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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


I dive, my hair forming an ash-blonde halo in the water around me, my body cutting through the ocean with the ease of something at one with its depths, twisting, lithe and athletic, as I swim. The water near the island is clear, allowing me to see all the way to the ocean floor, showing me the coral and the beauty of the fish that swim among it. 


Even if it had not been clear, I would still have been able to feel my way. The water is like an extension of me now, and I can feel everything that moves within it, everything that calls it home. There is a shark somewhere away to the north, prowling and looking for food, but I know it will not bother me. 


If it does, I know I have the power to send it fleeing, the same way that I have the power to dive deeper than I ever have before, the elemental magic within me allowing me to breathe beneath the waves. I have faced down kraken and come through alive. A solitary shark no longer feels like the threat it once did. 


I kick powerfully, heading for the bottom, where the coral forms rainbows of color, small fish darting among it. Its beauty forms weird structures that have nothing to do with the constructions of humans. 


A piece has become detached. It is golden and honeycomb in form, something beautiful and intricate, yes, but also something that is dying now that it is separated from the whole. I collect it, putting it into the string bag that I normally use for collecting mussels or clams. 


I swim back toward the surface, pushing with my thoughts at the currents around me so they push me in return, letting me glide upward effortlessly toward the waiting shape of the boat above. 


I break the surface into the sunlight, not gasping for air as I once would have, but breathing smoothly as I pull myself over the side of the boat. 


Darius is there lying in the bottom of the craft, looking so handsome that it is almost painful, his lean, muscled chest bare in the sunlight, his dark hair tied back from his face, his storm-shadowed eyes staring up at the clouds above as if wondering whether he could push them back and forth. Possibly he could. Storms are Darius’s affinity, the way that the water is mine. 


Of course, the moment I haul myself onto the boat, his eyes go from the clouds to me, a soft smile playing over his lips that he would probably never allow around anybody else. I’m wearing a pale two-piece bathing suit, but the sight of his eyes on me makes me pull a white tunic over the top of it, simply because I know we don’t have any time for the things that smile promises.


I hold out the coral I found. “I’d forgotten how beautiful it can be down there.”


He gives me another lingering look. “From where I am, the world is beautiful enough up here.”


I laugh because I can’t help it. “And what have you been doing while I’ve been down there? Playing with the clouds again?”


“You’re the one who needs more practice with the clouds, Seraphina,” Darius points out. “The summer is almost over. It’s nearly time for us to head to Stormhold.”


I can hear the excitement in his voice. Stormhold is the second teaching ground within the Elemental Hall that produces elementalists for the Kingdom of Lumina. We both passed through Nautica last year, mastering the element of water. I had the advantage there, with control over water coming naturally to me. In Stormhold, where the focus is on the air, Darius is the one who promises to be most at home.


Thoughts of home make me look back toward the shore. We are a little away from the land but nowhere near the deep ocean. The village of Aester clings there like a limpet to the shore, in between the deep blue of the sea and the green of the palm trees further back on the island. The houses are wooden and seem oh so small now that I have seen the vast, stone built structures of the Elemental Hall.


As Darius stands, reaching out for me, a whisper of air runs across my skin in response to his powers, drying the water droplets that cling to me like diamonds. This is something that he has shown me how to do because I have not been idle during the summer, but still, there is something intimate about him being the one to do it. 


He moves closer still, his lips brushing mine. It would be so easy to go further. Instead, I pull back with a smile.


“Not now. They’ll be expecting us back on land. It’s our last day here, after all.”


Darius makes a face, and not just at the prospect of what we’re both missing out on by heading back now. This might be my village, and my family might have welcomed me back with open arms, but that doesn’t mean that the same thing applies to him.


“All right,” he says, “but you’re the one who has to provide the wind for the sail going back.”


It’s a challenge and one I’m happy to rise to. I sit in the stern of the boat, reaching out for the air. An elementalist will have an affinity for one element more than the others, but we can learn to work with all five of them: water, air, fire, earth, and spirit. There are forms of movement and thinking, occasionally words, designed to direct us in the control of the elements. 


I have been working with Darius from the moment the two of us left together for the summer, having passed our first year at the Elemental Hall. It has been just one more thing to do together on our travels, and I have learned much more from him than I might have from any of the dusty books in the libraries. 


Which means it’s an easy enough matter for me to reach out with my mind and fill the sail with air, pushing us gently back in the direction of the shore. I cheat a little, using the currents to guide us this way and that, making sure we don’t snag on any of the rocks on the way in, but I feel that simply shows my control, being able to use two elements at once. 


Closer to land, Aester doesn’t look so good. I can see the damage on many of the homes, still not fully rebuilt yet. I can see the burnt-out spot where a house once stood. I can see the chain across the harbor mouth now, designed to slow down anybody who isn’t wanted. That wasn’t there when I first left, and it saddens me to see it as much as it hurts me to see the damage to the village. 


Raiding ships from the southern kingdom of Umbrae made it through the Veil of Storms before the summer, passing through the endless belt of magical storms that divides our two kingdoms. There are stories of the damage they did all along the coasts of Lumina’s chains of islands.


I tie up the boat, heading ashore with Darius by my side. I can see him studiously ignoring the often hostile looks the villagers send his way. It is harder for me to ignore them because I know how much they must hurt him. He is Umbran, having escaped the harsh system under their emperor’s command to make it to the Elemental Hall. To me, that means that he has as much reason to hate Umbrae’s actions as anybody, but it seems that the majority of people don’t think the same way I do. They don’t know him like I do.


We head for the hut that houses my family. My father is out in front of it, working on weaving a fishing net. My mother is close by, beating clothes against a rock to clean them. There is fish cooking over a fire outdoors. There is always fish cooking in Aester. The bounty of the sea is what sustains the village. 


My father looks up and smiles at me, although the look he gives Darius is less friendly. He is a big bear of a man, his body hardened by years of working in the ocean. My mother’s glance at Darius is outright hostile, although she disguises it a moment later. She is lean and blonde with piercing blue eyes and a fair complexion that mirrors my own. 


“Seraphina,” my father says, “did you catch much out on the water?”


“I wasn’t really fishing or diving for clams today, Father,” I say.


He smiles. “Well, that’s fine. We’re still drying all the fish from the last time you went fishing.”


Now that I can sense the creatures of the water and have control over the water itself, fishing has become much easier than it was growing up. I have been home for just a week, but in that time I’ve made sure that the village has more than enough stocks of fish to keep it going for as long as it takes to fully rebuild.


“So you were just out there with him?” my mother says with another unfriendly glance toward Darius. “That isn’t proper, Seraphina. People will talk.”


“Mother, can’t you be nice to Darius for once?” I ask. “He has done nothing to hurt you.”


“But his kind did,” my mother snaps.


I can feel an argument building, one that Darius cuts short by putting a hand on my shoulder. 


“I’ll wait for you back at the boat,” he says. He clearly doesn’t want to cause any more friction here in the village. I put my hand over his briefly. I know how much the stares and the comments must hurt him. Still, I let him go. I need to say goodbye to my family before we head back to Elemental Hall for another year of training. 


“You should let him go off alone,” my mother says. “We could arrange a marriage for you here.”


“Like you did before?” I demand. Before I went to the Elemental Hall, they wanted to marry me off to a local merchant. That was all the value my mother saw in me. “Mother, we’ve been through this. Darius is not a threat; if anything, he wants to help. Can you not accept that I care for him?”


I already know the answer to that. My parents have given Darius hospitality, but they have made him sleep in a separate hut, ostensibly to protect my virtue or at least to prevent the other villagers from talking too much about us. I get the feeling that it’s partly because my parents simply don’t like me being in a relationship with someone from Umbrae. 


“Your mother has a point,” my father says. He raises his hands hurriedly to ward off my arguments. “Oh, not about the boy. If I have any problem with him, it’s simply a father’s protectiveness. But you could stay here, Sera. With all that you’ve learned you could do a lot of good here. And we’ve barely seen you; you’ve only been back here for a week or so.”


All of that is true. I know I could stay here; it would be so easy. I’m a trained initiate now, with mastery over water, a winding tattoo on my left arm proclaiming my graduation from Nautica, the academy of the Elemental Hall given over to water.


In a fishing village like this, I could make a real difference in the lives of the people I grew up around. And yes, I haven’t been here long. Darius and I traveled around much of Lumina during the summer, trying to help where we could with the aftermath of the Umbran raids. 


But I know I need to go. I must. I can’t just leave the Elemental Hall now when there is so much still to learn.


“I have to go back, Father,” I say. “I’ve mastered one element, but there are still four more to go. I can help people so much more as a fully trained elemental master than I can as just an initiate. Here, I can help you to catch a few more fish, but Lumina needs people with the power to change the world.”


“There’s nothing wrong with catching fish,” my father says. He stands and draws me into a hug. “But I understand. You have the potential to do so much. I’m so proud of you.”


My mother hugs me after him. “Are you sure you can’t stay? Leave controlling the elements to those who are meant to do it.”


“I’m meant to do it, Mother,” I reply. “That’s why I have to go back.”


It’s hard walking away from them, knowing that I won’t see them for another year at least. Knowing that with the dangers of the training there is always a chance I won’t see them again at all. Elemental Hall is not gentle on those who train in it.


But I must do this. 


I make my way down to the boat. Darius is waiting for me in it. He doesn’t look troubled by my parents’ reactions. If anything, he looks relieved, although that might simply be because he knows we’re going.


“Are you ready?” he asks me.


We have taken nothing from the village. We can catch fish when we need to eat. We can transmute the water around us to freshen it when we need to drink. My thoughts are with my family, but only some of my thoughts. More are thinking ahead to Stormhold and what awaits us both there.


I have a whole new element to master, and Stormhold is the place to do it.


 


 




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


The ocean stretches out around us.  


When I traveled to Nautica before, it was a harrowing journey, a test to see if I was worthy of entering the Elemental Hall at all. The journey to the location of Stormhold is easier because of my control over the currents and Darius’s ability to manipulate the wind. 


We sail by day. At night we stare up at the stars together, side by side in the bottom of the boat. We have nothing fancy. I am the daughter of fisherfolk, while Darius is an escapee from Umbrae’s dark academies. We do not need luxury. We are at peace as we sail east along the island chain and then south into the open ocean.


Finally, Stormhold comes into view on the horizon. When I see it, all I can do is stare. 


“Are you seeing the same thing I’m seeing?” I ask Darius, because a part of me wants to believe that I have simply gone mad, that I cannot possibly be seeing the sight in front of me.


“I see it,” Darius says, his voice filled with awe. For several minutes we let the boat drift, simply looking out at the place where we will be spending the next year. 


A large island lies ahead of us, dominated by a single mountain so high that clouds form below its peak. That would be impressive enough, but it is not what catches our attention. 


No, that is because of the smaller island that seems to float in the air, tethered to the mountaintop by great chains, a fortress of white stone built upon it, a castle floating in the clouds. It is something that should be impossible, yet it is there, a testament to elemental power on a scale that dwarfs anything I had ever imagined. 


One question leaps to my mind.


“How do we even get up there?”


“I don’t know,” Darius says. “Perhaps we’re supposed to climb the mountain and clamber along the chains?”


If so, it will be a physical test that will push us to the limits. The top of the mountain is storm-wracked, lightning striking it at seemingly random intervals. The chains are vast, but I can’t imagine how anyone could climb along them without risking falling all the way to the dark waters below. Perhaps with my mastery over water now, I could survive such a fall into the ocean, but it is still something I would not wish to try.


“Everything is a test,” I say, remembering the words of the recruiter who first found me and identified my talent. It is a simple fact of life that they are always testing us, setting challenges that are potentially dangerous, making sure that we have developed the skills and the control we need over the elements. An elemental master has enough power to change the world around them. Is it such a surprise that the academy that trains them does not hold back with its demands?


So is the test here simply whether we have the endurance for the climb? Or is it something else?


“Maybe there’s another way up,” I say. “We need to get closer.”


We guide our small boat to the island—the larger one that rests on the water—pulling it up onto a beach where many more boats appear to have been left as others have arrived. There is no one around, but there is a track leading from the beach up toward the base of the mountain. Darius and I follow that track, stones crunching under our feet as we climb beyond a short line of trees, to a spot where the track forks and continues all the way up the mountainside.


There is something there, a statue or a monument perhaps. It seems to try to capture the twisting, amorphous shape of the wind storm. Something about it seems to be reaching toward the tethered island high above, as if it might reach out and touch it. Is it there as a way to welcome us or as a warning perhaps? I put my hand against its stone and feel the pulse of power within it. 


I know then, as surely as I can feel my own breath, that there is something magical about this statue. 


“We should start up the mountain if we’re going,” Darius says. “I wouldn’t want to be on its slopes after dark.”


“Wait,” I reply. “There’s something about this statue. Look, there are markings around its base.”


There are runes there that I cannot read, but their very presence points to this being more than simply a marker. So does the feeling of elemental power running through it.


“These are marks of the wind,” Darius says. He crouches, staring at them. “This one suggests a wind coming in from the east, but this one suggests a storm coming in from the north. Is this meant to be some kind of indication of the weather?” He shakes his head. “No, that doesn’t make sense. Not all at once.”


One possibility occurs to me. “Could those be instructions? What would happen if we made the wind strike the statue in the ways that the runes imply?”


“Probably nothing,” Darius says. “It’s a statue.”


My instinct, though, is that it’s far more than that. That this is the test, not the climb up the mountain. That the academy has offered students an obvious but difficult way to get to Stormhold, climbing a mountain and then making our way along the chains, but what if it has also offered us a shortcut?


“Let’s just try it,” I insist. “Maybe nothing will happen, but we won’t lose anything by at least attempting it.”


Darius nods. “All right. I’ll do it. Hold my hand and follow my lead.”


I feel the press of his skin against mine as I take his hand. I see him concentrate for a second, and then I feel the wind whip up, the existing air manipulated into precise, directed breezes. I add my efforts to Darius’s, helping him to work through the sequence set out around the base of the statue. 


I wonder if we are just wasting our time, if I have misunderstood the purpose of the statue. Then, in an instant, something seems to click. 


The wind grabs us like some giant hand, the suddenness of it shocking and terrifying. 


There is a funnel now, powerful enough that it could tear us apart, and yet I do not feel in any danger as it lifts us from the ground, carrying us up and up. I feel the wind rushing by me, my hold on Darius’s hand the only point of stability in an otherwise chaotic rush of movement. I can feel my heart in my mouth, beating faster with every moment. 


I can see that we are being carried toward the island above, the ground now so far below that it is impossible to imagine what it would be like to fall from this height. I can see our boat, but it is a speck now, like some child’s toy set in the broader vista of the ocean.


Finally, I feel solid ground under my feet once more. The sense of rushing wind passes, and then both Darius and I are standing next to a statue almost identical to the one below, only now we are not looking up at the mountain but down. We are on the floating island, so far above the world that it barely seems real.


The fortress of white stone spreads out across the floating island, its towers joined by walkways of the same marble, many of its structures perforated to allow the wind to rush through it. The whole structure seems to sigh and sing with each whisper of the air, tuned the way an instrument might be. 


A figure stands in front of us, wearing a blue robe. He is tall, shaven-headed, and severe looking, his eyes sparkling with intelligence. He holds out similar robes to us as we approach, these in the white of initiates. I take one and I’m suddenly grateful for it because I now realize that the wind makes this place much colder than it was on Nautica. 


“I am Elemental Master Wisp,” he says. “Show me the marks you gained on completing Nautica.”


The command is sudden and said without warmth. I realize that this is another part of the test, making sure that we are meant to be here. I wonder what will happen to anyone who tries to gain entrance without the proper marks.


I bare my wrist, showing the winding tattoo that came into being at the command of Elemental Mistress Halan, the leader of Nautica. A dolphin-like seraphin swims at the heart of it, winding around the shape of a leviathan, with a ring of water droplets at my wrist. Darius’s mark is different, a lightning bolt on his chest. Each reflects our experiences in the first part of the Elemental Hall. Both seem to be good enough for Master Wisp.


“Welcome to Stormhold, Initiates. Go and orient yourselves, find rooms in the dormitories. Classes will begin tomorrow.”


He gives us no more welcome or information than that. As usual, it seems that we must work many things out for ourselves. The kingdom does not need mindless drones for elementalists. Rather, it wants figures with both the power and the resourcefulness to deal with whatever situations are thrown at them. We are expected to be self-sufficient.


Darius and I start to look around the fortress. It does not take long for us to find the main space for teaching: a vast, covered amphitheater, the roof of which seems to be constructed from a kind of honeycomb of metalwork that reminds me of the coral I found back at home. We find the refectory, lined with statues of aerial creatures, where many students are already starting to gather. I see familiar faces there. Some are wearing white robes, while others are in their own clothes. A few wear the white robe open to reveal whatever noble finery they have beneath, getting the best of both worlds.


“There you are!” Aria runs forward with her usual speed and enthusiasm to hug me, her flame-red hair cut short. “I was worried you weren’t going to make it.”


Aria has been a part of the same circle of elementalists as me almost from the start of my time at the Elemental Hall. She is bright and funny, and seems fundamentally incapable of standing still.


Nissa joins us, her dark hair braided, her robes crisscrossed with belts that hold pouches, each one presumably containing some item related to healing. She smiles at us both, although there is a sadness in her dark eyes that was not present back at Nautica. 


“It’s good to be back in the Elemental Hall,” she says. “Have you found everything yet?”


“Not yet,” Darius says.


Aria, of course, rushes to provide all the information we need. She never seems to do anything at less than full speed, including talking.


“The female dormitories are just down that way. I think the men’s ones are over there. The library is that tower there. It’s incredible, they keep a vortex running up through the middle of it, so that scrolls and books just float and you have to concentrate to pull down what you want.”


It sounds impressive, if inconvenient. Most of our small group are there: Cara, a girl named Vesparia, a few others. One figure, though, is conspicuous by his absence. 


“Orion isn’t here?” I ask, trying to make it sound casual.


“Not yet,” Nissa says. 


It seems impossible that he might not be here. Has he simply not arrived yet or has something happened to him in the time since we left Nautica? His parents were focused on pushing him into a marriage suitable for his status as one of the highest nobles of the land. The queen’s own daughter seemed to be interested in him. Is it possible that the requirements of his noble station have kept him from returning?


A pang of regret flickers through my heart at that thought. I hope he’ll be here. I know how much it means to him. And I will miss him if he is not here.


I look over at Darius. “How about we both go and find places in the dormitories then I’ll meet you at the library?”


He nods. I can see him looking around, trying to get a sense of the place. He looks happier and more at home than he did in Nautica. Stormhold is a place for people like him, and an affinity with the storm runs through his veins. I know he’s eager to explore it.


I rush off, heading for the dormitories. It doesn’t take long for me to find them: strange sail-like buildings that seem to cut into the wind that whips over everything here. I pick an empty room in one, taking the key that hangs on the back of the door and claiming it as my own. 


I head out again, looking for the library now, walking along the pathways of Stormhold. Most of it seems to be open to the elements, the wind seemingly endless. There are spaces that are closed off, but it is obvious that much of our training will take place outdoors. I walk along one of the gantries that spans between a couple of the buildings. 


I’m aware then of the feeling of somebody watching me. I look around, trying to work out who is there. Even as I do, a blast of wind strikes me in the chest, hard enough to send me tumbling, so that I feel myself toppling from the edge of the gantry. It is a long fall to the ground below, more than enough to send terror through my heart. Instinct makes me reach out, grabbing for the edge of the gantry. I cling to it barely, my muscles screaming with the effort. 


I look around and see a figure there, dressed in black and gray in the Umbran fashion. He is slender and dark-haired, and his face is one that I thought I would never see again after he tried to kill me back on Nautica. 


Ash. 


When I first met him, Ash was just an arrogant noble student on Nautica. He quickly became a rival, then an enemy. Finally, he decided to join Umbrae, because they promised him the status he could never get in the Elemental Hall. 
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