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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


I dive, holding my breath, feeling the pressure of the water as it closes over me. The light from above twists through the water as I dive down, legs kicking strongly, my sun-bleached hair streaming around me in a cascade as I head for the seabed below. 


My lungs are not complaining with the effort yet. That will come later in the dive, as my body starts to insist that it needs to take a breath in a place where there is no air to be had. For now, the swimming is easy. I tumble in the water, enjoying how easy it is to move down here. 


The seabed is within reach now. I have my net in one hand, my knife tucked into my belt. I scour the seabed for clams, scooping them into the net as I go. It’s important to move quickly and surely with them; the last thing I want is one of them clamping onto my fingers. 


I look around as I work, because there’s always a chance there will be something dangerous down here: a shark, a large eel, or something stranger. Still, I have to take the risk. Our village is poor enough that the sea is our only source of income.


I’ve been diving here since I was a little girl. I’m twenty now, and until I’m married I know I have to pull my weight for the family. My mother is quite clear on that, although we disagree on exactly how I should do it. 


Mostly, the ocean near our village is beautiful and serene. Small, brightly colored fish dart past me. A turtle turns over in the warm water, snagging a piece of kelp. As I do so often when I’m down here, I wonder what it would be like to see one of my namesakes, the seraphin. Not that the iridescent, dolphin-like creatures ever visit the island these days. Even twenty years ago, when I was born, the sight of one at sea was a notable enough sign that my father insisted on naming me Seraphina. 


My bag is almost full now, and I can feel my body starting to insist that I should head for the surface. I look up and see the hull of my boat bobbing against the bright sunlight above. I kick toward it, sucking in air as I throw my catch into the boat and pull myself in afterward. 


The fishing boat is small, barely big enough for me to lie down at full stretch. I do it anyway, letting the heat of the sun start to dry my skin before I pull my white linen tunic, hose, and boots back on. I buckle my belt over the top, then look around. 


The open ocean lies south of me, vast and unknowable. They say that Umbrae is out there somewhere, beyond the vast storms and violent seas that mean only the bravest can travel between there and here. That’s probably just as well, with some of the things I’ve heard about it. East and west, I can see more islands in the long chain that we’re a part of. North… north is home. The village of Aester, clinging to the shoreline like a limpet, the houses small and wooden built, nestled between the shore and the palm trees beyond. 


It is beautiful, but poor. This is not the kind of place where anyone of note comes, or where anything much happens. Currently, I’m staying out at sea as long as possible, because it puts off the moment when I’ll have to go back and prepare for my wedding tomorrow. 


It is not a wedding I want. My parents have arranged a marriage to a merchant named Gerant, ten years older than me and with no spark of love between us. But I am twenty, and they want me out of the house, so what other choice do I have?


Unless I plan to stay out on the ocean forever.


It feels as though there’s a storm coming, though, so I know I have to turn back. The sky is starting to darken, and the sea has that feeling when it’s restless, on the brink of lashing out with all its fury. I’ve always had a feel for the ocean, and now it’s telling me that I should get back to shore. 


I turn the boat, pulling up the small anchor tethering it in place and raising the sail. I can feel the sea against the hull as I start to make progress back to shore, and I make small adjustments with the rudder, feeling the quickest route through the wind and waves. 


It isn’t quick enough. 


The storm announces its presence with sudden thunder, rain lashing down so hard that for several seconds it’s hard to tell the difference between the sea and the sky. The waves around me roil and buck, threatening to capsize the boat I’m in. If that happens, it won’t matter that I’ve been swimming here all my life. I’ll drown. 


The terror of that fills me as I fight to keep control of the boat. It’s no use. I’m being tossed around like a cork on the waves. In just moments, the storm will swamp my boat, and then I’ll die. I can feel my heart pounding in my chest, can feel the blood rushing in my ears. 


I can feel more than that, too. I can feel the ocean beneath me. I can feel the power of the storm, feel the currents, feel the water’s power. It’s as if there’s something in me that can reach out and touch that power, and the water responds to that touch. I soothe it, the way I might soothe an anxious cat, not knowing what I’m doing, not really. 


Yet somehow, it works. The sea around me calms, becoming flat, gentle, easy to sail back on. As I close on the shore, the storm abates as swiftly as it came, the sun coming out again to warm my skin once more. 


My family is on the beach. Well, not all my family, because that’s pretty much the whole village. One of the main reasons it took so long to marry me off is that in Aester, it’s hard to find someone who isn’t a cousin. But my mother is there, with the bright blue eyes, blonde hair, and fair complexion that mirror my own. So is my father, a big bear of a man who barely fits into a fishing boat. From him, I get my athletic frame, even if I’m a lot leaner than he is these days.


He helps to haul my boat up onto the sand, above the tideline, then sweeps me up in a crushing hug. 


“Sera, we were so worried!”


“I’m fine,” I assure him. “I’m fine.”


He lets me go, but that only means that my mother gets her chance.


“Sera, you shouldn’t be out there like that. The boats are men’s work! That storm could have killed you!”


This is an old argument between us. My mother wants me to sit at home weaving nets and raising a brood of children.


“Mother, fishing is what I do.”


“It isn’t seemly, you diving into the water almost naked, anyone could see. Gerant won’t want you doing it when you’re married.”


Thankfully, we don’t have to rehash the old argument, because there’s another figure there. Not another family member, not even someone from the village, because no one here wears the robes of an elementalist, deep red in this case, over white hose and a crimson tunic. His forearms have elaborate tattoos running along them, which I know convey something about his rank. An image of an eye decorates the palm of his hand. He’s maybe forty, with short dark hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and dark eyes. Those eyes are watching me closely.


“Who’s this?” I ask my mother. 


“I am Finder Davan, of the Elemental Hall of Lumina,” he says without waiting for anyone else to introduce him. 


So, I was right—an elementalist. His presence makes my breath catch in my throat, because I’ve heard so many stories of what his kind can do. Plunge a hand into a raging fire without being harmed, whisper a message on the wind to a lover across all the kingdoms that make up Lumina’s federation, master a raging…


“Wait,” I say, the implications finally hitting me. “Did you summon that storm?”


He smiles without apology. “A necessary test.”


“Necessary? You could have killed me!” I take a step toward him, and only then remember that I probably shouldn’t be arguing with someone who might be able to turn the blood in my veins to fire, or open up the sand of the beach to swallow me. 


“I had every confidence in your gifts.”


“My gifts?” I say. 


He gives me an impatient look. “Oh, come now, Seraphina Stormborn. All your life, you have felt an affinity for the ocean, yes? You can hold your breath longer than anyone you know. You can feel the currents as you swim through them, and they help you. Does any of this sound familiar?”


“I…” I hesitate, trying to take in the full implications of that. I stand there, staring at him, my mind refusing to process it all. What he’s saying can’t be true, yet I recognize everything he’s saying in myself. And then there’s the question of what I just did, calming the storm around me. “You’re saying I’m some kind of elemental master?”


Finder Davan snorts at that. “Hardly. You aren’t even an initiate. But you could be. Join the Elemental Hall. Train. If you come through it, you would have your choice of positions in the kingdom.”


“If I come through it?” I say. This is all moving too fast. I can’t keep up with it.


“Many do not. I make no apologies for the Elemental Hall’s training methods,” Davan says. “We are training elementalists to take on the might of Umbrae should it attack, to wield powers beyond most people’s comprehension, to serve the people of Lumina. There are no easy ways to do that. We do not actively seek to kill students, but we cannot take it easy on them, either.”


I stand there, only too aware of the eyes of my family on me. “So, you want me to go somewhere where more people like you will try to kill me? No. No way.”


I see the recruiter shrug. 


“Then go back to your life. Such as it is.”


He makes a gesture that somehow takes in the whole of the village and makes it look very small, all at once. 


And it is small. It is small, and ramshackle, and poor. Most days, we barely have anything beyond what we can gather from the sea. When the fish aren’t biting, we don’t even have that. 


“Or be something more. A fine soldier, a great explorer, a healer, someone who can shape the world. Choose, Seraphina Stormborn. But choose quickly. This chance will not come again.”


This is too much, too quickly. I step back to my family, looking to my parents for help, for advice. 


“This is madness,” my mother says. “Some stranger can’t just come in and snatch you away. You’re due to be married.”


Married to a man I barely know and certainly don’t love. 


My father looks thoughtful, though. “Sera,” my father says, “I think you should consider this.”


That’s not what I expected him to say. “You want me to go. I thought you wanted me married.”


“Of course I don’t want you to go, but this… it’s a great honor. And an elementalist would be able to do much more to help the village. The marriage… we didn’t know what else to do with you. But now… I’ve known since you were a little girl that you were special. This just shows how special you are.”


“Well, I don’t like it,” my mother says. “This isn’t something you should be doing, Sera. You should stay here, with your family. Mastering the elements? It’s not for the likes of us!”


In an instant, I can see my life branching into two possible paths. On one path, I stay here, I do as my mother wants. I become the good daughter she desires. I marry a man I barely know. The thought of it makes me flinch. 


On the other path… there’s danger. But there’s also a chance that I become much, much more. I would be strong enough to control my life, strong enough not to have to marry Gerant. I would be able to help my family. I would be able to make my own choices.


Put like that, the choice is simple. I turn back to Finder Davan. “I accept.”


He nods, looking satisfied, then takes out a series of papers. One appears to be a nautical chart, another an elegantly lettered invitation. “Then take these. Everything you will need to get to Nautica, the first of the elemental colleges. You will be expected there before the next full moon.”


“Wait, you aren’t taking me there?” I say, unable to hold back my surprise. 


“What, did you think you were the only person I’m supposed to test?” Davan says. “Get yourself to Nautica.”


“This is a test, isn’t it?”


He smiles then. “It’s the Elemental Hall. Everything is a test.”




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


I drift on the waves, tired and thirsty, not sure if I will ever see land again.


The water stretches out endlessly around me. There is no sign of land on the horizon, no hint of which way I should travel beyond the map Finder Davan gave me. And that map makes no sense. 


If it had been a simple chart, I would have been able to follow it, probably. The fisherfolk of my village tend to stick to the waters near the archipelago, but we learn the ways of the sea. My father has shown me charts since I was young, of Lumina and our enemies: Umbrae, of the islands that make up so much of our kingdom. Of the great, storm-tossed seas that form a barrier between the two, to be tamed only by the greatest of elemental masters. 


None of those charts looked like this. 


None of it seems to be to scale. Reading it like the other charts I’ve seen, I should be there by now. I should have made landfall days ago, although, in truth, I have started to lose track of the days. 


These charts are a mass of swirling lines, like the contours used to describe hills and mountains on land. Only these lines are in an array of different colors: red and gold, blue, green, and purple. None of it makes sense. It’s as if a child has scrawled over the chart, creating weird, overlapping patterns, but this is clearly not the work of a child. It is too neat, too precise.


All I know is that my fresh water is starting to run low, and if I run out, here at sea, I might as well be in the middle of a desert. I’ve heard tales of the madness that comes on those who get lost at sea without water, of them trying to drink salt water to survive when their bodies demand anything to keep going. I don’t want to die that way, lost in the middle of an ocean, parched and alone.


Perhaps you should turn back.


That thought comes in my mother’s voice. I should turn back, return to the village, tell my mother that I’m sorry, and that I was foolish. I should go back there and say that I will do everything she has set out for me, that I will find a husband the way she wants, that I will stay on the land from now on.


Just the thought of that makes me shudder, makes me want to rebel, but the problem with the ocean is that it’s too vast and implacable to rebel against. It doesn’t care about my fear, or my hopes, or my pain. It doesn’t care that I have to reach up to wipe away tears before they start, simply so that the water won’t run from my body. I need every drop right now. 


I need to know where I am.


This all feels like some horrible, deadly trick on the recruiter’s part, as if he has lured me out into the middle of nowhere simply to die. If I turn back now, maybe I’ll make it back to the village, but maybe I am already too far out. Maybe I will simply drift forever, the wind and the currents taking me where they will.


I feel as much as see something rising near the starboard side of my small boat. I see the moment the great form of a whale breaches the surface, many times larger than my boat, making me feel somehow even more insignificant than the ocean alone ever could. I feel the ripples of the waves beneath my boat’s hull, feel the way the whale’s presence knocks it back. 


I know that, if it wanted, the whale could smash my boat with a single flick of its tail. It could rise up underneath me and capsize me. Its maw opens, revealing vast rows of sharp teeth. Is this a predatory whale, come to see if I might be something it can devour? It dives beneath the waves again, and now I’m sure that it is doing it to get beneath my boat. I imagine it sinking down into the depths, lining up my boat above it, ready to strike. 


I touch a hand to the water, reaching down desperately for whatever power allowed me to calm the waters before. From the instant I touch the water, it’s as if I know it and everything in it. I can feel that the ocean is not some flat, featureless expanse, but instead a living world of currents and still places, tidal shifts and different pressures. 


In that instant, I know what the recruiter’s map is: it’s a map of the currents. No, not just the currents, because that would only lead someone with my particular gift to the Hall. But what if it covered the flow of different elemental forces? The patterns of the wind or the patterns of hot and cold?


That realization brings shock with it. I know how to get to the Elemental Hall. I can follow the path there if I only feel the currents. 


I might shout with joy, except that I can also feel the shape of the great beast beneath, rising, ready to engulf my boat. I won’t make it to my destination, because there is no way for me to survive the next ten seconds. I can feel terror rising in me, as rapidly as the beast below, making me shake as I sit there in the boat, feeling utterly helpless. Is this what oncoming death feels like?


The power in me seems to respond to my terror, and now the sea is anything but calm. Waves whip up, as high and as powerful as if I were in the middle of a storm. They pick up my boat and toss it aside, the movement so quick and powerful that I have to cling to the mast to keep from being thrown into the water. 


It saves my life. I see the whale breach the surface, its vast jaws closing on empty air rather than on my tiny vessel. I hear its roar of frustration, feel the impact as it slams back into the waves. The roiling ocean buffets it, pushing it away from me. 


Mostly, though, it pushes me away from the creature. The power of the waves carries my vessel away at terrifying speed, so that all I can do is cling on and hope that I do not capsize. I might have brought these rough seas into being, but I have no control over them now. Whatever power I have used, it is as much of a danger to me as the whale ever was, threatening to sink my small boat without a trace. 


I fight to keep the boat upright, wrestling with it, trying to ride the waves rather than letting them wash over me. Each rises, mountainous, ahead of me. I point my prow into them, riding each to its peak and then tumbling seemingly endlessly down the other side. Again and again, I am convinced that my boat will be swamped, that I will go under, that I will drown or be eaten by some denizen of the sea.


Somehow, I keep the boat pointed ahead, fighting to survive until finally the waves subside. 


I collapse in the bottom of the boat, breathing hard, exhausted by the effort of fighting against the waves. I lie there, the sun beating down on my skin, my boat simply drifting. I should feel broken and dejected, but instead, I feel a pure wave of elation. Elation at having survived, at having conquered both the sea and the monstrous whale that sought to consume me. Elation for another reason now, too:


I know how to get to Nautica. 


I understand the map now. It’s the kind of map only someone with a connection to the elements could make use of, a map that demands the ability to feel the flow of the ocean currents, or the winds, or the energy of storms. I take out that precious map and I see the lines there in a new way now, understanding that I will have to feel my way to the academy that is waiting for me.


That is exactly what I do. It doesn’t matter right now that my clothes are soaked with seawater, my hair caked in sea salt rime. All that matters is that I can feel the ocean around me, feel its depths, feel its flow. I can picture its currents, mapping them in my head, and in that instant, I know exactly where I am. 


I haul on the rudder, turning the boat, feeling the wind catch the sail. It pushes me along, the bright sun glimmering from the waves. I sit there, trying to rest, drinking a little of my remaining precious fresh water. 


When it grows dark, I try to sleep, although the water is so deep here that I can’t use my anchor to hold myself in place. I simply have to let myself drift, hoping that, when I wake, I’ll be able to find my course again. 


When I do wake, the world is covered in thick, silvery mist. It is light, but it might as well be the middle of the night, because I can barely see more than a few paces ahead of my boat. We rarely get this kind of fog back at the village, and when we do, no one heads out onto the water. It is easier and safer to wait it out. 


I don’t have that choice, though. I am already in the middle of it. All I can do is keep going, moving forward blindly, hoping that my feel for the currents is enough to guide my path. I can feel that the water is shallower here. There are reefs below the surface, and I have to pick my way between them, moving slowly, following the flow of the water to try to avoid the danger.


It is a strange, eerie world, the sounds around me muffled by the fog, the light seeming to twist and bend through it, thwarting my every attempt to look beyond its depths. This far in, all I can do is push forward, keep moving, trust the waves to carry me where I need to go. 


I’m hungry, I’m thirsty. If I drift like this much longer, I will probably start to starve. I could cast a line over the side to catch fish, but water is a bigger problem now. I have to ignore the complaints of my body, to keep going, to hope that the mist will finally give way.


It is an eternity before it does, yet when it does, I gasp.


Nautica is ahead, and it is like nothing I’ve ever seen before.




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


The first time I see Nautica, it’s… spectacular.


It is there on the horizon, dominating my view, impossible to ignore. It’s not an island, but a whole series of islands, some linked together by natural spurs of rock, some by bridges, some standing separate from the rest. Jungle growth towers from much of the interior of the islands, while golden beaches line their shores. Huge, human-made edifices rise above the greenery, walled and designed for defense, turning the whole place into a kind of fortress. Yet even those seem as if they are a part of the sea, formed from blue crystalline rock that shifts and reflects the light differently from moment to moment. 


As I get closer, I have to guide my boat carefully to avoid rocks. I see something else shift beneath the waves, the giant, snakelike shape of a sea-wyrm sliding past under the water. I shudder at the sight of it, knowing that such creatures can turn a calm sea into a storm without effort. 


Thankfully, the waters around the island stay calm as I pull my boat into a sheltered cove, where a jetty waits. It is not the only thing. Finder Davan is there. Somehow, he has gotten there ahead of me.


“I thought you were off looking for other students,” I demand as I pull up to the jetty. 


“I will be. And I told you that everything is a test.”


I clamber up onto land. “What do I do now?”


“Now, you run. The other initiates began their training weeks ago. You’ve missed many classes. You’ve a lot of catching up to do. Go up the steps, take the left-hand branch at the fork, then keep going until you find the dormitory for the new female initiates.”


“You could show me the way,” I point out.


“I could, but I won’t. Now, shouldn’t you be hurrying? I just told you that you’re late.”


“Thank you,” I say. His look suggests that he doesn’t care about me or my thanks. It’s enough to make me scurry away from him, following the directions he gave me. My hunger and thirst don’t matter anymore. I take the steps two at a time, and at the top, I’m greeted by a view that takes in several of the surrounding islands. 


This is a maze of a place, with paths winding this way and that across the islands, more blue stone buildings situated seemingly at random. I suspect that, without directions, I would quickly become lost. As it is, I follow the guard’s directions, finally arriving at a large, smooth-sided building that looks like a cresting wave sitting in the middle of a jungle clearing. There are double doors at its base, currently open, and when I head inside, I see stairs leading up to different parts of the building. 


A young woman comes running in. Literally running, as if she can’t move anywhere at a slower pace. She has flame-red hair and pale, freckled skin. She’s wearing a two-piece swimming costume, along with sandals. She looks at me with surprise. 


“Hello, I don’t know you.”


“I’m Sera,” I say. “Seraphina.”


“Like the creatures?” 


I nod. “I’m new here. I just arrived.”


“You’re a new initiate?” She hesitates a moment. “Then I’d better find you a room. But we have to hurry. There’s a challenge starting, and no student can miss challenges. I’m Aria, by the way.”


She talks like she moves, as if incapable of slowing down even for a moment. She leads the way up the stairs, moving quickly along a hallway. 
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