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BRYCE DRAPED HIS arm over my shoulder and tucked my body 

against his as we stood next to my locker. “You should come 
this weekend.” 

“Maybe.” I let my dark hair fall in front of my face to 
obscure my view of him. I couldn’t concentrate on 
remembering the numbers in my locker combination with him 

so close.  

Under normal circumstances, that wouldn’t be a problem, 
but I was already late. 

“I know what that means,” he said stonily. “No.” 

I sighed. He didn’t understand, and I couldn’t blame him 
because I’d never explained it to him. I couldn’t. 

Being an elemental that could bend the natural world to 

my will was strictly a need-to-know fact. Unfortunately, a 

cramp in my dating life didn’t warrant spilling the beans. 

“You know my parents are strict.” Foster parents, actually, 

but I didn’t want to get into that either. 
Bryce didn’t say anything, but he didn’t have to. Why 

bother with me when there were dozens of other girls vying for 

his attention? It was only a matter of time before he figured I 

wasn’t worth the effort. I couldn’t blame him. Through no fault 
of my own, I wasn’t the easiest girl to date. 
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Deciding I would borrow Lena’s textbook, I gave up on the 
lock. “I’ll see what I can do. But I gotta go. I’m late.” 

He leaned forward just as I turned my head, resulting in a 

kiss on the cheek rather than the peck on the lips he’d been 
going for. My recovery effort of a quick hug only made the 

situation more awkward. Damn it. No time to worry about it now.  

After blowing him a kiss, I trotted off down the hallway 

and glanced at my watch. It was 3:26. Whew. I wasn’t as late as 
I’d thought.  

Lena was already waiting for me in our usual spot on the 

sidewalk in the student parking lot. If she wasn’t early, she 

considered herself late. 

She grinned when she saw me. “What did Bryce have to 
say?” 

“Oh, you know,” I said, jealously watching our classmates 
climb into their cars. “The usual.” 

Her smile dimmed as she nodded in understanding. She 

hadn’t asked to be born an elemental any more than I had. 

Unfortunately for us, secrecy and not living a normal life went 

with the territory. Fortunately for her, she didn’t mind being a 
hermit. Too bad I did. 

Lena may not have noticed the way Derek was staring at 

her across the parking lot, but I sure did. He was good-looking 

in a preppy way, and he was smart—just Lena’s type.  
I nudged her. “Derek’s staring at you.” 

Her eyes widened slightly, but to her credit, she didn’t look 
in his direction. Impressive. I wouldn’t have been able to play it 

that cool. In fact, I probably would have suffered whiplash. 

“No, he’s not.” 
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“Yes, he is,” I insisted. “Besides, how do you know? You 
didn’t even look.” I paused, observing her. “We can go over 
there if you want.” 

She considered it before shaking her head. “Aidan will be 
here any minute.” 

My mouth twisted. Aidan ruined everything. Why Lena and 

I couldn’t drive to school like every other senior was beyond 
me. If we were supposed to blend in and fly under the radar, 

then being dropped off and picked up by an overbearing 

bodyguard was not the way to go. Aidan didn’t even try to tone 
it down, glaring at anyone who looked in our direction. 

Good thing he hadn’t seen Derek checking out Lena.  
Maybe encouraging her to get to know Derek wasn’t the 

smartest move, but Lena should be allowed to have a life. And 

sure, my motives were a little self-serving. If Lena wanted to go 

to the party this weekend, then it would be easier to convince 

our foster parents to let us go. There was safety in numbers, 

which was why Lena and I were attached at the proverbial hip.  

Part of me wondered if I would have more freedom if not 

for Lena. As the sole individual left in a line of powerful 

elementals, she was the important one—not me—but our 

foster parents dished out the same set of rules to both of us. 

Since I loved Lena like a sister, I didn’t mind. Much. 

I snuck another peek at Derek, who was still checking her 

out. 

Whenever he walked past us in calculus, she tried to tuck 

her blond hair behind her ear, forgetting she’d chopped it all 
off into a cute pixie cut, and that made her even more flustered. 

She liked him, but she would never act on those feelings.  

She was a rule follower, internalizing every precaution 

handed down to us. It wasn’t that I didn’t take our safety 
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seriously—it was just that I was more of a rule bender. We 

could have fun and be safe.  

“I can handle Aidan for a few minutes if you want to talk 
to Derek,” I said stubbornly. 

Lena raised one eyebrow, and her lips thinned into a 

straight line, but she didn’t say what we both knew: No, I can’t. 
No one can handle Aidan, least of all me. 

A sleek black SUV pulled into the lot, and I checked my 

watch. It was 3:29. He always arrived between 3:28 and 3:30, 

never having been so much as a minute late. His punctuality 

was great on days when it was pouring rain or super cold, but 

since the day was nice, his timeliness only annoyed me.  

He was perfect. Too perfect. Or as perfect as someone 

could be with a stick up his ass.  

Not even noticing the girls ogling him, he scanned our 

surroundings, ever vigilant, like the superior guardian he was. 

News flash! We’d gone to Larkspur High School with the same 
kids for the last four years. Maybe if Aidan had taken the time 

to get to know some of them before he’d graduated the 

previous year, he would have realized that none of them were 

out to get us. 

Lena climbed in the back seat, leaving shotgun for me. 

After a moment’s hesitation, I slid in the back seat next to her. 
Aidan’s sigh of annoyance was barely perceptible. He hated 
when I treated him like a chauffeur, which was of course why I 

did it.  

Petty? Definitely. But oh, so satisfying. 

He would probably make me pay for my childishness at 

our training session that afternoon. Ugh. I was still sore from 

yesterday. I’d been training nonstop since I was fourteen, but 
his workouts still managed to torture muscles I didn’t know 
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existed. It was necessary, though. I was considering working 

as a guardian myself after graduation. Hence, I endured the 

daily misery. 

“How was school?” Aidan asked.  
“Good,” Lena said brightly. “I think I aced the calculus 

test.” 

“Nice,” Aidan said appreciatively, catching my eye in the 
rearview mirror. “How did you do, Sophie?” 

“Uh…” I mumbled. I was fairly confident I had passed the 
test, but by “passed,” I meant I had skated by with a D. Math 
was not my strongest subject. I shouldn’t have even been in 
calculus, but our foster parents tried their best to align our 

schedules. Safety in numbers. And Lena excelled at math, so I 

suffered through it for her sake.  

Aidan sighed. “Sophie—” 

“I know, I know.” I needed to study and apply myself. I’d 
heard it before. Since Aidan had graduated and become a 

guardian, he acted as if he were twenty-one years older than us 

instead of only one year.  

Aidan and Lena fell into easy conversation for the 

remainder of the drive home. While Lena was my best friend 

and I would literally die for her, we didn’t share the history and 
casual camaraderie that came from growing up together like 

she and Aidan had. I swallowed my jealousy. 

The four-lane road narrowed to two, and the suburban 

landscape gave way to rural countryside. Tidewater was like 

that. One minute, I could be in Walmart, and the next in the 

middle of cornfields. Our house was one of only two on its road. 

Aidan and two senior guardians lived in the other one. It was 

isolated, but I didn’t mind. I preferred to think of it as private. 

No one came down our road unless they were looking for us—
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which wasn’t likely—or lost, which was why I was surprised to 

see a cream-colored town car parked in our driveway. 

I unbuckled my seat belt and leaned over the center 

console to get a better look. “Who’s that?” 

“I don’t know.” Annoyance flickered in Aidan’s eyes, which 
I assumed was caused by his lack of knowledge rather than my 

question. He hated not knowing everything. He put the SUV in 

park and let the engine continue to run as he pulled a handgun 

out of the glove compartment. “Stay here.” He hopped out 
before I could ask him what the hell he was doing. 

“Bullshit,” I muttered, sliding to my door. 
Lena put her hand on my arm. “Sophie, you should listen. 

He knows what he’s doing.” 

Sighing, I flopped back in my seat as he cautiously 

climbed the porch steps. Of course he knew what he was doing, 

but I had a hard time doing nothing, especially when I was 

studying to be a guardian. This would have been perfect on-

the-job training. Instead, I was stuck in the car like a damsel in 

distress. 

I really hated how some elementals were treated as if we 

were helpless, when in reality, some of us were the most 

powerful beings in the world. I’d heard stories of elementals 
using their powers to change the course of history. In 1941, 

when Hitler invaded Russia, elementals banded together to 

cause one of the coldest winters in more than a century. Nazi 

soldiers got frostbite, and their equipment froze. In more 

recent history, a rogue elemental blasted a hole in the ground 

so big, newscasters originally reported that it was the site of a 

meteorite crash. 

I doubted I was as powerful as those elementals, but I 

could easily manipulate the air to dislodge a weapon from an 
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enemy’s hands. Yet my sessions with Aidan focused on 

everything but using my powers for defense. The council 

forbade us from using our powers in the open, even for self-

defense. In my opinion, that was a mistake.  

I peered at the house. What if there was a bad guy in there? 

Lena and I were sitting ducks in the car. 

I climbed over the center console and adjusted the seat 

and mirrors. 

“What are you doing?” Lena asked. 
I placed my hands on the steering wheel. “Preparing to get 

the heck out of here.”  
As the seconds ticked by and we waited for some sign 

telling us what was going on, I gripped the steering wheel 

tighter. Though I’d had years of self-defense training, I 

preferred not to test it. When it came to fight or flight, the first 

rule of staying safe was flight, especially if Lena was involved. 

She wasn’t weak, but she didn’t take to fighting like I did. 
I glanced in the rearview mirror to make sure she wasn’t 

freaking out. She appeared calm and collected as if nothing 

were out of the ordinary. Good. 

“He has about ten more seconds,” I muttered. “Then we’re 
getting out of here.” 

I counted backward in my head, shifting the SUV into 

reverse when I got to three. I was just putting my foot on the 

gas when Aidan appeared on the porch. He waved us in. 

“See?” Lena gathered her backpack. “Everything’s fine.” 
She got out of the car and went inside.  

I shoved the gearshift into park and stayed in the driver’s 
seat while I seethed.  

After a moment, Aidan walked over and opened the door. 

“What are you doing?” 
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I jumped out of the SUV and slammed the door behind 

me. “Nothing,” I said through clenched teeth. “Absolutely 
nothing.” I circled around to the other side to retrieve my 
things.  

Aidan followed. “What are you having a hissy fit about?” 

“Really, Aidan?” I sneered. “A hissy fit? That’s what you 
think this is?” 

“Isn’t it?” 

I opened my mouth to reply but stopped myself before the 

obscenities flew out, not wanting to prove him right. “What if 
this had been an actual threat? You left us out here without any 

directions. You should have consulted me first.”  
“Consulted you?” he repeated dryly. “You wanted to have a 

mini board meeting in the car?” 

I whirled, my backpack flinging around and catching him 

in the stomach, an unintended but welcome consequence of 

my quick movement. Too bad it didn’t contain the heavy book 
I’d left in my locker. 

“What the hell are you training me for if I’m not supposed 
to be able to handle myself in an emergency? You don’t take me 
seriously.” 

The corner of his mouth twitched, and I could tell he was 

trying not to laugh. “It’s kind of hard to when you’re shrieking 
in the front yard.” 

My jaw slipped open, and I stared at him, stunned. “You’re 
an asshole.” 

As I marched away from him, he snagged my wrist. I 

jerked it out of his hand, ready to show him how well I’d taken 
to the recent boxing lessons.  

But he held his hands up, palms out. “I’m sorry,” he said. 
“We got a call earlier about a member of the council coming, 



 9

 

but their town cars are normally black. I was reasonably certain 

it was clear, but I had to check.” 

“You should have shared that information, and all this 
could have been avoided. I was half a second away from taking 

Lena to a secure location.” 

“Where would that have been?” 

I narrowed my eyes at him. I had no clue where I would 

have taken her, which proved my point. I crossed my arms. 

“When are you going to start trusting me?” 

“You’ll get the locations of all the safe houses once you’re 
eighteen,” he said. “You know that’s not my call.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” He was right—protocol prohibited him from 

sharing classified information with me until I was a legal adult. 

It didn’t make sense, though. He couldn’t be with us all the 

time. Safety in numbers was great and everything, but not if 

we were forced to flee and didn’t know where to go. 
I would never understand the council’s reasoning on 

withholding information when Lena and I were months away 

from turning eighteen. They treated us like children. 

“Why are they here?” I asked.  
He shrugged. “They didn’t say.” 

Of course not.  

“Come on,” he said. “We shouldn’t keep them waiting.”  
As we walked toward the house, he put his hand on the 

small of my back to guide me. My back stiffened, and I hurried 

forward, out of his reach. 
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