

[image: cover.jpg]




 


 


 


 


 


 


ELEMENTAL HALL:


PYRE


 


(ELEMENTAL HALL – BOOK THREE)


 


 


 


 


MORGAN RICE


 




 


 


Morgan Rice


 


Morgan Rice is the #1 bestselling and USA Today bestselling author of the epic fantasy series THE SORCERER’S RING, comprising seventeen books; of the #1 bestselling series THE VAMPIRE JOURNALS, comprising twelve books; of the #1 bestselling series THE SURVIVAL TRILOGY, a post-apocalyptic thriller comprising three books; of the epic fantasy series KINGS AND SORCERERS, comprising six books; of the epic fantasy series OF CROWNS AND GLORY, comprising eight books; of the epic fantasy series A THRONE FOR SISTERS, comprising eight books; of the science fiction series THE INVASION CHRONICLES, comprising four books; of the fantasy series OLIVER BLUE AND THE SCHOOL FOR SEERS, comprising four books; of the fantasy series THE WAY OF STEEL, comprising four books; of the fantasy series AGE OF THE SORCERERS, comprising eight books; of the fantasy series SHADOWSEER, comprising five books; of the WISH series, comprising eight books; of the SWORD OF THE DEAD series, comprising five books (and counting); of the fantasy series OATHBORNE, comprising five books (and counting); and of the young adult epic fantasy series ELEMENTAL HALL, comprising five books (and counting). Morgan’s books are available in audio and print editions, and translations are available in over 25 languages.


Morgan loves to hear from you, so please feel free to visit www.morganricebooks.com to join the email list, receive a free book, receive free giveaways, download the free app, get the latest exclusive news, connect on Facebook and Twitter, and stay in touch!


 


Copyright © 2024 by Morgan Rice. All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior permission of the author.  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictionally. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 




 


BOOKS BY MORGAN RICE


 


ELEMENTAL HALL


ELEMENTAL HALL: NAUTICA (Book #1)


ELEMENTAL HALL: SKYHOLD (Book #2)


ELEMENTAL HALL: PYRE (Book #3)


ELEMENTAL HALL: CRAGFALL (Book #4)


ELEMENTAL HALL: MYST (Book #5)


 


OATHBORNE


YEAR ONE (Book #1)


YEAR TWO (Book #2)


YEAR THREE (Book #3)


YEAR FOUR (Book #4)


YEAR FIVE (Book #5)


 


SWORD OF THE DEAD


SWORD OF THE DEAD (Book #1)


SONG OF THE VALIANT (Book #2)


CROWN OF THE RIGHTEOUS (Book #3)


SHIELD OF THE FALLEN (Book #4)


CRY OF THE BOLD (Book #5)


 


WISH


WISH (Book #1)


DESIRE (Book #2)


ADORE (Book #3)


THIRST (Book #4)


ACHE (Book #5)


CRAVE (Book #6)


NEED (Book #7)


FATE (Book #8)


 


SHADOWSEER


SHADOWDEER: LONDON (Book #1)


SHADOWSEER: PARIS (Book #2)


SHADOWSEER: MUNICH (Book #3)


SHADOWSEER: ROME (Book #4)


SHADOWSEER: ATHENS (Book #5)


 


AGE OF THE SORCERERS


REALM OF DRAGONS (Book #1)


THRONE OF DRAGONS (Book #2)


BORN OF DRAGONS (Book #3)


RING OF DRAGONS (Book #4)


CROWN OF DRAGONS (Book #5)


DUSK OF DRAGONS (Book #6)


SHIELD OF DRAGONS (Book #7)


DREAM OF DRAGONS (Book #8)


 


OLIVER BLUE AND THE SCHOOL FOR SEERS


THE MAGIC FACTORY (Book #1)


THE ORB OF KANDRA (Book #2)


THE OBSIDIANS (Book #3)


THE SCEPTOR OF FIRE (Book #4)


 


THE INVASION CHRONICLES


TRANSMISSION (Book #1)


ARRIVAL (Book #2)


ASCENT (Book #3)


RETURN (Book #4)


 


THE WAY OF STEEL


ONLY THE WORTHY (Book #1)


ONLY THE VALIANT (Book #2)


ONLY THE DESTINED (Book #3)


ONLY THE BOLD (Book #4)


 


A THRONE FOR SISTERS


A THRONE FOR SISTERS (Book #1)


A COURT FOR THIEVES (Book #2)


A SONG FOR ORPHANS (Book #3)


A DIRGE FOR PRINCES (Book #4)


A JEWEL FOR ROYALS (BOOK #5)


A KISS FOR QUEENS (BOOK #6)


A CROWN FOR ASSASSINS (Book #7)


A CLASP FOR HEIRS (Book #8)


 


OF CROWNS AND GLORY 


SLAVE, WARRIOR, QUEEN (Book #1) 


ROGUE, PRISONER, PRINCESS (Book #2)


KNIGHT, HEIR, PRINCE (Book #3)


REBEL, PAWN, KING (Book #4)


SOLDIER, BROTHER, SORCERER (Book #5)


HERO, TRAITOR, DAUGHTER (Book #6)


RULER, RIVAL, EXILE (Book #7)


VICTOR, VANQUISHED, SON (Book #8)


 


KINGS AND SORCERERS


RISE OF THE DRAGONS (Book #1)


RISE OF THE VALIANT (Book #2)


THE WEIGHT OF HONOR (Book #3)


A FORGE OF VALOR (Book #4)


A REALM OF SHADOWS (Book #5)


NIGHT OF THE BOLD (Book #6)


 


THE SORCERER’S RING


A QUEST OF HEROES (Book #1)


A MARCH OF KINGS (Book #2)


A FATE OF DRAGONS (Book #3)


A CRY OF HONOR (Book #4)


A VOW OF GLORY (Book #5)


A CHARGE OF VALOR (Book #6)


A RITE OF SWORDS (Book #7)


A GRANT OF ARMS (Book #8)


A SKY OF SPELLS (Book #9)


A SEA OF SHIELDS (Book #10)


A REIGN OF STEEL (Book #11)


A LAND OF FIRE (Book #12)


A RULE OF QUEENS (Book #13)


AN OATH OF BROTHERS (Book #14)


A DREAM OF MORTALS (Book #15)


A JOUST OF KNIGHTS (Book #16)


THE GIFT OF BATTLE (Book #17)


 


THE SURVIVAL TRILOGY


ARENA ONE: SLAVERSUNNERS (Book #1)


ARENA TWO (Book #2)


ARENA THREE (Book #3)


 


VAMPIRE, FALLEN


BEFORE DAWN (Book #1)


 


THE VAMPIRE JOURNALS


TURNED (Book #1)


LOVED (Book #2)


BETRAYED (Book #3)


DESTINED (Book #4)


DESIRED (Book #5)


BETROTHED (Book #6)


VOWED (Book #7)


FOUND (Book #8)


RESURRECTED (Book #9)


CRAVED (Book #10)


FATED (Book #11)


OBSESSED (Book #12)




 


 


CONTENTS


 


 


PROLOGUE


CHAPTER ONE


CHAPTER TWO


CHAPTER THREE


CHAPTER FOUR


CHAPTER FIVE


CHAPTER SIX


CHAPTER SEVEN


CHAPTER EIGHT


CHAPTER NINE


CHAPTER TEN


CHAPTER ELEVEN


CHAPTER TWELVE


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


CHAPTER NINETEEN


CHAPTER TWENTY


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR


EPILOGUE


 




 


 


 



PROLOGUE


 


 


The storm whips around me, threatening to tear me apart, along with the ship I am on. Lightning flashes, and the wind roars, more like a living thing than a simple force of nature. I hold out a hand, trying to find a path through the storm, trying to use the control I have learned over water and wind to prevent it from sinking the ship. 


I briefly wonder what I must look like to the ship's crew, standing at the prow, my white robes rippling around me in the wind, my Ash blonde hair blown into chaos by it. Do they see an elementalist there to guide them, sent her on assignment from the Elemental Hall over the summer, or just a young woman of twenty?


I shake my head, fixing the deep blue of my eyes on the storm in front of me. I need to focus if we are not all going to die. For a ship to run even through the edges of the Veil of Storms like this is dangerous, bordering on suicidal. One slip on my part, and the whole vessel will find itself at the bottom of the ocean. 


I can feel sweat trickling across my skin, plastering my tunic and skirt to me. I have already removed my sandals to grip the wood of the deck better, to feel it beneath my feet. 


Lightning strikes the water ahead of us. I hear one of the sailors behind me gasp at the explosion of steam that throws up. I push that thought aside too. For now, there is only the storm, only the wind and the waves. 


We came here because we needed to study the storm. The same storm that has kept Lumina and Umbrae apart for generations. The storm that Umbrae has somehow managed to sneak ships through to attack targets in Lumina, when it should take both nations working together to pierce it. We do not know how. If Umbrae can get through without Lumina’s aid, then it is no longer the guarantee of peace that it once was. 


It would be so easy for me to lose myself in the storm, to let go and simply ride its power, the way I have before, at Stormhold, the second academy of the Elemental Hall. But I know what lies at the end of that path. The power of the storm is a thing that is almost alive. It is a thing that can make someone lose themselves completely, that could turn me into a madwoman, determined to destroy all around me. At Stormhold, I fought against someone touched by that madness: Gale Phantom, former elemental commander. She went into the Veil of Storms, thinking she could control it. Instead, she came out with the storm controlling her. 


I do not dare risk the same. Instead, I try to deflect the storm through more normal means, using all the tricks and skills I have learned. Yet, as powerful as I am, I do not have the strength for it. Even I cannot hold back the full fury of the Veil of Storms. And now, it seems as if the full power of the storm is bearing down on us. The ship lurches wildly, the rain feeling almost like a second ocean, it is so heavy. 


“Do something Seraphina!” the captain cries out. “You're meant to be our elementalist. Do something, or we will all drown!”


I can hear the fear in the captain's voice. He is decades older than me, huge and bushy-bearded, with corded muscles. He has sailed the seas around Lumina longer than I have been alive, yet he knows that I am the only thing standing between life and death for him and his crew. He knows that he might command this vessel, but I am the only one with any control here. 


At least, I hope so, but how can anybody hope to control the full might of the storm?


In desperation, I find myself reaching for the part of myself I used in my fight against Gale Phantom. The part of me that can do what my instructors claimed was impossible: to create or destroy air.


I use that part now, destroying the storm even as it seeks to destroy us, tearing into it the way a great shark might tear chunks of flesh from its prey. I can feel the storm’s anger as if it were something alive, something sentient, and it recoils from me as if sensing a threat it cannot deal with. The storm pulls back from me, leaving clear air around us, leaving us with a route to exit the Veil of Storms. It wants us gone, and I am happy to oblige.


I push the boat with wind and waves, helping us to get clear. Behind me, I hear the sailors cheer. I realize that they think I have somehow calmed the Veil of Storms, somehow gained control over it. That is not what has happened. It has fled from me in an inhuman terror. It has let us go because it fears the alternative. 


We pull out into the open ocean on Lumina's side of the veil. 


“I hope you got everything you needed,” the captain says, coming up to me. “Because I am not taking my crew back in there.”


Given his size, he should be intimidating. Instead, he looks frightened.


“I'm not sure what we found out in there,” I say. I have notes on the Veil of Storms, observations that might prove useful, but I still do not truly know how the Umbrans are sneaking through it. Do they have someone like me?


I can feel the sun already starting to dry my clothes, but I use a touch of magic to speed the process. The ocean is beautiful; I can feel it all around me the way I can feel my own limbs. There is a seraphin, one of the dolphin-like creatures of the deep, somewhere nearby. My parents named me for them: Seraphina Stormborn. 


“Where to now?” I ask the captain. I might have the power to quell a storm, but this is still his ship. 


“It's getting to time we should be taking you to the spot where you leave us,” he says. “And after this, I don’t see any reason to delay longer.”


I raise an eyebrow at that. Has it really been so long? Have I really been on the ship all summer? I'm surprised to realize that I have. A whole summer apart from my friends, apart from the people I care about. 


Apart from Darius. 


I look down at the winding pattern of tattoos on my arm, showing a seraphin and one of the great feathered zephyrs, along with a pattern of water droplets and plumes of wind. I have studied at two of the Elemental Hall’s schools, learning the power of the waves and the storms. 


Now, though, it is time for me to continue my training at the third such academy. It is time for me to learn the secrets of fire. 


I have a cabin on the ship. The captain insisted on that. Perhaps he saw the way some of the sailors’ eyes roved over me as I came aboard. Perhaps he saw the potential for trouble there. As it is, several of them have made suggestions that I have laughed away. They have not tried to push the point. They know the power of an elementalist, and in any case, I suspect that the captain would not react well. He has treated me like a daughter all summer.


Possibly better than a daughter. My own parents were quick to try to force me into an unwanted marriage before I made it into the Elemental Hall.


I rest in the cabin now. Normally, my job is to help push the boat along through my control over the elements, ensuring that we have favorable winds and that the currents run with us. Taking on the Veil of Storms, though, has left me far too tired for that. I rest atop my bed, my thoughts drifting to Darius. 


Darius, beautiful dark-haired Darius. The young man from Umbrae who washed up on the shores of the first school, Nautica. Who has such control over the storm that I have felt him play lightning across my skin in a gentle dance. Who is currently trapped in Stormhold with the other Umbran students, the ones brought to the Elemental Hall in an exchange by ambassadors of Umbrae.


Those students were meant to stay and study at the Elemental Hall, to build connections. But everyone knows that Umbrae does not do anything without a plan. Lumina does not trust any of them. 


The rest of us were given assignments over the summer appropriate to the skills of an elementalist who had passed two years of training, sent out around Lumina to work and hone our skills in tasks particularly suited to each of us. 


The Umbran students, however, were all given assignments that would keep them at the Elemental Hall. Ostensibly, Darius is studying the vortex at the heart of the library on Stormhold, but the truth is it is a duty for the summer designed to keep him there, where he can be watched carefully.


I long for the kind of wild summer we had last year, after Nautica, when we did not have such assignments given to us. Darius and I drifted like so much driftwood, making our way along the coast of Lumina, sleeping together under the stars. Is he thinking of me the way I'm thinking of him?


It is hard to know for sure. We did not leave things between us in the best place. He believes in me and in my power, but he has also had moments of jealousy that have pushed me away. And I… well, I kissed another young man. I kissed Orion, the highest noble in the Elemental Hall, linked to the royal house of Lumina. It has driven a wedge between the two of us that I am not sure we will recover from.


How long do I lie there? Long enough, at least, that exhaustion claims me and I drift into sleep, dreaming of Darius and hoping that things will be better between us.


“Land ahoy!”


The captain's words drag me from my sleep. I pull myself to my feet and head up onto deck. I get my first view of Pyre then, the islands on which I am to learn the element of fire. 


Nautica was a whole string of islands surrounded by mists and strange currents. Stormhold was a floating fortress, tethered to the top of a mountain with chains as if it were a balloon that might drift off at any moment. 


Pyre is at least as spectacular in its own way. A series of small islands lies scattered around one central hub, a larger island on which sits a volcano from which smoke seems to pour constantly. Much of the landscape is barren. I can see whole lava fields and spurs of rock jutting out into the ocean. Those must be spots where lava has flowed into it and cooled. 


Unlike the previous two academies, there are no signs of structures other than a small dock at the base of the volcano. I am not sure what that means until I see the openings on the volcano's surface. I realize then that Pyre exists within that landscape of flames and molten rock. 


We move closer. I hurry below to collect my things. I do not have many possessions. They all fit into a large bag, which I sling over my shoulder. By the time I return to the deck, we are pulling up to the dock. 


The captain shakes my hand. “It has been an honor to have you aboard, Seraphina,” he says, then pulls me into a crushing hug. “And if you can't pass their tests with fire, there is always a place for you on my boat.”


I'm grateful for that. It has felt almost as if I was made for this over the summer, born to help out on such a vessel. Yet I hope I will not have to take up the captain on his offer. I have no intention of failing here. If I am to become an elemental master, I must learn to control all the elements. Water, air, earth, spirit and, yes, fire. 


I step off the boat, using my powers to help it back out into the water safely. I watch it go, then turn back to the sight of the volcano above me. This is Pyre. This is where I will study this year. This is where I must learn to master fire. 




 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE 


 


 


There is only heat as I climb the side of the volcano. A heat that hints at fires below ground, at great flows of magma, at the potential for violence. 


There is a trail leading up from the docks, and so I am following it. It seems to lead to one of the cavern entrances I spied before in the side of the volcano. Is that the way into the school? Into Pyre?


The climb is far from easy. The volcanic dust on the side of the volcano is so fine that it is slippery, giving way under my feet, so that I slide back a step for every two I take. The temperature only makes the climb harder. Nautica was tropical, but this is a dry, roasting heat, without the prospect of sudden storms to cool us.


It seems to take me forever before I can reach the mouth of the cave. I can see that the path continues within, and a figure stands there, dressed in robes of bright red. His hood is pulled up around his head so that it is impossible to see his face. Even so, I know that he is looking me over, assessing me. 


“Show your mark,” he says, in a deep voice. “And identify yourself.”


I know that is the first stage to entering. The mark on my forearm is magically inscribed proof that I have completed the first two stages of the training. The mark is different for each student, showing something of the challenges they have endured along the way. I pull up my sleeve, letting him see the winding tattoo that graces my skin there. 


“I am Seraphina Stormborn,” I tell him. 


It is impossible to see his reaction to my name. The hood hides his expression completely. Yet, he nods after a few seconds, stepping back and gesturing to the tunnel beyond.


“Very well. If you wish to enter Pyre, follow this tunnel. But know that the way is dangerous. Those who would enter as students must pass through the fire.”


There is something about the way that he says it that makes me pause, a tiny thrill of fear running through me at the words. I have already guessed that there will be a test to try to enter here, as there was for the first two academies, but that is very different from the reality of facing up to it. 


I could still turn back. I'm sure that there will be a way off the island soon enough and that I will be able to find a position on one of Lumina's ships. I have passed two years of the Elemental Hall. That counts for a lot.


But not enough. I know that if I turn back now, I will always wonder how much more I could have learned. I will always wonder if I could have made it all the way to be an elemental master. 


And there are other considerations. Presumably, Darius is in there somewhere. I long to see him again. It has been a lonely summer without him, however complicated things have become between us. No, I will do this. I will push through whatever this first test is.


I make my way along the tunnel. The heat grows, becoming something oppressive, almost painful. Flames shoot from the walls, making me cry out in shock as they catch me by surprise. I manage to dodge out of the way, but barely. The ground underfoot is growing hotter as well, so that it is almost painful to put one foot down in front of the other. 


Still, I make progress. I get the sense of the heat and the flames growing, little by little, giving me the choice to turn back with each step. That, I guess, is a part of the test, asking the students if they possess the courage to risk themselves. 


I try to reach out for the flames with my mind the way I might for air or for water. Water is my affinity, but I have learned to control air as well. Yet fire… I do not have formal training with fire yet, and magic is rarely so simple as just wishing for a thing to happen. With an element that is not an elementalist’s main affinity, we must learn forms of moving and thinking to try to push our minds into the right spaces to control those forces. 


This test allows no time for that. We must simply face the flames, and either continue or turn back. I push forward, my determination making it impossible for me to do anything else. There are real flames below now, hot coals beneath my feet, so that to stand still for a moment would mean them burning. The only option is to press on, using my control over the air to pull whatever moisture I can around me in a kind of cloak of protection. But the fire is so intense that it quickly turns this moisture to steam, burning away my attempts to use other elements.


It is clear that it is only control of fire that will work here. That is a frightening thought, when I do you not yet have that control. The test feels unfair, asking for something that the students cannot yet possess. 


Still, I keep moving forward. 


Ahead now, I see the biggest challenge of all. There is a curtain of flames across my path. Those flames dance and flicker, the heat from them palpable even here. The sight of them is almost enough to make me stop, but I cannot do that without burning my feet. I have to keep going towards them, or turn back. There is no in-between. 


I keep moving forward. I can see the open space beyond the curtain of flames. I can see the space I need to get to. Maybe there is no trick to this. Maybe the point is simply to face it head-on, flinging oneself through the flames. 


If that is what I must do to enter Pyre, then that is what I will do. 


As soon as that determination settles within me, I feel the flames in a new way. Each element seems to have a key, a way of connecting to it. I realize that, for fire, the key is courage. Determination. At least, it is for me. Perhaps it is for everybody. Is that the point of this test? To force people into a position where only courage will get them through?


Feeling it, I understand the flames. Not the way that I understand water or air, but well enough, at least for now. I have experimented with the other elements in the previous years. Enough to call a flicker of flame to me if I need it. 


Now, I need far more control than that. 


I use my connection to the flames. I do not seek to extinguish them. That is not something the heat and the power will allow. But I can turn the flames from me. I can make it so that the fire does not touch me. I can see how to do that now, the same way that I once saw how to breathe in water or how to summon gusts of air. I know that this is the skill the test requires.


So I use it. 


I turn the flames aside. It means that I am able to stop in place, my feet no longer in danger of burning. It is an effort, but I can hold this power. I turn my attention to the curtain of flames. I reach for them with my magic. I do not have the power yet to part them; I realize that as soon as I made contact with the energy holding them in place. But perhaps I can direct that power around me. 


Perhaps. That still seems that a dangerous basis on which to throw myself into a fire. 


But I can see now that danger is the point. It is the price we pay for learning the secrets of the elements. We risk all that we are. I have thrown myself into the middle of the strongest storms. I have immersed myself in deep water to face creatures that would rip me limb from limb if I made a mistake. 


I will not back down now in the face of fire. 


I run at the flames, gathering my courage, doing what I can to protect myself. I have no idea if it will be enough. If I will have the strength I need to survive this. But I still do it. I leap at the flames, feeling the heat as my body flies towards them. 


An instant before I contact with the curtain of flames, they blink out as if they were never there. I tumble through the opening, rolling as I hit the ground, then coming to my feet. 


I am in the vast crater of the volcano, the space above open to the sky, a cool rain falling, the droplets turning to steam before they can even hit the ground. There are buildings in the crater, seemingly shaped from cooled magma, the flows of the lava controlled to build them. 


I am not alone, as much as I might wish to be after my tumble. There is a figure in red robes standing there. She is in her 40s, with flame-red hair and eyes that seem to flicker in the firelight. Flame tattoos seem to move over her skin like something living. She looks me over, then nods, holding out a red robe to replace my initiate's white. 


“Welcome to Pyre,” she says. “I am Elemental Mistress Deidre. And you are Seraphina Stormborn.”


It is not a question, but I nod nonetheless, reaching out to take the robe, replacing the white robe that I got at Stormhold with it. It is warm to the touch, but it is not stuffy once I am wearing it. If anything, it seems to keep out a fraction of the heat around me. 


“The flames just… vanished,” I say. 


Elemental Mistress Deidre smiles at that. “Did you think that we would simply burn you to a crisp?”


Given the nature of some of the tests around the Elemental Hall, the possibility seemed real enough. This is a place designed to create elementalists with control over some of the greatest powers in the world. It does not hold back from putting us in danger.


“So it was a trick?” I ask.


Elemental Mistress Deirdre shrugs.


“I think you have felt for yourself the first step in touching the power of fire,” the elemental mistress says. “It is the courage to reach out and put one's hand in the flames. If you have that, you can learn to master fire. If you do not have it, all the training in the world will be useless to you.”


She makes it sound so simple, but I know that mastering an element is never quite that easy. There will be months of training ahead, and challenges, designed to test everything we have learned. Designed to see if we are worthy of moving on to the next step. For now, I am simply grateful that I have passed the first test. 


“You know what to do by now,” the elemental mistress says. “Go find yourself a room in the dormitories, learn where everything is. The first lessons will begin soon enough.”


I nod, then move away from her, trying to find my way around in this strange new place. I make my way through the buildings, although Pyre seems to exist at least as much in tunnels running through the volcano as in its crater. It does not take me long to find a dormitory, stowing my things in one of the rooms. Already, there are others picking out rooms, some laughing and enjoying themselves there, others hurrying off into the rest of this academy of the Elemental Hall. 


I am one of those. I go to find the library next, realizing after some searching that it is a large, almost spherical building, formed of black obsidian, melted and shaped by the heat of the flames around it. There is a kind of training yard in front of it, and I can see many of my friends gathered there. I recognize faces from the previous years: Aria is there, darting back and forth, her short red hair framing a face of lively smiles. Cara, dark-haired and serious, is beside her, as is Nissa, whose healing skills are always welcome, given the dangers of our training. 


I see Orion standing near them. He is muscular, tall and blonde haired, with strong, square jawed features and piercing blue eyes. It is impossible to look at him and not feel anything, especially when he smiles my way. 


“We were wondering when you would get here,” he says. 


Standing next to him, Sybil glowers at me. She is beautiful, of course, dressed in the finery of a minor noble, her red robe almost an afterthought atop it. She is slender and dark haired, living flowers dotting her hair. 


In our first year at the Elemental Hall, I entered into a fake relationship with Orion to keep him from having to leave to marry Princess Tia of Lumina. Ever since then, Sybil has not liked me. It doesn't seem to help that she is now in her own brand of fake relationship with Orion, because he needs to be with someone to stop his family from forcing him to leave to go into the marriage they have arranged to royalty. He told me before that he would break up with Sybil, but it is obvious he cannot do that before he completes his studies, not if he wants to stay.


Thoughts of Orion fly out of my head as I see a group of figures approaching. They wear the black and grey of Umbrae under their red robes. The group is a collection of students brought to the Elemental Hall by Umbrae's ambassadors as a kind of exchange program. Most of them would probably see me dead if they could. 


One though, is different to the others. He is dark haired and lean, with bronze skin that seems to reflect the fire lights. I rush over to Darius, glad to see him after all this time. I want him to hold me in his arms.


Instead, he stands a little back from me. “Seraphina, you made it. I'm glad.”


It is the kind of greeting he might give a friend when I thought we were much closer than that. There is something haunted in his eyes, and as I move to get closer to him, he takes the smallest step further back. 


I had thought that this would be a moment of grand reunion for the two of us. Instead, I am left standing there, not knowing what is going on. It seems that my hopes of our differences being simply reconciled are destined to be dashed. 


I want to be with him, but I do not know how when he will not even stand near me. 




 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO 


 


 


Darius is almost as distant in the couple of weeks that follow. Somehow, through all our lessons, and all the time that we spend training, we are never alone. There is some pain in him that I cannot reach past, even though I wish to with all my heart. 
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