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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


I'm lost again. 


All summer spent in the library of Lumina’s capital, and I still do not know my way around it. That is a testament to its size, rather than to any failure of my memory. Even some of the grey-robed librarians who monitor its spaces do not seem to know everything about it. 


I hurry through the bookshelves, my own red robes flowing behind me as I do so, my ash blonde hair escaping from where I’ve tied it at the nape of my neck. My blue eyes scan the shelves, trying as usual to find something that will prove useful. I would rather be diving down into the ocean somewhere, but I must dive into the stacks of books instead, looking for answers. 


I dig out a slim volume half hidden behind a thick book of Umbran battle poetry. The Precursors and their Works is the title. I have been searching for it for half a day, the search complicated by the fact that I must be discreet about what I am doing. Officially, the aim of my research over the summer is not stated, but I must be careful not to let too many people know that I am looking into the creatures who were the predecessors of elementalists such as myself, and whose ability to control the elements seems to have been greater than the strongest elementalists today, halfway to the realm of myth.


I do not want people connecting those precursors to me and the things I have been able to do. I am able to destroy and create air when I was told that is impossible. I have seen the future in a flame, when even those few elementalists skilled in scrying can only use flames to see at a distance. I have summoned a leviathan from the depths to devour a horde of kraken. 


None of these things are things that an Elementalist should be able to do. Whenever I walk through the capital, I hear whispers about me now. The library is as much a refuge as a place to study. 


Taking the book, I head for one of the nooks created by the strange angles of the shelves. There is a table and a solitary chair there. Light filters in through stained-glass windows high above, augmented here and there by glowing shards of crystal. No flames are trusted within the library.


I start to make notes, as I have with so many texts before. 


The power of the precursors is undeniable. Their works include the Veil of Storms, the floating island of Stormhold, the shadow walls, and more. This text will seek to delineate those achievements and shed light on their history.


It’s a promising beginning, but the book quickly goes downhill from there. As far as I can see, it contains no new information. It simply lists some of the works of the precursors, has a brief section about their language which seems to be as much speculation as academic work, and as for the sections on their history… 


It is like all the books I have found over the course of the summer. It is a collection of half-remembered myths, fragments of history, and rumor, all jumbled together until it is impossible to say for sure what is true. I know now that there was some kind of people who existed before humanity learned to control elemental power. I know that, for a time, they ruled the whole world, both Lumina and Umbrae. I know that there were conflicts between factions of them. I know that something happened to them, leaving humanity in control of the world rather than them. I know all that, but it is not even close to being enough. 


Beyond that, it is impossible to say much. I do not even truly know what they looked like, because all the pictures we have of them come from far later. My assignment for the summer is proving frustrating. A part of me longs to be out on a ship the way I was last year, or drifting aimlessly with Darius, the young Umbran man I fell in love with, the summer before that, before he abandoned me in Pyre, and I found myself with Orion instead.


Instead, I'm here, trying to find answers, trying to understand myself and trying to find a way to rebuild the Veil of Storms, the great band of storm filled waters dividing Lumina from Umbrae, after it fell last year. I still cannot shake the feeling that I played some part in that. I destroyed a small fragment of the vast storm so the ship I was on might survive its fury. Did that create a loose thread that meant the whole of it could unravel?


“Sera, are you in here? Seraphina?” Orion’s voice rings out over the stillness and silence of the library. I wince at the loudness of it, because Orion doesn't seem to have gotten the hang of the library’s rules around causing a disturbance. Perhaps he simply thinks those don't apply to him. As one of the highest nobles of Lumina, plenty of rules don't. 


I also smile, because if there's one good thing about the way I've spent the summer, it is that I have been close to Orion. His assignment, as usual, is to be a guard to Princess Tia. Queen Tia, now, I correct myself. I'm still getting used to the fact that she is Lumina’s new ruler following her mother's death at the start of the summer. I suspect she's still getting used to it too.


I haven't seen as much of Orion as I would have liked. I had envisaged us spending our nights together over the summer, sleeping side by side. Kissing each other farewell every morning to go to our respective duties. But our duties have proven more onerous than that. We have had to snatch moments with one another where we can, and those have been growing rarer. I almost get the feeling that Queen Tia has been keeping Orion close to her deliberately, trying to prevent me spending too much time with him, since she makes no secret of the fact that she is in love with him, and I am the one he is currently with. 


“I'm over here, Orion,” I say. Of course, one of the librarians shushes me. 


I can hear the sounds of him clattering his way through the bookshelves. He is built for strength and solidity, not effortless grace. It doesn't help that he is currently wearing armor inscribed with runes, a sword slung across his back. He still wears his robes over the top, proclaiming him to be, not just some royal guard, but an elementalist with three years of training at the Elemental Hall behind him. We both have that honor. We have both learned to control water at Nautica, air at Stormhold, and fire at Pyre. It is getting close to the point where we will move on to learn the secrets of stone at Cragfall. I am excited by the prospect, but I know that Orion lives for that day. It is rare for a noble of his stature to be a student of the Elemental Hall; he has had to fight against his parents’ wishes to attend it. His affinity has always been for stone in any case. Cragfall should be everything he has dreamed of.


I take a moment to simply stare at him as he approaches. Somehow, it is easy to forget how handsome Orion is when he is not around. He has sandy blonde hair, piercing blue eyes and square jawed good looks that make eyes turn towards him wherever he goes. 


Yet he looks at me as if I am the beautiful one. 


I go to him, kissing him, expecting him to kiss me back with strength and passion. Yet he is tentative in a way that he is usually not around me. I don't think it is just the prohibitions of the library, or what the librarians would think if they found us, that stops him. 


Instead, he holds me out at arm’s length, looking serious. 


“Are you ready to head off?” he asks. “Today's the day.”


That catches me by surprise. I've lost track. It doesn't help that some nights I don't sleep because I'm spending so much time in the library. But I would have thought that I would remember the day when we are all meant to leave for our next year of training. 


“I'll need to get my things,” I say. “I'll need to pack.”


I don't have as many possessions as someone like Orion, but I still have a few belongings, bought with the stipend that comes with this assignment. 


“Okay,” Orion says. “But be quick. We need to get to the boat, and… there’s something I need to tell you.”


Even as he says it, another figure comes hurrying through the library. It is our friend Aria. She has short red hair and pixie-ish features. She is dressed in the bright, silver-trimmed livery of a royal messenger. My understanding is that she has been enjoying herself, running all over the capital for the summer, passing messages and probably picking up all the gossip available. 


“There you are,” she says. She's unable to stand in one place for very long, as if the very idea of stillness is anathema to her. “I've been looking for you everywhere, Orion. The queen wants to see you. She says it's urgent. You should come too, Sera. She wants you there.”


“Sera should stay,” Orion says. 


“Why?” I ask. “What is it? What's happening?”


“Its…” Orion looks embarrassed and a little hurt. “I don't think I have the words to explain it properly. Please, just wait here.”


“The queen insisted,” Aria points out. 


I’m not about to go against what sounds like a royal command. In any case, I don’t want to stay behind when there is something going on like this. Something that seems to be a secret, at least as far as Orion is concerned. Certainly, he isn't offering me any explanation as we leave the library, heading through the streets of the capital towards the palace.


I do not think I will ever be used to the scale of Lux, Lumina’s capital, to just how many people there are here, how many buildings, ranging from simply built hovels to elegant constructions of marble and granite. Lamps line the streets, ready to light the city using elemental power at night. Riders hurry by along broad thoroughfares. 


The palace sits at the heart of it all, constructed from five kinds of stone to represent the five elements: water, air, fire, stone and spirit. It is a place of elegant curves and tall spires, designed for ornament at least as much as for defense. 


The guards at the gate step back to let us through, obviously recognizing both Orion and Aria. Possibly they even recognize me. I go through with them, hurrying to the main audience chamber of the palace, a huge space whose roof is supported by pillars in the shape of the different elements, with stone shaped to look like flickering flames and a sweeping wave.


It is filled with nobles dressed in the kind of finery I can only dream of. There are guards along the walls, in their armor, while servants hurry back and forth in every direction. 


Queen Tia is sitting on a throne of spun glass that catches the light and reflects it in every direction. Her red hair spills down over a dress of pale, shimmering cloth. She has the crown atop her head, jewels reflecting every color of the rainbow. The whole room falls silent as we enter, and Queen Tia smiles over at us.


“Orion, Seraphina, there you are! Come forward.”


The queen knows who I am, mostly because I saved her life back on Stormhold, when a rogue elemental commander tried to kill her. I step forward, along with Orion. The last couple of months seem to have aged the queen, even though she is only twenty-one, the same as us, forcing responsibilities on her as Lumina has had to deal with raids and incursions from its neighbor, Umbrae. 


She beckons us closer. Close enough that she can whisper without being heard by the whole court. She whispers to me, in particular. 


“Seraphina, how is your research going?”


Of course, the queen knows what I'm attempting to do, even if I suspect that she does not know quite what I am. I'm not sure I do.


“I have yet to find the answers I'm looking for,” I say. 


“Do you think that it's possible?” she asks. “Do you think that you could rebuild the veil?”


“I… don't know, your majesty,” I admit. “I wish I could say for sure.”


There is a slight flicker of disappointment in her features. “I suppose it was too much to hope for. I also want to say, I'm not doing this next part to hurt you. I still owe you my life. I still regard you as a friend, Seraphina. But this is a matter of state, not something personal.”


“What do you mean?” I ask. 


Queen Tia stands, taking Orion’s hand in hers. “My nobles. People of Lumina. I'm glad that you can be here today. I am glad that I have so many loyal subjects around me to witness this moment.”


Orion looks uncomfortable. It is obvious that he knows exactly what is coming. 


“We are here today because the time has come for me to announce that I am to be married!”


That gets a cheer from everyone in the hall except me and Orion. Orion is looking at me as if scared about how I will react, and I … I am too stunned to do anything.


“I am to marry Orion, son of two of my most loyal counsellors. This marriage will take place on the conclusion of his studies at the Elemental Hall, when he will take his place beside me as my king consort, and the commander of my armies.”


Another cheer goes up. Its joy is only a mirror to the pain that I feel in that moment. Orion has agreed to marry the queen. I thought we were… I don't know what we were, but we were something. 


I feel as though I have been stabbed in the heart. I stumble back from the queen and from Orion. The movement is so sudden that the guards start to react as if thinking I’m about to attack them, but they let me pass a moment later when it’s clear I just want to leave. I stumble through the chamber, through the ranks of the nobles, out into the street. I’m not even thinking.


Everything hurts. I feel betrayed, my world torn apart. Orion is going to marry the queen? Tia said it was just a matter of state, but it feels much more personal than that, because I’m the one who is only just learning that my boyfriend has agreed to marry someone else. I feel as though my heart is being torn out of my chest. 


How could they do this?


I look around wildly, searching for answers. I look down towards the docks. I know that soon, I will have to get on a ship with Orion and the others, heading for Cragfall. 


I do not know that I can. Just the thought of it makes me sick. How am I meant to be anywhere near Orion at a moment like this? I can’t. I won’t. 


Does that mean that I can’t go to Cragfall? For a moment, it seems as though my entire future is spinning away from me, until I clamp down firmly on that thought. I’m going to Cragfall. I’m going to finish my studies at the Elemental Academy. No one can stop me from doing that. Not Orion, not the queen, not anyone. 


But that doesn't mean I have to be on the same boat as Orion, listening to whatever weak excuses he wants to give me. I rush through the streets, heading for my simple lodgings on the top floor of an inn. I gather my things, tossing a coin to the innkeeper as I leave, barely even looking at him. 


I run down to the docks. I can see the grand, elegantly painted vessel that is waiting to take us all to Cragfall. I know I must find another. I cannot, will not, spend days on the same boat as Orion, with him trying to persuade me that everything is still fine between us, when he has just torn away my entire world.


In the end, I pay my remaining coin to a fisherman for his small boat. It is a tiny thing, barely big enough for me. Certainly not the kind of thing most people would take on an ocean voyage. 


But right now, if it means I can get to Cragfall without having to see Orion, I will take anything I can get.




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Anger propels me from the harbor at a speed most people would not dare. My boat is small, but I have complete control over the waves and wind, reaching down for them, my powers moving the boat along as fast as it will go.


I head out into the open ocean. Storm clouds are gathering above me, in response to my emotions, and in just seconds rain is falling all around me. I do not care. If anything, it hides the tears falling from my eyes. 


How could Orion do something like this? How could he agree to marry Tia? Over the past few years, he’s spent all his time trying to avoid it. He’s been involved in fake relationships, first with me, then with a noble student called Sybil, trying to show his parents that he was taken. He'd hoped that would be enough to keep him from being pushed into an arranged marriage and having to leave the Elemental Hall. 


I went along with it at first because my parents had also tried to push me into a marriage I didn't want back before I left for the Elemental Hall. I'd understood how much Orion wanted to avoid being forced into something he didn't choose. When our relationship bloomed into something real, I had assumed that Orion would never betray me.


Now it seems he has done exactly that. He has agreed to marry the queen. 


Not right away, of course. Orion has been careful to get what he wants from the arrangement, to make sure that he will complete his studies. Tia gets a king to help her rule. As she said, it was statecraft, not personal. 


But I am the one who is left with nothing. 


That thought brings a crackle of lightning from the sky. I wonder if I should just keep sailing. Do I really need to head to the Elemental Hall when Orion will be there? Do I really need to spend another year around him, training carefully to become an elemental master? I have already learned the skills associated with three of the elements. Do I need to learn about stone and spirit?


I shake my head, pushing away that thought. I can no more give up on the Elemental Hall than Orion can. I want it at least as much as he does, probably more. I need it. I am not some grand noble, whose family holdings will support them. Yes, my training so far will get me a position somewhere, perhaps as an elementalist aboard a ship or even in Lumina’s armies, but that is not the same thing as completing the training. I will always feel that I have failed, and there will be so many paths closed to me that would otherwise be open. 


I might never find out who, or what, I really am.


I must go to Cragfall. I must train there. I must become as strong with stone as I am with wind and wave and fire. I must do it, even though seeing Orion there will hurt me in every moment. 


He knew this was going to happen. That much is obvious. He was planning to tell me in the library, and it isn’t as though a royal marriage can be arranged without some discussion. Tia at least apologized for it, and as queen, she probably doesn't have to apologize for much. She is doing what she thinks is best for the kingdom. Orion is just acting in his own interest. The way he always seems to.


I try to put Orion from my thoughts as I pilot the boat across the ocean, using my skills to make it move as fast as I can, so there is no chance that the ship from the capital catch up to me. Orion and I will need to talk at some point, if only so I can shout my rage at his actions to his face, but not now. Perhaps not for a long time. I don't want to hear whatever justifications he has come up with for this.


So I sail, pushing the boat as hard as I can, following a chart. Cragfall is easy enough to find. It is not hidden the way Nautica was. Getting there is simply a matter of perseverance, of controlling the currents, of making sure the winds are in the right directions. 


I should go slower. I should take my time, but I do not. That is why, when a ship swings out from behind a small cluster of islands, I am too close. 


Sudden fear rises in me at the sight of it, and I tighten my grip on the tiller of my boat. The ship is dark, painted black with flashes of grey, a half-moon flag flying over it. Figures in similar dark clothes swarm on the deck. Around the islands, I can see the wreckage of at least one other boat. This is an Umbran ship, waiting in ambush. 


For me? No. There is no way they could know I was coming, certainly not alone like this. They are simply waiting for whoever passes, engaging in piracy and murder to try to weaken Lumina and cripple its shipping. They harry Lumina like a pack of wolves darting at the edges of a herd of deer, picking off the weak, trying to wear us down.


The ship swings towards me. A voice booms out from it, carried unnaturally by the wind, suggesting that they have at least one elementalist aboard. 


“Drop your sail and prepare to be boarded!" The voice commands. "You and all you own now belong to the Emperor of Umbrae. Try to resist, and you will know pain."


I should be filled with terror. Fear should grip me like an iron hand, paralyzing me. I have heard stories of how vile Umbrae can be with those it captures. It is a land where the strong will rule over the weak, doing exactly as they please with them. The thought of being attacked, chased, captured by such folk should reduce me to a quivering wreck.


Instead, anger roars through me as their ship closes in. The storm boils and bubbles above me and I hear cries from the ship as they realize I am an elementalist. I call down lightning to lash at their deck. Their elementalist barely deflects it in time. I reach for the waves, creating a maelstrom that threatens to suck them in. It is obvious their elementalist is putting all their power into preventing that now. 


And that is the moment when I hit them with fire. I send bursts of it to scatter along their hull, the tar that it is sealed with catching light, forcing my foes to panic. They manage to douse the fire, but now, I feel something deeper and darker within me. I reach up into the storm above, and I create something. I lend it a spark of power from a place deep within me that I have only touched a few times before. 


In that moment this is not just a storm, but the storm. The same living storm that I became one with back on Stormhold. The same storm I snuffed out, after its malevolence had possessed the elemental commander Gale Phantom. The storm that made up the Veil of Storms, alive and deadly, hating the small creatures that tried to control it. 


There is more power there now than I could summon alone. It rips at the Umbran ship, threatening to tear it apart. Threatening to tear my boat apart too. I do not know how I have done this, but I know I must stop it, before it is too late. 


I reach up again with the hidden parts of me, snuffing the air of the storm out of existence. I cannot allow this thing, this elemental entity of pure hatred, to come into being here. Not like this.


I can hear my foes screaming as they struggle to save their ship. I take advantage of that panic to run, using the wind and the waves to push my small boat away from them. I have hurt them in my first strike, but I do not know what else they have aboard their vessel. I have sunk ships before, but now I am content to flee, moving quickly while their ship limps. 


It is not long before they are out of sight. I breathe a sigh of relief, letting the magic fall from around me, and it is as if all my emotions hit me at once. The fear I should have felt before comes now, making me shake and double over in the bottom of my boat. It is accompanied by the pain of what Orion has done to me, my fears that I will be alone now at Cragfall. 


I am gripped by my fears about what I have just done as well. I spent the summer looking for a way to maybe recreate the Veil of Storms, and now I have created such a living storm almost by accident. The exhaustion of doing that hits me even as I realize what I've done. I don't know how I did it, but I did, and it feels as though it has taken everything from within me.


All I can do is lie at the bottom of the boat, weeping in the aftermath of the fight.


I don't know how long it is before I push back to my feet, only that it is dark and that I have almost no strength left. I sail through the night, using the stars to guide me. I do not use my powers now to go faster. I need to conserve my energy. I sleep only briefly, and keep sailing. 


It is dawn before Cragfall comes into view, its mountainous form rising high above the ocean.


It is not just one mountain, but a whole range of them. Some jut out of the ocean like teeth. Some cluster together on larger islands. One craggy peak stands above all of them, like a finger pointing to the sky. The mountains are different colors, seemingly formed from every kind of stone imaginable. That should be impossible in one spot. It makes it clear that they are not something purely natural, but were instead constructed somehow, called into being, raised up until they touched the heavens.


This is where I will spend the coming months. This is where I must master the element of stone.




 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


I weave my way around the rocks to reach a spot where I can land. I can see a Luminan ship patrolling the waters, obviously trying to keep Cragfall safe, after the Umbrans attacked Pyre last year. Before the fall of the Veil of Storms, there was no need to defend the Elemental Hall like this. Now, it is essential. 


I can also see the ship carrying Orion, Aria and those of the others who were in the capital approaching on the horizon. I'm still ahead of them, but not as far as I would like, since I've had to sail more slowly through the night. 


I pull in close to the shore of what seems to be the main island, tying up my boat in a small harbor, next to a quay. A figure is standing at the base of the mountain, clad in brown robes. He is large, heavily muscled and dark bearded. He looks at me with one steel grey eye as I approach. His other eye is missing, replaced by a golden orb that still gives the impression of seeing me somehow. 
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