m willing to be with you again or not has changed. I have to be able to trust you, depend on you, know that you’ll believe me and stand by me no matter what Celeste or Dean Rottingham or your dad or the whole damn world has to say about me.”
Lee takes my hands in his. “I believe you about everything. I’m sorry I ever doubted you. That’s my fault, not yours.” He sighs and shakes his head. “I thought if I followed the rules, if I did everything perfectly, that I’d somehow make up for Maya’s death. But there’s no making up for the loss of my sister. I can’t live my life for her, and she wouldn’t want me to. I have to live my truth and my truth says there’s something wrong with the Academia de la Luna, and that wrongness begins with Celeste. Sam’s death wasn’t an accident.” Lee’s holding my hands, but his gaze moves to Viento, who is still hovering close beside me. “I don’t believe you had anything to do with what happened to Sam.” His gaze returns to mine. “I believe Celeste will kill you if we don’t stop her. She killed Maya.”
“Wait, what?” Luke blurts. “You didn’t tell me you thought Celeste killed your sister! Why would she do that?”
“Because of liquid moonlight,” Lee says without looking away from me. “You have the map, right? That’s what you’ve been following, and it’s going to lead you to the elder.”
“We’ve been following the map, but we don’t know exactly what it’s leading us to. I asked the book to show us where we need to go so we can complete the ritual, and we’ve been following what it revealed to us ever since.” And then I realize what else he said. “What’s liquid moonlight?”
Lee lets go of my hands. They’re cold without his touch. He slides his backpack off his shoulders and then opens it. Reaching in, he carefully unwraps something that looks like an icicle from one of his shirts and holds it up. In the light from the crystal stalactites it sparkles with all the colors of the inside of an oyster shell. “This is liquid moonlight. Wren, I got access to Maya’s room. Look!” Lee digs in his pocket and produces a crumpled paper covered by writing I easily recognize as his sister’s. “Maya figured all of this out. The book told her liquid moonlight was needed to complete the ritual. She put together this list and even had almost everything she needed to conjure it.” He pauses to clear the emotions from his throat. “The only spell-work ingredient she lacked was ocean water. She was collecting it when she drowned—when Celeste made sure she drowned.”
“I still don’t think you can say Celeste actually drowned your sister,” Luke says.
I turn to Luke. “You’re either completely for us, or you’re against us. I’m done with this in-between crap. Celeste made sure Maya died. Celeste made sure Sam died. Celeste will kill me if she gets the chance; she’s already tried once. Unlike you, Luke, I was there. I know the truth. I haven’t been manipulated by Celeste into doubting the obvious. Have you?”
“N-no!” Luke stammers. “No. I believe Lee. I believe you. It’s just a lot to take in; that’s all.”
“Can you tell if he’s lying?” I ask Lily.
Lily stares at her brother. “Most of the time I can. Right now I can tell you that he’s conflicted and probably, knowing him, isn’t telling us everything he knows.”
“Then he shouldn’t leave this cave with us,” Ruby says firmly.
I agree, Viento adds.
“I’ll go with whatever you decide,” Lily says. “And if that means Luke stays here—then he stays here.”
“Lily! What the hell!” Luke pulls his arm from hers and almost falls.
“This is bigger than you being my brother,” Lily tells him. “This is about freeing the Elementals, about freeing magick for the whole world, and about completing something Celeste stopped centuries ago because of her obsession with power.”
“Centuries?” Luke smirks. “That’s not even possible.”
“Wait, are Celeste and Selene the same person?” Lee asks.
“Yes. She stopped the ritual by killing the mother. The elder escaped. By doing that she’s been able to control the Elementals and Moonstruck powers ever since then.” I look at Luke. “She’s either killed or run off every single maiden—except for me. She’s not going to beat me.”
“Are you saying you think Celeste is centuries old?” Luke asks.
“I don’t think it. I know it. Ask any of the Elementals who were there,” I say. “Oh, but they won’t be able to tell you that piece of truth unless they’re willing to go through excruciating pain caused by a gag spell Celeste cast on them.” I looked from Ruby to Viento. “Should Luke come with us?”
“Yes!” Luke shouts. “You can’t seriously leave me here. I’m with Lee. Ask him! He’s not under a spell. He can vouch for me.” He turns to Lee. “Right, dude?”
Lee studies him for a moment before he responds. “He’s been with me through this. And I do get how difficult it is to believe that the people we’ve been raised to trust are liars, manipulators, and killers. I trust Luke, but I can’t tell you whether you should or not.”
I’m relieved by Lee’s answer. It’s one more way he’s showing me that he does truly believe me. I smile my gratitude to him before I turn to my other friends. “Well, what do you think?”
Luke should remain in the cave, Viento says stubbornly.
“That’s one vote for not bringing him with us,” I say.
“Huh? Who voted against me?” Luke’s glaring at Ruby, who only raises one brow at him before rolling her eyes and turning away.
“Viento.” I nod to my Air Elemental. “That’s his name. He shared air with me so he and I can communicate here.” I touch my temple. “Ruby? What do you think?”
“I think between what Lee’s told him, and what he’s heard from us, that it’s probably wiser to bring him with us, but to watch him. Carefully. And no, I do not trust him.” They turn their sharp gaze back to Luke and skewer him with it. “I can assure you I will watch him if you allow him to join us.”
“Me?” I don’t want to be responsible for the decision!
Lily nods. “Yes, you, Wren. It’s your quest, so it’s your decision. We’ll back you up.”
“Completely,” adds Lee.
I sigh. “Okay, he can come, but if Ruby thinks you even might be up to something shady, we leave you in the forest. And I promise you, we know some Earth Elementals who will be very happy to hold you in place until the Scorpio moons find you.” I walk over to where I dropped my backpack and sling it onto my shoulder, but not before wrapping the shard of liquid moonlight in the same blanket that once held the magick book and tucking it carefully away next to the solid rectangle of the book that has shown us so much and taken us so far. Lee shrugs on his backpack, too, as I go to the beautiful luna moth, who had been attentively listening to our discussion. “Will you fly Lee and Luke back through that hole?” I point up at the star-filled night sky I can see above us.
The luna moth chatters at me and Viento translates, She says yes.
I pet her soft head. “Thank you. I appreciate you so much.” Then I march back to Lee, grab his hand, and as I pull him away from the others I tell them, “This will just take a second.”
I guide Lee a few yards away from the group where the ferns are almost as big as trees so we can have some privacy. And then I do what my heart has wanted to do since he tumbled off the moth. I wrap my arms around his neck. “I’ve missed you so much. I love you, Lee. Always and forever.” I tiptoe and pull him down to me. He comes willingly—more than willingly: eagerly. His lips meet mine and we melt into each other. My whole body is washed with relief and with pleasure. He’s my North Star, my home, my Lee.
When we reluctantly break the kiss, Lee’s thumb wipes the tears I hadn’t realized I’d cried from my cheeks. “I’m so sorry I put you through all of this, Wren. I’ll never doubt you again.”
I kiss him once more, softly this time, and then against his lips I whisper, “I’m glad you understand. I’m glad you see the truth now.”
Hand in hand we walk back to the group. Lily and Ruby smile at us, and even Viento looks pleased. The moth trots to us and holds one of her perfect legs up to help Lee climb on her back, and then Luke scrambles aboard. As the moth lifts off, Viento wraps his cloak around Ruby, Lily, and me. When we soar with him up past the twinkling crystal stalactites and out of the cave, I call down, “Thank you, Earth Elementals. We appreciate you!”
We hover above the mountainous cliff in which the cave formed. The moon is high and the stars are so many it looks like a giantess has thrown glitter across the black velvet sky.
I can only take you down there. The Air Elemental nods his head toward the back side of the cliff. But this time it is not a test, so even though I cannot actively carry you to the spot marked on the map, I can accompany you. I can be your protector as long as you are still a student.
I nod and think about how to form a question that won’t cause us pain. After a moment I ask, “So, that means you can protect us against anyone who attacks us, even if the attackers are from the Academia?”
Yes. I was tasked with being the protector of the students from the Academia de la Luna in general, and specifically Aquarius Hall. I could not help you through the Elemental tests because …
His words trail off as pain pierces us, and I hastily say, “I get it! You couldn’t help us before because that would be aiding us in getting closer to the conclusion of our quest.”
Exactly.
I’m relieved Viento isn’t going to disappear. It makes me feel better about our chances against the Scorpios if or, more likely, when they catch us.
The moth is close behind us as we fly through the night and then come gently back to earth near the stream we’ve been following for days. The forest is dense here on the backside of the cliff, and when I take out the map I’m glad for its magickal glow.
“That’s the map from the book?” Lee stands close to me, peering down at the piece of paper.
“That’s it,” I say as I smooth it open.
“Whoa,” Luke says as he peeks over my shoulder at the map. “Are those symbols for each of the elements?”
“Yeah,” Lily says. “To get past each we had to make allies of the Elementals.”
“That’s incredible.” Luke’s surprise makes him sound genuinely impressed. “You’re allied with the wild Elementals?”
“Yes,” Ruby answers, watching him with her sharp gaze. “Another reason not to mess with any of us.”
“Hey, I really am on your side,” Luke protests.
I ignore him and return to the map. “Here’s where we are now.” My finger finds the red thread that marks our path. Like us, it has appeared on the backside of the cliff. “And here’s where we need to go.” My finger follows the thread where it travels beside the stream, heading deeper into the forest until it comes to a clearing that’s marked by a drawing of a full moon.
“That doesn’t look very far,” says Lee.
“It’s not, but we should hurry,” Ruby says. “We need to get there well ahead of the Scorpios if you’re going to complete your ritual without them messing it up.” They walk over to Luke and then sigh as they step to his right side and wrap their arm around his waist, easily supporting half his weight.
“Whoa, you really are strong.” Luke grins at Ruby.
They frown up at him. “You knew that on day one at the Academia. I knocked you on your ass, remember?”
Luke’s grin slides from his face as his sister unsuccessfully covers a giggle with a cough.
As before, we find a path along the bank of the stream. Tonight the stream flows into a forest of tall pines that are packed closer together than even the forest we had to get through during the Air Elemental challenge.
“It’s really dark in there.” Lily’s voice sounds very small.
“Then it’s a good thing you can fix that,” Ruby says to her.
Lily’s face comes alive with a wide grin. “You are right, as usual!” She kisses Ruby quickly before she lifts her face to the sky and calls, “My beautiful firebird! Could you please help me again?”
Above us the air pops and hisses like someone just lit a sparkler, and the firebird blazes as she dives down at us.
“Shit!” Luke tries to lurch away, but Ruby’s grip on him keeps him in place.
Beside me I feel Lee tense and I whisper to him, “It’s okay. She’s our friend.”
The firebird hovers before Lily, low enough that she can stroke the orange and yellow feathers on her head.
“Thank you for coming, beautiful,” Lily croons to her. “You’re so, so pretty.”
The bird chirps happily.
“We have to follow this path into that really dark forest. Could you help us by lighting the way?”
The firebird chirps again and rubs her head against Lily’s palm before she whistles, long and loud, and soft, yellow light illuminates the path leading into the forest as if she flipped on a switch.
“How did you get her to do that?” Luke asks Lily.
Lily raises one brow. “I asked her. Nicely. She’s my friend.”
“What did the bird do?” Lee adds. “What’s lighting the forest?”
Ruby sighs loudly. “Fireflies. And I hope they behave.”
The firebird chirps at Ruby and Lily laughs. “Oh, they will!”
“You’re going to have to fill me in on all this stuff,” Lee says.
“Let’s move out.” Ruby claps. “I’ll lead the way with Luke. We’ll set the pace.” She looks at Luke and adds, “I’m going to push you, so lean on me. You really don’t want to know what could happen to you if we have to leave you behind and the Earth Elementals decide to keep you.”
“Keep me?” Luke almost squeaks.
“You heard me.” Ruby steps out, walking briskly as they support Luke. Lily is on the other side of her brother. Lee and I follow close behind them while Viento lingers above us.
We enter the forest and it’s like walking through magick. The dense forest looks like it’s strung with holiday lights. Fireflies are everywhere, hovering like tiny flaming helicopters. Their eyes are red, but more garnet than scarlet, and I get no sense of malevolence from them. They watch us raptly, extinguishing after we pass them, so it seems the forest closes behind us.
Lee takes my hand and we walk silently together, our arms brushing against each other. Now that he’s here and we’re together again I’m not sure what to say. Does he know how bruised I still feel from him doubting me?
“Are we okay?” he asks me softly.
I’m only going to tell him the truth. I’m not going to avoid the hard answers or the hard questions ever again. “I think we will be,” I say. “I hope we will be.”
“But it’ll take time for me to earn your trust back?”
I looked up into his warm, familiar brown eyes. “I want to trust you. If I didn’t you and Luke would be back in that cave.”
“Or out here, but tied up by some plants?” he asks with the hint of a smile lifting his full lips.
I smile back at him. “When I explain that plant stuff to you in detail you will be totally freaked out.”
“I can’t imagine plants being that scary.”
I snort. “Scary is an understatement.” We grin at each other and then I sigh and finish the answer to his original question. “You can regain my trust, but that’s not all that’s wrong. You broke my heart, Lee. I’m better now, but my heart is bruised, and it’s going to take time for it to heal.”
He lifts my hand and kisses it. “Milady, I will never let your heart be hurt again.”
“I’ve missed you so much, Lee.” I lean into him as we walk and his arm slides around my shoulders. “I hated not being able to talk to you—to tell you everything.”
“Me, too. It’s been awful without my best friend.” Lee squeezes my shoulders as I press against him.
“Has it been bad with your dad?” I ask hesitantly. I don’t want to press on anything too sensitive between us and cause either of us pain.
“Nightmare,” he finally says. “But I stood up to him, and that feels good.”
“I never doubted that you could. I know how strong you are.”
“Well, now I know how strong I am, too.” He looks down at me, his eyes shining with emotion. “Thanks to you. If all of this hadn’t happened—if you hadn’t been smart enough and strong enough to learn the truth and escape the Academia—I might never have realized I had to find my own way, too. And that means not letting my father run my life.” Lee kisses me on top of my head. “I love you, Wren Nightingale.”
My arm goes around his waist. “I love you, Lee Young.”
“Do you love me enough to tell me about how you made allies of the wild Elementals?” Lee whispers.
I grin. “Oh, definitely. But prepare yourself, Lord Young. It is not for the faint of heart.” I launch into the story of how we befriended the Elementals, which seems appropriate as we make our way through the magickal, firefly-strung forest.







TWENTY-ONE
Wren
“So, I know we said the Realm of Elementals is like the Tardis, but I didn’t expect it to bring us to the Shire,” Ruby says.
“Hey, I get that reference!” Luke grins down at Ruby. “The Shire, like where Hobbits live in Lord of the Rings.”
“Don’t think that just because you read a book I won’t be watching you closely.” Ruby shakes their head at Luke.
“He didn’t read Tolkien’s trilogy.” Lily grins at Ruby. “He likes the movies.”
“What? They’re classics,” Luke protests.
“It’s beautiful,” I say as we all peer across the clearing that looks like someone took a giant scoop out of the forest and filled it in with grass and flowers and an amazing little home carved into the far side of the slope that rises to meet more dense forest. The fireflies are strands of living lights draped around the entrance to the home, hanging from trees and illuminating a scene of perfect tranquility. The river flows around the rear of the hobbit-like dwelling, disappearing into the forest. “Well, I think it’s a good sign that it’s so pretty. Whatever is down there is what we need to complete the ritual. Maybe this will be the one easy part of this quest.”
Viento’s sardonic snort echoes through my mind.
Lee takes out the note Maya left behind and his finger trails along the checklist. “According to Maya and the book, there’s really only one option of who’s behind that door.”
“No matter who it is, we should get down there before the Scorpios ruin the easy part of this,” says Lily.
We make our way down the gentle slope and across the verdant valley carpeted in wildflowers and clover. As we get closer to the little home, elaborate gardens become visible in the soft yellow light of the fireflies. Even in the dimness I see that the plants in the gardens are laden with ripe vegetables. Framing the gardens are trees filled with fruit that perfumes the gentle night breeze. Ropes of fireflies illuminate a pretty picnic table that rests near the front of the house. We’re not quite at the door to the home when it opens and an elderly woman steps out. Her hair is the color of moonlight. It cascades freely in a wave down to her waist. Her eyes are expressive and as dark as the deep forest. Her face is lined heavily, though the remnants of beauty hover around her cheekbones and eyes, and in the long sweep of her neck.
We stop as she strides from the doorway directly to me. I’m only five feet nothing, but she’s tiny—not even five feet tall. She looks up at me and her smile lights up her face like a grandma greeting her favorite grandchild.
“Oh! It’s taken you so long. I have called and called, and waited and waited. So long, so very long. But you are finally here, Doncella, and it makes my heart glad.” The old woman’s voice is as vibrant and youthful as her smile. She shifts her attention from me to Viento, who hovers just above and to my left. Her smile fades as she sniffs the air. “I can smell Selene’s magick on you.”
Viento bows his head. Please tell the Anciana why I stink of Selene’s magick.
“Anciana? Is that your name?” I ask the old woman.
“It is my title, Elder, just as Doncella is yours, though not your name, child.”
“My name is Wren, and this is my Air Elemental friend, Viento. He wants you to know that he smells like Selene’s magick because of the spell she placed on him many years ago,” I explain.
She studies Viento and then nods. “I see. He is the Elemental friend from the Academia de la Luna the Wild Ones have told me about.” Her gaze touches each person in our group as she continues. “I am Catalina the Elder, and I welcome those who have been approved by the Elementals to my home.”
I feel a jolt of shock at her introduction. “Catalina, that’s the name of the original elder,” I say quickly, wonderingly. “The one who survived the shipwreck with Selene the maiden and Isabel the mother.”
“Yes, child. That is me.”
“You look really good for two hundred and fifty years old,” Lily says with a smile.
Catalina turns her smile on Lily. “Actually, I was fifty years old when we came to this isle, which makes me three hundred. Time has certainly gone by quickly.”
“How is it possible?” Ruby asks. “We know Selene, who calls herself Celeste in our lifetime, is also hundreds of years old, but what we don’t know is how.”
“I live almost completely unchanged for all these years because the Wild Ones share their immortality with me,” Catalina explains as she motions for us to follow her to the picnic bench arranged welcomingly under a strand of glittering fireflies hanging from the entrance of the home to the forest of the fruit trees. As we sit, the old woman weaves elaborate spell-work movements with her hands, so quickly and intricately that even Lee stares in wonder. Suddenly wooden plates laden with succulent fruits and fresh, ripe vegetables appear on the table. “Please, refresh yourselves. I know your journey here was long and arduous.” Then she continues. “Selene, who is your Celeste, is sustained through the magick of Mother Moon. It has kept her the maiden for generations.”
“She’s not a maiden anymore,” says Lee. “She looks older. More like a mom.”
Catalina nods and her gaze goes to me. “She wasn’t able to kill you or force you to reject your magick and leave the isle.”
“She tried to kill me, but with the help of my friends I escaped,” I say.
“I have never before been this close to the completion of the ritual. I thought if a maiden lived that Selene would be forced into the role of the mother. It appears I was correct.”
“But how can we understand you?” Lee asks. “You don’t even have an accent.”
“Thank the Elementals,” says Catalina. “Their magick not only sustains me but allows you to hear me in your language, and me to hear you in mine.”
“My head feels like it’s going to explode,” Luke mutters.
Ruby shrugs. “Don’t let us stop you.”
The old woman’s laughter is deep and infectious. “I see not all of you are easy allies.”
“No, which is why we have to hurry.” I point to each of my friends as I make quick introductions. “Ruby and Lily and Viento helped me escape the Academia. Lee and Luke followed us after they got away from the trackers from the Academia who are after us. If they catch us before the ritual is completed they’ll drag us back to school, and Celeste will kill us—well, she’ll kill me for sure.”
“She’ll kill us all,” Lee adds. “She’ll make it look like a tragic accident to our parents, but we know the truth. No way Celeste will let us live.”
“So, we don’t have much time.” I put my backpack on the table and take out the shard of liquid moonlight. When I hold it up it glows in the soft light of the fireflies. “We need to complete the ritual now. It’ll free the Elementals and moon magick, and there will be nothing Celeste can do about it afterward. The world will have changed, but we’ll be safe from Celeste.”
Catalina touches the glowing shard gently, reverently. “Liquid moonlight. I’m so glad you were able to read my book and understand we must have it to complete the ritual.”
“You wrote that book?” Lee asks.
Catalina smiles at him. “I like your eyes, young man. They are deep and emotional. Do not let the world harden you.” She reaches across the table and pats Lee’s hand before continuing. “I did write the book. I also bespelled it to draw to it the maiden and her allies. I cloaked it in moonlight so that it isn’t easily deciphered. And then I waited for a maiden canny enough to defeat Selene’s trap and the tests of the Wild Ones, who have ever protected me—and here you are!”
“This is so awesome!” Lily gushes. “What do you and Wren need to do to finish the ritual? Can we help set up something? Do we need to call the wild Elementals?”
“Oh, child.” Catalina’s smile dims. “The ritual can only be completed when each of the three, maiden, mother, and elder, grasp liquid moonlight and finish drawing down the power of the moon so that it and the Elementals are released into the world.”
“You mean we need Selene/Celeste to complete the ritual?” I ask miserably as my stomach lurches.
“Yes. There is only one way to complete the ritual, to free Her light and the Elementals, and that is the joining of the three.” She caresses the glowing shard again. “As we touch liquid moonlight.”
“So that’s it,” Luke says. “All this is for nothing. The ritual can’t be completed.”
“She didn’t say that,” Ruby snaps at Luke. “Seems to me all we’re lacking is one part of a four-part spell, and we know where we can find that one part.”
At the Academia. A place Selene hasn’t left for two hundred and fifty years. Viento’s voice rings in my mind, boosting my confidence as surely as I can boost the power of the Moonstruck.
“Then we get Celeste.” I turn to Catalina. “If the three of us are together and you and I force Celeste to touch the liquid moonlight with us, will that complete the spell?”
“It will if one of us knows the words to draw down the moon and will speak them.” The old woman’s eyes crinkle with permanent smile lines. “I know the words. I will willingly speak them.”
“So, we need to get Wren and Catalina to Celeste.” Ruby picks up a plump blueberry from the pile of untouched fruit heaped on the table. “That doesn’t sound as hard as passing the tests of the four Elementals and getting here in one piece.” They pop the blueberry in their mouth and suddenly small luna moths are everywhere, chattering frantically and swarming all around us.
“Danger is here!” Catalina shouts as her hands deftly trace magickal patterns. “Reveal it!”
The fireflies illuminating the picnic bench and Catalina’s home explode into action. They break into clumps of light that zip across the clearing to hover above the five Scorpio moons, the Academia’s Water Elemental, and Dean Rottingham racing out of the forest to descend upon us.
“We have to get out of here!” Ruby is already helping Luke to his feet. Lily is at their side as Ruby supports Luke and they move close to Catalina. “We need to lose the trackers and then regroup and figure out how to breach the dome and grab Selene.”
Lee stuffs his empty backpack into mine and throws it over his shoulders before joining Viento to stand in front of me, ready to take on the Scorpios sprinting across the clearing at us. But Ruby is right. This isn’t a battle we can win. Even if I boost Ruby (and how the hell am I supposed to do that while she’s fighting?) she can’t defeat five mature Scorpios and a Water Elemental.
We’re out of time.
“Luna moth! I need you! Please help!”
The small moths that warned us come together and with a blaze of light they form the beautiful, car-sized luna moth. She trills nervously and moves close beside Ruby, Lily, and Luke.
“I shall slow them.” Catalina walks briskly to the only strand of fireflies left illuminating her house. “Wild Ones, my children, show them if they bring violence to my home they will be met with violence.”
The small, softly lit fireflies instantly change into the swarm that almost burned us alive during the fire test. Fist-sized bugs made of flame fly across the clearing to join the fireflies that continue to illuminate the Scorpios and Rottingham, forcing them to slow and defend themselves. At Rottingham’s shrieks of pain, the Water Elemental leaves the front of the pack to turn back to the dean.
Viento draws in a deep breath and when he releases it fog billows from him. It spreads quickly around us, making soup out of night and mixing the cries of pain from the dean and the Scorpios with a familiar sizzle I recognize as fireflies being doused with water.
“The fireflies won’t hold them long,” I tell Viento.
The fog will cover us as we flee. We must lose the Scorpios. Viento opens his cloak, beckoning to Lee and me. Tell the fierce one to get the others on the moth. You and Lee will come with me. The moth will follow.
Quickly, I repeat Viento’s words, and Ruby wastes no time. “Lily, get on the moth!” They practically carry Luke to the luna moth, who Lily is already climbing aboard. With an incredible display of strength, Ruby picks Luke up and tosses him at Lily, who grabs his shirt and pulls him the rest of the way onto the Elemental.
“Catalina! Where are you?” Ruby’s turning in a circle as they call into the fog that is so thick it seems to have swallowed the elder.
Viento fans his hand and around us the fog dissipates enough to reveal Catalina.
“Oh, there you are, child.” The old woman is still standing by the front of her little house. She smiles as she begins to hurry back to us. “The fog confused me, but now—”
Out of the fog, two singed Scorpio moons appear. One grabs her. “Cover her mouth!” the other shouts at his companion. “Keep her from calling more of the wild Elementals!”
“No!” I scream, and try to step out of Viento’s protective embrace.
“Wren!” Lee moves to stop me, but Viento is quicker. He pulls me back to him and lifts us off the ground.
Ruby sprints to Catalina, grabbing one of the wooden platters from the table as they race past. They hold the platter like a shield as they barrel into the first Scorpio moon, smacking him hard enough that he grunts as air whooshes out of him.
Ruby is part dancer, part assassin, as they spin gracefully around. Changing their grip on the platter, they leap several feet off the ground and bring the dish down on the side of the second Scorpio’s head. He staggers backward and Catalina stumbles away from him.
Ruby catches the elder before she falls. Above them, Luke shouts, “Look up, Ruby! We’re coming!”
The huge moth descends from the sky not far from them.
“Get the elder to me! Lily and I will grab her!” Luke calls to Ruby.
Ruby picks up Catalina as if she weighs nothing. Cradling her like a child, Ruby sprints toward the moth and the twins.
“More Scorpios! Look out!” Lee yells.
“We’ve gotta help Ruby!” I tell Viento.
If I get closer we could all be caught.
“Lily! Luke! Be Leos! Confuse the Scorpios!” I call to them.
Lily gets it right away. She begins forming magickal patterns in the air and I feel her power building. “Viento, can you get me to Lily so I can boost her?”
The big moth darts up and down, trying to get into position to receive Ruby and Catalina, but the Water Elemental has appeared and is stalking her—keeping the moth from lowering to the ground.
She’s moving too fast. I would be in the way. But I can get rid of that Elemental. Viento curls his long fingers through the foggy air, gathering the power of his element to him. He throws air at the Water Elemental, hitting him in his chest and knocking him into the mist.
“Ruby, now!” Luke faces the rear of the moth, his arm extended, as Lily continues to weave moon magick.
Ruby races toward the moth, carrying Catalina effortlessly. The two Scorpios have started after her, joined by two more. They all sprint after Ruby, though they’re not moving with her speed. They stagger like they’re drunk and shake their heads.
“Good job, Lily!” I shout. “Keep it up!”
Ruby reaches the moth, who lowers just enough for them to lift Catalina up to Luke. He pulls the old woman onto the back of the moth. Ruby leaps, grabs Luke’s hand, and yells to the moth, “Get us out of here!”
The beautiful Elemental flaps her mighty wings once, twice, lifting into the air as the fog swirls around her.
Her upward momentum abruptly stops.
The moth shrieks.
“Her leg!” I call to Ruby. “A Scorpio!”
Ruby is on her belly in an instant, peering over the side of the moth as she shrieks in pain and struggles to fly while a Scorpio warrior clings to one of her legs. His hands are bleeding from the moth’s thornlike leg spikes, but his grip does not loosen.
Ruby tries to strike him—tries to reach him. But he’s too far away. Ruby is fierce, but she is also petite. Her arms aren’t long enough. Slowly, painfully, the moth is forced down.
With a flash of blue, the Water Elemental reappears. He throws himself at the moth. Enveloping Catalina in his cloak, he plucks her from the moth’s back and races into the mist as the elder cries, “No!”
The Scorpio continues to pull the moth down where there are four other Scorpios and Dean Rottingham, waiting to capture them.
“We have to do something!” I shout at Viento.
Luke looks up, and his green gaze locks onto mine. “Save the maiden. I’ll go with the elder. Look for my sign. Lee will know.” Ruby hangs over the side of the moth, still struggling to reach the Scorpio moon who’s forcing them down when Luke grabs the back of their shirt and yanks them back.
“What the—” Ruby begins.
“Take care of my sister!” Luke aims his feet at the Scorpio moon and uses the moth’s wing like a slide. He smashes into the warrior, breaking his grip on the moth. He and Luke tumble down together, crashing into the other Scorpio moons and Rottingham like Luke’s a human bowling ball.
The racing wind whines past us as Viento soars up into the dark, soupy sky. Finally freed, the moth follows as Lily’s tortured cry for her brother echoes around us.







TWENTY-TWO
Lee
Our allied Air Elemental carries us far from Catalina’s cottage and the forces intent on doing us harm. I don’t like being held like a child, clutching on to the Elemental’s cloak for fear of plummeting to my death, but flying is a level of exhilaration I never thought I’d experience.
When we’re far enough away from the fight, Viento descends back into the forest and sets Wren and me on the ground.
“What are you doing?” I hear Lily before I see the moth slip in between the trees to drop her and Ruby next to us. “We can’t stay here! We have to go after Luke and Catalina.” Lily’s eyes are red rimmed and her freckled face is blotchy from crying, but her tears no longer fall. The sharp crease between her brows, the determined set of her jaw, and her hands balled into fists at her sides would scare the most seasoned Scorpio warrior.
Ruby wraps their arm around Lily’s waist and pulls her in close. “We’ll get them back, Luke and Catalina. We have to.”
“How?” Lily asks, stacking her fists on her hips.
I might not have been able to help back at Catalina’s house, but I can help now. “We do what Luke said. We’ve already saved the maiden.” I adjust Wren’s backpack on my shoulders and motion down to her. “Next, we return to the Academia and save Luke and the elder. Rottingham doesn’t know it, but he’s actually helped us get the mother and the elder together.”
“Add me,” Wren says with a nod, “and the liquid moonlight and we complete the ritual.”
Lily cocks a brow, her expression hardening even further as she stares daggers at us. “Is no one but me remembering that Celeste conjured a barrier dome over the school? How do you suggest we get past that?”
“Your brother,” I say firmly. “That’s what Luke was talking about when he said he’ll send a sign. I’ll recognize whatever it is, and it’ll show us a way to get through the dome.”
Wren tilts her chin and looks up at me. “But how is he going to actually get us in?”
“And how do you know you’ll recognize his signal?” Ruby adds.
I hook my thumbs around the backpack straps and let out a sigh. “If you repeat this to him, I’ll deny ever saying it, but sometimes Luke and I share a brain. Plus, I know he has access to powerful spell work. Now it’s up to him to get it and use it to help us.”
“Our mom!” Lily seems to deflate with relief, sagging against Ruby. “Our mom is right up there with your family, Lee. She’s a massively strong Moonstruck practitioner, and she’d bend over backward to help my brother. Not to mention the fact that, when Luke actually wants something, he’ll do anything he needs to in order to get it.”
“Won’t they be watching him along with the elder?” Ruby asks. “Isn’t he in danger like the rest of us?”
I shake my head. “I don’t think so. He’s already told me Rottingham believes he’s on their side. And you know Luke. He’ll make up a line that’ll get him out of trouble.”
“He’s definitely good at talking his way out of things.” Lily’s eyes brighten. “He’ll probably blame you, Lee.”
Ruby smiles. “He’ll definitely blame Lee.”
“Yep,” Wren sighs, burrowing closer to me. “You’re the fall guy.”
It doesn’t matter whether or not I’m the fall guy. It’s been a while since I’ve felt this great, and I can’t help but puff out my chest. “Good thing I’m built like the ye olde dukes in shows instead of the dukes in real life so I can handle carrying the weight of being the bad guy.”
Next to Wren, Viento moves, and I swear he’s laughing at me.
My lightheartedness sobers when I take a minute to actually fully think out this plan. “Lily, Luke offered to contact your mom before when I was looking for a way out of the dome, but he said that she’s out campaigning and it would take too long to get a call back. We need to move faster than that, so there’s a huge chance this won’t work.”
Lily blinks at me like my face is covered in food. “All he has to do is call her private number, and she’ll either pick up immediately or call him back within five minutes. It’s some kind of unwritten family rule. That woman could be on Mars and she’d still figure out a way to be in our business.”
I open my mouth to respond, but the only thing I can think to say is, “That’s weird.”
“Unless you consider the fact that calling their mom would be, like, a covert op.” Wren combs her fingers through her newly darkened hair, brushing her sugar cookie scent up to meet my nose. “He couldn’t do it from the school phone. Someone would definitely overhear.”
Lily’s expression contorts, and the freckled bridge of her nose creases. “He probably doesn’t want you to know how good he is at ‘borrowing’”—Lily air quotes the word—“other people’s property. He’ll snag a phone from a professor and get to Mom within minutes.”
“Why am I not surprised,” Ruby mumbles.
Lily bumps them with her shoulder. “Hey, admit it, Luke grew on you.”
“Like a tumor,” Ruby grumbles. “Although I admit it was an honorable thing he did—sacrificing himself to save us.”
I smile at Ruby. “I told you, he’s not so bad once you get to know him.”
They frown and stuff their hands into the pocket of their red hoodie. “We can all tell Luke we consider him to be less terrible now than he was at the beginning of the summer after he gets us through the dome.”
As if echoing Ruby’s sentiment, Viento opens his cloak and whisks Wren and me back up into the night.

The dome encasing the Academia emerges from the darkness, pearlescent and glistening in the moonlight. As Viento carries us closer to our destination and the luna moth trills beneath us, carrying Ruby and Lily on her back, the weight of what’s to come tightens my throat and forms a knot in my chest. There are so many variables, so many what-ifs and maybes, so much riding on pure hope, that I want to tell Wren that we should fly back to Fern Valley and forget the Academia.
But Wren won’t be safe until this is settled.
“Luke said you’d know the sign!” Wren shouts through the whoosh of wind as Viento circles high above the dome. “Do you see it?”
I stare down through the wall of fog that rolled in behind us and now hangs above the protective barrier along with the rest of us.
“Did Viento do this?” I ask Wren, motioning at the dense gray surrounding us.
She looks up at our allied Elemental and nods before looking back at me. “No, he didn’t call this fog, but that doesn’t mean another Elemental isn’t responsible.”
An explosion of light splits the sky above Taurus Hall, crashing against the skin of the dome like splatters of paint. Fireworks boom and crackle in bright flashes of red, white, and blue.
“That’s it!” I point at Luke’s signal, bright and bold against the night, and Viento swoops down to hover above the blasts. I have to squint to peer through our camouflage and down to the students and faculty racing to see what’s happening.
I spot Luke, the only person running away from the blasts, arms overhead, waving up at us like he’s on fire. He descends into the shadows at the edge of the forest that borders Moon Hall, and Viento swoops around to meet him, followed by the luna moth.
Returning to my own two feet next to Wren and Lily and Ruby and within touching distance of campus hits me hard. I haven’t been gone long, but the Academia has changed. Actually, I’ve changed. Yeah, I stepped into a realm I didn’t know existed and learned facts I had no idea were true, but that’s not really what changed me. I’m capable of greatness. And not the greatness my father or Celeste said was possible. This greatness comes from trusting my chosen family and my instinct.
As soon as Ruby helps Lily off the moth, she runs to the dome and presses both hands to the protective skin. She opens her mouth to speak, but a sob breaks out instead. “I am so frickin’ mad at you,” she manages to choke out.
Luke presses his palms to hers. I know they can’t feel it through the dome, but it soothes her nonetheless.
“But did you see how badass I looked jumping off that moth?”
They both laugh as Ruby steps up to the dome. “You came through with the signal, but do you have the magick to open this?” they ask with a flick of the dome.
“Ask, believe, receive, baby.” Luke backs away from the dome and with his typical brand of confidence he weaves his hands through the air.
The dome shimmers and parts, offering us enough space to squeeze through its defenses. Lily squeezes through first and charges her brother, wrapping him in a hug that nearly knocks them both to the ground.
The opening glitches, sealing back together but leaving a crack like broken glass.
“Lily, I’m doing magick,” Luke says, shaking free of his sister before returning his focus back to the spell. He works with a level of intention and seriousness I didn’t know he was capable of as he reopens the tear. I motion for Wren to go through and glance over my shoulder at Ruby, warily eyeing the pitch-black forest beyond.
“Ruby, it’s your turn.”
“I’ll go through last. I want to be out here with the luna moth in case some wicked Elementals show,” they say, never taking their narrowed gaze from the tree line.
As soon as I pass through the tear in the dome, Luke lifts his chin at me and smirks. “I told you I have connections. I just needed the right motivation.”
As Viento and Ruby step through the opening, Luke, his thumb and index finger pinched together, weaves invisible stitches against the torn skin of the dome. It seals behind us, leaving no evidence that any of us came through.
Fireworks still bursting overhead, I look out at Moon Hall, highlighted in sparkling flashes of color. I am so different from how I was at the beginning of the summer, it would scare me if it didn’t feel like destiny.
I take Wren’s hand in mine. “You ready?”
She looks up at me, those same wildflower-blue eyes but pressed into a face that wears the changes we’ve been through like direct proof of our evolution. This isn’t just about rescuing friends or avenging deaths. We’re saving the very soul of Moon Isle, of all Moonstruck.
“I’ve been ready.”
With that, the six of us slip into the shadows of the Academia de la Luna, determined to restore light to a world on the brink.







TWENTY-THREE
Wren
“Hey, Viento my dude, nice job with the fog, but it’s verging on overkill.” Luke speaks softly to the Air Elemental. The six of us are clustered together in the deep shadows of the giant sycamore trees behind Moon Hall. Around us students and professors talk in frustrated and annoyed bursts about who the hell would set off fireworks inside a protection dome, but we can’t see them through the fog.
“Viento didn’t call the fog,” I tell him.
Luke grins at Viento. “Oh. Well. Lucky coincidence.” Viento’s amber eyes stare at Luke, who is the first to look away. He clears his throat and continues. “Okay, here’s the plan.” Luke reaches into his jeans pocket and takes out a slip of paper. He hands it to Lee, explaining, “You remember how you got to Maya’s old room, right?”
“Of course.”
“Good. Go back there. All of you. I’ve helped you as much as I can by creating this diversion and getting you in, but I’m assuming since you have Lily and Wren, together they can cloak you all enough to sneak into Aquarius Hall.” Luke points to the paper. “I overheard Celeste saying that she can’t kill the elder. The old woman’s pretty much immortal with all the Elemental magick she’s absorbed over the centuries. So Celeste and Rottingham are going to take her to the past and leave her there. Read the spell I wrote down to the office door and it’ll open exactly where and when Celeste and Rottingham will take the elder.”
“Wait, I don’t understand any of this,” I say.
Ruby nods. “Yes. Clarify.”
“The door we’re going to is magick,” Lee quickly explains. “It’s where all the rooms of the…” His voice gets rough and he has to clear his throat before he can continue. “It’s where all the rooms of the students who died here at the Academia are stored. Think of it like a kind of time machine. Through the door time has been frozen, and will remain frozen.”
I understand the concept of a remnant of the dead students’ energies remaining here at the Academia, Viento says to me. But it does not seem logical that Celeste would take the elder to one of those rooms.
My gaze shifts from Viento to Luke. “So Celeste is going to leave Catalina in a dead student’s room?”
Luke shakes his head. “No. Not in a student’s room. Just in the past. I heard her telling Rottingham that she’s taking Catalina to a past version of the Conduit Chamber, and that she chose a random day before school started this summer when the campus was pretty much deserted.” Luke shrugs. “I guess she’ll dump her back then, close the door, and be rid of her.”
It pisses me off so badly that Celeste thinks nothing of messing with our lives, with Catalina’s life, with the lives of all Moonstruck, that I have to force myself to keep my voice low. “Sounds like Celeste. That’ll free her up to come after me.”
“I’m pretty sure that’s the plan,” agrees Luke. “I gotta get back before Rottingham wonders where I am.”
“Where does he think you are?” I ask.
“Bathroom.” Luke grins. “Told him my IBS was acting up because of all the stress of dealing with Lee.”
“You don’t have IBS, dork.” Lily rolls her eyes.
“Yeah, but Rottingham doesn’t know that.” Luke’s grin fades as he continues. “Lil, I know you have to go with Wren and Lee to Aquarius Hall to cloak them so they won’t be caught getting there, but you really don’t need to go into the chamber. Maybe you and Ruby should sit this one out. Celeste isn’t easily persuaded. Forcing her to finish the ritual won’t be pretty.”
“So?” Lily scowls at him. “You do understand that all three of us managed to make allies of the wild Elementals, right?”
“Well, yeah.”
“And I promise you none of that was pretty.” She shakes her head. “Stop underestimating me.”
“Okay! Okay!” Luke holds his hands up in surrender to his sister. “I just want you to be safe.”
“Lily can handle herself,” says Ruby. “And I’ll be sure she’s safe.” They study him hard, like they’re looking for lies. “That’s how you got out of trouble? By blaming Lee?”
Luke’s laugh sounds nervous. I study him, too, and all I see is Lily’s annoying brother.
He punches Lee on the shoulder. “Damn right! Bro, you should’ve heard me.” He makes his voice pathetic and pleading. “‘I didn’t want to take off with Lee, but after that Water Elemental cut my leg I needed a healer—plus I knew I could collect intel on him and the rest of them for you.’” Luke bows like we’re his starstruck audience and continues in a normal voice, “Thank you. Thank you. I totally accept my Emmy for best actor in a bullshit Academia de la Luna conspiracy.”
Ruby takes Lily’s hand. “Your brother … I have no words. Or rather, I have no appropriate words.”
Viento’s amused snort echoes through my head.
“Whatever. You know I’m growing on you.” Luke waggles his eyebrows at Ruby, who shakes her head at him but also can’t hide her smile. “Okay, gotta get back to Rottingham and Celeste. No clue why, but he wants me with them.”
“It’s probably because you’re his only intern left and he has to finish indoctrinating you into supporting his nefarious deeds,” Lee says.
“Big wording me, bro, but very true—a total promotion. Anyway, I’ll stall them for as long as I can. You need to hurry so you get there first. Hide. Rottingham, Celeste, the old woman, and I will be there soon.” Luke starts to move out of the shadows into the foggy night but turns back and whisper-shouts, “Hey, break a leg!”
Lily shakes her head as the fog swallows her brother. “He’s always been annoying but predictable. Told you he’d get the spell from Mom.”
“And he’d blame Lee,” adds Ruby.
“And I’d recognize his sign,” says Lee. “Wren, Lily, can you two really cloak us so we can sneak into Aquarius Hall?”
“Absolutely,” I assure him. “How do you think we got into Moon Hall and pulled the magick book from the fireplace?”
“That’s awesome, you two!” Lee squeezes my hand and smiles at Lily.
“Can you cloak Viento, too?” Ruby asks Lily.
Tell the fierce one I do not need cloaking. I shall mix with the fog and darkness and remain close enough to you to slip into the room to the past when Lee opens the door.
I relay Viento’s words to the group, and then Lily presses the fourth finger of her right hand down with her thumb and begins weaving magickal symbols gracefully in the air. I feel the heat of my power building quickly under my ribs and take her free hand in mine. “Lee, you lead us, but stay as close to us as possible and try not to make any noise.”
He nods tightly and steps in front of Lily and me.
“I’ll be right behind you.” Ruby moves into place.
Viento lifts above us and disappears in the foggy darkness.
I meet Lily’s gaze. “Ready?”
“Absolutely.”
I close my eyes so I can concentrate and command the power building within me to flow into Lily. Through our joined hands I feel her body jolt as she accepts the boost. “Go!” I tell Lee.
He moves forward, heading in the direction of Aquarius Hall as, under her breath, Lily chants over and over, “You see nothing. We are not here. You see nothing. We are not here.”
It’s like when we snuck into Moon Hall, only easier. Lily is more confident, and I realize I’ve gotten better at channeling power. It’s second nature to me now, and it’s simple for me to keep moon magick flowing to her.
Lee moves carefully but steadily through the campus. He pauses frequently, allowing small groups of students or professors to walk past. Tonight the campus is only awake because of the fireworks. There aren’t Scorpio moons charging all over the grounds looking for us. There are only bed-headed, yawning students dragging themselves back to their dorms, and rumpled, bathrobed professors who look annoyed at being awakened for a silly prank.
We stay off the cobblestone paths but have to pass Crossroads Courtyard on our way to Aquarius Hall. I can’t stop my gaze from going to the center of the large circle where the bricks are stained a shade darker than the rest. Instead of struggling not to dissolve into a puddle of tears, I accept that I miss Sam—that I’ll always miss Sam—and reach deep and draw strength from knowing that she would be so proud of what we’re going to do.
Lee leads us around the back of Aquarius Hall, where he pauses at the door that opens to the hall’s laundry room. “Okay to go inside?” he whispers.
Lily keeps up her litany, “You see nothing. We are not here. You see nothing. We are not here,” but she squeezes my hand. I hope it’s late enough that no students are hanging around doing laundry but know we really don’t have a better choice.
“Ready,” I tell Lee. “Move fast. People can’t see us, but they can see a door opening by itself.”
Lee nods and then goes briskly to the door and opens it. Ruby steps around us and holds it open as Lee, Lily, and I walk through it and into the laundry room. They close the door softly behind us.
Except for a dim light over the laundry sink, the room is dark and empty. My shoulders relax just a little and I nod at Lee to keep going. Wondering where Viento is, I glance around. Something flickers in my vision above me. I’m relieved to see the Air Elemental hovering over us. He’s flattened himself so close to the ceiling that he looks like an inky shadow sliding soundlessly after us. It’s definitely creepy, but creepy cool.
Lee pauses again after we move through the deserted kitchen. The double doors that lead from there to the foyer of the hall have windows in them, and we can see that there are a few Aquarius Hall students coming in the front door, but they’re heading up the staircase to their rooms, speaking sleepily to one another.
“Where’s the room?” I ask Lee quietly.
“Just out there behind the staircase to the left.” He takes the slip of paper Luke gave him from his pocket. “I’m ready if you are.”
Lily squeezes my hand again and I nod. Lee waits until there’s no one within sight of us and then moves quickly out of the doorway. As before, Ruby holds it open for us and brings up the rear. Viento glides after us, slides along the rear wall, and follows as Lee hurries us across the empty foyer to stop before an ordinary door I’d never even noticed before. The simple gold plaque on it reads: OFFICE.
Lee takes several slow, deep breaths and I know he’s grounding himself and setting his intention. Then he reads the spell.
“I wish to open the door to the past, forever frozen, forever still, forever the Conduit Chamber, for the one who was Doncella and is now Madre—and is always the one and only Elegida!”
The words on the gold plaque swirl and form CONDUIT CHAMBER. Ruby looks around the foyer and whispers, “Open it! Now!”
Lee opens the door and we hurry in with Viento gliding down the wall and slipping in behind us.
As soon as the door closes, we search the huge room. It’s completely empty. With relief, Lily ends her chant and I drop her hand.
“This place is incredible.” Ruby stares up at the enormous domed ceiling and the chunks of mirrors suspended from it like a giant mobile. It’s night and the light of the full moon dances over the surface of the mirrors, casting the chamber in a shadowed silver glow.
For a moment I can’t speak as the memory of the last time I was in this chamber washes over me. My stomach tightens as I search the dome for human-sized shapes of Elementals hanging out like giant bats.
The chamber is empty. Elementals rarely come here. They were only in the chamber that night because Celeste summoned them.
“That’s good,” I mutter to Viento, who has drifted down to hover beside me.
“What’s good?” Lee smooths the hair back from my face and caresses my cheek gently. His hand is warm and I lean into it.
“That it’s not the norm for giant, bat-like Elementals to hang from the ceiling like they were when we were here before.” I think I’m being strong, but I can’t help the shiver that skitters through my body.
Remind everyone that I cannot attack Celeste or Rottingham,
Viento tells me. Not until the ritual is completed. Then the spell placed on me will be broken.
I repeat Viento’s words to the group and try not to feel defeated.
“Hey.” Lee puts his hands gently on my shoulders. “It’s different this time. I’ve got your back. So do Ruby, Lily, and Viento—even if he can only be on the defensive. You are not alone.”
“That’s right,” Lily says. “And when Luke and Catalina get here, you’ll have two more people on your side.”
Ruby nods. “We definitely have the numbers. Rottingham and Celeste against all of us? No contest.”
“Thank you. All of you.” I blink fast. Crying would be ridiculous right now. “We’re going to do this. We’re going to make this right. For Sam.”
“And for Maya,” adds Lee.
“For the Elementals, like Viento.” Lily smiles at our friend. “My beautiful firebird, and all the rest of the wild Elementals—so they can choose their futures.”
“For the Moonstruck Celeste has manipulated all these years,” says Ruby. “And for the Mundanes who, very soon, are in for a big, magickal surprise.” They glance around the chamber. “There’s nowhere to hide, but that doesn’t matter.” They nod at the door we just came through. “Good thing that opens inward. All we need to do is to be out of their sight long enough for Celeste and Catalina to enter the room. So, we wait here.” They walk over to stand against the wall to one side of the door. “When it opens it will block their view long enough for them to get inside.”
“And if Celeste and Catalina come in first, slam that door shut,” says Lee.
“Absolutely,” Ruby agrees.
We take our places. Ruby is closest to the door. I’m beside her. Then Lee and Lily. Viento hovers way above us, hiding in the shadows cast by the moonlit mirrors.
We don’t have to wait long. The door glows. Through it Celeste’s muffled voice speaks the same spell-work words Lee recited. My palms are sweaty and I swear my heart is beating loud enough that Celeste should be able to hear it through the door.
It’s hard for me not to focus on the last time she and I were in this chamber—how she was suspended by threads of moon magick, how she was so powerful that she almost killed me.
Lee’s arm slides around my shoulders. He bends and whispers, “You can do this. You are powerful and you are not alone.”
The door opens.
Luke enters the chamber first. I hope that he’s followed by Catalina and Celeste, but on his heels is Rottingham. Then Celeste sweeps into the chamber. She’s pulling Catalina with her. The old woman’s hair is completely disheveled and her face is pale. Her wrists are zip-tied behind her back. Celeste kicks the door closed behind her as she strides into the chamber. Rottingham is in front of her and she pushes Catalina at him as she sweeps past. The old woman stumbles and falls to her knees, crying out in pain. Rottingham moves toward her, but Celeste’s sharp voice halts him.
“Leave the elder. She’s fine on the floor.” Celeste reaches the center of the room and stands directly under the dome. Moonlight caresses her skin, making it seem as if she’s lit from within.
She turns then, her gaze going directly to us. She smiles. “Well done, Luke. You were right. It really was a simple thing to get them all in here.”
Luke, Rottingham, and Catalina turn to face us. Ruby has already begun to move away from the wall. I walk with her. Lee and Lily come with me, but Lily doesn’t stop. She marches over to Luke. He stands at the edge of the moonlight circle cast by the dome.
“You betrayed me?” Her words sound emotionless, but she stands rigidly, almost like she’s made of glass and one wrong word from Luke will shatter her.
“Lil, I didn’t betray you. I chose a side. I chose Celeste and Rottingham and the Lunar Council. I chose keeping moon magick where it belongs—with us Moonstruck. You can be with me! Together we could—”
With an open hand and a sound like the crack of a whip, Lily slaps Luke. “You betrayed me and every one of your friends. Do not speak to me. You’re no longer my brother.” She turns and walks back to where we’re standing.
Lily doesn’t look at Luke again.
Celeste’s laughter pulls our attention to her. My stomach rolls sickeningly. Silver threads of moon magick descend from the mirrors to her. She weaves her hands through them, gathering them to her. I feel their power and their pull, and I stagger a couple steps forward as she speaks. “Luke is right. He didn’t betray anyone. He made a choice. A correct choice. I’ve kept moon magick and the Elementals safe for more than two centuries, and I will continue to keep them safe.”
Catalina’s voice slices across the chamber at Celeste. “You hoard power that is not yours.”
I add my voice to the elder’s as I force my feet to stop moving toward her, though the pull of the silver threads is almost unbearable. “You trap beings on this island who are not yours to control. I knew there was something off about you from day one, and now everyone will know it.”
“No, little girl. We end this now. The old woman will never leave this chamber. She’ll stay here, alive forever, caught in the past.” Celeste’s smile is reptilian. “And you, Doncella, will also remain here forever, only you won’t be alive.” She thrusts her hand into the middle of the glistening threads of moonlight she’s gathered and shouts, “Cuchillo!” The swirling threads join to form a dagger that is all too familiar.
As Celeste grasps its hilt, Ruby moves forward, but Celeste is too fast. Her arm lifts. With the speed of a viper, she throws the dagger at me.
“No!” Lee shouts. From the corner of my vision I see him racing toward me.
Little Bird! Viento soars down from above.
But I know they’ll be too late. The dagger will skewer me. I gasp and tense.…
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Rottingham lunges. He hurls his body between the flying dagger and me. It impales him in his chest and he goes down hard.
I stagger to the dean. Lee is at my side. Ruby runs past us to Catalina. I hear her helping the elder to her feet and the click of the pocketknife she flips open to cut the zip ties around her wrists, but I cannot stop staring at Rottingham. He’s on his back with the dagger’s hilt protruding from his chest and a pool of scarlet spreading around him.
The dean meets my gaze, blood frothing his lips. “I tried to stop her. After she commanded Maya killed. Tried. Couldn’t … Too powerful … Couldn’t keep her from killing Sam.”
“Don’t talk! Let me help you.” Lee’s on his knees at Rottingham’s side. His hands weave patterns in the air and I feel the power of his healing magick building. He lifts his hand toward me. “Wren! Boost me!”
Power heats within me, but before I can take Lee’s hand Rottingham sputters, “Forgive me.…” He coughs and blood spews from his mouth. His eyes roll back, showing their whites as he releases his last shaky breath.
Luke starts toward Rottingham, but Lily steps between her brother and the dean. Her voice is ice. “No. Stay away from him. At least he tried to make things right.”
“Rottingham was weak! A traitor to the Moonstruck!” Celeste shouts.
We all turn to her. Like the first night I confronted her in the Conduit Chamber, Celeste has levitated several feet from the floor and is surrounded by silver threads. Her hands weave through them, forming a shield-like shape. The pull of those threads hits me again. This time I don’t fight it. I start forward, but Catalina is closer. She and Ruby reach Celeste before me. They stop directly beneath her.
Catalina smiles serenely at Ruby. “Child, be a dear and pull her down from there.” The elder takes Ruby’s hand. Power builds between them so fast and so strong that I stagger.
Ruby’s grin is more a baring of teeth than a smile. Filled with the boosting power of the elder, they leap up, wrap their hands around Celeste’s ankles, and as she screams her rage Ruby pulls her to the floor. Celeste crumples and the threads fall to the floor beside her.
“Hold her there!” I tell Ruby. “Lee, I need my backpack!”
Lee’s eyes widen with understanding. As he continues to kneel beside Rottingham’s body, he slides the backpack from his shoulders and tosses it to me. I catch it and pull out the shard of liquid moonlight.
“No!” Celeste shrieks, and thrashes against Ruby’s hold.
Simply and easily, Catalina moves to Ruby’s side and places her hand on their shoulder. Again, I feel an incredible swell of power and Ruby’s hold on Celeste becomes viselike. The corrupt leader of the Lunar Council gasps and sputters, but she cannot escape the boosted Scorpio moon.
Luke tries to get to Celeste, but Lily and then Viento block his way. “Stay out of it,” Lily tells him. She looks up at Viento. “Can you watch him? I can’t stand being this close to the liar.”
Viento nods and Lily goes to Lee. Knowing we won’t be interrupted again, I focus my full attention on Celeste and Catalina.
“Come, child. Let us end this.” The elder beckons for me.
I move to the center of the chamber. Moonlight reflects off the suspended mirrors and washes over us like a spotlight. I hold out the liquid moonlight.
“No!” Celeste tries to struggle, but Ruby is filled with power, and it’s like fighting a stone wall.
“Where do you want her?” Ruby asks.
“Stand her up, child,” Catalina says. “All we need is her hand to grasp the shard. The moon, the maiden, and I shall do the rest.”
“Catalina! Stop! You don’t know what you’re doing,” Celeste rails desperately at Catalina as Ruby forces her to stand.
“Selene, I would pity you had you not caused so much pain over so many years. And you are wrong. Again. I know exactly what I’m doing. I have planned this for two hundred and fifty years. You stopped the ritual because of your obsession with power. That obsession has corrupted you, and now the maiden and I are going to right that wrong,” the elder says calmly.
Holding the shard in the middle, I join Catalina. She puts her hand just below mine. The shard warms. Catalina still has one hand on Ruby, boosting her power.
“Ruby, it is time. Make the mother grasp the liquid moonlight.”
Ruby stands behind Celeste. They hold Celeste’s left arm down and firmly, harmlessly, against her body. Ruby glides her right hand along Celeste’s right arm, like they’re a tennis pro attempting to teach a novice how to swing a racket. They cover Celeste’s hand and guide it to the shard, pry it open, and force it to close around the glowing sliver of moonlight.
“Ruby, I shall speak the ritual words next, and as I do, brace yourself. You must hold her in place until moon magick has been released, but that release of power will be explosive.”
“W-will Ruby b-be okay?” I tremble violently, barely able to form the words as the shard radiates heat that fills my body.
Catalina’s gaze never leaves Ruby’s as she answers, “I hope so. I would not ask you to place yourself in harm’s way if I didn’t have to.”
“I understand and willingly help you.” Ruby bows their head to the elder.
Catalina squeezes their shoulder. “I’m proud of you, child.” Her gaze goes to me. “Ready yourself.”
“I’m r-ready,” I stutter through my chattering teeth.
Catalina draws in a deep breath. As she speaks her voice swells with power.
“Lady Moon, Who reigns eternal Queen of the Night,
we three—maiden, mother, elder—come to Thee.”
The heat radiating from the shard fills me. It’s almost unbearable. Catalina’s body glows. My gaze moves to Celeste; she, too, glows. I look down at myself. I blaze along with them—a single part of three who, when joined, become the Conduit for magick. Catalina’s voice, so filled with power, echoes from the walls of the chamber:
“We hold the sign gifted us by elements four—Air, Water, Earth, and Fire—bound by trust and love and more.
Let humanity be Moonstruck and know Thy silver power.
We shall revere You, Silver Lady, and keep Your Elementals safe from this very hour.
So are we bound, eternally. It shall be as You and we will it to be!”
Moonlight pours through the dome and into the shard. The liquid moonlight is on fire with the moon’s silver glow. It builds and builds, so bright that I have to look away.
WHOOSH!
The shard explodes!
Moon magick hits us. The force of it lifts Ruby from their feet and throws them back against the wall. Vaguely, I’m aware that only Catalina, Celeste, and I remain standing—that everyone else, even Viento, has been hurled away from us. But we three are at the mercy of the moon. Together, we move like dancers. We face one another. Our arms open, lift, and spread wide above us until our splayed fingers touch. Our heads tilt back. Together, we draw in one deep breath and, as one, we release it. Silver glitter moonlight pours from our open mouths. It lifts and swirls in the air above us, searching for something. And then it gathers together in a sparkling phalanx and shoots past us, blasting through the door as it pours from the past out into the present.
My arms drop. My body shudders. I’m disoriented. Flashes of the wild Elementals play behind my eyes as their island cage is shattered. Other scenes flicker through my mind of Mundanes being filled with Her power—being Moonstruck.
“Ruby!”
Lily’s cry brings me back to the present. I blink bright spots from my vision to see Ruby, motionless where she’s fallen near the far wall to my right. Lily kneels beside them, calling their name over and over, trying to wake them.
Frantically, I look around for Lee and am washed with relief when I see him struggling to his feet. “Lily, I’m coming!”
I move to help Lee and Lily, but Catalina’s voice stops me.
“Child,” she gasps from where she has crumpled to the floor beside me. “It would be a mistake to let Selene escape.” The old woman lifts one trembling hand and points across the room.
Celeste is at the wall to my left. Luke is on his knees leaning against that wall, shaking his head like he’s trying to clear it. She’s gathered the silver threads again and holds them before her, weaving them into a huge silver shield.
“Hell no!” I sprint toward Celeste.
Her head swivels to me. She snarls. Her hands glow, and with an enraged shriek she throws a ball of moon magick at me.
Viento drops down in front of me, absorbing the blast. It lifts him up and back, throwing him into the wall behind me, not far from Ruby.
I’m so angry my hands tingle. Celeste took Maya from Lee, and Sam from me. She’s not taking anyone else from us ever again. I look down at my prickling hands. They glow with the same silver power Celeste just threw at me.
I can also wield moon magick!
As if I’ve done it every day of my life, I gather power between my hands until it’s a beaming ball. I lift my gaze to Celeste. Her back is to me, but the silver shield she wove hovers in front of her. I throw the moon magick, but the shield takes the blast, absorbing it completely.
As I stalk toward her, Celeste pinches the wall between her fingers and peels it back. Like she’s skinning it, night is visible beyond the opening, glistening strangely, as if I’m looking at it through a whirling kaleidoscope.
I reach the shield, raise my hands, and press them against it, trying to use my power to break through it. Celeste doesn’t so much as look at me. Instead, she turns to Luke, cowering behind the safety of the shield.
“Come with me or remain here, in servitude to them.” Celeste fires her words at Luke. “Choose!”
Luke’s gaze, so much like his sister’s, goes to me.
“You’ve already chosen,” I tell him.
His expression hardens, and using the wall, he pulls himself to his feet and limps to Celeste.
My fists burn as I pull power from all around me and beat at the threads of the shield. It’s weakening, but not fast enough. Holding the skin of the wall open, Celeste finally looks at me.
“You have made a grave mistake. You will be sorry.”
“Sorry that we made you keep the bargain you broke two hundred and fifty years ago? Sorry we gave the Elementals freedom and released moon magick? Not very damn likely.” I hit the shield again, and this time it shatters.
Celeste cackles as she shoves Luke through the tear in the wall, and then jumps through after him.
I burst through the broken shield, smacking against the textured surface of the wall just as the skin of the opening knits itself shut. There’s nothing left of Celeste except the echo of her laughter.
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I run my hands along the wall, trying to find a seam or an opening. Nothing. It’s completely solid. I have no way of knowing where she went, or what spell she used to get there. Beside me something glows, and I turn from the wall.
The threads of moonlight that formed Celeste’s shield have lifted. They’re knitting together and floating toward the center of the chamber where Catalina still kneels on the floor.
“Lee, is Ruby okay?” I call to him as I follow the threads of moonlight.
He moves aside, revealing Ruby conscious and sitting with their back against the wall while Lily sits beside them, holding their hand.
Ruby clears their throat. “I’ll be fine. Thanks to Lee.”
Lee smiles at me, stands, and raises hands that still glow softly with healing magicks. “I’ve never felt anything like it. I healed her with no problem.”
“Because you’re amazing!” I say as I join Catalina and bend to help her to her feet. My gaze searches for Viento, who slowly unfurls himself from the floor. “Are you okay, Viento?”
Better than fine. I am free, Little Bird!
Lee comes to me and I want to throw myself into his arms, but he stops a few feet from Catalina and me and points up. “Uh, Wren. What is that?”
All eyes turn upward to the silver threads. They have come together to form a glistening tube that grows, expands, until the top of it spears through the dome, not breaking the glass, but stretching up, up, up beyond it to the moon hanging full and fat directly over us. The bottom of the funnel also expands and, before any of us can even attempt to stop it, it drops down and engulfs Catalina.
I start forward, but Viento soars to my side. Wait! She is in no danger. It is our Lady Moon Who touches her.
“What’s happening?” Lee is beside me.
“I’m not sure, but Viento says she’s not in danger. It’s the moon. She’s touching Catalina.”
Head bowed, Catalina lifts off the floor. She’s completely encased in silver threads, like a caterpillar within a cocoon.
“Catalina?” I call to her.
Her head lifts. Her eyes are the color of mercury. Her face is no longer lined, though her long hair is still silver-white. She is incredibly beautiful. She smiles at me and when she speaks her voice is not her own. It is more powerful, yet soothing and so musical that I could listen to her forever.
“My Doncella, I am so proud of you.”
I follow my gut and bow low. On one side of me, Lee does the same. On my other side, Viento drops to the floor and also bows.
“Lady Moon?” I ask.
“Yes, child. Of course.” Catalina’s glowing mercury gaze takes in Ruby and Lily, who stare at Her in awe, and then Lee and Viento. “You have chosen your friends well, young Wren.”
“I couldn’t have done any of this without them,” I say. “It was definitely a group effort.”
She nods. “Indeed. It is what the maidens before you lacked—friendship. Selene was able to isolate them, and those isolated are easily defeated.”
“What happens now?” I can’t help asking. “What’s going on out there?” I jerk my chin at the door that leads to the present.
Her smile is so beautiful that it’s hard to look at. “Wondrous things are happening—things that should have come to pass centuries ago. It will be quite an adventure for humans and Elementals alike.”
“Is our magick different?” Lee asks. “Mine feels … different.”
“That is entirely up to your individual talents,” She explains. “My gifts are no longer suppressed and controlled by Selene. They now reflect what is within each of you, and not simply what one selfish person decrees.”
“Even my powers?” My heartbeat thuds hard as I wait for Her answer.
“Yes, child. Even your powers.” She turns to Viento. “Faithful Air Elemental, you may ask. If your Little Bird agrees, I will make it so.”
“What does She mean?” I ask my friend.
“I choose to leave this place—this island.”
At first I don’t realize Viento is speaking aloud, but Lee startles and says, “We can hear you!”
Viento nods. “It is our Lady. She has allowed me to speak.” The Elemental draws in a deep breath and then asks, “Wren, my Little Bird, my human daughter, I would like you to join me. To travel this new world as an Elemental. To taste the wind and know the endless sky. Will you come with me, child?”
Next to me, Lee goes rigid. I slip my hand in his and squeeze it before letting it go. I turn to Viento and answer him the only way I can. “That’s an incredible offer. It means more to me than I can even tell you. Thank you for being my friend. Thank you for protecting me. I’m proud to be your human daughter.”
“Then you accept?” Lady Moon asks through Catalina.
“Not exactly. Viento, do you know what a rain check is?”
He shakes his cowled head. “No, Little Bird.”
“Well, in this case what it means is that I’m not ready to accept your offer, but someday I will be—some day after I’ve been a human for more than eighteen years, after I’ve lived and loved and learned more about life.” I take his hand in both of mine. “May I give you my rain check? Could you ask me again in, like, sixty years or so?”
He touches my cheek softly. “Yes. I will return with the rain check and ask again.”
“Would you do one more favor for me?” I ask.
“Anything in my power, Little Bird.”
“Could you show me your true form?”
“Gladly.” Viento pulls his hand gently from mine. He takes several steps back. In one graceful movement, he lifts his arms. His black cape spreads and shimmers, and as it folds around him it shifts from cape to enormous wings. When they spread wide their feathers glisten with silver moonlight, exposing a magnificent raptor. His body is opalescent. The plumage that frames his head is all the colors of a rainbow. But his eyes have not changed. I would recognize their amber warmth anywhere.
I go to him and he lowers his head so I can stroke the soft plumage. “You are even more beautiful than the luna moth.”
His snort of laughter echoes inside my mind with his words, I won’t tell the moth you said so! His mighty wings beat against the air as he soars up.
“We’ll miss you, Viento!” Lily calls.
“You’ve been a good friend!” adds Ruby.
Viento flies a circle over us and then spears up through the dome.
“Wait, is he stuck in the past now?” Lee asks.
“Elementals aren’t held to only one timeline,” says Lady Moon.
When I look at Her, She smiles at me and adds, “You made a wise choice, Maiden.”
“Thank you for giving me the opportunity.”
She nods graciously. “And now I must return to the sky. I cannot long be parted from the celestial. But before I go there is one more favor I shall grant.” Catalina’s body blazes so brightly that all of us have to look away, and when the light clears the elder is standing on the ground looking up at a hovering sphere that glistens with silver-white radiance.
From the sphere, Her voice projects with sweet musicality. “My ever-faithful Arciana, my elder. For your centuries of service I gift you with the choice of deciding your future. What is your heart’s desire, Catalina? Speak and I shall make it so.”
“I have lived long enough as a human. My greatest desire is to return to the Elemental Realm as one of my dearest ones.” Catalina looks from Wren and Lee to Ruby and Lily. “I will never be far from you. Should you be in need, simply call.”
“But which Elemental do we call?” Lily asks.
Catalina smiles. “That which has grounded me for more than two hundred years—Earth.”
“So it shall be!” Lady Moon exclaims.
A moonbeam sparks from the sphere, striking Catalina. As the old woman laughs joyously, her body shimmers. From where she stands, a lovely trumpet-shaped flower grows out of a crack that has opened in the floor. Within the flower there are familiar dark brown eyes that sparkle at us. The flower fills the chamber with its sweet scent and the sound of laughter and then it rides a moonbeam up, up, up, and follows the same path Viento took to disappear into the night sky above us.
“Wow! That was so cool!” says Lily as she and Ruby make their way slowly to us. Lily’s arm is around their waist, and Ruby’s arm is wrapped over Lily’s shoulders.
Above us Lady Moon shoots up through the dome and into the sky where She explodes into brilliant white fireworks.
As the fireworks fade I slip my hand into Lee’s. “That was something else, huh?”
Lee lifts my hand and kisses it. “You’re something else, my lady.”
“And by ‘something else,’ do you mean Whoa, you’re amazing or Whoa, I’m ready to curl up in a fetal position and not move for days?” Lily grins. “Just asking for a friend.”
“Can it be some of both?” Lee asks.
“Makes sense to me,” says Ruby.
I study Lily. Her face is still blotched with tears and dark circles stain the skin under her eyes. “I’m really sorry about your brother.”
Her haunted green gaze meets mine. “What you said to him before he ran away with Celeste is the truth. He already made his choice. I don’t have a brother anymore.”
“Well, you have me,” I say.
“Me, too,” Lee adds.
“And me,” Ruby says, smiling. “You will always have me.”
Lily turns to Ruby and wraps her arms around them. “Found family is the best.” She pulls Ruby into a kiss.
I look up at Lee. He meets my gaze. “I couldn’t agree with her more.”
Lee takes me into his arms and kisses me deeply, intimately, and with a promise of a future together.
The four of us walk slowly to the door that will open to our present, but a present that is filled with more questions than answers. I pause, one hand on the doorknob.
Lee’s thumb caresses circles on my other hand. “Are you ready?”
I grin at him. “For a new adventure with you? Always.”
I turn the knob, and the four of us step through the door into a whole new world.
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