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PROLOGUE


 


 


“Again, Seraphina,” Darius says. “You have to try again.”


I dive into the ocean instead, trying to clear my mind. My ash blonde hair streams behind me, my body cutting gracefully through the water. Because of my skills as an elementalist, I don't have to worry about things like holding my breath. Instead, I breathe in the water, diving as deep as I want, looking around at the beautiful undersea world around me. 


An affinity for the elemental powers of the world has given me many things. I can shape stone and cool down lightning from the sky, I can wrap myself in flames like a salamander and connect to the elemental creatures of the world, but I'm not sure there's anything more beautiful than being able to dive down into the ocean, as much a part of it as any of the creatures there, my blue eyes taking in the coral of the sea bed, the brightly colored fish swimming among it. I push with the water, creating currents to propel myself. 


There are sharks down here, but they give me a wide berth, as if they can sense the power in me. Maybe it helps that I’ve already hit a couple of them with small sparks of lightning. They have learned to leave me alone.


As beautiful as the undersea environment is, that beauty is only increased when Darius dives into the water after me, leaping from our small boat and cutting through the water like an arrow. His skin is bronzed where mine is pale, his hair dark and shoulder length, his eyes filled with a stormy grey. His body is lean and tightly muscled; I will never get tired of watching him. 


We have spent the whole summer together after completing our studies at Cragfall, one of the academies of the Elemental Hall, which teaches Lumina’s elementalists the skills they need to serve the kingdom. 


We have studied in four of those academies now, learning the skills of water at Nautica, air at Stormhold, fire at Pyre, and stone at Cragfall. A winding tattoo on my left arm declares to the world that I have passed the challenges set there to test if we are worthy. It shows the creatures of the four elements: the seraphin after which I'm named and the hulking leviathan for water; the raptor like zephyr for air; the salamander for fire; a golem made of pure crystal for stone. Symbols of the elements wind around these creatures, hinting at the trials I passed through in each place. 


Darius's tattoos are on his chest, similar to mine and yet also so different, marking his different path through the elements. Lightning bolts are at the heart of them, proclaiming his affinity for the storm, showing that he has greater power over that than with other aspects of the elements.


When I first went to the Elemental Hall, I believed my affinity to be for water. Now, I'm not sure that I have an affinity. I'm not like other elementalists. I seem to be stronger with every element, able to use each almost equally well. 


The reasons for that scare me. It seems I carry the blood of the creatures who came before the elementalists, the precursors who once ruled over humanity, before we learned to use the elements to fight back. 


Does that make me something less than human, or more? Does it give me an obligation to help the world, or am I a threat to everyone?


Darius swims towards me, catching up to me because I let him. We have played games of darting through the water, chasing and catching, holding one another close, so many times over this summer that I have lost count. 


This time, though, he shakes his head, pointing to the surface. I know what he means. He's disappointed that I have given up so easily. He's determined that I'm going to succeed. I let out a sigh that causes a stream of bubbles to rise through the water, but I nod, giving in and swimming for the surface. Like Darius, I understand the importance of what we're trying to do.


I haul myself up onto the boat, letting myself dry in the bright sunlight. A small archipelago of islands surrounds the lagoon in which we are currently moored, our small boat hidden by the islands, hidden from danger. 


There are dangers these days. Umbran ships continue to conduct raids in Lumina’s waters, operating as pirates, trying to disrupt shipping. In a nation made up of many islands, it is a damaging way to conduct a war. Not that we are officially at war yet, but that counts for little when the forces of Umbrae have been attacking ever since the Veil of Storms fell. 


I wince at the thought of that. The Veil of Storms was once a band of storm-tossed waters that divided the kingdoms of Lumina and Umbrae from one another, the storms intense enough that ships could only pass through the Veil when elementalists on both sides cooperated to give them a safe route. It was more than that, though: a living storm, filled with a kind of malevolence towards humanity that meant no ship was safe trying to cross alone. 


The Veil of Storms protected Lumina from Umbrae for generations, until it fell, and I cannot help thinking that I played a part in that. I destroyed a portion of the storm that had possessed an elemental commander named Gale Phantom. I destroyed another portion when it threatened to sink the ship I was on. I'm not arrogant enough to believe that I unraveled the whole storm alone, but perhaps I picked a big enough hole in it that others were able to do so. 


So now it is my job to recreate it. 


It is not an official assignment, of the kind that students are often given between their years at the Elemental Hall. Darius and I were not given such assignments last year, because the elemental masters believed Darius to be a spy until I proved them wrong, and because they could not think of anything challenging enough for me to take on. Instead, we have been allowed to go out into the world and do what we want. 


In due course, we will need to find our way to Mist, the fifth of the academies of the Elemental Hall, which teaches the skills of the spirit, or ether. This is complicated by the fact that we do not know the way or even when we must go. We can only assume we will be contacted when the time is correct.


For now, Darius and I have the summer to ourselves. For some of the time we have rested and simply enjoyed being with one another, traveling from place to place, sleeping in one another's arms under the stars. We even briefly went back to my home village of Aesther, although Darius was not made welcome. There is no place now in Lumina for those who hail from Umbrae. 


But for at least some of it we have been trying to work out the limits of what I can do, and whether I might be able to repair the Veil of Storms and restore Lumina’s protection. 


Darius climbs onto the boat. I can't help admiring the movement of his muscles as he does so. I have come to know every inch of his body so well, but still, he fascinates me in a way that makes it hard to look away. Darius obviously catches my look of desire, because he smiles over at me. 


“There will be enough time for that later. For now, you're dodging what we should be doing. You're getting closer, Sera. You need to try again.”


He seems to be determined that I should succeed, but then, Darius has as much reason as anyone to want the Veil of Storms back in place. He fled from Umbrae in my first year at the Elemental Hall. He washed up on Nautica’s shores like so much driftwood. He knows better than anyone the cruelty of Umbrae and its emperor.


I know he's right, so I gather myself for another attempt, standing in the middle of the boat, planting my feet and calling out with my power to the sky above me. 


Storm clouds roll in instantly. The wind rises. Lightning flashes. Our boat starts to bob about as the waves increase in their intensity. Rain lashes down at us, so that it quickly soaks our clothing. I'm glad that our formal robes are in a trunk in the hold, or they would be ruined. 


“More, Seraphina,” Darius says. “This is just a storm. You need to make it into something else.”


That's the part that has proven difficult, but I think I can see how to do it. I have the capacity to create and destroy air, something no other elementalist can do. It is just one of the ways in which I push past the limits of what should be possible. I reach down into myself for that part, trying to find the deep magic that must come from the precursors, trying to push it into the storm. 


So many times, I've tried this and failed. So many times, I haven't been able to find that part of myself. It seems to come out in the most desperate moments, but for something like this, I must learn to connect to it without such desperation. I reach into myself deeper and deeper, trying to find the ability I need. 


It's there. I can feel it now. I can feel how to make the storm become more. I push with my powers trying to give this storm more life, trying to turn it into something both sentient and self-sustaining. 


I can feel the storm start to shift, twisting as it becomes more. There is a power up there now, and I can feel something else about it. It hates me. The malevolence of the first storm is growing in this one. It hates all humanity. It is there and it plans to spread across the whole of the world. It will consume everything in its path, becoming more powerful even as it wreaks havoc. No one will be safe from it. This will not be some neat line dividing Lumina and Umbrae. This will be the total devastation of the world. 


The storm is determined about that. It is hungry enough to consume everything. 


I can feel that malevolence, and it is too much, even though I created it. It is not something I can allow to exist. It is not something I can bring into being. I will not be responsible for the kind of destruction this will bring about.


I reach out for the storm, trying to quell it, but it does not want to be quelled. It fights back against my efforts, lightning lashing the sea around me, winds howling. I can feel Darius beside me, using his own affinity for the air to try to keep the worst of it off me. I know he will not be strong enough to hold back the storm for long.


I reach up for the storm, and I start to destroy the air within it. It is the only thing I know that can stop such a thing. I tear it to shreds, destroying all that it is, unraveling it as I have unraveled such storms before. My terror of what it might do fuels my efforts to end it, lending me the strength to reduce everything it is to nothingness. 


Finally, we are left with clear blue skies above us once more. The air around us is still. There is not even a hint that there was ever a storm here.


The strength goes out of me as the last piece of the storm is destroyed. Creating it, destroying it, both took so much effort that I no longer have the strength to stand. Thankfully, Darius is there to catch me, letting me down softly in the bottom of the boat.


“You were so close this time,” Darius says.


I shake my head. “That… there's no way to contain it. I don't know why, but… it wants to spread. It wants to kill everyone. if I create something like that, it will destroy everything in its path.”


That power is within me, the power to create something that might destroy whole kingdoms. The power to create something I have no chance of controlling once it's out in the world. That possibility terrifies me. The idea that anyone should have such power, even me, is almost too much to bear. 


“You can't just give up,” Darius says, putting a hand on my shoulder. “It's our only way to stop Umbrae.”


I know that, but I still can't bring myself to try again. Not now, not knowing what it might do. Perhaps there's a reason the power within me is buried so deep.


“It's too much, too dangerous,” I say.


Darius doesn’t look happy about that. “Sometimes we need to accept danger to save others.”


“And what if I kill them all instead?” I reply.


“I don't believe you would ever do that,” Darius insists. 


I sigh. He doesn't understand. “It might not be something I can control.”


“Then you'll learn to control it,” Darius says. “I'll help you.”


He makes it sound so simple. So straightforward, when in fact I'm trying to master a magic that it took the full efforts of the precursors to produce. I'm only one person, where they used whole teams to manifest their great works.


“Perhaps,” I say, although the truth is that I'm too scared of what I might do to try again unless something changes considerably. “But I can't do it today.”


That's no more than the truth. I'm exhausted. It feels as though I've given everything in this attempt, and the result has still been failure. I'm not sure what it would take to succeed.


“We still have time,” Darius says. “We…”


He's cut off by what seems like the tolling of a bell across the ocean. I feel a pressure on the edges of my mind, and knowledge slides into it, unbidden and unexpected. I know that there is an island out there I must go to and, judging by the shocked look on his face, Darius knows exactly the same thing. 


“What… what just happened?” I ask. 


“I think that's… I think we just got the information we need to find our way to Mist,” Darius says.


If so, it seems our summer is over. There is no more time for experiments, all lazy days lying in one another's arms. Excitement fills me, but also trepidation at what is to come. It is time for our last year at the Elemental Hall to begin.


 


 


 


 




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE


 


 


It seems that the first challenge of Mist is finding it. Darius and I have images and feelings to guide us, but without them we would have no knowledge of the island’s location. No one has spoken about where it is in our time at the Elemental Hall, and the few rumors I have heard about Mist suggest that the way into it shifts every year. 


That presumably makes it secure, but it also means that Darius and I must follow the call that came out to us mentally, trusting it is something real rather than simply our imagination. Perhaps that is a part of what is being tested here. Those students without the talent to receive the mental message or the willingness to believe it will simply never find this academy within the Elemental Hall, they will never enter it, which means they will never pass through it. 


Even so, it feels strange, sailing over the ocean with nothing to guide us but a feeling. Darius and I catch fish to eat, and to manipulate the sea water around us to make it drinkable, but even so, it is hard not to worry when we cannot see land in any direction. The feeling that we are wandering aimlessly is hard to ignore.


“What if this is all some trick?” Darius asks. “What if we’re being lured somewhere for other reasons?”


“What other reasons?” I ask. 


Darius gestures to the horizon. “My people are out there somewhere, and we know that at least some of them are skilled in the use of the spirit.”


That is enough to make a thread of fear rise in me. The Umbrans have tried to catch me before, on the orders of their emperor. I suspect that part of the reason I was allowed to roam without an assignment this summer was because it would make me harder to find. 


“If this is them, we'll deal with it,” I say. “But we can't give up the chance that this is real.”


“No, I guess not,” Darius says, although he still looks worried that this is going to be some kind of trap. 


I'm not sure that his fears are assuaged when we head into a patch of thick fog. That fog obscures everything, seeming to turn us around again and again. It is only by focusing on the call from ahead of us in our minds that we can keep going in a consistent direction at all. This feels like another protection for Mist, another way to keep it from being found by outsiders.


An island comes into view. I'm expecting it to be as spectacular as the other academies of the Elemental Hall. Nautica had a whole chain of islands. Stormhold was a floating island in the air, chained to the top of a mountain so that it would not fly away. Pyre was within a volcano, Cragfall, under a chain of mountains higher than any I’ve seen before.


Instead, we are faced with just… an island. One island, alone in the ocean. There is very little that is remarkable about it. It is largely flat, mostly covered in trees, with sandy beaches at its edge. The only structure seems to be a white marble ziggurat at the center of the island. Presumably, that is where we need to go. I can see boats pulled up onto the beach, suggesting that others have gotten here first. Darius and I pull closer, dragging our boat up onto the beach, looking around in case this is a trap after all and there are enemies waiting. 


But no, the island seems both still and quiet. 


“Should we head for the ziggurat?” Darius asks. He still sounds wary.


I nod, because I can't see what else we can do here. In any case, that seems to be where the call inside my mind is coming from. A trail leads deeper into the island, so we follow it. It is narrow, but not steep or dangerous. There are no traps along the way, and the only creatures we see are hummingbirds darting from flower to flower. That is strange, when I am used to the ways to the academies of the Elemental Hall being challenging and well defended.


Finally, we reach the ziggurat. There are a few blue robed figures moving around it but they don't react as we approach, don't welcome us or threaten us. As we reach the ziggurat though, one does move forward. He is bald and ancient looking, examining us, obviously taking in our tattoos. 


“Ah, more students. Well, what are you waiting for? Go inside.”


It still all seems far too easy.


“This is Mist?” Darius asks, obviously not able to believe it. 


The old man laughs. “Hardly. This is merely the way in. Or a potential way in, if you can manage it. Go to the chamber, center your thoughts, and find your way.”


He offers no help beyond that, which is frustrating, but not entirely unexpected. There is always some kind of challenge before we are able to enter one of the academies of the Elemental Hall. Every year a few people fail, their talents in other elements counting for nothing if they cannot pass whatever tests are put it in front of them. Those people must turn around and go home, and while, at this stage, both Darius and I would still be powerful elementalists, neither one of us wants to fall at this final hurdle. We want to become elemental masters, and that means passing through Mist, learning to control the spirit as easily as the other elements. 


I look over to Darius then head into the ziggurat. There are winding corridors within it, but the main path is clear, leading up a set of steps to a simple marble chamber that is almost bare. It is square-sided and empty of all adornments except on one wall. There is a picture there, of a much grander temple, with white marble buildings sticking up out of vast swathes of mist. Below the picture is a single instruction.


Contemplate, and find your way. 


“What does that mean?” I ask, crouching in front of the picture. “Is there some kind of hidden panel? Is this some kind of map?”


“I think it means exactly what it says,” Darius says. “I think we're meant to sit here and contemplate this painting.”


“But why?” The idea makes no sense to me.


Darius shrugs. “Mist is all about the power of the spirit and the mind. Maybe this is set up so that we must use that power, and contemplation is just the first step.”


That makes a certain amount of sense. All the other tests we’ve faced to get into the academies of the Elemental Hall have involved being able to use the element they are tied to. I had to cross an ocean to reach Nautica, manipulate the wind to reach Stormhold, walk through fire for Pyre and destroy a stone door to enter Cragfall. 


Maybe we really are meant to sit here and contemplate.


So I sit there, staring at the picture, waiting for something to happen. I hear Darius settling into place somewhere beside me, but I try not to look his way. If I’m doing this, it’s important that I’m not distracted, and that isn’t easy. There are few people I find more distracting than Darius. 


It helps that he's also focusing on the picture. We both sit there and I feel stupid doing it. How is sitting here staring at a picture of Mist meant to get us there? What's the point of simply sitting here staring, when we could be looking for clues, could be trying different elemental powers?


That thought makes me reach out for the painting with those powers, trying to touch it with my mind the same way I would water or fire, air or earth. Those elements don't seem to gain any kind of hold over it, so I'm left simply contemplating once more. 


I sit there breathing and staring, trying not to move, trying not to let my attention flicker even for a moment. I try to find whole new layers of concentration, shutting out the rest of the world so that I'm barely even aware that Darius is beside me anymore. There is only the picture, the rest of the world fading away around it. 


This is stupid. All my other tests have involved raw elemental power. A part of me wants to blast my way into Mist with lightning, and I turn to Darius to try to tell him that, but he’s gone, vanished. 


A voice whispers in my mind, his voice. 


Come on, Sera. Join me.


But how do I join him? There’s only one way. The same way he got in.


I sit there in contemplation, and somewhere in that contemplation, something starts to rise in me. It feels familiar, and I realize the reason that it does so is because it is a power that has been used against me before. Several times now, people have tried to control my mind using the power of spirit. I have always been able to fight back against it, but it has never been easy. 


I know that this is spirit rising in me, and I allow it to do so, even though my memories of such powers are far from comfortable. I reach out with this sense and now it seems as though the picture gives way, the colors swirling and shifting, becoming a kind of vortex where once there was a solid wall. 


Almost without thinking about it, I stand and go to that vortex, reaching out to touch it. As soon as I do so I feel myself pulled forward with a force that is impossible to resist. I fly through it, unable to stop myself, and now I'm somewhere else.


I'm walking through banks of mist, which shift and swirl so that it's impossible to know for sure which way I'm going. The mist reflects all of the colors of the rainbow, hints of them flowing past me. My feet are on a path and instinctively I know that I should not step off it, that there is some peril waiting for me if I do even though I cannot see it. 


So, I walk the path, although it seems to take forever. I don't know if I'm going the right way. Should I be doing any of this? Maybe I should turn back. Why am I even sticking to the path when it's not leading me anywhere?


I push aside those doubts, focusing inward instead. I can still feel the sensation of something calling to me, leading me in the direction I need to go. That sensation is leading me along the path, so I follow it, at least to the spot where the sensation pulls in a different direction. I feel it calling me sharply, almost dragging me away from the path.


I don't know what to do. Before, I was certain that stepping from the path was a bad thing. Now, it seems that the feeling that led me here wants me to do so. Is that a trick, a trap? What if I'm wrong about all this?


Somehow, though, I know I'm not wrong, I know that this is what I must do. Taking a deep breath I step from the path, plunging into the mist. 


Creatures fly at me through the mist. They have wings and fangs, their visages terrifying, their hatred obvious. I lift my hands to throw fire and lightning to ward them off, but nothing comes out of my hands. It’s as if my magic will not work here, as if my connection to the elements is somehow severed. 
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