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			Chapter 1

			I volunteered to die four days ago. Now that the carriage finally stops rolling, I know the end is almost here.

			Outside the padded carriage walls, voices shout orders, wagon wheels creak, and boots stomp through mud.

			The selector snaps his fingers for my attention. ‘We’ve arrived.’

			‘Where are we?’

			‘You’ll see soon enough.’ He produces a small badge with the letter ‘V’ from a pocket in his fancy robe. ‘Pin this to your tunic.’

			I take it, examining the metal. ‘What’s this for?’

			‘It marks you as a volunteer.’

			I hesitantly pin the ‘V’ badge to my tunic, feeling like I’ve been branded. My fingers tremble slightly as I secure it, the metal cold against my skin. Volunteer. Technically, I suppose it’s the truth, even if I felt like I had no choice in the matter. ‘Why does it matter if I volunteered?’

			‘Confluence Academy keeps extensive records. It will be noted as you’re processed and then you’ll be free to discard the badge. The “why” beyond that is none of your concern.’

			Confluence Academy? The words hit like a punch.

			Confluence is the school where primals are trained. It is an even more well-­kept secret than facts about the primals themselves. It’s usually talked about with the same level of belief as vampires, siphons, and werewolves. Yet the selector just casually implied we’re parked outside its doorstep.

			‘I thought Confluence Academy was just a story.’

			‘It’s quite real, offering.’ He sighs the words, as if this is a tiresome conversation he’s had dozens of times – as if dragging people from their homes to a place they hardly believed existed was ordinary. ‘Take her,’ he says, nodding to the guards.

			

			I’m hauled to my feet, my legs stiff and aching from days of travel. My heartbeat quickens, a desperate flutter against my ribs as reality crashes down. A stupid, hopeful part of me wants to believe that if this really is Confluence Academy, I might actually have a chance to live.

			An academy. As in, a place where people are trained. It’s not a sacrificial pit. There’s not a fire dragon waiting to eat me outside the carriage like kids used to whisper about when I was little.

			But it still feels wrong. Empire takes one person aged between eighteen and twenty-­one from every town and city each year. Nobody ever sees them again. If the offerings collected by selectors were becoming primals, surely some would come back to tell their loved ones. The truth would get out.

			The guard shoves open the carriage door, and I’m thrust into a world of pure chaos.

			The damp, earthy smell of mud churned by hundreds of horses and boots hits me first. Then the pungent stench of fear and stale sweat. And something else – like the air after lightning strikes, but sharper. More alive.

			My stomach knots so violently I nearly double over. I know that smell. It’s the same smell that came with the storm three years ago. The smell that follows me into my nightmares. It’s the smell of magic.

			The phantom salt spray stings my eyes as the memory claws its way up my throat, threatening to drown me all over again. I push away the memories that threaten to surface – the screams, the water, the sickening sound of wood splitting beneath our feet. My fingers tremble, and I curl them into fists, using the bite of my nails against my palms to ground myself in the present.

			Taking a deep breath, I force myself to focus on my surroundings instead of the past. 

			Hundreds, maybe thousands of carriages just like mine fill the massive courtyard spreading before me. Imperial guards herd dazed offerings from their vehicles toward a central location. The other offerings show just how far Empire’s reach extends through their clothing – flowing silks from the eastern provinces, thick wools from the north, lightweight linens like mine from the coastal regions. I even spot a cluster of people who might be from the many islands that neighbor the main continent.

			

			And all of them were selected, chosen out of a random lottery. Sentenced to die.

			I idly trace the ‘V’ badge on my tunic. I thought I was ready to die, but I can’t lie to myself. Ever since the Selector told us where we were . . . ever since that moment, I’ve felt the spark of hope threatening to ignite my insides.

			Dragging my eyes from the crowd, I look up at the structure looming behind the sea of offerings and guards.

			The sight steals my breath.

			A castle rises before us, so vast it makes the defensive keep back home in Saltcrest look like a child’s toy. Four colossal towers stand at each corner, each one distinctly different from the others.

			The first looks more like a pillar of earth, as if carved from a single massive piece of granite, roots and vines climbing its surface like grasping fingers. I almost imagine I can see the stone itself breathing, expanding and contracting as if alive.

			The second shimmers as currents of white air curl up its elegantly carved shape, swirling into clouds at its peak that seem to dance and shift. Occasionally, tiny lightning flashes illuminate the mist from within.

			The third is constructed of dark, burnt stone covered in licking flames that send plumes of smoke skyward, yet the stone never burns or crumbles. The fire pulses with each gust of wind, almost like a heartbeat.

			And the fourth is completely encased in a shimmering wall of water. Water that flows upward against the pull of the earth, against everything that makes sense.

			

			My heart pounds against my ribs. These aren’t just decorative elements. These are elemental manifestations of magic – real, tangible power on display as casually as other castles might display banners.

			The central structure between these towers looks large enough to house thousands, its walls tall and imposing.

			Confluence Academy. Just like the selector said. It has to be.

			That tiny spark of hope turns to a flame – a flame I’m terrified to nurture but can’t bring myself to extinguish. Could it really be true? That we’ve been brought here to train, not for slaughter? If they’re going to make us into primals, it would mean far more than just surviving.

			It would mean power. The kind of power that could make things right again. The kind that could have saved them.

			Primals are the elite of the elite, and the magic they command is the stuff of legends. Rarely seen, often heard about, and completely surrounded in mystery and confusion. And now I’m standing in front of the academy that creates them. My eyes see it, and yet my mind still refuses to fully believe.

			‘Move it, offering!’ A guard shoves me between my shoulder blades, and I stumble forward, nearly falling face-­first into the mud.

			I recover my balance and join the line of other offerings being marched through enormous doors, through a courtyard full of activity, and then into the castle’s main hall. It’s so much to take in I hardly even notice the pangs of hunger and thirst or the ache of being cramped in the carriage for days on end.

			I catch glimpses of what must be students, most of whom are ignoring us. They’re all too far to get a clear look at, though, and we’re being marched through the building at a rough pace.

			Looking around at the other offerings, I see badges like mine, except none bear the letter ‘V.’ The most common, by far, is an ‘O.’ There are a few ‘R’ badges scattered into the mix as well, but nobody else seems to have been crazy enough to volunteer like I did.

			Several offerings nearby stare openly at my badge, whispering to their neighbors and pointing. Their gazes burn into me, making my skin itch. I fight the urge to rip the damn thing off and throw it away. I know it’s irrational, but I almost feel like they can see my shame – see straight into my heart and know how ready I was to die for what I did.

			

			One boy with hollow cheeks catches my eye. ‘Why would you volunteer?’ he asks, his voice barely audible over the commotion. ‘Are you mad? They’re going to kill us all, don’t you realize that?’

			Before I can respond, a guard shoves him forward, and his thin frame disappears into the crowd.

			The great hall steals my attention. Soaring ceilings arch impossibly high above us, supported by columns carved to resemble various mythical creatures. Colored light streams through stained glass windows depicting epic battles between humans with glowing markings and elemental creatures. Some of the paintings look absolutely ancient, and they show humans fighting elementals – the wars that shattered civilization and brought us back to the beginning.

			We’re assembled into orderly rows facing a raised dais at the far end of the hall. I’m positioned beside a red-­haired girl with mud-­streaked cheeks and an oddly serene expression, despite our circumstances. A guard gives her a particularly rough shove, knocking her off balance.

			I catch her arm before she falls, steadying her. ‘You okay?’

			She nods, offering a quick smile that brightens her whole face despite the grime. ‘I’m Mireen. Thank you.’

			‘Nessa.’

			‘So . . .’ her voice is low, quiet, and tinged with wry humor. ‘Want to take bets on which of us is going to die first?’

			‘What would be . . .’ I begin, trailing off as her smile widens.

			‘Sorry,’ Mireen says. ‘Where I’m from, we see a lot of death. I find joking about it makes the whole thing just a touch less terrifying.’

			‘In any case,’ I say, keeping my voice to a whisper. ‘Maybe death isn’t so certain. Why would they mark us with badges and go through all this just to execute us? This is Confluence Academy. What if they brought us here to train us? To become primals?’

			The words sound pathetic even to my own ears – the desperate bargaining of someone who’s suddenly realized they’re not ready to die after all. Minutes ago, I was ready to die. Now I find myself clinging so tight to the idea of survival it makes me sick.

			

			‘What if they brought us here as food for the students?’ a boy beside us asks, his eyes wide with terror. ‘Maybe primals eat people.’

			‘Primals don’t eat people,’ another voice responds.

			‘You sure about that? You ever seen a primal eat?’

			‘Never seen a primal. Period.’

			Mireen offers me a sidelong glance that says she at least doesn’t think we’re about to be consumed. Then her eyes widen when they fall to my badge. ‘A “V”? That means you volunteered, right?’

			‘It’s a long story.’ I can feel my expression shuttering, walls sliding into place like fortress gates before an attack.

			To my surprise, Mireen nods instead of pressing me for answers. ‘I didn’t even think this place was real.’ She looks around the large hall as more offerings are led in by guards.

			A lanky boy with intelligent eyes sidles up beside me. Unlike the fear evident on most faces, he carries himself with quiet confidence.

			‘Ah! So there is another volunteer,’ he says, nodding at my badge. ‘Only two so far in the entire gathering. That’s two out of about fifteen hundred offerings. Have you met him? The other “V”?’

			‘I haven’t . . .’

			‘I’m Nolan, by the way.’

			‘Nessa.’

			‘In any case. Curious that so few would volunteer, isn’t it? Or is it just that the tight age window means most loved ones aren’t eligible to do it?’ He has a rambling way of talking, almost as if he’s thinking aloud.

			I glance down at his badge and see an ‘R’. ‘What does yours mean?’

			‘Replacement. Somebody with no eligible next-­of-­kin ran once they were selected, and I was taken in their place.’ He shrugs. ‘It’s okay though. My cousin is training to be a diviner, and she said she’s picked up fire affinity markers in me.’

			‘Fire?’ Mireen whispers, instinctively shifting away from him.

			

			His smile falters. ‘What, afraid I’m a Red Kingdom spy?’ He wiggles his fingers, as if poking fun at the very idea.

			‘My uncle died fighting Red Kingdom. His unit was wiped out by one of their fire primals. Every last soldier burned so badly their armor was the only thing left on the field.’ Her voice trembles with sudden, barely contained anger, all her easy-­going nature evaporated in an instant.

			I notice her slight accent then – a subtle drawl that marks her as a deep norther. Up that close to the border, tensions between Red Kingdom and Empire are on everyone’s mind every day. The war is literally in their backyards. No wonder she said they see a lot of death where she’s from.

			Even for the relatively fortunate like those of us in Saltcrest, the war’s reach is long. Supply blockages often cripple port trade, leading to shortages and starvation. The famine that claimed my best friend’s life hit when I was just eight, and it was a direct result of the war.

			‘I’m Empire-­born,’ Nolan cuts in, voice tight. ‘Last time I checked, Empire still accepts fire and earth primals. I’d be fighting right alongside people like your uncle if I became a primal.’

			‘And yet you don’t have to look far to find stories of fires and earths betraying Empire. Turning coat to join Red Kingdom. They can’t be trusted,’ Mireen counters.

			‘Not every fire and earth elemental is loyal to Red Kingdom,’ Nolan argues. ‘Some of them choose to side with Empire, and Empire should be glad for it.’ He stands straighter, back rigid with indignance.

			‘Come on,’ I say, looking between them. ‘We’re all in the same boat now. The last thing we need is to make enemies of each other.’

			Nolan shrugs, offering a hand to Mireen.

			She swallows, then takes and shakes, even if she doesn’t look particularly happy about it.

			‘Do you know what they’re going to do with us?’ I ask them both.

			‘You don’t know?’ Nolan says, leaning in and lowering his voice. ‘It was a long journey from Marrow’s Edge to here, which gave me quite some time to press my selector for answers. Tight-­lipped fellow, but I did gather this much: they’re going to test us for elemental affinity. Dangerous as all hells, of course. But people like me with affinities should survive.’

			

			‘Test us? How?’ My pulse quickens, a birds’s panicked flutter trapped beneath my skin.

			‘He wouldn’t say. I did get the distinct impression it is a rather . . . deadly process, though. I’m afraid our numbers will thin dramatically before day’s end.’

			A thick lump forms in my throat as I look at Mireen. Her wide eyes say she’s just as unhappy with the news.

			‘You never answered before. Did you meet the other “V” yet?’ Nolan asks suddenly.

			I shake my head.

			‘He’s just coming into the room now. Right there,’ he says, pointing through the crowd.

			I follow his finger and feel the air rush from my lungs.

			The other volunteer is tall, broader and more muscular than anyone else in our group, standing apart like a predator among prey. The space around him is conspicuously empty, as if everyone senses the danger rolling off him in waves.

			He’s beautiful in the way dangerous things often are – like the perfect stillness of a viper before it strikes. The moment of collapsed time when the danger is as clear as the impossibility of escape.

			His features are carved perfection, sharp and soft in all the right places. He has a strong jaw, a mouth that looks made for both cruelty and pleasure, and those eyes – gods help me – they’re the deepest shade of amber I’ve ever seen, almost molten gold in the fading light.

			He turns to look straight at me, and everything else fades. The world narrows to a tunnel with him at the end of it, and my heart forgets to beat. Even across the distance, those eyes burn into me with an intensity that makes my chest tighten and my throat dry. Heat rushes through my body unbidden – a reaction I can neither control nor understand.

			The left side of his face is twisted with burn scars that begin at his temple and disappear beneath his collar, yet somehow they only enhance his dangerous allure, like veins of fire frozen beneath his skin.

			

			It’s impossible not to hold my breath as his attention lingers on me.

			Looking at him reminds me of how I used to feel back home on our fishing boat when a storm was about to roll in. Some instinctive part of me knew I needed to drop the oars and row for the docks – to save myself from the raw power coming my way. And yet all I ever wanted to do was stand there and stare. I wanted to watch the dark clouds gather and morph as the wind blew them straight for me, even when thunder shook the air itself.

			Maybe that’s why I can’t look away. I’ve spent the last three years going out on our boat, secretly wishing those same storm clouds would roll in and wash me away, too. To urge the waters that took half my family to take me, too.

			The scarred volunteer seems to offer the same kind of deadly promise – total annihilation by proximity, as if all it would take is to drift within his orbit to be torn to shreds.

			I realize he’s staring right back at me still, and I’m suddenly aware of just how fast I’m breathing and how hard my heart is beating. As his gaze drops to the ‘V’ on my chest, something in his expression shifts. His eyes narrow, and his jaw tightens. For a split second, I see his fingers curl into his palm, knuckles fading from a deep tanned color to pure white.

			He stalks toward me with purposeful strides, his movements fluid like a predator’s, and the crowd parts before him without hesitation.

			Oh shit.

			‘Who is he?’ I whisper, not taking my eyes off him.

			‘Not sure. Scary bastard though, isn’t he?’ Nolan murmurs. ‘With burns like that, I’d bet he’s from the border regions. Maybe even lived in Red Kingdom territory before Empire reclaimed it.’

			Mireen’s posture stiffens beside me. ‘I heard the guards talking about a volunteer from the Red Kingdom border. If he’s from there, you can’t trust him, no matter which side he claims to be on.’

			Before either of us can say more, the burned volunteer stops directly in front of me. He’s even more imposing up close, towering at least a foot above me. The burn scars on his face tell a story of pain and survival, the tissue rippled and angry against his bronze skin. A muscle in his jaw ticks as he stares down at me.

			

			‘Volunteer,’ he says, his voice deep and rough, like stones grinding together. ‘Let me guess – here to serve the glorious Empire?’

			The contempt in his voice when he says ‘Empire’ tells me everything I need to know about where his loyalties lie – or at least where they once did. Mireen might actually be right about him.

			‘I have my reasons,’ I answer, lifting my chin to meet his gaze despite the way my heart hammers against my ribs.

			‘I’m sure you do,’ he says. ‘Someone probably fed you stories about honor and duty since you were a child. Made you believe sacrificing yourself meant something.’

			His words sink into me like barbed hooks, drawing blood as they tear at wounds that haven’t even begun to heal. They sting because they’re a reminder that the only thing my sacrifice will have bought back home is relief. Relief that I’m gone and can’t cause any more pain and suffering to the ones I love.

			But I push the pain down, eyes hard as I stare up at him. ‘You volunteered too. Are you speaking from experience?’

			Something flashes in his eyes – surprise, maybe, that I’d challenge him. ‘My reasons are my own.’

			‘What a coincidence. Mine too.’ There’s more ice in my voice than I expect, but I’m glad for it. This guy is beautiful, but he’s a complete asshole.

			He studies me for a moment, his amber eyes searching my face as if looking for something specific. ‘So eager to die for a kingdom that sees you as nothing but a weapon.’

			‘You don’t know a thing about me.’

			He leans closer, and I can feel the unnatural heat radiating from his skin. ‘You expect them to make a hero out of you. You’ll be a weapon. An instrument of war. A scythe to reap the lives of thousands. Is that what you volunteered for?’

			

			‘I’m not here for Empire,’ I say, the words coming out before I can stop them. ‘I’m here because—’ I snap my mouth shut.

			No. He doesn’t deserve an explanation. Nobody here does.

			For a moment, the hostility in his eyes dims, replaced by something that looks almost like curiosity.

			‘Don’t get in my way,’ he finally says, his voice low. ‘Whatever your reasons, this place will kill you soon enough.’

			‘Is that a threat?’ I ask.

			The ghost of a smile touches his lips. ‘It’s a fact.’

			Before I can respond, a commotion at the front of the hall draws everyone’s attention. The burned volunteer steps back, his expression closing off entirely.

			He turns to leave.

			‘Wait,’ I call after him. ‘What’s your name?’

			He pauses, looking back at me over his shoulder. For a moment, I think he won’t answer.

			‘Raith,’ he finally says, the name landing like a challenge. Then he’s gone, disappearing into the crowd as guards enter, followed by students in fitted black uniforms with silver trim.

			‘What was that about?’ Mireen whispers, staring after him.

			‘I have no idea,’ I say honestly. But the imprint of his gaze lingers on my skin like a brand, and I can still feel the unnatural heat radiating from him. Something about our exchange leaves me unsettled – and not just because of his hostility. There was something in his eyes when I said I wasn’t here for Empire. It was almost calculating, and I wonder if I would’ve been better off letting him think he understood me. Do I really want a man like that feeling curious enough to keep an eye on me?

			But there’s no use because I suspect I already have his attention.

			A hush falls over the hall as seven primals stride in, each accompanied by an elemental creature. The temperature shifts instantly, patches of cold sweeping through the gathered crowd.

			I gawk at the creatures in their wake.

			They come in all shapes and sizes. A wolf twice the size of a man made of pure water with sapphire eyes. A large eagle formed of swirling air currents. A thick serpent made of stone, flapping through the air on craggy wings as if it were weightless. There’s even a fiery bird like a phoenix soaring above the group.

			

			I’ve never seen anything so beautiful and terrifying – like watching destruction and creation dance together in perfect harmony.

			Primals are something people whisper about – forces of death and destruction in the deepest, most dangerous battles of the endless war between Empire and Red Kingdom. Actually seeing them in the flesh makes me feel like I’m in a dream.

			But are these even fully fledged primals ready for war? They don’t look much older than us, making me wonder if they aren’t even finished with their training yet. Whatever they are, they still seem terrifyingly powerful, and their elementals all look capable of shredding or crushing us if they wished it.

			‘Listen carefully,’ a primal with a glowing white swirl of air marked on the back of his left hand says. He steps forward, his voice somehow amplified as a huge bear made of swirling winds prowls behind him. ‘Legacies will proceed directly to the feast hall for dormitory assignments and orientation. Aspirants will report to Commander Starke for combat assessment.’

			The ‘legacies’ and ‘aspirants,’ who seem to have already been given clean and well-­made black uniforms, file out quietly. The legacies wear uniforms trimmed in silver and gold, while the aspirants have only the silver trim.

			Among the group of legacies, one boy stands slightly apart. Unlike his peers who show off their elemental tricks, he observes with a measured stillness. He’s tall, blonde, and looks almost too pretty to be attractive. Almost.

			When his nearly white eyes sweep across the mass of offerings, they linger briefly on me – not with disdain but with curiosity.

			I feel myself blush, almost as if I’m worried he could hear my thoughts somehow. But then I realize he’s just looking at the ‘V’ on my chest, and his attention makes more sense.

			

			‘Offerings,’ the older student continues, his expression solemn. ‘You stand at the threshold of a great honor – the test of elemental affinity. Those who pass will join the ranks of Empire’s most elite. Those who do not . . .’ he pauses, his gaze sweeping over us, ‘will have given their lives in service to Empire. Remember, to be chosen as an offering is itself a profound distinction. This is not a punishment. This is the greatest opportunity you could ever hope to be granted. Remember that.’

			The words sound noble, but the cold reality behind them isn’t lost on any of us. Many, if not all of us, are sentenced to death, and our sentence is about to be carried out.

			I can sense others around me shifting in fear, eyes wide with worry.

			I don’t feel fear, though. I only feel determination. All the pain I caused . . . maybe surviving here could somehow fix it. Maybe a primal could return home and make things right for Brissa and my mother. Maybe a primal could earn their forgiveness where I couldn’t.

			‘What if we refuse testing?’ someone calls out.

			The boy shakes his head. ‘You will all enter the testing chamber, whether on your feet or . . . otherwise.’

			Another nervous murmur ripples through the crowd of offerings.

			‘Now,’ he says, chin lifted, ‘you’ll all be taken to the Great Hall of Testing. Within, you’ll either discover your affinity . . . or you’ll meet your end. In either case, I suggest you face it with boldness.’

			Before the guards can lead us away, a voice stops me.

			‘I wouldn’t get too close to that one if I were you.’

			I turn to see the legacy I’d noticed earlier standing beside me, his uniform pristine, his handsome face set in a friendly expression that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. His wavy blonde hair is pushed back neatly from a broad forehead, revealing blue eyes so pale I’d taken them for white at a distance.

			‘Who?’ I ask, instantly wary.

			‘The scarred volunteer. I’m Bastian,’ he says, extending a hand. ‘First-­year, just like you.’

			Except he’s not just like me. Everything about him screams privilege and good breeding – from his perfectly styled hair to his confident stance, as if the world has never once failed to deliver exactly what he wanted.

			

			Coldness colors my smile. ‘I’m Nessa. First-­year who is apparently about to be forced to risk my life in a test I didn’t consent to.’

			Bastian offers a tight-­lipped nod. ‘It’s frightening. I know.’

			He doesn’t. He can’t know.

			‘Some of us legacies have been asked to help orient offerings these first few days. So, please, let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.’ He sticks his hand out.

			‘Sure. Get me out of having to take this test.’ I take his offered hand reluctantly.

			His handshake is firm, and as our hands touch, I feel a strange ripple of energy pass between us. He pulls back quickly, eyes sharpening slightly before his smile returns.

			An uncomfortable moment passes before he speaks. ‘My advice is to embrace the opportunity. It’s like he said. We’re all getting a chance to become something greater than we could have ever imagined. If we succeed here, we’ll be critical pieces in the Empire’s army, capable of defending thousands by ourselves.’

			‘Eager to become a pawn on somebody’s chess board, are you?’ I ask.

			Bastian offers a surprised, half-­cocked smile. ‘We’re all already on the board, Nessa. Better to turn yourself into a key piece instead of an expendable pawn, isn’t it?’

			I can’t help smiling back. He has a point.

			Bastian cuts his eyes toward the burned volunteer. ‘By the way. I meant what I said earlier. Those from the border – even the ones technically on Empire’s side . . . be careful trusting them. Those territories change hands often, and sometimes the ties to Empire are superficial.’

			‘What, do you think he’s a spy or something?’

			Bastian’s expression is cryptic. ‘I think anyone who volunteers for this place has secrets.’ His gaze drops to my badge, then back to my face.

			

			I wonder if I’m only a curiosity to him – something to watch with detached interest.

			Before either of us can say more, guards shove me and the other offerings forward into the Hall of Testing. I give Bastian one last look, his tall form easily visible over the crowd, until I’m led down a long flight of stairs with the others.

			We enter a cavernous chamber, easily large enough to hold all fifteen hundred offerings. Massive pillars carved to resemble intertwined elemental beasts support a ceiling so high it disappears into shadow. A pair of ornate double doors stand at the far end of the room. They’re covered in glowing symbols that shift and change as I watch.

			Smoke swirls and clings to the ground here. Colored light occasionally shifts from behind the doors, casting long streaks through the smoke that give the room an otherworldly atmosphere.

			Beyond the doors, something growls, low and deep.

			There’s a collective shudder among the offerings, who are all being packed tightly into the room like cattle awaiting slaughter. It’s only seconds before the air grows stale with our collective breath and fear.

			A handful of guards stand in a semicircle before the doors, their faces impassive as they consult a long scroll.

			‘I bet I’m air,’ a girl near me whispers excitedly to her neighbor. ‘My grandmother could always predict storms before they came. That has to mean something, right?’

			‘My uncle says I’ve got water in my blood,’ another boy responds. ‘Says I swim better than fish.’

			All around me, offerings whisper about their suspected affinities, clinging to family stories and coincidences like lifelines. Their words speak of confidence, but their voices betray them – a shakiness and frantic energy that reveals the terror they’re trying so desperately to hide.

			‘They’re all delusional,’ Nolan mutters beside me. ‘At best, one in six of us survives this.’

			‘Then why do you sound so confident?’ I ask.

			

			He gives me a thin smile. ‘It’s like I said. My cousin said I have fire affinity markers. Strong ones.’

			‘I hope you’re right.’ I mean it. Despite barely knowing him, I don’t want any of these people to die. But I also don’t want to die myself, and the realization sits like a stone in my gut – a selfish, heavy thing I can’t quite dislodge.

			A guard’s voice suddenly cuts through the chamber, silencing all the voices. ‘Eris Moraven.’

			A girl near the front straightens her shoulders, looks around nervously, and then walks forward. ‘Wish me luck,’ she says.

			A few nearby offerings mutter encouraging words.

			The doors swing open just enough to admit her, then close with a heavy thud that reverberates through the stone floor.

			The room falls silent. We all wait, barely breathing.

			Ten seconds pass. Twenty.

			Then we hear it – a scream so filled with terror and pain it doesn’t sound human, cut short by a wet, tearing sound that turns my stomach. Blue light flashes beneath the doors, and the smell of ozone fills the air along with the coppery tang of blood.

			Someone near me retches. A girl begins to sob quietly, the sound muffled by her hands pressed desperately against her mouth.

			The playful whispers and hopeful chatter doesn’t return. Silence reigns, because now we all understand what we’re really waiting for.

			Our turns to die.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			‘Nessa Thorne.’

			My name echoes through the antechamber, and my stomach drops like it’s been cut loose from its moorings. The stench of burnt flesh still lingers from when Nolan entered that room thirty minutes ago. His screams had been mercifully brief.

			The fire affinity markers he was so confident about hadn’t saved him.

			And now it’s my turn.

			Mireen’s hand finds my arm, her copper-­red braid coiled like a crown around her head catching the dim, flickering torchlight. ‘Good luck, Nessa.’ She gives me a small, encouraging smile that crinkles the crescent-­shaped scar at the corner of one eye. ‘Remember, if you die in there I win the bet.’

			I grin. ‘I’ll see you on the other side, Mireen.’ 

			Just a few short days ago, I thought I already gave up my life when I volunteered. But now I feel soul shaking terror, like I want nothing more than to run from this room and this claustrophobic place. It’s as if some stubborn shred of hope has shone through thick clouds – a beam of yellow cutting across a gray landscape –  and now it’s the only thing I can see.

			My legs feel weighted with lead as I force them forward, one reluctant step after another. My heart hammers against my ribs. I imagine the other offerings feel the same thing I felt as I watched others enter these doors. Relief it wasn’t my turn yet. Guilt for feeling relief.

			I take a deep breath and step through the doorway. The doors slam shut behind me with a sound like judgment, locking me inside with whatever horrors wait in this chamber.

			

			The metallic taste of fear floods my mouth as I take in the circular room, far larger than I’d expected. The air crackles with power and smells of storms, burnt flesh, and the unmistakable tang of blood – so potent it makes my stomach heave. My heart thunders in my ears, drowning out everything but the screaming of my instincts to run, to hide, to escape. I force down the bile rising in my throat and scan the room, trying to steady my breathing.

			That’s when I see them. Bodies. Dozens – maybe hundreds – scattered across the floor in grotesque positions. People who stood where I’m standing not long ago, people who failed whatever test awaits me.

			I swallow a scream of terror when I spot Nolan’s wide, unblinking eyes staring from his charred corpse. His fingers are curled like claws, as if he’d tried to fight the fire that consumed him. A fire that couldn’t have been natural – his clothes are barely singed while his flesh is blackened, like he burned from the inside out.

			The scream building in my chest gets trapped behind clenched teeth, transforming into a strangled whimper that sounds pathetic even to my own ears. I force my eyes away from the carnage and look up at the chamber’s vaulted ceiling, which disappears into shadow. With a shaky breath, I find some semblance of calm. I’m either going to die here, or I’m going to survive. Either way, I’d rather do it with my chin held high.

			I walk up a series of steps, gradually bringing the ‘test’ into view, along with my first glimpse of . . . them. I avert my eyes at first, almost like looking away from the sun on a bright and clear day, focusing instead on the mundane.

			I look at the four decorative stone pedestals, each supporting a vessel.

			A bowl of black soil that smells of loam and decay. A silver brazier holding blue-­white flames that dance and twist as if alive. A glass sphere filled with swirling air currents visible only through the dust they carry. A basin of water so still it resembles polished crystal, reflecting the room like a perfect mirror.

			

			And behind each vessel stands an elemental of the corresponding element.

			Elementals.

			The power radiating from them presses down on my chest until my lungs strain for air. It’s like being crushed by an invisible ocean, ancient and vast beyond comprehension. Their presence fills the chamber with an ancient, primal energy that makes my skin prickle and my bones ache. Every instinct screams at me to kneel, to bow, to show submission before creatures so much more powerful than myself.

			But I don’t. I take them in one by one, studying their strange features.

			The earth elemental resembles a woman crafted of living stone and twisting roots, her eyes gleaming like a jungle cat’s in the dim light. The fire elemental is barely humanoid, more a swirling column of flame with a face that forms and dissolves above the blaze. The air elemental is a shimmering distortion visible mainly through the way it bends light around its vaguely human shape.

			And the water elemental . . . my breath catches at the sight of him. He takes the form of a warrior, tall and powerfully built, his body composed of crystal-­clear water that occasionally reveals glimpses of stronger currents beneath, like rippling muscles. His face is strikingly handsome – strong-­jawed with high cheekbones and eyes that are deeper than the most distant oceans.

			Elementals in stories are always beasts – wolves, great sand worms, flying reptiles and sea serpents. I’ve never heard anything about elementals who can take the form of humans.

			A pressure builds against my mind, making my temples throb.

			‘Approach.’

			The word forms in my mind so clearly I think I can actually hear it. No – I do hear it, resonating through my skull like a physical vibration.

			My knees almost buckle beneath me, my body rebelling against the sheer power behind that single command. My legs tremble as I force them to carry me forward, stopping at what I hope is a respectful distance. Their attention weighs on me until it nearly forces me to my knees, making me wish I could turn away as I might from the sun on a bright day with clear skies.

			

			‘Purpose? Reason? Volunteer?’ The questions bubble up in my mind, clear and yet seeming to come from all directions at once.

			I realize they’re asking why I’m here, why I wear the volunteer’s badge that marks me as someone who chose this path rather than being selected.

			‘It’s complicated,’ I say, my voice sounding thin and weak in the vast chamber.

			‘Lie. Give us truth, or die.’

			The command slams into my mind with such force that my knees finally give, making me fall with my palms on the ground and head bowed. I feel the truth being dragged from me, as if their combined will is a hook in my soul.

			‘I volunteered because everyone was better off without me,’ I admit, the words tasting bitter on my tongue. Some things feel more noble when they’re never voiced – ideas rooted in logic so flawed it won’t survive inspection.

			‘Half-­truth.’

			I sigh, fists clenching until my nails dig tiny crescents of blood from my palms. ‘I got half my family killed, okay? Is that what you all want me to say?’ My voice rises, cracking with emotion. ‘They died because of me. They died because I couldn’t control my emotions, and the storm came.’

			My throat constricts around the words as they claw their way out, each syllable cutting like daggers dragged from my insides. I lower my voice, tears streaming down my cheeks.

			‘I don’t know why it happened or how. I just know it happened because of me. I felt some part of me pulling the storm toward us, stoking it like a flame. It didn’t matter how hard I tried to stop it.’

			I swallow hard, the memory of black waves and screaming winds so vivid I can almost feel the spray on my face. The phantom roar of the tempest fills my ears, drowning out even the thundering of my heart. I think I can even taste the salt water on my tongue for a moment. I can smell that scent of ozone. Magic.

			

			The elementals just stare down at me and the words keep pouring from my lips.

			‘Both my brothers and my dad died. For some reason . . . I didn’t. My mom and sister never forgave me. I was a reminder to them. An unwelcome memory, and getting in that carriage was my way of making amends for what I did. Trying to, at least.’

			I hang my head, throat thick with unshed tears. Every breath hurts like I’m inhaling shards of glass. I never talk about what happened – it’s been locked inside me so long that speaking it aloud feels like tearing open a half-­healed wound.

			The elementals seem to confer amongst themselves, not with words but with pulses of energy that make the air shimmer and crack. The fire elemental flares suddenly, its form growing larger, tongues of flame reaching toward the ceiling. The earth elemental remains still, but the ground beneath my feet trembles like the beginning of an earthquake. The air elemental’s form becomes more distinct, as if concentrating its essence. And the water elemental leans forward, his liquid features showing what almost looks like curiosity.

			‘Begin the test.’

			That’s it? I have to pour my fucking heart out and they just tell me to start the test? No words of comfort, no acknowledgment of my pain? Just a command, as if I were some kind of trained animal?

			Anger flares hot in my chest, momentarily burning away the fear. The sheer audacity, the callousness – but anger won’t keep me alive, and I swallow it down like bitter medicine.

			The bodies surrounding me and the terrible smells are enough of a reminder. This isn’t the time or place to be difficult. Heart thundering, I force myself to look back up at them. ‘How do I begin?’

			The water elemental gestures toward the four vessels.

			‘Choose. Touch. Reveal.’

			I study each vessel in turn as I try to steady my breathing. The water vessel makes the most sense, of course. My home was on the coast. I spent half my life on the water, swimming before I could walk, helping my father and brothers with their fishing nets by the time I was six. And I’m almost certain I carry ‘water affinity markers’ as Nolan would have put it.

			

			But those markers could go fuck themselves. They’re the reason my father and brothers are dead – their bones long since picked away by fish in Deep Bay. If I might have an affinity for water, I’m not sure I want it. Every day would be a reminder of what I did and what I lost.

			I turn away from the water vessel and approach the fire.

			The heat intensifies with each step until it’s nearly unbearable, like opening an oven door and leaning in. Sweat beads on my forehead and trickles down my back.

			I stare into the flames, realizing they, more than any of the other elements, reflect how I feel inside. Fire, brimstone, ash. Those are the images in my mind – the flavor of my current state. I don’t know how this test works. I don’t even know if I’ll only have one chance to prove an affinity before I’m obliterated like Nolan.

			Frankly, I can’t find it in me to care. Not right now. Not when everything feels so raw that I’m almost ready to embrace the idea of death.

			I killed them. It was my fault.

			Grief rises in a suffocating wave, threatening to pull me under completely. I don’t fight it, letting it wash over me like the black waters that claimed my family.

			I extend my hand, hovering it above the flames, close enough to feel my skin tighten and redden. I’m so tired of carrying this guilt, this burden. If the fire cleanses me, so be it.

			I close my eyes, welcoming whatever might come.

			But the fire has vanished, as if snuffed out. All that’s left is the feeling of warmth inside my body, pleasant and powerful.

			The fire elemental makes a sound like crackling embers, its form pulsing with what feels like alarm. Or maybe that’s anger . . .

			

			When none of them speak or move, I understand that I’m supposed to continue. I let out a long breath, then move to the next basin.

			I approach the earth vessel, the scent of rich soil growing stronger. It reminds me of my family’s small garden, of my mother teaching me to plant seeds when I was young. A memory from before everything went wrong. Back then, she was still able to look me in the eye without her hatred and disgust showing through.

			As my fingers near the bowl of black soil, green vines sprout from the dirt, reaching up toward my palm and glowing as they touch, filling me with a sense of nature and connectedness. I frown, turning my hand over and finding it unmarked.

			The earth elemental tilts her head, stone features grinding as she studies me with renewed intensity. I sense more communication firing between the elementals than before, almost giving me the impression of some kind of argument. Their energy pulses make my ears pop and my skin tingle uncomfortably.

			The air sphere comes next.

			As I present my palm, the winds collect and flow upward. I feel a lightness and nimble energy gathering inside my body. 

			The air elemental’s form pulses and flickers, becoming less distinct as it retreats slightly.

			That sense of raised voices and tempers increases even more. I feel it like a headache building behind my eyes, pressure growing until I’m sure my skull will crack.

			Confusion and dread twist together in my gut like serpents. Something is wrong – terribly wrong – and I’m caught in the middle of it without understanding why. I may not understand what’s happening, but I know I need to continue.

			With a sense of inevitability, I move toward the final vessel. The water elemental looms above it, watching me with those bottomless eyes. My mouth goes dry as I approach, my pulse pounding so hard I can feel it in my fingertips.

			I study the water, eyes cold and heart distant. I reach out toward it, my fingertips hovering just above the surface. For a breath, nothing happens. Then the water begins to float upward in droplets that gather in my palm before sinking into my skin. The sensation of cool calm and serenity fills me to join the other strange feelings.

			

			A deep vibration fills the chamber as the wordless conversation continues. I focus on it, trying to hear the words through the pounding in my head.

			Words roar in my mind, each so loud they seem to shake the air itself.

			‘Impossible.’ 

			‘Dangerous.’ 

			‘Potential.’ 

			‘Kill her.’

			And then, more clearly and powerfully than any of the words before . . .

			‘Unbound.’

			Movement catches my eye just as I feel heat flare against my left cheek. I whirl and see the huge fire elemental has raised a hand toward me. In that split-­second, I know he plans to kill me.

			This is it. This is how it ends.

			My eyes lock with the fire elemental’s molten gaze, and in that moment, I see only hatred – a burning need to erase me from existence. Time slows to a crawl.

			Fire erupts from the elemental in a swirling vortex of flashing red and orange. The heat is so intense my skin blisters instantly, my hair crisping at the ends. I throw my arms up uselessly, a scream tearing from my throat.

			But then the heat and the roar of fire is gone – replaced by the cool rush of water surrounding me in a perfect, shifting sphere. The water soothes my scorched skin, the pain ebbing away like a retreating tide.

			The water elemental. He’s saving me from the fire elemental. But why?

			Steam rushes away from the outside of the sphere in a deafening hiss, even as the fire elemental roars in rage and blasts more magic toward me. Through the distorted wall of water, I see the water elemental standing between us, one arm extended toward me, the other toward the fire being.

			

			‘Do you truly fear a human so deeply, Pyraxis?’ The water elemental’s thoughts ripple through my mind like waves lapping at the shore.

			‘You dare call me a coward?’ The fire elemental’s response is more of a bestial roar than true words, burning through my thoughts.

			‘No. I ask you to seek understanding. Destruction will bring no answers, old friend. We need to exercise calm. Serenity. Patience.’ The water elemental’s mental voice is deep and steady, like the ocean depths.

			‘And if our patience allows her power to fester? To destroy balance? To kill more of our kind?’ It’s the Earth elemental speaking now, her thoughts heavy and slow like the movement of mountains.

			‘If the fates bring her now, then she IS balance.’ The air elemental’s voice is light and quick. ‘We should let the winds of fate blow as they blow. It’s not our job to stand in their way.’

			‘We should kill her now and put an end to it,’ Pyraxis hisses, flames licking at the edges of my water shield.

			‘Our destruction, or our salvation,’ the water elemental says. ‘We will not know which future she might create if we destroy her now. All we can know is to continue as we have . . . we’ve seen the folly in this.’

			‘Our actions here may be of no consequence, in the end,’ the air elemental adds. ‘We should do nothing. We should let fate flow as it flows, as it will always flow.’

			When the water sphere finally thins, Pyraxis glares at me but doesn’t raise his arm again. ‘I still wish to kill her,’ he says in my mind, his voice scorching my thoughts.

			I decide I’m officially not a fan of ‘Pyraxis.’ In fact, he can get fucked.

			‘She thinks insolent thoughts.’ The fire elemental’s flame-­face contorts with rage. Heat blooms from his direction again and the air fills with the scent of embers and ash.

			My eyes go wide in sudden terror. He can hear my thoughts?

			The water elemental approaches me, those unfathomable eyes studying me with new intensity. ‘We all can. And you should not be able to understand us when we speak to one another. We must usually . . . shout . . . to be heard by those who haven’t yet formed the primal tether.’

			

			The water elemental gestures, and a small pedestal rises from the floor with a grinding of stone, bearing what looks like a shallow bowl of silver liquid that shimmers with an inner light.

			Understanding that I’m meant to place my hand in the liquid, I do so hesitantly. The silver substance is neither hot nor cold, but tingles against my skin as if alive. When I withdraw my hand, I see a mark has appeared – not the colored elemental symbols I’ve seen on primals or the other students, but a strange, silvery spiral that shifts and changes as I look at it, never quite the same from one moment to the next.

			‘Go,’ comes an impression from all four elementals at once, the combined force of their minds making my ears ring.

			‘What does this mean?’ I ask, staring at the mark on my hand. ‘What am I supposed to do with this? What am I?’

			My voice rises with each question, panic edging in as I realize they’re about to send me away with nothing but cryptic warnings and a mark I don’t understand.

			Instead of answering, a door appears in the wall at the side of the room – one that wasn’t visible before.

			I hesitate, looking back at Nolan’s still form. ‘What about them?’ I gesture to the bodies. ‘They deserve better than to be left here like discarded trash. They had families, hopes, dreams—’

			With a small nod, the water elemental gestures, and gentle waters flow from the ground itself, enveloping each body in a cocoon of liquid. The water of each cocoon swirls together, forms a perfect sphere, and then collapses on itself, leaving no sign of the dead.

			A gust of wind pushes me toward the door. I struggle against it, feet sliding on the stone floor, but I’m inexorably moved through the doorway, which slides shut behind me with a sound like rumbling stone.

			And then I’m alone and in near silence. It’s only me and the strange, silvery spiral on the back of my hand.

			

			I lean against the wall, gasping for breath, legs finally giving out as I slide to the floor. My entire body trembles uncontrollably, the delayed shock hitting me like a physical blow now that immediate danger has passed. 

			I breathe deeply, feeling a newfound appreciation for the sweetness of air filling my body. For the steady beat of my heart. For the simple miracle of still being alive.

			In a way, I feel a strange relief. I offered up my sins for judgment, and . . . they let me walk away. They let me live.

			I’m not ready to forgive myself, but maybe it all means there was a reason for me to keep going. Maybe there’s some purpose to my life, and I need to keep fighting to find out why the gods didn’t let me die back there.

			The sound of nearby voices tells me I don’t have long alone. I take one more look at the mark on the back of my hand and my stomach sinks. Based on the way the elementals reacted, I’m certain I won’t find anyone else with a mark like this out there.

			So how the hell am I going to explain it?

			And more importantly – what exactly does ‘unbound’ mean?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			My entire body trembles as I stumble from the trial chamber. The stone hallway stretches before me – too bright, too loud, too everything.

			First, I thought I would die when I volunteered myself for selection back in Saltcrest. Then I thought I would die when they told us of the trial we’d face and I began to hear the screams and the sounds of offerings dying in that chamber.

			Death keeps staring me in the face and somehow I keep slipping through its grasp. But how much longer can my luck hold? How many more times can I dance with death before it finally claims me?

			The dining hall looms ahead, voices spilling out in a chaotic symphony of relief and terror. I pause at the threshold, taking inventory of my own body like it’s something alien. Legs, functioning but unsteady. Lungs, burning with each breath. And on the back of my left hand, that impossible silver spiral pulses against my skin, sending waves of pins and needles up my arm. I shove my hand deep into my pocket, fingers curling into a tight fist. Whatever happened in that testing chamber wasn’t normal. Until I know more, this secret stays buried.

			Inside the high-­ceilinged dining hall, survivors cluster in small groups. It’s tragically few compared to the hundreds who entered. Their faces bear the same stunned disbelief as mine must, that peculiar feeling of facing death only to find a new lease on life instead.

			Many hold up their left hands, studying newly earned affinity marks with reverent awe. Air marks – spiraling white wind patterns that seem to shift and dance when viewed from different angles – dominate the room. Water marks follow close behind, stylized blue waves flowing across skin. I spot only a handful of earthy green mountain symbols, and even fewer fire marks – vibrant crimson flames that seem to pulse with a heartbeat of their own.

			

			Affinity marks.

			Everyone in the room now bears something we likely never thought to see on our own skin. The marks of a primal in training. Once we’re done dealing with the shock of surviving and the dangers facing us, I imagine many will be exhilarant about our new circumstances.

			The chance to become a primal is the chance to become more than just elite. Becoming a primal means securing status for yourself, your family, and your descendants for all of time. It’s the highest honor and the greatest power imaginable, and now we’re all seemingly on the path of earning it for ourselves.

			I keep to the edges of the room, shoulder brushing against the cold stone wall. A few heads turn as I pass, eyes lingering on my pocket where my hand remains hidden. Do they know? Can they sense the wrongness of my mark? My skin crawls under their scrutiny, each glance feeling like an accusation.

			It’s clear how quickly the survivors are sorting themselves by affinity. My hidden hand is drawing more and more attention by the second.

			‘—supposed to report to the combat arena next,’ a tall boy says nearby, his voice pitched high with barely contained panic.

			‘Combat? Today?’ A stocky girl with cropped hair shakes her head, fingers unconsciously tracing the blue wave on the back of her hand. ‘We just survived that nightmare, and now they want us fighting?’

			‘That’s the point,’ replies another boy with an edge of false bravado. ‘They want to see who’s worth training. If we want to be primals, we need to learn to be tough, right?’ The words sound hollow, a lifeline he’s clinging to.

			I edge toward the corridor that leads deeper into the building, where a guard directs survivors, checking their marks before sending them along with instructions.

			

			My throat goes tight, skin breaking out in a light sweat. There’s no way out of this damn area without passing that guard. Without showing my mark – my impossible, unexplainable mark that had the elementals acting as if I was some sort of monster. The fire elemental even tried to kill me for it. So what the hells would the guards here do if they saw it?

			Fingers close around my shoulder, making me jerk my head around.

			I turn to see three students.

			The first is a lean boy with platinum blonde hair and hard eyes. His green mountain mark – earth affinity – glows on the back of his hand.

			Beside him stands a girl who is shockingly pretty and has a deadly edge to the way she holds herself. The sides of her black hair are clipped short and the top is braided down her back. The red fire mark blazes on her hand, seeming to draw light into itself rather than emit it.

			The third towers behind them, broad-­shouldered and scarred. I recognize him immediately – the volunteer from before the trial.

			Raith.

			His eyes are that impossible blend of yellows and oranges that seems to shift even as I stare up into them. He radiates intensity like a furnace radiates heat, commanding all of my attention despite the danger obvious in the other two.

			My gaze drifts to his left hand where the red fire mark spreads across his scarred skin in unusual patterns, red tendrils snaking through the damaged tissue like molten metal.

			‘Yes?’ I ask, driving my marked hand deeper into my pocket until my fingernails bite into my palm.

			‘Your mark,’ the girl says. Even her voice is beautiful – sultry and soft – but she carries herself like someone who is anything but. There’s something calculating in the way she watches me that I don’t like in the slightest.

			‘What about it?’ My voice comes out steadier than I feel.

			

			‘Show us your mark,’ the earth affinity demands, nodding toward my concealed hand.

			‘She looks like a water,’ the girl says, eyes narrowing. ‘Or maybe it’s just that she smells like a fish.’ She crinkles her upturned nose, lips curling in a grimace.

			The comment hits like a slap. I think of my family, of the sea that gave us sustenance before swallowing them whole. Of salt-­crusted hands and the smell of home that I’ll never know again. ‘Fuck you,’ I spit back. It’s not clever, but patience and wit feel like far away memories at the moment.

			I brace for her to hit me, but the cold fire in her eyes is somehow worse. It smolders there, deeper than simple anger. It’s the quiet stare of someone who’s killed before and wouldn’t hesitate to do it again. It’s the look of somebody who doesn’t forget a sleight – someone who won’t stop until they’ve collected their due in blood.

			She steps closer until I can feel her breath hot against my face and can count each perfectly curled eyelash. ‘Show me. Your mark,’ she says through her straight white teeth, the words barely above a whisper. ‘If you’re loyal to Empire, then you should have nothing to fear. Unless you’re not?’ her head tilts, the question lingering like a blade at my throat. ‘Are you a traitor?’

			I force myself not to flinch. Every instinct screams to back down, to submit, but I’ve seen enough of this place to know that weakness is a death sentence. My eyes shift to the scarred volunteer. He stares back, his expression unreadable.

			‘Show her,’ he says, voice low and rough.

			‘Is she your leader?’ I ask with a half-­smile that feels more like a grimace. ‘I didn’t take you for the follower type.’

			A muscle in his jaw tightens. Raith steps forward, one large muscled arm pushing the girl aside as if she weighs nothing. He towers over me, radiating heat like a furnace. ‘Mark,’ he repeats. ‘Show it.’

			I stare up at him, uncomfortably aware of how easily he could break me. With those huge arms and hands, I imagine he could snap my bones like kindling without breaking a sweat. Even the pretty girl could probably kill me without much effort. And I’m the short-­tempered idiot who pissed them off.

			

			But what choice do I have? Flash my silver mark and ask them to promise not to tell anyone? That feels even more suicidal than continuing to defy these three.

			‘I’d rather not,’ I say, voice barely above a whisper.

			The edge of his full lips twitches, almost imperceptibly. His eyes are all heat and dark promise. His right hand moves toward my pocket, and I’m suddenly, terribly certain that he’s going to force my hand out and expose my secret to everyone.

			A blur of gold hair flashes across my vision and suddenly a boy just as tall as the volunteer is standing between us. Bastian’s legacy uniform gleams in the torchlight, the gold piping catching the light.

			‘Is there a problem, here?’ he asks, voice carrying that casual authority that comes with generations of privilege. His eyes flick between me and the trio.

			Only then do I realize we’ve drawn quite the crowd. Students have risen from their seats, eyes hungry for the first blood to be spilled. Great. Trying to avoid attention and I end up center stage in whatever twisted drama is unfolding here.

			The girl and the earth affinity slink back, eyes lingering on Bastian’s legacy uniform. None of us have the full picture of how the social hierarchy here will work yet, but something about the legacies feels clear, even without being told: legacies are not to be fucked with. Legacies are special. We are not.

			If the volunteer knows he shouldn’t mess with legacies, he shows no indication. That, or he just doesn’t give a shit. He meets Bastian’s gaze without flinching. ‘Is there a reason you’re here, legacy?’

			Bastian’s fists clench at his sides. The air around us shifts, as if pressure is building from nowhere and everywhere at once. The mark on my hand burns in response, and I have to bite my tongue to keep from gasping. I can feel air slowly shifting and flowing in toward Bastian. I can even see the dark, tangled locks of hair on the Volunteer’s head beginning to stir in the unnatural breeze.

			

			The deadly scent of magic builds in the air.

			‘Your name, offering?’ Bastian’s voice could freeze flames.

			‘Raith.’ He doesn’t blink, doesn’t yield an inch.

			‘Family name?’

			Raith’s jaw tightens before he answers. ‘Hollow.’

			Recognition registers on Bastian’s face, followed by that carefully measured look of sympathy the privileged always seem to have ready.

			‘Hollow . . . An orphan from the northern border, then. I—’

			Raith moves so fast I barely register him shoving Bastian until the tall legacy is stumbling backward, nearly falling before he bumps into the stone wall. ‘I don’t need your fucking sympathy.’ Raith spits on the ground, the saliva sizzling slightly where it lands. He turns to stalk away, the fire girl and earth boy falling in behind him like shadows.

			A collective gasp rises from the students who were watching. Judging by their expressions, they seem to expect Bastian to strike Raith down where he stands. 

			But Bastian’s face is a mask of calm as he brushes the spot on his uniform where Raith touched him. His eyes linger on Raith several moments before turning to me.

			‘Are you okay?’ I ask, hardly daring to breathe for fear that the trio will come back.

			‘Fine,’ Bastian says shortly. ‘We should get you to the combat assessment.’

			As we walk, I notice we’re getting closer to the guards who are checking everyone’s marks. My palms begin to sweat, and my breathing quickens. The silver spiral beneath my skin seems to writhe in response to my panic.

			‘Do they have to check our marks?’ I ask, unable to keep the edge of hysteria from my voice.

			‘They’re collecting the official count for Empire. Many die before Confluence Day and finally the Crucible, but Empire likes to keep statistics and have figures at every stage of development for its future primals,’ Bastian explains. ‘You’ll be sent with others of your affinity for training, and after that, they’ll send you to your affinity’s tower. That’s where you’ll get your room assignment.’ His eyes drift to my hidden hand.

			

			He must see the look of pure terror on my face, because he glances around, pulling me to the side for a moment of privacy in the busy corridor. ‘I know fire and earth get a bad reputation, but it’s not the end of the world. Here at Confluence, you’ll mostly deal with your own affinity, anyway. What the others think of you is hardly going to matter.’

			He thinks I’m embarrassed to bear one of the two elements most common in Red Kingdom. Fire or earth affinities. The marks of the enemy, to some. I wish it were only that.

			The last thing I want to do is trust anyone here, but I can’t see a way out. I either have to trust Bastian or the guard. The choice seems obvious.

			Adrenaline pumps through me as I withdraw my hand from my pocket.

			The silver spiral gleams with its own magical light, shifting and flowing like liquid metal across my skin. It moves with a life of its own, coiling and uncoiling in an endless dance.

			Bastian’s eyes widen, not with fear but with something else I can’t place. His breath catches audibly.

			‘Extraordinary,’ he whispers, reaching toward my hand before stopping himself. ‘But . . . you’re an offering. Your mother or father weren’t primals?’

			I shake my head, not understanding the question.

			‘Fascinating.’ He scratches his chin, eyes sparkling with curiosity.

			‘You know what this means?’ I ask, voice barely audible. ‘Because I sure as hell don’t, and I—’

			‘I think I do, yes. There’s a book in my family library with this symbol on the cover. I’ll send for it, but it may take some time. Weeks, possibly.’

			Weeks. Will I even be alive weeks from now? The way this place seems to feed on fear and death, it’s hard to imagine surviving until tomorrow, let alone for weeks. But I don’t want to seem ungrateful, so I nod my head and smile. ‘Thank you.’

			

			Bastian hardly seems to hear me. He’s still speaking, almost to himself. ‘It should be possible for you to disguise it.’

			‘What?’ I ask. ‘How would I do that?’ Does he really remember all of this from some old book, or is there more at play, here?

			‘Just . . .’ he looks around again, then pulls me deeper into a private alcove. When his fingers brush my arm, I feel a jolt like lightning, stronger than when he touched me before the trial. The silver mark flares in response. Energy, cool and flowing like air seems to fill me.

			Bastian pulls his hand back as if burned, eyes shifting to my mark warily, but the concern vanishes almost instantly. ‘Close your eyes, clear your senses, and focus on the mark. Your life will be easier if you pick water or air. But whatever you choose, try to visualize the mark changing.’

			I don’t bother questioning if it’s possible. I need it to be. I need some way to hide this, so I close my eyes and think about which mark to choose. Which affinity.

			Earth and fire are historically dominant elements in Red Kingdom. Choosing them would mean a lifetime of reactions like the one Mireen gave Nolan before the trial. It would mean suspicion and increased scrutiny.

			It’s like Bastian said . . . my life will be easier if I pick water or air, even if neither element represents what I feel inside.

			I still feel like fire, ready to lash out and burn everything around me to ash after the last few days. But that’s not the normal me. It’s not the girl who grew up loving her time on the waters in Saltcrest’s bay. The girl who spent half her life reading currents and finding fish.

			In the end, choosing anything but water would feel like running from my past. And maybe this place is going to claim my life before long, but I’m done running. 

			I squeeze my eyes shut, thinking about my father and brothers. I picture the flowing wave pattern I’ve seen on other hands. I reach for the memory of salt spray on my face, the rhythm of waves against our small boat, the peace I used to feel watching the tide roll in.

			

			A sensation like icy fingers crawls across the back of my hand. My skin stretches and pulls as if being remolded by invisible hands. Heat flashes through my veins, followed by bone-­deep cold, then both at once. I clench my teeth around a grunt of pain, brows furrowing as I focus through the discomfort until the sensations finally subside.

			When I open my eyes, the mark has changed – appearing as a blue wave on the back of my left hnd. Looking closely, I can still see threads of silver tracing through it like veins of quicksilver, but unless someone was specifically looking for them, they’d never notice.

			‘How did I—’ I stare at my hand in disbelief.

			Bastian flashes a half-­smile, but the humor doesn’t reach his eyes. ‘Water. Okay. I guess you didn’t want to be an air like me?’

			I shake my head, still staring at the disguised mark. ‘What does this all mean?’

			His voice drops low. ‘Just know this: if the wrong person finds out about your mark, it would be . . . trouble. You have to learn to keep it hidden. Tell no one.’

			‘Why do I feel like you know more than you’re saying?’ I search his face for answers.

			His expression turns guarded. ‘I’ve heard whispers. But I won’t worry you with rumors because they may do just as much harm as good. I’ll send for the book. Try to stay alive until then and keep this hidden. With luck, the book will give us some answers about what this means.’

			I accept his explanation for now. It has the ring of truth, and frankly, I can only handle so many revelations in one day. Now that he knows my secret, he might be held complicit if it gets out. We’re bound by this knowledge, whether I like it or not.

			We rejoin the flow of survivors. With Bastian beside me, the guards barely glance at my now-­blue mark before waving me toward the water corridor. My heart thumps so loudly I’m certain everyone can hear it as we pass. Did it work? Did they actually fall for it?

			‘Wait,’ I say, pausing at the threshold. Something in Bastian’s earlier words gnaws at me. ‘What exactly happens in the combat assessment?’

			

			A shadow crosses his face. ‘A simple training match. Today, I think most offerings won’t fully grasp what’s going on here. Today, you should still be safe.’

			‘What the hell does that mean?’ I ask, already growing tired of half-­truths and cryptic warnings.

			He steps closer, eyes scanning to make sure we’re not overheard. ‘You’re an offering. Yes, you’ve all shown you have an affinity. But that’s only the first step. You’re not valuable to the Empire unless you earn an elemental tether on Confluence Day.’ His voice drops even lower. ‘Until you tether, you’re expendable. They won’t stop you from killing one another. The strong weed out the weak,’ he says in a way that makes me think it’s a common phrase around here.’

			Understanding hits me like ice water. ‘So these combat assessments could turn deadly?’ I ask, bile rising in my throat.

			Bastian nods grimly. ‘These two months before Confluence Day will be the most dangerous. They’ll train you. They’ll teach you about history and magic. But the real test? It’s surviving until Confluence Day. Survive that, and the Academy will finally start treating you like the valuable resource you are. Until then, just about anything goes. Your peers won’t realize it right away. But it won’t be long before they do.’

			My mouth goes dry, a cold dread settling in my bones. ‘Who will I have to fight?’

			Bastian’s eyes dart over my shoulder, and his expression hardens. I turn to follow his gaze and find Raith standing with the other fire affinities, his eyes already watching me with an intensity that makes my skin prickle.

			Though I can’t say for certain, I think he is taking personal offense to the fact that I’m standing and talking to Bastian right now.

			‘Some days, the instructors will allow challenges,’ Bastian says quietly. ‘I expect they’ll let us know we’re able to issue them today as a way to set the tone. I would normally say not to worry, because you haven’t had time to make enemies.’

			

			My smile feels brittle on my face. He knows it, too.

			Beside Raith, I see the beautiful, dark haired girl with the braid. She’s leaning with her arms crossed and her perfect lips are curved into a predatory smile. Like Raith, she’s watching Bastian and me.

			Already, I think both of them might just break me and leave me for dead if they’re allowed to challenge me.

			‘Everyone,’ a guard calls. ‘Move along to the training arena. Sparring matches will begin soon.’

			The girl meets my eyes, then drags a finger across her throat as she smiles sweetly.

			My newly disguised water mark throbs on my hand, and somewhere deeper, the silver spiral pulses in rhythm with my racing heart – a heart I hope will still be beating in a few minutes.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			‘Stance wider! Arms up! You’re not dancing at a royal ball – you’re fighting for your lives! For Empire! For your families and all those without the strength to fight for themselves!’

			The instructor’s voice echoes across the cavernous training arena, bouncing off ancient stone walls stained with centuries of sweat and blood. High arched windows frame the darkening mountains beyond, their jagged peaks tipped with snow.

			I stand among nearly a hundred water affinities, muscles trembling with effort. The disguised mark on my hand tingles with a persistent itch I dare not scratch. More waters trickle into the room, their faces drawn and pale as they fall into formation beside me. I’ve lost track of time since stepping out of that carriage – has it been hours? Just minutes? My body can’t tell the difference anymore, every moment seems to stretch on with agonizing slowness.

			My body’s survival instinct has been on high alert for so long I can finally feel it starting to dim, even though the threat clearly hasn’t passed. Maybe it never will so long as I’m behind these walls.

			My legs burn from holding the same defensive stance for so long, but I refuse to show weakness. Not here. Not when Bastian’s words still ring in my mind.

			Expendable.

			Survive until Confluence Day.

			A glint of deep copper catches my eye – Mireen’s unmistakable red hair as she slides into formation beside me. Something loosens in my chest at the sight of her.

			‘What’d I miss?’ she whispers, a wink softening her worried expression.

			

			‘Mireen!’ I whisper-­yell, relief flooding my voice. ‘You survived the trial!’

			‘Focus!’ the instructor snaps, his eyes finding me instantly in the crowd.

			I straighten my spine and fix my gaze ahead, but the moment his attention shifts elsewhere, I’m smiling. Mireen lived. In this place of calculated cruelty, her presence feels like the first truly good thing since leaving Saltcrest.

			The arena pulses with nervous energy as four distinct groups form around their respective instructors. The airs dominate with their superior numbers – nearly two hundred of them by my rough count. Waters are the second largest group with only a dozen or so fewer students than the airs. The earth affinities barely make thirty, and fires count only twenty-­five among their ranks.

			No black uniforms move among us. We all still wear the clothes of our homelands. It’s a rowdy mixture of color, dirt, and styles.

			I wonder what the aspirants and legacies are doing right now. From the way they were already given uniforms and allowed to bypass the trial, I imagine they’re being fed grapes by beautiful men and women.

			Lucky assholes.

			My eyes drift inevitably to where Raith stands among the fires – tall, scarred, unmistakable. While nearly everyone in the room fumbles through basic forms, he moves with deadly precision, each strike and block executed with frightening efficiency. He looks like he was born to fight and bred to kill.

			I’m not the only one watching Raith, I realize.

			Every fire studies him with a mixture of respect and wariness, while girls from all affinities steal the occasional glance. His scars should make him grotesque, but instead, they only enhance the raw magnetism that emanates from him like heat from a forge. When his golden eyes catch the light, something deep and primal in my brain registers him as a predator – the most dangerous creature in a room full of prey.

			

			I force my attention away, cheeks warming at my own foolish interest in the man.

			Focus, Nessa.

			‘Waters, attention!’ Our instructor – a lean man in his early thirties paces before us, intensity radiating from every inch of his body. His lilting accent hints of the Roselands in the deep south, soft syllables at odds with the hardness in his eyes. ‘Assessment begins in five minutes. I strongly doubt any of you are capable yet, but no channeling your affinity. You need to be trained before you can use magic without accidentally killing someone.’

			‘What if we do kill someone by accident?’ a boy calls out, his voice cracking midway through the question.

			The instructor’s eyes harden to chips of ice. ‘Then you should hope their friends don’t seek retribution.’

			‘That’s it?’ The words escape me before I can catch them, surprise overriding caution.

			His gaze turns to me, measuring and dismissive in equal parts. I expect some kind of denial, even if I’ll know it’s false. His only response is to give the slightest nod.

			‘Does that mean you don’t care if we kill people?’ a small girl asks, her voice fracturing with barely contained terror.

			‘You’re all training for war. If you graduate from this academy, you’ll leave as a fully tethered primal ready to become the most lethal weapon in the Empire’s army.’ He says this as though reciting an old litany, words worn smooth with repetition. ‘Earn the right to be valuable. Prove your worth. Survive. That’s your role here, so embrace it, offerings.’

			Murmurs ripple through our ranks, a wave of disbelief and fear that breaks our carefully maintained formation. He’s not denying the question. Maybe my classmates will realize we’re allowed to kill one another faster than Bastian thought.

			‘So other students can just . . . kill us?’

			‘They really don’t care?’

			‘They just want the strongest to survive.’

			

			‘Then don’t get killed, idiot.’

			I keep my expression carefully neutral, even as my stomach flips and clenches in on itself. 

			Cull the weak. Strengthen the herd.

			As part of the herd, I can’t say I agree with the strategy at the moment.

			Beside me, Mireen looks like she’s balancing on the knife-­edge of panic, her face drained of color as her hands fall limply to her sides.

			‘Hey,’ I say quietly, angling my body to shield her from the instructor’s view. ‘We got this. I think most people are too worried about surviving to start trying to kill each other yet. I’m sure we’ll be fine.’

			Yet. 

			Even my flimsy attempt at reassurance falls flat. We both hear the unspoken truth hanging in the air between us.

			She gives a shaky nod, tongue darting out to wet her chapped lips. ‘Thanks,’ she whispers, not looking convinced but offering a smile all the same.

			The massive doors at the far end of the arena swing open with a groan that reverberates through the stone floor. Several figures in silver and gold enter – legacies, their presence commanding immediate attention despite their casual strides. Bastian is among them, his golden hair catching the light from the high windows. He scans the sea of offerings until his eyes find me. The subtle nod he gives is so quick I might be imagining it.

			‘Legacies,’ our instructor says. ‘Here to observe. Ignore them.’

			Easier said than done when I can feel Bastian’s gaze following my every move like a physical touch. What does he want from me? What does he see when he looks at me – a curiosity? A responsibility? Something else entirely?

			The other legacies stroll about the room, hands clasped behind their backs with military efficiency. They observe us with clear disinterest and disdain. For that much, I can’t say I blame them.

			Other than Raith and a handful of standouts, we make a pretty pathetic picture as we resume stumbling through combat stances and practice drills.

			

			The instructor of the fires approaches our group, expression grim. She’s a severe looking woman with black hair in a braid so tight it looks like it must hurt. She has lean muscles that speak of combat prowess.

			She murmurs something to our instructor, who nods and then cuts his eyes directly to me. My heart skips.

			‘Waters. You’ll each complete one sparring match,’ he announces, voice carrying across our group. ‘The match ends when your opponent yields or can no longer get up. You,’ he says, beckoning me forward with one crooked finger. ‘You’ve been challenged by one of the fires. Go with Instructor Kyreen. She’ll show you to your opponent.’

			‘What?’ Mireen gasps, her fingers briefly catching my sleeve.

			‘It’s okay,’ I lie, forcing a smile even as panic screams through every nerve ending.

			My stomach is in my throat as I follow the fire instructor toward the smaller group of fires. Raith towers over them, walking at the front with his terrifying gaze fixed on me as he stalks forward. I feel like a mouse being watched by a hawk – each step bringing me closer to inevitable claws.

			‘Am I allowed to refuse the challenge?’ I ask, voice smaller than I intend as we cross the vast space between groups. I can sense eyes from all corners of the room tracking my movement, wondering what I could have possibly done to attract this kind of attention so quickly.

			She looks down at me, her eyes a deep, simmering orange that reveals no sympathy. ‘No. Do you think you’ll be able to politely decline when the Red Kingdom attacks an outpost you’re defending? When they ambush your camp in the night?’

			I swallow a sigh, steeling myself for what’s coming. No escape, then. No mercy.

			‘Who challenged me? Her?’ I ask, pointing at the beautiful fire girl with black hair who watches me with venomous contempt, her fists clenched at her sides so tightly I can see white knuckles even from this distance.

			

			‘Serena?’ Kyreen asks, something like amusement flickering across her face. ‘No. Though she wanted to. Raith Hollow seems to have beat her to it.’

			Fuck me.

			Against Serena, I might have had a slim chance of surviving with only moderate injuries. Against Raith, though? There’s no chance in any hell. No gods powerful enough to save me from this. I might as well have been asked to fight a dragon barehanded.

			The pounding of my heart forms a desperate rhythm of fear. Blood roars in my ears until it’s almost deafening.

			It’s only me and the giant, scarred volunteer with yellow-­orange eyes.

			Each step toward the raised platform sends jolts of nervous energy up my spine, skin prickling with gooseflesh beneath the weight of so many watching eyes. Some students are already sparring on other platforms, the dull sounds of impact punctuated by grunts and occasional cries of pain. Most, though, have stopped what they’re doing to look our way.

			Raith stands waiting at the edge of the mat, power radiating from him in almost visible waves. His expression remains carefully guarded, his gaze a wall I can’t possibly see past.

			Everything else fades to background noise as I desperately try to form a plan – try to figure out how I’m supposed to fight this mountain of man, muscle, and deadly intent standing across from me. My mind whirls through options, each more unlikely than the last.

			The legacies have drifted closer, their silver and gold uniforms gleaming. Bastian stands among them, his expression inscrutable. Both fire and water instructors watch us intently, arms crossed in mirrored poses of assessment.

			Raith settles into a fighting stance with the fluid grace of someone who has done this thousands of times before. I mirror him as best I can, trying to recall everything I’ve learned in the brief crash course on fighting we’ve all been given.

			

			I quickly conclude that I’m royally fucked.

			‘Why me?’ I demand as we begin to circle each other around the ring, my voice lower than I’d intended, betraying my nerves.

			I expect some sort of asshole comment in response – something cutting and dismissive that confirms my expendability in his eyes. Instead, his gaze slides briefly to Serena, who is already fighting two rings over. She’s on top of a muscular boy with a fire mark, relentlessly pounding her fists into his face as blood sprays across the stone in crimson arcs.

			I swallow hard, my throat clicking with sudden dryness. ‘You challenged me so she wouldn’t?’ I guess, keeping my voice low enough that our audience can’t hear. Maybe there’s some twisted chivalry at work here – choosing to defeat me himself rather than letting Serena torture me.

			‘No,’ Raith says flatly, eyes snapping back to mine with predatory focus. ‘Shut up and fight, Saltcrest.’

			Saltcrest? How the hell does he know where I’m—

			He catches me mid-­thought, lunging forward and straight through my guard with a speed that seems impossible for someone his size.

			His first strike comes fast – a testing jab that I barely manage to deflect, the impact vibrating up my forearm and sending shockwaves of pain to my shoulder. His second follows immediately, catching me in the ribs and sending me staggering back. The pain explodes like a bomb beneath my skin, air rushing from my lungs in a harsh gasp that echoes in the sudden silence around us.

			Stars dance at the edges of my vision as I struggle to breathe through lungs that feel crushed. I force myself upright through sheer stubbornness, ignoring the spreading fire across my ribcage.

			‘That the best you can do?’ I rasp, trying to sound confident rather than breathless and half-­broken after just two punches.

			A shadow of a smile plays across his lips, there and gone in an instant. That brief glimpse of amusement shouldn’t make my stomach flutter, but it does – a treacherous warmth spreading beneath the pain of his strike.

			

			He moves in again, this time with a combination I can’t possibly counter. I take a hit to the shoulder that nearly spins me around, duck under another that would have connected with my jaw, but his leg sweeps mine and suddenly I’m falling, weightless for one terrifying moment before impact.

			I brace for the hard slam of stone against bone, but he’s there – grappling my body while somehow softening my fall. His body burns against mine, unnaturally warm in a way that can’t be explained by physical exertion alone. Up close, his eyes reveal streaks of pure red and gold threading through amber, like cracks in the earth revealing bright yellow magma beneath.

			Something stirs where we touch. A jolt of energy that feels the same as when I touched Bastian – almost as if something is being pulled from his body into mine. A current that flows between us, invisible but unmistakable.

			He shifts, hooks a leg behind mine, pressing his hips against me with deliberate force. Hard.

			The weight of him steals what little breath I’ve managed to recover. His body is solid heat and coiled strength, and for one disorienting second, I feel certain he’s holding back.

			A lot.

			I groan, trying to fight free of him, twisting beneath his weight in a desperate bid for leverage that never comes. It’s useless. He has me pinned completely, his larger body caging mine against the mat.

			Raith turns his head, breath hot against my ear as a shiver races down my spine. ‘I could break you in half right now,’ he murmurs, voice dropping to a rough timbre that vibrates through my bones. ‘You need to do better. Much better.’

			As he grapples me, I still feel that strange draining sensation, stronger now with more points of contact between us. It’s almost as if I’m pulling pure fire from his body, watching it flow through invisible channels and gather inside myself like water into a reservoir. Heat builds beneath my skin, seeking release.

			

			‘That’s enough,’ Bastian’s voice cuts through the haze of pain and confusion. ‘He clearly has her.’

			‘I’m not done, legacy,’ Raith growls – actually growls – before he flips me to my back with sickening ease, his body pressed tight against mine as he secures an arm around my neck. The pressure is tight enough to be threatening, but I can still breathe – just barely. The message is clear: he could end this in seconds if he wanted to.

			The fucking bastard is toying with me.

			Sending a message.

			‘Submit,’ he commands, his mouth so close I can feel the heat of the word on my skin. When I don’t immediately obey, he tightens slightly. ‘Submit,’ he repeats, louder this time.

			But surrendering isn’t in my nature, even when logic screams that I should. Maybe I’m still hopeless in a fight, but I can at least prove I have the grit to keep trying. To keep fighting even when victory is impossible.

			I make a few useless attempts to throw my elbows back, hoping to land at least one good hit before this is over. But he’s too big and strong, and I’m completely pinned.

			Raith’s grip tightens incrementally, his legs splayed over my hips as he bends low over me, gradually restricting my airflow. The pressure against my throat builds until swallowing becomes a conscious effort, painful and strained.

			‘Fuck . . . you . . .’ I gasp, each syllable a struggle as spots dance in my vision. I even manage something I hope looks like a smile, just to piss him off.

			My lungs burn for air that won’t come. Panic rises, sharp and primal, as my body recognizes the danger before my mind can process it.

			‘That’s enough!’ Bastian shouts again, his voice edged with genuine alarm now. I can hear him speaking hotly to the instructor, their words blurring together as my consciousness begins to fray at the edges.

			

			‘Yield,’ Raith says against my ear, more quietly this time, and with a touch of urgency I wouldn’t have expected from him. ‘Just yield.’ The last comes in a strained whisper.

			And that’s when it happens.

			The strange warmth that’s been building intensifies where our skin touches, like liquid fire seeping through my pores. It builds in my chest – a pressure that makes my ribs feel too small to contain it – then races through my veins, setting every nerve ending ablaze. My teeth ache with it, muscles spasming involuntarily as the energy surges through pathways I never knew existed in my body.

			His body stiffens against mine. He feels it too.

			At the same time, the instructors turn, locked in a heated argument with Bastian that’s drawing more attention than our stalemate on the mat. No one is watching us closely anymore, their focus pulled to the more dramatic confrontation since I’m clearly outmatched.

			‘What are you—’ Raith begins, voice tight with something between suspicion and disbelief.

			The energy concentrates in my hands, drawn there by instinct rather than conscious thought. Tiny flames erupt from my skin, snaking around my body in intricate patterns and scorching Raith’s clothing with ethereal tongues of orange and gold.

			His element, not mine.

			I feel heat in my eyes and my mouth, gathering and threatening to rush out of me like a volcanic eruption I can’t contain.

			Raith recoils as if struck, his hold loosening instantly. His expression flashes from shock to something I never expected – pure, primal fear mixed with . . . recognition? In an instant, it’s gone, replaced by his usual mask of control. But I saw it. For one unguarded moment, the mighty Raith Hollow looked terrified.

			Is he afraid of fire? No, that can’t be right. He’s a fire affinity himself.

			Then what?

			The flames vanish as quickly as they appeared, leaving behind a residual warmth and a lingering smell of scorched fabric. Around us, the assessment continues, no one having noticed the brief flare of magic. If they did, they must have assumed it was Raith’s magic.

			

			Raith recovers quickly, pinning me again with even more force than before, his body a rigid cage around mine. But something has changed. There’s tension in him that wasn’t there before – a wariness that borders on genuine caution.

			‘Yield. Do it, or I’ll make you pass out this time. Your choice.’

			I meet his eyes, seeing questions there that mirror my own. What just happened? How did I do that? Why did he react that way? The moment stretches between us, heavy with unspoken suspicions.

			‘I yield,’ I finally gasp, the words scraping my raw throat.

			His face returns to its usual mask of cold indifference, but his eyes still flare hot as they track my every movement.

			I roll to my side, coughing and gasping for air that burns in my raw throat. My whole body trembles with exhaustion, muscles quivering like I’ve run for miles without stopping. Sweat drips from my hairline, running across my face in tickling paths and soaking my clothes.

			All I want to do is curl up and fall asleep right there on the mat, but I force myself to stand, pulling up my body that desperately resists my every movement.

			Don’t let them see weakness. Not here.

			‘Winner, Raith,’ announces the fire instructor, who claps him on the back like they’re already friends, oblivious to whatever just transpired between us.

			The water instructor has already moved his attention to other matches, my poor performance clearly not worth his time. Maybe I lost so badly he doesn’t even see the purpose in giving me advice.

			As we step off the platform, Raith leans close, his breath hot against my ear. ‘Watch yourself, Saltcrest.’

			I’m too exhausted to produce an elegant response. All I manage is a choked ‘huh?’

			His voice drops to a dangerous whisper that sends a chill down my spine despite his unnatural warmth. ‘You channeled fire. I saw it. I felt it.’

			

			I shake my head, heart racing anew. Admitting anything close to a vulnerability would be a mistake, so I say nothing.

			‘What are you?’ he presses, one hand gripping my upper arm to keep me from escaping, his fingers burning against my skin.

			‘Sore, actually. From where you tried to choke me,’ I deflect, lifting my chin to meet his gaze despite the trembling that’s started in my legs.

			Now the suspicion in his expression shifts, replaced by a fiery, dangerous kind of amusement that transforms his features. ‘I could’ve done a hell of a lot more than make you sore, Thorne.’

			‘Like what? Kill me?’

			He considers my suggestion casually. ‘Maybe. If you give me a reason.’

			‘Like I said on the mat. Fuck. You.’

			The way his full lips curve so slightly I could almost imagine it is . . . confusing. My brain says this man is a threat. His words say he’s a threat. The fact that he just choked me out and probably internally bruised me says he’s a threat.

			But there’s a heat pulsing just beneath his surface that makes me understand how moths can be drawn to flames, even though getting close will spell their doom.

			‘Hmm,’ he says, voice little more than a low rumble.

			And all he has to do is lift his eyes to mine.

			Gods. That look feels like having his rough hands on my body – like something intimate in all the wrong ways. A promise and a threat wrapped together in burning amber.

			Heat rushes to my face, and I hate my traitorous body for responding to him when I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t think twice about killing me if it suited his purposes, no matter what he’s trying to imply with that heated gaze. Frankly, my best guess is he just likes toying with his food before he delivers the death blow, and we’re in the ‘play’ stage.

			I force a glare, hoping he feels all the venom I try to put into the look.

			Instead, his attention falls to my lips, lingering there before lifting back to study me with renewed interest. ‘Angry. That’s good. You’ll need anger here if you plan to survive.’

			

			Then he walks away, rejoining the fire affinity section as if our exchange never happened, leaving me standing alone with too many questions and not nearly enough answers.

			Bastian grips my arm as soon as Raith is gone, his touch cool compared to the lingering heat of Raith’s fingers. Again, I feel that strange sensation of energy passing from his body to mine.

			I need to find out what the hell that sensation means. Am I draining elemental power? It certainly seemed like it on the mat.

			‘What was that?’ Bastian asks. ‘One minute, he had you pinned, then I looked away and you got out somehow. What happened?’

			I shake my head, still struggling to process everything myself. ‘I . . . don’t know.’

			He licks his lips, leaning closer and lowering his voice to ensure we’re not overheard. ‘Whatever is going on . . . you need to be careful until we have a better idea of what you are.’

			We?

			I can’t decide if the way Bastian wants to take my problems on as his own is flattering or suspicious. He hardly knows me, yet speaks as though we’re bound together in this. But I’m still trying to catch my breath, my thoughts scattered like leaves in a storm, so I just nod, even though I have no fucking clue how to be careful with something I can’t control – something I don’t even understand.

			‘I need to go,’ Bastian says, his eyes darting to where the other legacies are watching us with undisguised curiosity. ‘I won’t be able to talk to you regularly. It’ll draw too much attention. Remember, I’ll bring the book when I can. Until then . . . be careful, Nessa. You have no idea how much danger you’re in.’

			He’s already gone before I can respond, disappearing into the crowd without a backward glance. Before I can fully process what just happened – the fight, the strange fire, Raith’s reaction, Bastian’s concern – the sparring matches are declared over and we’re being sorted into dormitory assignments.

			

			The instructors talk about our schedule and lodgings while two older students drag a lifeless body from the room. I try not to look at it. Try not to think about it.

			I do my best to focus on what I’m being told. Like how our schedule will include regular combat, weight training, and a full barrage of academic and magical training classes. Today, we’re being shown a rare mercy and allowed to get settled in our rooms and rest for the remainder of the day.

			Hoo fucking ray. 

			The instructors divide us by affinity, their voices cutting through the haze of exhaustion that’s settled over us all. We’re led from the training area through winding and confusing passages which are almost all lined with massive oil paintings depicting primals locked in battle – their elemental companions taking the forms of beasts from wolves all the way to fearsome dragons or great land worms large enough to swallow horse carriages.

			I notice more than a few of us are limping, bleeding, or already swelling with bruises as we travel. The sounds of pained breathing and occasional whimpers echo off stone walls that I imagine have witnessed centuries of similar processions.

			It must be settling in on everyone, just like it’s settling on me. This is real. Hours ago, we may have expected to die. To be sacrificed. Executed. Maybe even something worse. None of us expected to be thrown into a military academy and trained.

			The castle itself is magnificent, I have to admit – all polished stone halls lined with lush carpets and tapestries in empire gold, silver, and black. Magical lights illuminate our path, hovering in ornate sconces and pulsing gently with arcane energy colored to match one of the four affinities. We pass countless rooms, some of which are occupied by older students already taking classes. They glance as we pass with expressions ranging from pity to disdain, seeing in us what they once were – or perhaps what they’re glad they never had to be.

			With interest, I note that I only see the silver trimmed uniforms of aspirants or, far more rarely, the silver and gold of legacies. Where are the upper year offerings?

			

			My question remains unanswered as we move across a central courtyard and head toward a corner where I can see the blue water tower looming high above us, its upper reaches lost in the gathering evening mist. Magical water cascades down its exterior in perpetual, glimmering sheets that catch the last rays of sunlight in dazzling prisms.

			With nearly two-­hundred water affinities, we’re broken into smaller groups and guided to the tower by older students. 

			‘At least we’re in far fewer pieces than I was expecting,’ Mireen whispers as we climb the spiral staircase of the water tower, her voice muffled by the constant sound of flowing water. One of her eyes is swollen shut, and her once-­neat braid is a tangled mess, as if somebody tried to pull it from her scalp. She’s limping slightly, favoring her right leg.

			‘Common room is on the fourth floor landing,’ explains the student assigned to walk us here, his tone bored as he recites what is clearly a rehearsed speech. ‘First-­year offerings can use the main common area. Aspirants and legacies get access to the private areas. And don’t bother the older students. None of them will want anything to do with you, since most of you will be dead after Confluence Day, anyway.’

			How encouraging. But there’s a matter-­of-­factness in his delivery that says he’s only stating a fact, not trying to scare us or show off.

			‘Surely not everyone here is an asshole?’ a girl with deep brown skin asks.

			‘Assholes?’ the older student replies. ‘Call it what you want. You’re all at the very bottom of the food chain. Stay alive long enough and you’ll get better treatment. But survive a few years here and you’ll learn it’s not worth getting to know the first-­years.’

			On that cheerful note, we continue climbing.

			The water tower has an odd, magical kind of beauty to it. The stones are a deep, oceanic blue that seems to shift with the play of light across their surface. Water trickles down the inside of the walls in carefully channeled paths, filling the space with a sound like fountains and burbling streams. The flowing water brings a pleasant humid quality to the air and a coolness that feels good on my overheated, sweaty body.

			

			All the water reminds me of home – the good parts of home, at least. Of being on the water. Of the days before . . .

			I jerk my thoughts away from the unwelcome memory, focusing instead on the now. On surviving. On finding a way through this madness, one day at a time.

			We’re allowed to claim our own rooms from the empty ones along a circular hallway, each with a single window view of the world beyond. Each has two beds, so Mireen and I naturally pair up, taking one of the first open ones we find. It’s sparse, with nothing but the beds, a washbasin, and a view pointed toward the academy grounds – though our view is filtered through a flowing stream of water that surrounds the tower, making the scene look like a shifting watercolor painting.

			After the day we’ve had, I’m too tired to care about the accommodations. My body aches everywhere, and I can already feel bruises blooming beneath my skin in the shape of Raith’s hands.

			‘Rest while you can,’ an older student warns as he passes our room. ‘Classes and more training begin at first light tomorrow. You likely won’t have this much time to recover again, so make use of it.’

			Mireen collapses onto her bed with a groan that seems to come from her very soul. ‘I’m going to die here, aren’t I?’

			I should reassure her. I should find some words of comfort or encouragement to offer. Instead, I find myself staring at my disguised mark and wondering what the hell I am.

			‘We’ll find a way,’ I say, my voice lacking real conviction even to my own ears.

			A few quiet moments pass before she speaks again, thoughts apparently shifted to less morbid topics.

			‘What happened with that guy? The hot one with the scars?’ Mireen asks suddenly, her voice hushed as if afraid he might somehow hear us even here. ‘I saw him talking to you quite a bit. Did he say why he challenged you?’

			

			I open my mouth to deflect, but my mind is still full of his words. Full of the way it felt to have his hands around my neck. Full of the strange fire that came when I most needed it – and the fear that flashed across his face.

			Part of me wants to tell Mireen everything, to share the burden of whatever the hell is happening to me. But another part suspects my secrets could have deadly consequences. Sharing them with Mireen would only put her in danger, and I won’t take that risk.

			‘He didn’t say much,’ I say finally, staring at the ceiling where water-­light dances in rippling patterns. ‘But I think he’s trouble.’

			Mireen sighs as she adjusts herself in the small bed, wincing as she finds a particularly tender spot. ‘I saw the way he was . . . mounting you. Maybe he just wanted an excuse to put his hands on you.’

			I can still feel the places where he touched me, like burning shadows branded into my skin. I know I’ll bear marks from that touch tomorrow once the bruises form fully. ‘Somehow, I doubt that,’ I say.

			The vision of his face hovering over mine fills my mind as I clench my fist, feeling phantom flames lick across my knuckles. I’ve survived the offering ceremony, the elemental trial, and my first day at Confluence Academy.

			But surviving isn’t enough. I need to find out what the hell it means to be unbound – why I was able to call fire while touching Raith, and whether the strangeness of my abilities stop there.

			This morning, part of me was ready to give up and die. Part of me still is, maybe.

			But I want to see this thing through. I want to show all the assholes running this place that we’re not fodder to discard. They expect us to die in droves before Confluence Day?

			I’d love nothing more than to thrive. To shove their dismissal down their damn throats, if that’s what it takes.

			

			And not just them. There are the people like Serena and Raith who are stronger than me, and they think they can wield that power like clubs to keep me down.

			Fuck that.

			I’ll make it to Confluence Day – whatever that is – and I’ll even earn myself an elemental if that’s the goal. And if, by some miracle, I survive to make it out of this place, I’ll find a way to use my power to make it up to Brissa and my mother.

			But for now, my reality revolves around one brutally simple truth.

			This place and these people see me as expendable, and I intend to prove them wrong.

			I’m going to live.
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