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      Elle Vaywand stood at the edge of the water, salty waves lapping at her ankles and sand cupped beneath her toes as she listened for the great water elemental udilm. She’d spoken to udilm only once, and she’d had to nearly die for it to happen. With each attempt, it became decreasingly likely that she would ever reach the water again, at least not without help. Now, given the fires she saw on the horizon, she felt a renewed sense of need.

      “Any answer?”

      Elle sighed and turned away from the sea to face Kodan. The once-massive man now looked withered, with great folds of skin forming wrinkles along his forehead and neck. A long mustache twirled across his face. Elle suspected he wore it to hide the old fishing scar that split his lip, as if something like that required hiding rather than pride in what he’d survived.

      Behind her, the sea dragged at her ankles, calling her with each seductive wave, as if demanding that she swim out into the dark depths where she’d nearly drowned. She hadn’t had the opportunity to ask Tan how he knew she wouldn’t, how he knew it would work. She hadn’t really had the opportunity to ask him about the terrifying creature of fire that brought her here, a creature that had been long gone from this world.

      “Udilm remains silent,” she told him. “I will continue to try…”

      Kodan sighed as he often did these days. His eyes turned toward the hills to the west. Lush greenery flowed, dotted with bright flowers as the hills rose away from the sea along the Doma coast. Even further in the distance, the great Trelesh Forest began, massive secondan trees rising high into the sky that served as the border between Doma and Incendin. Usually, the trees served as a comforting reminder of the separation between Incendin and Doma. Now all they did was remind her of the fires burning somewhere along the border.

      Black smoke drifted on the wind, for now drawn away from Doma and into Incendin, but the winds would switch. They always did. Then the bitter stink of burning secondan trees would reach them. Smoke would rise over their lands. And, perhaps worst of all, they would come.

      “The Sea Father knows we need their protection,” Kodan said. “We have been safe for now, but how long until the lisincend come?”

      He spoke to himself, and Elle knew not to answer. As one of the council elders, he didn’t really expect an answer from her, regardless of her claim of the ability to speak to udilm, especially since Kodan was the only one in the village who believed her. The rest thought she’d washed ashore from a passing ship, as if Elle were that clumsy.

      “We have shapers,” Elle said instead.

      Kodan grunted and twisted the ends of his mustache as he stared to the west. The sea breeze tousled his thinning hair and sent it into his face. It was a measure of his focus that he ignored it. “Shapers, and skilled enough, but how long until they are taken from us? Too often, Incendin seems to know when shapers emerge.” His eyes closed. “Were only Lilya still here.”

      Elle had learned how the lisincend had taken his daughter nearly two years ago. A strong water shaper, Kodan claimed that Lilya had fought as long as she could, but even water shapers have limits.

      “We could ask the kingdoms—”

      Koban opened his blue eyes and looked at her sharply. “Always the kingdoms with you. The kingdoms abandoned us long ago. I don’t know why the elders of Ushil sent you there to learn.”

      “They didn’t have a choice. When our village was destroyed, there was no other place I could go to learn.”

      Koban dropped his hands and shook his head. “You do not need to tell me how it is, Elle Vaywand. You might have studied in their city, but you are not one of them. Perhaps in time, you will remember that for yourself. That the Sea Father chose you to speak to udilm speaks to it.” He took a deep breath. “And now the lisincend grow stronger. Each attack more violent. Those farthest from Falsheim struggle the most, but even this close to the capital, we must hope for help.” Koban took another breath and his features softened. He turned and started out of the sand and back toward the village. “Keep trying to reach them. We will need the grace of udilm if we are to survive.”

      Koban left her standing on the beach, staring after him.

      She turned back to the waves. Much of the day remained and the council gave her no other responsibilities. Others were tasked with fishing or fetching fresh water or even preparing the spears and hooks, were Incendin to attack. Not Elle. She was given nothing more to do than stand in the sand and reach for udilm. Only, the great elemental seemed unconcerned that Incendin might attack.

      Elle took a step toward the water, letting it splash and swirl around her legs. Another step, and it lapped at the bottom of her white cotton dress. With each step, she called out to udilm, but with each step, she heard no response.

      She let out another frustrated sigh.

      A harsh cry split the day, piercing her ears. Elle looked toward the sound and immediately dropped into the water. A black shadow passed high overhead, larger than any bird she’d ever seen. Had she not travelled with Tannen Minden by draasin, she might have thought it one of the ancient creatures now returned, but it looked nothing like the fire elemental.

      She couldn’t make out what she saw and stayed low until it passed, trailing along the shore as it flew to the west. As it began to disappear, a spout of flame roared from its mouth and then it dipped below the cresting hills.

      Elle shivered. Not draasin. But what?

      Had she not known better, she would have thought it one of the lisincend, but when had the lisincend ever grown wings? And even if it were lisincend, what would it be doing to the west? Other than the rolling hills, there was nothing to the west but open land. Most of Doma remained concentrated along the shores. The great city of Falsheim rose to the east. Had the creature come from there? Surely the shapers of Falsheim would have noticed if it had.

      She turned, looking back toward the village. Koban had disappeared, back into his home or off visiting with the council to report on her failings. Either way, he’d left her alone. Had she not washed up on the shores of Ophan a month ago after speaking with udilm, she would have gone to Falsheim. As it was, the council had demanded she stay until they had a vow of protection from udilm the water elemental. Unfortunately for Elle, udilm no longer seemed to offer such vows.

      She started up the beach, moving slowly as she did, letting her feet trail through the sand, watching as the waves washed each step away. She lost track of the steps she took and realized as she moved from sand to the rocky shores, that she left the village far behind. Let them think she sought a new way to reach udilm. At least then she might have a measure of freedom.

      Elle climbed the rocks, staring distantly at the rising swell of the sea when she slipped.

      She caught herself, but as she did, her attention went west, seeking the spot she had last seen the creature. A soft orange glow worked across the horizon. Elle shivered, knowing she should turn back but unable to do so. Curiosity drove her on, the same curiosity that had sent her to the archives day after day in spite of the archivists refusing to allow her access.

      The rocks forced her to climb higher and higher until she stood at the top of the peak. Far below her now, the ocean slapped along the rock. Swirls of white-capped water slipped between the rocks and sprayed out in a green-tinted froth. Widows Ledge, the fishers called it, the place where the small fishing vessels refused to row. None ever made it all the way back out to sea.

      Here Elle stood, staring first out at the ocean, watching gulls swooping down from overhead, plummeting toward the water before soaring back into the sky, often with fish flopping from their long beaks. She looked toward the west, toward the distant smoke and the Trelash Forest, and when she did, she nearly fell from the rocks into Widows Ledge.

      Flames leapt from the grass, racing down the hill.

      The flames pressed upon her, surging through her with an aching sense, much like the only other time she’d seen the lisincend. Elle hadn’t the same sense when the draasin attacked Ethea. She didn’t know what it meant, but now she knew with certainty: the creature she’d seen had been one of the lisincend.
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      Elle scrambled back down from the rocks, hurrying toward the sand. She scuffed her hands and legs, leaving streaks of blood behind her as she went, a trail the rock crabs already crawling out to clean. Another time, she might pause and watch as they worked, but she needed to hurry. If it was shaped fire, it could reach the village in minutes.

      She jumped the last few feet into the sand, letting it squish between her toes. Water splashed higher now than it had when she first started up the rocks, the tide rolling steadily toward the village. Soon the sand would be completely covered, but only briefly, before washing back out toward the sea.

      Elle ran, her bare feet slapping against the water.

      “Koban!” she shouted as she neared the village.

      Most of the homes were empty. Most were gone, off weaving reeds near the Faln Stream, or out fishing or even working with spears. A few women sat near the small village square, working their wash over boards, scrubbing with a practiced rhythm, ignorant of what chased toward the village.

      One woman—Vina, Elle thought her name was—looked up as she sprinted into the village. She had silvery hair pulled up behind her ears. Like Koban, thick wrinkles covered her sun-darkened skin. Water splattered the thin robe she wore. “Did you reach them?” she asked, setting down her wash.

      Elle stopped long enough to look at the woman and frown. “Reach who?”

      Vina shook the wet clothes at her, splattering Elle as she did. “Who? Maybe you’re as foolish as they say. Koban believes, though Koban keeps telling us we need to go on and feed you. Most think we should send you back to the sea.”

      “Where is he?” Elle demanded.

      The woman motioned toward the hill. “Out with the council. They’re meeting, probably to discuss what to do with you.”

      “They could send me to Falsheim like I asked,” Elle snapped. “Or back to Ethea and the university.” That was what she really wanted. At least there, she’d been welcomed.

      Would Tan ever return for her? Had he cared what happened to her since leaving her with the water elemental?

      The woman snorted. “Falsheim, says you. Reaching Falsheim takes deep water boats. They don’t come through here often, but you know that now, don’t you? Probably how you ended up here, fall off one of those Falsheim cruisers. And none traveling through here ever reach the kingdoms.”

      Elle ignored her. She’d heard worse in her time in Ophan. Most thought her some abandoned fisherwife. “Look to the west,” she told Vina. “Lisincend.”

      Vina glanced at one of the other women—a younger woman with dark hair in a tight braid who’d been friendly to Elle—and wrinkled her nose. “Now she goes on about the lisincend. Maybe now Koban will believe. Send you back out to the sea. Maybe you can have another sea dream and see your precious elemental. Wouldn’t be the first time the sea got a second chance at a wife. Never heard of it giving her back twice.”

      Elle wondered if the udilm would save her again. She wasn’t a sea bride, not like Vina considered, but the sea had given her back, though not because she was unworthy. How could they not believe she spoke to the udilm? How else would she have ended up where she was?

      “If you could tell me where to find Koban,” Elle said again. “He really needs to see—”

      Vina returned to her wash and made a point of ignoring Elle, who looked to the other women, but they took Vina’s lead. She gathered her dress in her hands and ran up the hill and out of the village.

      Small dried bushes covered the hillside, now well trampled by horse and feet over the years, leading the twisted branches to stretch away from the path toward the village. Elle hurried up the hill, afraid of what she would see but knowing she had not been mistaken. That had been one of the lisincend. But why? And how had it come to look like that?

      As she crested the hill, she saw the flames in the distance. They spread across the hillside, slowly moving away from the village. For now. When the wind shifted, the flames would blow back in, leading toward them, and to Falsheim, too. She’d seen it happen before. It was what had happened to her home when Incendin had come, before she’d escaped and made her way to the university.

      There was nothing she could do. Nothing that would stop Incendin. She was not a shaper—not yet—though in time she might learn to reach to water. For now, she was untrained. That was the reason she needed to return to Ethea.

      Unless she could reach udilm. The council and the rest of the village might not believe she spoke to the great water elemental, but Elle knew she had. It had not been all a sea dream, as they claimed.

      She turned and half-stumbled and half-ran down the hill. The women glanced at her as she went past, but she didn’t pay them any mind. What would it matter if she failed? They might believe her that Incendin had attacked, but there still wasn’t anything they could do. Elle had a chance to save the village—if only she could reach the udilm.

      The water welcomed her back, swirling around her feet and ankles, drawing her forward with each crashing wave. Elle plunged forward, determined to make a connection.

      As she did, the wind shifted.

      It happened rapidly, as it often did. First it blew in from over the sea, and then it changed, drawn down from the forest running along the border with Incendin. The temperature changed with it, shifting from a comforting cool salt breeze to the dry Incendin air. Smoke gusted sharp and acrid, making Elle cough. Back near the village, someone started to shout as they recognized the fire roaring toward them. At least now they knew she hadn’t made up the lisincend.

      There were cries to fetch water, but what would buckets do against a shaped line of flames like that? Nothing more than delay the inevitable. Without shapers, there wasn’t anything that anyone could do. Even if Elle could reach the udilm, she wasn’t sure it would matter.

      A wave crested higher than the others and pulled her out with it. Elle fought, struggling against the weight of the ocean, straining to keep her footing as the water yanked at her feet. The current was strong here, and though she was a skilled swimmer—all who lived in Doma learned to swim well—she was pulled out toward the sea. Maybe Vina would have her wish and she would become a sea bride.

      Another wave crashed, this time pulling her down.

      Elle kicked and struggled, surging toward the surface, but the wave had her tangled and she swam the wrong way. Her hand touched sand and she knew her mistake. The current drew at her, pulling her out and away from the shore.

      Panic set in and she flailed, but the water was too strong. As always, the sea would win.

      Elle let out a breath, not daring to take another. She sank to the bottom of the sea, sand scraping across her backside. Clarity raced through her mind and she knew what she needed to do. With another powerful push, she tried reaching the surface, but she was too far out, the water too deep.

      Blackness swirled around her. Colors swished past. A hysterical panic went through her. She would die before she ever reach udilm again.

      You could have saved me.

      The thought went out as she had attempted time and again since washing ashore near the village. Now, dying, she could do nothing else.

      Pain worked through her chest as she fought against the urge to take a breath. In another moment, it would not matter. In another moment, she would breathe in her last, taking in a lungful of the salty sea and sink to the bottom as a sea wife. Perhaps it was not the worst way she could go.

      Water splashed around her in a misty spray. Why would you be saved?

      The voice filling her head startled her. Elle kicked with renewed energy and sucked in water without intending to. Instead of drowning her, it filled her with energy. The colors swirling around her changed, now solidifying into streamers of green.

      Udilm?

      You summoned, shaper. What have you to offer?

      Offer? Elle couldn’t hide the confusion she felt. The first time she spoke to udilm, it had been different, there hadn’t been a same demand. But then, she’d been dead. If not for Tan, she would have been dead. Had he made an offer?

      You would join with the sea? The elemental seemed different than the last time she’d spoken to it.

      Waves washed over her, slowly swirling around her. Elle had no sense of where she was or how far she was being drawn away from the shore. Now that she had reached udilm again, would she be drawn so far away that she would not be able to save the village?

      Considering the contemptuous way they had treated her since she washed ashore, Elle wondered if she even wanted to. But that was Doma tradition. It was the same she would once have expected.

      How long had it been since any spoke to the udilm? A generation? More? And even then, those who could were rare and never seen. Perhaps they stayed in the sea, swimming alongside the elemental as Elle did now.

      We need your help. The lisincend—Elle cut herself off, remembering how Tan had used a different term for them with the elementals—Twisted Fire has attacked. We cannot stop them without your help.

      Water swirled around her arms and head, giving her the sense that udilm was agitated. Other than that, the udilm didn’t answer her.

      Why have you not answered before now? Elle asked.

      She shouldn’t push. She should be pleased udilm chose to speak to her again at all, but had they answered before now, Elle wouldn’t have been treated quite as unkindly as she had. Udilm could have helped her.

      The water elemental remained silent. The water enveloped her, wrapping around her arms and legs and head. She floated, aware of the current drawing her but unable to do anything about it.

      Please, Elle begged.

      You would have this place protected?

      Had udilm known how conflicted she felt about helping the village? Had that been the reason the elemental had not answered her before, or could there be another explanation? Either way, she didn’t want others to suffer simply because she had suffered.

      Yes.

      Water splashed around her in a spray of mist. Sand and rough rock brushed against her back. Light filtered through the top of the water, shimmering through the black water overhead.

      We will help.

      A wave pressed on her, sending her tumbling.

      Pain and pressure built in her chest. Elle coughed, and water poured from her lungs. As she struggled to take another breath, she was tossed again up and out of the water, cool air now caressing her cheeks. Elle breathed, drawing in the salty air.

      Waves crashed around her. Rocks climbed from the sea, leading to a peak high overhead. Widows Ledge. That was where the elemental released her once again.

      Elle dragged herself along the rocks, unmindful of the way it scraped at her flesh, leaving a trail of faint blood. Salt stung fresh wounds, but she ignored them as she climbed. Water sprayed around her, leaving droplets of mist in the air.

      And then she reached the peak.

      Atop the rock, she saw how flames raced toward the village, driven by the power of the lisincend shaping and the twisted wind pushing toward the sea. Heat and smoke pressed on her. She watched, horrified, knowing there was nothing she could do. Any help the udilm could offer would be too late. The village would burn.

      A gust of wind threw her to the rocks, pressing on her from behind.

      Elle pushed away and twisted in time to see a storm cloud racing in from the sea. Wind and rain and the sea had all mixed into a violent spray. She had no time to react.

      It struck, driving her. Elle clung to it, determined not to lose her grip.

      An eternity seemed to pass as the storm roared against her before the wind changed again and it finally receded.

      Elle slowly managed to stand. The village still stood, designed to withstand the force of the sea. The flames that had been racing toward it had been quenched, leaving nothing but glistening grasses and trees where fire had burned. Even the smoke that had hung in the air had dissipated.

      She turned back toward the water and, not knowing whether they would hear, sent a message to the udilm. Thank you.

      There came no answer.

      Elle made her way down the rocks, moving more carefully this time. A thin slime coated the rocks, making each step more difficult, leaving her to cling tightly so that she didn’t careen back out toward Widows Ledge. Not that the women in the village would mind. As likely as not, they wouldn’t know she had been the one to speak to udilm. Maybe she should have let the lisincend destroy their homes.

      She forced away that thought, feeling a surge of guilt that it had come to her at all. How could she not want to save the village, even after what they had put her through?

      Elle took the path back toward the village. When she got there, she saw a mess of commotion. The women who had been working their wash were now up and hurrying about the village, cleaning sand and debris from wind-damaged houses, dragging it toward the edge of town, where it could be burned later. Ridges of sand pressed up to the nearest row of houses. One woman worked a long-fingered rake through it, pulling it away, dragging the sand back toward the beach. Seashells littered the village, glistening in the fading sun like stars in the sky. Seeing that actually made Elle smile.

      “You!”

      She spun. Vina pointed at her, one hand clutching a long streamer of thick seaweed. Elle suppressed her grin.

      “This is your fault!” Vina said. Her voice went higher as she screamed and took a step toward Elle.

      “My fault?”

      “You!” Vina stormed toward her, waving the seaweed like something alive. “You come to this village and tell of udilm. Now look at what’s happened!”

      Elle paused, trying to tamp down her temper. Too often had they taunted her as a sea bride. Too often had they threatened to row her out to deep water and throw her overboard. Too often had they ignored her request to be brought to Falsheim. It had to stop.

      After what Elle had been through, it would stop.

      “Enough!” she shouted. She stepped toward Vina and grabbed the seaweed, yanking it off her arm. Vina stared at it dumbly. “You would have me taken to the sea? Well, go ahead and try! The sea saved your village today. If not for the elementals, flames from the lisincend would have reached the village. And then what? Would you have cowered in the sea until they burned themselves out? Trust me when I tell you it can take days for flames to tamp out. But if you would like to experience it, then I’m certain we can track down one of the lisincend to accommodate you.”

      Vina glared at her, too shocked to speak at first. Then she laughed. “Foolish girl. You think lisincend has reached all the way here? Falsheim shapers would stop them.”

      “Not if they fly,” Elle said.

      Vina snorted. “Fly? And you claim you’ve seen the lisincend, then you go and make foolish statements like that! The lisincend do not fly.”

      Elle took a deep breath, settling the irritation that raged through her. Let Vina suffer if the lisincend returned. It would not be her fault.

      “Then explain the fires,” Elle said. “And when you do, I will listen.”

      With that, she stormed away, fully aware of the way Vina’s eyes lingered on her back.

      She stomped to the top of the hill leading away from the village. In the distance, Falsheim was achingly far away, the capital too far to even see. Elle could no more reach Falsheim than she could any cloud in the sky. Worse, if there were now winged lisincend, would it matter if she could reach Falsheim? There would be no finding safety if the lisincend could travel as quickly as the draasin.

      And, until she could consistently speak to the udilm, there was nothing she could do.

      Elle sighed as she stared. A flicker of color in the distance caught her attention. At first, she thought it reflected sunlight, but she knew better. She’d seen it before. She’d lived it before.

      Flames flickered like a distant candle, dancing through the darkness as Falsheim burned.
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      Elle stood in the village, her legs still covered with a coating of sand. The sea slapped noisily in the distance. Winds whipped around her, sending her thin cotton dress flapping. Even her hair lashed painfully at her face, loose strands of dark hair like whips against her neck.

      She ignored it, as she ignored the heated stares Vina gave her. The old woman still hadn’t managed to settle her home again in the days since the Incendin attack. It had taken the return of Kodan for the rest of the villagers to believe her. Elle wanted to scream in frustration at their idiocy. How could they not see that Incendin had attacked?

      “Tell us again, Elle Vaywand. You claim to have seen one of the lisincend? And you think we should believe that Falsheim itself burns?”

      She turned and glared at Rolf. He was old—older than her grandfather had been when he passed—and what might have been comforting gray eyes under other circumstances now looked at her with disdain. Like Vina, Rolf assumed she should have been a sea bride.

      “Go and see for yourself,” she urged. “You can see the flames around Falsheim.”

      “We’ve gone, Sea Bride,” Vina said. “There is nothing but the usual fog around Falsheim. If you think this enough to compel someone to bring you to Falsheim—”

      “Can you not feel the effect of its shaping?” She kept her voice more controlled this time. The last time she’d gone through this, she’d nearly yelled at Kodan. Screaming wouldn’t serve her at all, especially not when she had no real proof of what she’d seen. Even the udilm could be a lie. Those who chose not to believe thought the sudden storm nothing more than the changing winds. Elle was almost starting to believe it herself. “And you saw what happened on the plains. What other than the lisincend can bring fire like that?”

      Rolf leaned forward in his chair, wringing his wrinkled hands. Splotches of color on the back of his hands stretched and twisted as he did. For some reason, Elle couldn’t take her eyes off them. “Your grandfather was a great man,” Rolf said.

      It was the first time any of the villagers had mentioned her grandfather. She hadn’t known if they even knew of him, especially the way they had almost seemed to pointedly ignore her, but her grandfather had been a great man within Doma. At least in her home, his name carried with it a measure of respect.

      She glared at Rolf. “And what of him?”

      He sniffed and ran his hand across his chin, squeezing the folds of skin together. “Only that you do not seem very much like him.”

      The comment stung more than it should. Elle took a calming breath and focused on Vina, standing next to Rolf. They had some relationship, though she hadn’t discovered what it was. Not a couple, but they shared alignment with decisions. “And you do not seem very Doman,” she said. She made a point of fixing Vina with a hard expression and then turned to Rolf. “You asked what I saw? How I knew it was lisincend that attacked? The creature flew past and sent a shaping of flames across the plains. What other creature can do that?”

      Rolf’s condescending smile caused another surge of anger through her. “There are many things in this world we have yet to understand. Fire is particularly difficult to know. How can I say with certainty that it was lisincend that attacked? What of fire itself?” He leaned toward Elle, his wrinkled eyes drawing tighter, making him look like he had little fish eyes. “We have heard the rumors out of the west. Ancient fire elements long lost and now returned.”

      Elle tensed. She hadn’t known the rumors of the draasin reached quite this far. Only, she knew they were more than rumors. Would Rolf believe her if she admitted she had ridden to the sea atop a draasin? No more than they’d believed she spoke to udilm, she suspected.

      “The sea forgets easily,” Rolf went on, “but some things cannot be forgotten. The days when Doma feared the draasin were long ago, but not so long ago that we’ve forgotten.”

      Rolf pushed himself up, tottering on a thick cane of beachwood. He pointed a long finger at Elle, jabbing at the air before turning and making his way down the muddy street. Vina offered Elle a satisfied smile and followed after him.

      Elle wanted to scream. How could they not understand? It was almost as if they chose ignorance rather than searching for understanding. But she knew what she’d seen. The only question in her mind was how had Incendin managed to change the lisincend into that horrible winged creature. That and what was it doing here.

      Elle needed to know.

      She stomped up the street, making a point of splashing mud as she passed Rolf and Vina, unmindful of how much she splattered on herself as she did. She gripped the edges of her thin dress and made her way out of the village, only stopping when she reached the high point on the road where she could turn and look back.

      From here, the village looked small, nothing more than a whitecap on the massive expanse of the sea. Only the ocean had any real size, any real permanence. It would take only a single wave, one massive surge from the ocean, and the village and everything in it would be called back to the sea. Only through their connection to water had they survived, but even that had faded over time, like so much else.

      She turned away from the water and hurried onward. Were she a powerful shaper, she might be able to call on the tiny droplets of water in the air and surf along the way, but she was most decidedly not a powerful shaper. Sensing was coming for her, but shaping still eluded her. Back when she’d studied in the University, Master Nels claimed the shaping would come once she learned to listen to the waves within her. Elle never really understood, but maybe that was because she’d never really listened to the waves. She preferred making them.

      The fields of wheat that the village depended on were scorched. Some was salvageable, but Elle was not a skilled enough farmer to understand what could be saved. A few men worked in the distance, backs stooped as they clawed at the earth with hoes and shovels. Not much that would do now. Only time would help regrow these fields. Time and luck.

      Her hand lingered on one of the burned stalks. It crunched beneath her fingers. How could this be anything but the lisincend?

      But hadn’t she seen the draasin attack Ethea? Maybe Rolf and Vina were right. Who could really know when the ancient elementals were involved? Tan might think he could convince the draasin not to attack the city, but Elle had no such control over the udilm, and the great water elemental left them mostly alone. The draasin had to hunt, to feed.

      A little farther up the road, she saw a woman and two children still working at the ground. The woman paused and wiped her brow, looking out toward the sea with eyes begging for answers. Like so many others, she looked lost.

      You came too late.

      She sent the admonishment toward the udilm without thinking, knowing they wouldn’t answer. There was nothing the sea could do to help with what had happened, not more than was already done. At least the fires no longer burned. Had the elemental not answered her call, the flames would have pushed all the way to the shore, eventually destroying the village, not that they would thank her for trying to stop that.

      Even saved, the rest of the village would suffer. Elle didn’t care if Vina suffered, or even Rolf, but there were those in the village who had shown her some measure of kindness, men like Kodan and some of the younger people in the village. The fact that they’d given her a place to sleep and food to eat showed kindness. Now, regardless of whatever else happened, they would not have enough grain for bread. The village could catch fish, but they couldn’t live on fish alone.

      Elle twisted the shaft of wheat in frustration. Why couldn’t she be able to shape? If only she could, she might have been able to do something—anything—to stop the flames. Maybe enough to save part of the crop.

      Frustration surged through her and she let it wash over her, wishing she could do something. She stared at the lost wheat and sighed, releasing the building frustration. The feelings did nothing to help and rolled away from her, leaving her feeling empty and tired.

      Elle turned up the path and continued away from the village, winding through even more scorched areas. The few trees that had grown here were burnt as well, once long green leaves now blackened. She turned away from them as well.

      The path banked, twisting toward the mountains. This was as far as Elle had ever gone. Much farther led too close to Incendin and the mountains rising away. Few of the villagers ever traveled beyond the lower slopes.

      To the north was greater Doma. The peninsula she was stranded on was detached from the rest of it, separated by a wide swath of sea. If not for the mountains, all of this might be Incendin lands.

      Elle stopped and stared east again, toward Falsheim. A haze hung over everything too far to the east, making it difficult for her to clearly see, but she knew what she’d seen before. There was no doubt that Falsheim burned. Regardless of what Vina claimed, she’d seen fire, not fog. After hundreds of years standing as the stronghold of Doma, what did it mean that Incendin attacked now? What did it meant that they had left it burning so easily?

      But what if Rolf was right? What if it wasn’t lisincend, but the draasin? Falsheim had stood for hundreds of years without Incendin managing to reach it. The waters of the Varshand Bay protected it. And Falsheim still knew water shapers. They should be able to repel any Incendin attack, even one by the lisincend.

      Elle hesitated, wishing she knew for sure. If only she could reach Falsheim, she might be able to understand, but the bay was too wide for the village’s fishing boats to safely cross. None of the fishermen would venture far from home for fear of storms and winds. She would have to wait for the passing of a deep-water ship, but even that did not offer any guarantees that she’d be allowed passage.

      More than anything, she wanted to return to the university. She could learn to control her water shaping there. After her years away, Doma no longer felt like her home. Ophan never would be her home, and Ushil was gone.

      She sighed. Maybe it didn’t matter what she saw. Maybe what mattered was that she find a way back to Ethea. If only she could reach Tan, ask for his help returning to the university, but the strange connection they had shared had failed since her healing, leaving silence between them. There would be no help from Tan or the kingdoms’ shapers.

      Except, if the draasin and not the lisincend attacked in Falsheim, didn’t Tan need to know? They would need the kingdoms’ help then. There might not be anything she could do, but she had to know whether it was draasin or lisincend.

      Distant smoke billowed away long enough for her to see that flames no longer seemed to burn in Falsheim. She glanced to the sky, wondering when the lisincend would reappear, but she saw nothing.

      She couldn’t stay in Ophan, not if they were unwilling to do anything. If she made it to Falsheim, she could discover what happened, learn if it had been lisincend. There would be shapers in Falsheim who could help. If she was wrong, they could help her return to the university.

      Only, how was she to reach Falsheim?
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      That evening, Elle waited by the rocks for the fisherman Toshun to leave his boat. Standing above Widows Ledge, she saw the small fishing boat making its way into shore. Toshun was a quiet man, gaunt and sun wrinkled, but with steady hands that worked the oars. One of his sons, a young boy named Jormund who Elle had discovered had a clever tongue, pulled on the netting, dragging it alongside the boat. Toshun’s older son didn’t seem to be with him.

      When the boat beached, she remained hidden within the rocks. First they’d need to unload the day’s catch, then they’d work at cleaning and folding the nets. She could wait.

      Her heart hammered with her decision, but a sense of calm had come over her. She’d waited too long to get away from the village. Now that something had attacked Falsheim, it felt right that she would attempt to reach the capital. She was a water senser of Doma. She was meant to go to Falsheim.

      Toshun carried the day’s catch—six long silver pike hanging from hooks along a rope—over his shoulder. Jormund folded the netting quickly and then raced after his father, his small feet splashing through puddles and kicking up sprays of sand as he went.

      Elle dared not wait too long. They would return and beach the boat solidly for the day. She wouldn’t be strong enough to drag it back to the water then, even if she had another chance to sneak away. This was it.

      As she sprinted from her hiding place, Elle scraped her hands and feet along the rock. Water splashed around her and a brisk sea breeze gusted toward her. As she reached the boat, she rested bloodied palms on the bow. She had nothing with her other than the clothes on her back, but that seemed especially fitting considering what she’d come ashore with.

      The boat rocked slightly with each wave, the water pulling slowly away as the tide rolled out. With a heave on the bow, she pushed, sending the boat skidding only a few inches across the sand. Elle pushed again, wishing she had earth shaping to strengthen her, and heaved. The boat slid and then stopped again.

      Voices came from the other side of the small hill leading down to the beach. If she didn’t manage to move the boat now, she would lose her chance.

      Please.

      She pushed again, bearing down and through herself. Water splashed, sending spray misting around her. The boat shifted and then sprung free, floating into the waves.

      With an excited yelp, she climbed in and quickly grabbed the oars. Everyone in Doman learned to work the boats, and Elle was no different. She thrust through the water, driving the little fishing vessel first along the shore and then out and away. By the time she heard the shouts, they were distant and too far to do anything to stop her.

      She rowed steadily, chopping at the water as she pulled the boat to the east. The coastline would bring her part of the way, but when she had to cross the deeper water of the bay, she would struggle. If she failed? Well, then she prayed the Great Mother would let udilm save her.

      Something splashed behind the boat and she paused, twisting to look behind her. Her heart leapt when she saw Toshun’s oldest son Ley swimming through the water after her.

      “Leave me be!” She tried poking at him with one of the oars, but he wriggled to the side and avoided it, swimming like one of the dolphins.

      His hand grabbed the gunwale and, with a motion quick enough to surprise her, he threw himself up and into the boat. “Elle? What are you doing?”

      She shook her head at him. Like his father, Ley had been kind to her since she washed ashore in Ophan. “I’m trying to get to Falsheim.”

      Ley glanced back at shore and then down to the boat. “In this?”

      She shrugged. “I need to get to Falsheim.” He arched a brow at her. “If the lisincend attacked, we need to know. And if not, then I need to learn to control water shaping. Either way, I’m tired of Vina blaming me for things I have no control over.”

      “Don’t you think there’s a better way for you to reach Falsheim, if you’re so insistent?”

      “There’s no way of knowing when the next ship will pass through here and I’m not about to be stuck here if Falsheim falls.” At least on the other side of the bay, she could make her way into Chenir, and hopefully across and back to the kingdoms.

      Ley leaned against the boat. “I’m supposed to bring you back. Father was pissing mad when he saw the boat floating down the shore. Thought Jor didn’t secure it at first, then they saw the oars working. It didn’t take long to figure out it was you.”

      “Well, you’re going to have to fight me for the boat if you want to bring it back.” She swung the oar out of the water and jabbed it at Ley.

      He grabbed it between his hands and casually threw it back toward the water. “I’m not going to fight you.”

      “I’ve studied at the university, Ley. I know things.” And if she could reach Falsheim, and hopefully the shapers there, she might be able to return to the university.

      He arched a brow. “Like how to steal fishing boats?”

      “I didn’t want to steal it. There’s no other way for me to reach the other side of the bay.”

      Ley stretched his arms over his head and his mouth turned in an amused smile. “No other way? You couldn’t have simply, you know, asked?”

      Elle took a deep breath and shook her head. “I tried telling them what I saw, but they don’t believe me. Rolf thinks it’s an elemental attack—”

      “Well, the fleet has brought word of giant flying creatures of fire. Said they haven’t been seen in centuries,” Ley said. He tipped his eyes to the sky, cupping his hand over his brow as he did, as if one of the draasin might drop down upon them.

      “They’re called draasin and I don’t think they attacked Falsheim.” Great Mother, let her be right. If she were wrong, then would anything short of finding Tan and all of the kingdom’s shapers be able to protect them?

      “Draasin?” Ley repeated the word and then shrugged. “You seem to know more than you should, Elle Vaywand.”

      She slapped at the water with the oars, sending a spray up the sides of the boat. Ley only smiled at her. “That’s what I’ve been trying to say since I washed up here! How do you think I was saved, if not for the udilm?”

      “Father thinks you’re a sea bride.”

      “Your father listens too much to Vina.”

      “Probably,” Ley said, laughing. “She’s his sister.”

      Elle sagged. Of course she’d choose Vina’s brother to steal from. It would only make the woman angrier with her, as if the condescending way she looked at Elle could be any worse. “Well, she doesn’t know anything. She’s probably never left the village.”

      “Not many have,” Ley said. “But Vina? She studied in Falsheim for a while before returning. Tried to find a husband, but I don’t think she presented herself too well. You know how they can be in Falsheim.”

      Elle didn’t, but she refused to give Ley the satisfaction of showing her ignorance. She glanced back to shore. They continued to drift, growing farther and farther away. The swells that were little more than whitecaps from the beach now rocked underneath them, sending the little boat soaring up and down over the waves. With much more wind, it would be an uncomfortable trip, enough for Elle to begin to think she might have made a mistake.

      Ley only watched her, lounging back against the boat seemingly unconcerned about trying to get her back to shore.

      “How did you reach me, anyway? I’d rowed too far away for you to have swam,” Elle asked.

      Ley sat up and cupped his hand over the side of the water. When he brought it up, water swirled above his palm, creating something like a funnel.

      “You’re a shaper?” she asked. She hadn’t known that anyone in Ophan could shape. If they could, why wouldn’t they have sensed the fire shapings?

      Ley shook his head. “Not really. Whatever I can do is weak. Pretty much limited to stuff like that. Not much use to shapings so limited, are there? But I can swim well and sometimes I help my father get the boat back to shore a little faster.”

      Elle’s eyes widened. Now she understood why Ley had come after her, and why he seemed so unconcerned about turning the boat around. He didn’t have to row them back. All he’d have to do would be to shape the water to guide them to shore. And Elle couldn’t fight with him.
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      Elle brought the oar around, readying to hit Ley with it. If he managed to bring her back to the village, she’d be stuck, likely put to some sort of council justice. After seeing the field of wheat burned, there was no way the village would offer to feed her for another season. And now that she’d stolen the boat, it wasn’t like she would be welcomed back. Her only hope was reaching Falsheim.

      Then what? Even were she right, there wasn’t anything she could do against the lisincend if they had attacked. Falsheim had shapers trained by the kingdoms, men and women powerful enough to extinguish the flames.

      Only, they hadn’t.

      Elle saw flashes through the smoke in the distance where Falsheim still burned. If the shapers had managed to stop the fires, they should be out by now, except she saw no sign of that. Were she more skilled with speaking to the elementals, she might have a chance of asking the udilm what happened, but there seemed no point. The last time, she’d been rewarded with a storm and then punished by the village, as if the sea sought revenge for the village giving her refuge.

      She had to try. What else could she do?

      Ley held up his hand, preparing to catch the oar again. Elle glared at him. “You’re not bringing me back there, Leyand!”

      He ducked under the oar and came up on the other side of the boat. “Tell me why I shouldn’t?”

      “No one believes me. Why should you?” She swung the oar again, rocking the boat as she did.

      Ley ducked easily, a broad smile on his face as he did. “Because otherwise I’ll send the boat back toward shore?”

      “And maybe I’ll ask udilm to scoop you out of the boat and send you crashing into Widows Ledge,” Elle snapped.

      Ley froze. “You wouldn’t do that.”

      “I might if you don’t leave me alone. Let me take the boat to Falsheim. What do you care if I leave?”

      “It’s my father’s boat.”

      “Well, you can have it back once I reach the other side of the bay. Then you can go and shape yourself back across and neither of us has to say anything more.”

      She held the oar steady, her eyes narrowed as she glared at Ley.

      His smile returned and he leaned back and shrugged. “Whatever you say. So long as you don’t crash the boat, I don’t care.”

      “Crash the boat? What do you think I am, some fool from the kingdoms who’s never been around water?”

      “You’re the one who said you studied in the kingdoms, that you know stuff. Time away from Doma is bound to make you a little careless.”

      Elle pulled the oar away from him and started working with it again, rowing with more force than was needed. Ley was nearly as bad as Vina, though at least he was more pleasant to look at, with his sun-bleached hair and pleasant blue eyes. She sniffed, pulling her eyes away from him. Looking at him like that did nothing but make her angrier.

      Swells of water pushed them forward. Elle’s arms grew tired the longer she went, and they were still nowhere nearer the other shore. Every so often, she looked over at Ley and saw him studying her with that satisfied smile on his face, almost as if waiting for her to give up. Then he’d likely as not shape them back toward the stupid village, where Vina would string her up, maybe even throw her into the sea from the ledge. When those thoughts came to her, Elle pulled with renewed vigor.

      After a while, the air shifted as it often did. Usually it blew in off the sea, twisting with a fury that sent waves crashing along the Doman shores, but occasionally it would shift and blow out of the north or the west. When it did, the scents and heat of Incendin came with it.

      Elle sat upright and tilted her head toward the air. Something smelled off. Not just that it had warmth to it that shouldn’t be there, but the warmth felt forced and hot. Elle had breathed it only days before. Incendin air.

      Ley smiled at her as she shifted on her seat. “Getting tired? I’ll admit, you’ve gone on for a lot longer than I thought you would. If you want, I’ll shape you for a bit, though out here, it won’t take us very fast. My shaping isn’t like those you learned from in the kingdoms.”

      She ignored the taunt. “Can’t you feel it?”

      Ley frowned. “Feel what? The boat slowing?”

      Now that he mentioned it, Elle did notice that she’d let the boat slow, but that wasn’t what she meant. With the shifting winds, the waves eased, leaving them in a lull of the sea, almost eerily calm.

      “Hurry, help me,” Elle said. She worked the oars with what was left of her strength. Maybe she shouldn’t have left Ophan. What had she been thinking, that she could row across the bay? Even the most skilled of the fishermen never dared a crossing. Oh, they might have once, back when Doma was still new and there was no other way to reach Falsheim, but now there were transport ships large enough to give the village a chance to row out to them and go into Falsheim, avoiding the need to make the treacherous crossing.

      Ley reached across the gunwale and touched the water. As he did, they started moving with more speed than Elle could have managed alone. He turned so he could watch her as he did. “What is it?”

      “The air. Can’t you feel how it changed?”

      “You’re not from Ophan, Elle. Those changes happen from time to time. Nothing to worry about with them.”

      She snorted. “As if Ushil was so different? I know how the winds can shift. It’s not so bad when you’re on the shore, but it is when you’re out in a small fishing boat in the middle of the bay.”

      Ley frowned at her. “It’s only wind.”

      One of the things she’d learned from sitting through all the lectures at the university had been an understanding of the elements. Wind against wind. Something had to give. That was what Master Palin said.

      If they were caught in the middle, what would give?

      Elle knew the answer, even if Ley didn’t. The water would shift and swirl. Clouds would crash against each other. And she would be caught on the bay, unable to stop the storm.

      She worked the oars as fast as she could. Wind whipped at her hair, coming from every direction. Had she managed to master speaking to the udilm, this might not be an issue. Or maybe it wouldn’t matter. Even were she to reach out to the udilm, would they listen? Would they answer?

      Elle craned her neck, looking for any sign of shore. “How far do you think we are?” she asked.

      “A little over halfway. We’re moving west as we go. The current draws us.”

      Elle wondered about that. A strange current to pull them upstream, as if flowing into Incendin. Shouldn’t the water dump out into the sea? But she didn’t know this part of Doma. She grew up north of Falsheim, where the dark spires weren’t visible except on the clearest of days, and then only to water shapers able to turn the sea into a lens.

      “Can you guide us directly across the bay?” she asked.

      He laughed lightly, his relaxed posture making it clear that he was not bothered by the coming storm, not as Elle was. “What do you think I’ve been doing all this time? Look, I’ve told you I’m not very strong. When it’s only me and I’m swimming, I can push faster, but you’re asking that I help push the entire boat. There’s a limit to what I can do.”

      Elle understood limits. She lived with them every day. “When the wind shifts like this, you’ve got two competing systems,” she said, trying to use the terms she’d learned from Master Palin. “See how calm the water’s become?”

      Elle waved the oar over the water. A soft, greenish tint seemed to coat the bay here, likely algae growing where freshwater met salt.

      “Now I do. I’m trying, Elle, but there’s only so much I can do. Maybe if you wouldn’t have stolen my father’s boat, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

      “And maybe if you’d stop harassing me and get to shaping, we’d be across the bay by now!”

      He actually smiled at her, pale blue eyes flashing, catching a reflection off the water. “At least I’m trying. You’ve stopped rowing. Come on, put your back into it.”

      Elle glared at him and began pulling at the oars. Her body ached from the effort and she wanted to lay down and rest, but if she did, she feared what would happen.

      The wind shifted again.

      This time, it blew in off the sea. Water whipped around them, whitecaps sending spray against the hull. Ley was tossed back into the boat and tried reaching for the water. Who ever heard of a shaper needing to touch the element anyway? Maybe his weak shaping required it.

      They were battered between a cool sea breeze and the warmer Incendin air. Thunder rumbled overhead. Lightning crackled and Elle jumped. If only the lightning meant one of the powerful cloud warriors had come to help, but this lightning was different, born out of the storm.

      A huge wave lifted them. They followed back down the trailing side of the wave, but another, even larger, rolled toward them.

      Great Mother, this one was enormous.

      As it crashed into the boat, Elle was thrown forward. It lifted Ley from his seat, tossing him into the air. He grabbed for the gunwale, but he’d been reaching for the water again and only had one free hand. The wave tossed him out.

      Elle scrambled back, reaching for him, but the wave was too strong and quickly pushed them apart. He bobbed a few times before sinking.

      She had no time to fear for him. Cold saltwater spilled over her, slamming the little fishing boat down. As the next wave caught, the bow went under, filling it with water. It groaned beneath her and then, slowly, the wood began to crack, splitting with loud pops as it sunk.
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      Cold water washed over her, throwing her down, swirling angrily all around. She kicked, plunging toward the surface, but she no longer knew which way was up. Darkness came from all directions. Her chest burned as she struggled not to breathe, but as a child of Doma, she knew the risk of taking in a lungful of water.

      Instead, she tried to get her bearings and twisted, kicking in the direction she thought was up. Waves would force her to battle for air, but at least she’d have a chance.

      Her feet struck sand and she knew she’d miscalculated.

      The water was calmer here. There was still current and turbulence, but nothing like higher up. If not for the way her chest burned, it would be almost peaceful.

      Her vision began to blur and she thought she saw swirls of color, greens and yellows that should not be there. The academic part of her mind took over. She was drowning, and now her mind gave her visions as her body was deprived of air. Either that, or the water elemental had finally come to her aid.

      A face appeared out of the water, green and strangely translucent. When it smiled and darted away, Elle kicked after it.

      Wait!

      The swirl of green stopped and turned slowly. Then smiled. You are a child of water?

      Child of water? Had she actually heard the voice or was this another death vision?

      I am Elle Vaywand of Doma.

      But was she of Doma? Elle no longer really knew if that was true. She’d been gone in the kingdoms so long—nearly the last two years, long enough that she considered it home. Kodan and Vina no longer even considered her of Doma. Could she blame them? Had she done anything that gave them reason to think she still served them?

      Nothing but want to return to the kingdoms. Even her fear for the lisincend stemmed more from what she feared would happen to the kingdoms and her friends than it was about Doma.

      The elementals swirled around her, as if watching, waiting for Elle to answer or decide what she intended. Would it matter to the elementals if she chose to serve the kingdoms or if she chose Doma?

      And why did it have to be one or the other? Why couldn’t she serve both?

      The elemental looked at her as if expecting an answer. What are you? Elle asked.

      Not the udilm. There was a sense of angry power when speaking to the udilm. The great elemental had helped the village, but it had nearly destroyed it as it did, too powerful to recognize that it should not wash over with such force. The udilm served Doma. Maybe the fact that it wasn’t the udilm provided her answer.

      The face reappeared before her. I am water.

      Elle breathed out and almost laughed. Bubbles blew from her mouth before she realized what she’d done. She caught herself, but it would be too late. Except… she felt no urge to take a breath.

      This is you? You saved me?

      The face smiled.

      What of the other?

      Ley might be able to shape water, but would it be enough to save him?

      The other is gone, the face said.

      Gone. Because of she’d been so foolish to think to steal a boat and row across the bay. Now Ley was gone and Toshun’s boat was destroyed. The village would be lucky that she’d become a sea bride.

      Not sea bride. Child of Water.

      The face said it like a title. This is my fault. I shouldn’t have come.

      You came to water. This is where you should be.

      If only she’d never left Ethea. She might have learned something of shaping, might have learned to control the water. There were Masters of water at the university. Not as many as there once had been, but she could learn. In time, she could shape water. Now she had no control over her shaping, and none over the elementals, nothing that would have helped her to save Ley.

      Had she remained in Ethea, she might have learned enough to be useful. Now she might as well float out to sea. Worse, had Tan not brought her to the udilm for healing, none of this would have happened. Her healing had cost others.

      He Who is Tan.

      Elle moved her arms through the water, creating small swirls in the current. You know Tan?

      The nymid know He Who is Tan.

      Nymid. They were elementals, but long believed to be lesser elementals. Tan claimed otherwise, claimed to have witnessed the strength of the nymid firsthand, but how was it they were here? Wasn’t the sea the domain of udilm?

      The nymid are water, they said.

      The udilm are water too, Elle said.

      The nymid started to swirl away, leaving Elle alone in the murky water. She kicked after them, chasing the udilm, her feet skimming the bottom of the sea. Sand kicked up and went floating away. She should be dead, but the nymid somehow kept her alive, allowing her to breathe underwater though some use of their elemental power.

      Was this what Tan had experienced? His tale of meeting the nymid had seemed too impossible to believe, but now Elle didn’t know how she couldn’t believe it.

      Help me reach the other shore, she called after the nymid.

      A swirl of green raced around her and a face materialized. If only she had the opportunity to study these elementals. How much could she learn? Maybe she could learn enough to shape, to finally master the water, but instead she still struggled with using water sensing.

      Child of Water can be as foolish as her friend.

      Tan?

      The nymid flittered away. As they did, a current pulled Elle along, dragging her through the depths of the sea. Nothing else moved around her. Elle expected fish and other sea life, but maybe the nymid scared other sea creatures away. Or maybe the storm raging overhead sent everything else searching for safety.

      Elle swam, following the current. The loose dress she wore got caught in the water and dragged toward her head. She flattened it and a surge of water she couldn’t see sent her tumbling forward, rolling head over feet, as she struck the sand. She thrust her arms out to stabilize as she rolled, but it made no difference. Her hands caught on the sand and then rock as the ocean floor changed.

      Then the water eased. No longer did it push at her. The current still moved, but with less urgency and force. Overhead light drifted down and she kicked, pushing toward what she now knew was the surface. The water grew warmer as she went and her chest began to burn again.

      When she poked through the water, she took a gasping breath, unable to hold it in any longer. She searched around her, swimming easily in place on slow swells of waves. And eastern wind blew against her, the cool breeze of the sea. In front of her was a rocky shore and beyond that rose the dark outline of Falsheim. None of the bright orange flames she’d seen earlier burned through the city.

      Had she been mistaken?

      Elle swam toward the rocks and pulled herself ashore. Once there, she turned and looked back to the sea. Swirls of green were there, streaming in a steady current through the edge of the bay. It looked like nothing more than algae bloom, the kind that occasionally happened along the Doma shores, especially when the warm air struck the cooler runoff from the land.

      She crawled higher onto the rocks. Falsheim was closer, but still quite a ways away. It would take days to reach it. And now that she stood on this side of the bay, she wondered why she’d pushed so hard to reach it. If Incendin had attacked, there wasn’t much she could do. If it were the draasin, then they were all in trouble.

      Elle studied the water again. The udilm resisted her efforts at reaching them, but would the nymid know if it had been the draasin attacking? They seemed more interested in helping. They had to be the reason she reached the shore. They certainly were the reason she still breathed.

      Elle climbed back down the rock. Her dress caught on rough outcroppings and ripped. She didn’t care, jerking it to free herself. The cold water beckoned her back in. Would the nymid welcome her the way udilm had not?

      She let out a breath and plunged herself into the sea. Cold water threatened to take the last of her breath away. She dipped her head under the surface and searched for signs of the nymid. Would they answer her from here?

      Nymid!

      She listened but nothing came. There was a limit to how long she could hold her breath and she had to pop her head back above the water to gulp at the air. Why was it that nymid and udilm only spoke to her when she was nearly drowning? Was that the secret to reaching them? Tan managed to do it without nearly dying each time, but maybe that was partly because of his connection to the draasin.

      Elle let her breath out again, this time deliberately. Then she plunged her head under water and kicked until the blackness of the sea surrounded her. Pain burned through her chest. If this didn’t work, she’d end up drowning so close to shore, but if it did work, she would finally understand what it took for her to reach the water elementals.

      Nymid. She called out to them, but her mind began to fade. Colors prickled at the edges of her vision. In a panic, she kicked toward the surface but she knew she wouldn’t be strong or fast enough to reach it.

      A spray of green circled around her and her breathing eased. Panic receded to nothing more than the pounding of blood through her head.

      Child of Water. The voice sounded different this time. You return so soon.

      Was it the draasin?

      The face appeared again, this time the same as the last. Could there be individual nymid, as there were with the draasin? All the time she’d spent studying in the archives hadn’t given her enough understanding of the elemental, at least not in the books that she’d found.

      True Fire has returned. Do not fear Fire.

      Elle shook her head before realizing the nymid wouldn’t be able to see it or care. I do not fear fire. The draasin brought me here, saved me.

      Not Fire. He Who is Tan saved you.

      I don’t understand.

      You don’t have to understand. You are a Child of Water. Understanding will come.

      Then it was the lisincend.

      We do not know this word. Twisted Fire attacked, as Twisted Fire attacks many places.

      Twisted Fire. Wasn’t that what Tan called the lisincend? Elle couldn’t remember. Too much from that time was muddled in her mind, the residual effect of whatever the archivists had done to her, leaving her damaged and nearly dead. Had Tan not brought her to find the udilm, Elle wondered if she would even have survived.

      Twisted Fire attacked? They can fly?

      The image of the creature soaring through the air as it made its way toward Falsheim was difficult to shake. If Incendin learned to create creatures of fire like that, what would stop them? Could Doma’s few remaining shapers even do anything?

      They have learned a new way to twist the Mother’s gifts.

      Can anything stop them?

      Elle had a sense of unease from the nymid.

      Nymid? Can they be stopped?

      We don’t know.

      Elle floated for a little while longer. The nymid left her alone, saying nothing. For all Elle knew, they might have left her. She touched the bottom of the sea again, aware that life began swimming around her. Tiny, colorful fish swam past, unmindful of her. Larger fish were shadows and stayed away.

      Staying in the water would not help. But would the nymid help?

      Can you help me? she asked.

      The nymid swirled around her, sending water splashing toward her face. It floated around her skin, lingering on her arms, and then disappeared.

      This is too dangerous for the nymid.

      Then it left, leaving Elle floating alone in the darkness of the sea.
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      Elle swam for a moment before kicking her way back toward the shore. If nothing else, she would find Ley’s body and give him a proper burial. While some in Doma considered a sea burial the proper way to rejoin the Great Mother, the little village of Ophan did not. She would honor Ley that much, at least.

      Pressure built in her chest and head as she swam. It was not the need to breathe. The nymid had given the gift of time so that she didn’t have to surge too quickly to the surface. This was a different sense, one she had grown accustomed to while in Ethea but rarely sensed in Doma: someone shaped near her.

      Could she sense the lisincend? She’d never encountered one of Incendin’s twisted shapers, not closely enough to know whether she’d sense them shaping. And they had started as shapers no different than any other, only later twisting their shaping to serve fire more closely. Why shouldn’t she sense them shaping around her?

      If it was the lisincend, she should remain beneath the water. At least the water would provide some protection from an attack. Without the elementals to protect her, any shaper would put her in danger.

      What if it was Ley who she sensed? Shouldn’t she search for him? Maybe he had survived and it was him shaping, doing anything he could to try and find her. Considering all the time that she’d spent under the water with the nymid, Ley might think she’d drowned.

      Elle reached the rocky bottom of the sea as it began to slope upward. Her feet caught at the rock and she pushed herself carefully along. The sense of shaping nearby continued, but with less strength than before. Did that mean that Ley failed, or was there another shaper, one who had been close but was not making their way farther from them?

      She didn’t want to risk leaving Ley stranded any longer. As she neared the shore, she popped her head into the air, just enough to take a breath of salty air. Were there one of those winged lisincend nearby, she would only put herself in danger by poking her head too far above the water.

      Smoke mixed into the salty spray kicking off the rocks. Heavy waves pushed against her, trying to slam her into the rocks, pushing her back toward the shore. Each one came with more force, building as they tried to tear her out of the water.

      Elle kicked with annoyance at the water, wishing it would just give her the chance to pull herself free. It might only have been her imagination, but it seemed the water eased, relaxing into lesser swells.

      When it became clear that no one noticed her, she poked the rest of her head above the water and looked at the shoreline. As she stared, she realized that Falsheim did burn, but far enough away that she should be safe. The massive turrets that looked over the sea, built to withstand the force of the udilm, burned with a bright orange glow. It must be what the Fire Fortress at the heart of Incendin looked like, she decided.

      The sense of nearby shaping continued. Elle pulled herself out of the water and crawled carefully along the rocks lining the embankment. The sea dripped from her, leaving her with a greenish tint that reminded her of what she’d seen from the nymid. If she ever reached the university again, she’d have to ask Tan more about the nymid. Then again, there were many things she realized she needed to ask Tan about. The nymid was only one.

      Long, stiff reeds poked out between the rocks along the beach, giving her some camouflage as she made her way toward the shore. Elle pressed them apart to peer through. Had Ley been here, wouldn’t she have seen him? At the least, she should have heard him. The fact that she’d heard nothing—had sensed nothing—made her the most nervous. The storm that took the boat under had probably claimed him, too. And if that was the case, what was she walking into?

      Casting another sideways glance over at Falsheim, she pressed out through the reeds and reached dry land. Not far from the water was a copse of trees; otherwise, long grasses swished around her, much like they did near the village. Another familiar pressure built, this one again like a shaping, and she hurried toward the trees, realizing how foolish she had been. If someone was shaping there, it was more likely to be a Doman shaper trained at the university. Incendin shapers would leave the land scorched like the fires she saw in the distance. And if it was a Doma shaper, she needed to find them and ask for help searching for Ley.

      As she plunged into the shadows around the trees, she had the sense of a water shaping. This was more distinct than the other shapings. When anyone shaped, there was a faint sense that built in her ears, similar to the pressure that would build if she dived too deep. It had been many years since she’d attempted a dive like that. While in Ethea, she’d grown used to sensing shapings around her all the time. Most of the time, she had no idea what element was shaped. The only time she did was when water was shaped, and that had to come from a powerful shaper.

      This was strong enough for her to know with certainty that water was shaped.

      She had started around the nearest tree when something struck her chest. The air was knocked out of her and she struggled to take even a ragged breath.

      When a painful lungful managed to get through, her vision started to clear, enough for her to see the man leaning toward her as if to study her. His dark gray eyes were narrowed to slits and an oiled beard covered his face. His black hair had been pulled tight into a knot atop his head. He wore leathers nearly as dark as his hair. Nothing about him was of Doma.

      He shaped, and a sense of water washed over her. Elle gasped as it did. There was no sense of healing, nothing soothing as she’d experienced with other water shapings. This was more like a painful probing, simply searching for injuries, before recognizing that Elle would live.

      “You nearly killed her,” the man said.

      A woman dressed in matching leathers of a deep maroon stepped alongside him. She had bright red hair braided down her back. Her eyes were harder than the other man’s. “Had I intended to kill her, she would already be dead. Be glad she still breathes. Otherwise, you’d have to revive her, though seeing how young she looks, maybe you wouldn’t have minded.”

      They were shapers, but not of Doma. Could they be Doman shapers stolen by Incendin? The rumors said that those shapers were turned, forced to fight for Incendin, almost as if compelled by spirit. But if they were, why would they attack her? The woman, at least, looked nothing like any Doman she’d ever seen. She had the red hair of someone from Nara.

      “You know why he sent us. Don’t make the same mistake that Rashon made.”

      “Rashon was a fool. He thought to take the bond upon himself.”

      “You don’t think you’d like the bond?” the man asked. He ignored Elle but formed a shaping around her, wrapping her arms in something like thickened water. She had never seen a shaper with such skill. “If we trap one in these lands, I believe it is promised to you.”

      The woman snorted. She held her hand out and flicked a streamer of fire from her palm to the tree nearest her. The lowest branches caught the flames and crackled softly as the fire licked up the leaves, tracing toward the topmost branches. Heat pressed out from it.

      “Foolish,” the man admonished. “You only draw attention to yourself.”

      The woman made a point of turning to face him. “Have you seen anyone strong enough to face us?”

      “We saw it.”

      Elle wondered what they might have seen. What would scare shapers from Incendin, come to attack Falsheim? If she managed to escape, she needed to find out when Incendin had learned such control with water. The woman shaping fire didn’t surprise her; Elle had seen too many fire shapers attack in her time. Her home had once nearly been destroyed by a fire shaping similar to what the woman sent along the branches of the tree. But this man’s water shaping was so finely skilled that she couldn’t even writhe free from the bands he’d placed on her wrists to hold her to the ground.

      Unless they had seen some evidence of the water elemental. The nymid had come through the sea; why wouldn’t the udilm? And if the elementals were here, if they had come to help, then maybe Falsheim wouldn’t fall.

      The woman waved a hand dismissively. “That was nothing. They are barely in these lands.”

      They must mean the elemental. Could there be another who spoke to the elementals that would help protect Doma? Considering how long it had been since they had the protections of the elementals, it seemed unlikely, but she had to hope. If the udilm failed them now, Incendin would destroy Falsheim. The capital had stood for centuries, staring out at the sea and standing strong against the threat posed by Incendin all these years.

      “What will you do with her?” the woman asked.

      “She can go with the other or we can throw her to the sea. They like that here.”

      “The sea,” Elle said. At least there she had the hope of the nymid saving her again. She didn’t know if they would respond as they had before, but if these shapers had their way, she might die from something else where the nymid wouldn’t be able to do anything.

      If only she’d learned to master her shaping. If only she’d had the time.

      Only, that wasn’t quite right. She’d had plenty of time. She’d been interested in learning about other aspects of shaping, taking the time to learn about fire and earth and wind when she should have focused only on water. Had she kept her focus narrow, she might have learned enough to protect herself against these shapers. Instead, she was as helpless as a fish dangling from a line.

      The man peered down at her. Something in his eyes flickered with an angry light. Could he have been from Doma once? So many had been taken over the years, what would have stopped Incendin from breeding them, creating a shaper army of their own? He might once have claimed Doma shores as his home, but there was nothing of that left in the hard stare that she saw looking at her.

      “You would like the sea, would you? A sea bride, I think they’re called?” He studied her, sending a shaping of water out toward her. Elle tensed before it reached her and the man smiled. He twisted to stare at the woman. “I think we’ll keep this one here. She could be tested.”

      The fire shaper crouched next to her and ran a hot finger around the sides of her head. Elle bit back a scream, afraid to make any other sound.

      “What did you see?” the fire shaper asked.

      “She knows. She senses water, I think.”

      The woman pinched Elle’s face between two strong fingers. Steam rose from them, twisting and swirling around her cheeks. Pain seared through her flesh. Elle screamed. She couldn’t help it.

      “Water,” the woman breathed. Even her breath was hotter than it should be. “If you’re bonded, we will know.”

      The man grabbed the fire shaper’s wrist and pulled it away. “You think you can determine this on your own? Rashon thought the same. You saw what happened to him.”

      “Rashon was ignorant.”

      “Any less ignorant than you? We need to wait for the others. Then we can test her. Anything else you do will only leave her scarred.”

      “You like scars. You can heal them fine.”

      The man looked over to Falsheim, uncertainty making his face falter. “We should move away from here. The last time was nearly too much for us. When the others return, we’ll be better protected.”

      The woman flicked a streamer of flame toward another tree, sending fire shooting up the bark, wrapping around it. “Let them come.”

      The man grabbed Elle by the ankle, releasing the shaping binding her wrists as he started to pull her along the ground. The fire shaper glanced over at Falsheim before turning her eyes toward the north and Incendin, and following.

      A shaping of thickened water kept Elle from saying anything more. They moved quickly away from the water, moving inland and veering slightly north. The water shaper kept her bound tightly, dragging her with strength that made Elle imagine he shaped earth as he pulled her away from the water and away from the hope—as unlikely as it might be—that the nymid or the udilm might be able to help rescue her.

      She still didn’t know if Ley lived. Between the likelihood that he’d drowned, the shapers who had captured her, and the lisincend she’d seen, Elle didn’t think it mattered. Perhaps it was best for the sea to claim him.

      And what of the rest of Doma? If Falsheim fell, how long before the rest of Doma fell, too? If Incendin found a way to destroy or capture the city, it couldn’t be long before they made their way across the rest of the country. Udilm had truly failed them.

      If only the kingdoms knew what happened. The shapers there might not help—they had enough difficulty, given the attack that Elle had seen in Ethea—but they needed to know that Incendin planned to keep pushing outward.

      The man stopped near a narrow stream running through the countryside. A few smaller trees grew along its shores. He plunged his hands into the water and took a quick drink.

      The fire shaper twisted to stare toward Falsheim. “This is where you would bring her?”

      The water shaper slurped a handful of water from the stream and let it run down his chin. “Were she able to shape water, she would have done so already. I didn’t make her bindings so tight that she couldn’t escape from them. Only tight enough for me to know if she can.”

      “And had she attacked us?”

      “You think one shaper is enough against even you?”

      The fire shaper glanced at Elle. Near the stream, the air was cool and humid, but steam practically rose from the woman’s skin. “She would be a fool to try.”

      The man pushed Elle toward the stream and she rolled nearly to the edge of the water. Her arms splashed into it and she pulled them back, taking a quick drink. If only the nymid were here. She might not be a shaper, but the elemental power could help. It had to help. The elementals had always kept Doma safe. Why would they abandon them now?

      “He should be here soon anyway. Then we can test this one,” the water shaper said.

      “When she fails?”

      The man snorted. “True enough. He knows there haven’t been any bonded found here in years, not outside—”

      “We’ve found the others.”

      The man nodded. “They can be dangerous too, but we need to search out the bonded. Once we trap the free ones, there’s nothing that will keep us from moving inland.”

      The woman gave Elle another harsh look before turning away and making her way toward the tree. Where she ran her finger along the trunk, it blackened, as if she carved something into the bark. At least she didn’t burn it down. Too much fire came out of Incendin already.

      “Why are you doing this?” Elle managed.

      The man leaned toward her. Flint gray eyes locked onto her, fixing her with an expression that bordered on hate. There was nothing of Doma in the way he looked at her. Not now, and probably not ever.

      “These lands were never meant to be yours,” he said.

      “Are you going to take me to Incendin?” Elle asked.

      The man didn’t have a chance to answer. A shaping built. For a moment, Elle thought he might be shaping her, attacking in some fit of rage. But he stood and looked off to the north, recognizing the shaping at nearly the same time.

      “They’ve returned,” the woman said.

      A winged shape became clear in the distance and Elle’s heart sunk. The lisincend.
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      Elle dragged herself toward the water as the lisincend swooped toward them. She didn’t have much time before it landed. Once it did, would the shapers begin attacking Falsheim anew, or would they take her with them to Incendin? Maybe they’d force her to watch the attack, leaving her to witness the destruction, as if watching Falsheim burn wasn’t torment enough.

      What had she been thinking, coming here? She hadn’t any ability to stop the lisincend. Even were this the draasin, there would have been nothing she could do.

      The fire shaper shouted something, but Elle missed it. She plunged herself into the stream, dropping into icy water and letting it swirl around her. They might want a shaper, but they wouldn’t have her, even if it meant letting the sea claim her.

      After what she’d done—after how she’d led Ley to his death—she didn’t even deserve to become a sea bride.

      Fire burst around her. Heat pressed on her back, threatening to burn through the thin dress she wore. Elle crawled through the water, ever fearful that the water shaper might throw her from it, but he seemed disinterested in her.

      The stream was stronger than she expected and a current pulled her along, tearing her from the shore and dropping her into the water. Were she closer to the sea, she might have the hope of elemental help, but here, she would have escape on her own. She focused on the way water swirled around her arms and legs, the way it splashed up her nose, into her ears, making the blood in her veins turn cold. Water was life, but water could also be death. She sensed it around her, everywhere, and pushed.

      With a surge, she went shooting forward into the stream, carried by the current. Had she done that? Could that actually have been a shaping from her?

      The water drew her along. Elle let it, not mindful of where it would take her, so long as it was away from the Incendin shapers and the lisincend. She needed time to reach for the nymid, time to ask them to warn Tan. There was no other way she knew to reach him, and Doma needed help.

      The water continued to increase in speed, splashing around her in a violent spray. What she’d thought of as a stream must be something deeper than that, with force enough to carry her along with a vigorous current. Could she have happened upon the Ormt River? It would run through the heart of Falsheim, leading her out of Doma and into the sea, but the Ormt should have been wider than what she’d seen.

      Elle tried kicking to the surface to peer around, but the water dragged her down, determined to hold her in place. She let it drag her.

      Then it slowed. The current pulling her along eased. Loose rock floated around her and mixed with silt from the powerful current. She swam to the surface, suddenly aware that she hadn’t feared drowning while pulled along by the water, that water had kept her alive this time, not the elemental power.

      Elle poked her head above the surface. Falsheim was close, nearly upon her. Massive walls stretched around her. The flames she’d seen from the distance still burned, but with less power and intensity. The air stunk from fire and it took a moment for her to realize what she smelled. She dragged herself out of the water short of the city, not willing to let the river carry her all the way in.

      How had the current carried her so quickly? That couldn’t have been her shaping, not with the strength that had propelled her forward. Elle had shown so little shaping talent so far, but what other answer did she have?

      The ground had been burned, scarred, and left looking much like what she imagined Incendin might look. She’d been to Incendin once before, but she’d been barely alive then, carried by Tan to help heal whatever shaping the archivists had placed on her. There was nothing but the remains of grass and trees, as if the fire shaper had swept through here, intent on completing her destruction, but she wouldn’t have been able to do this alone. This would have taken the lisincend.

      Flames crawled along the walls of Falsheim. Stone had begun crumbling, dropping in massive chunks to the ground below. In so many ways, it reminded her of what had happened in Ethea when the draasin had attacked. Elle had never seen anything like this in Doma before. Had the lisincend become so powerful that they could rival the draasin?

      She left her hand in the water and considered what she had done when reaching for the nymid. Nearly died, but could there be another way of reaching them? Could they help?

      Nymid!

      Elle pressed everything that she could into sending her request, channeling what she remembered of how Tan spoke to her. It was different than when she was in the water, different than when she nearly drowned, but there was no answer, nothing that would indicate the nymid heard her.

      She sagged back onto the burned ground, resting her head and looking toward the north, following the direction of the river. The shapers would be there, the lisincend with them. Possibly even the draasin. So much of fire would be out there. There was no reason for the nymid to answer. What was Elle to the elemental?

      Thankfully, she saw no sign of the shapers. That didn’t mean they weren’t out there. She felt shaping building somewhere nearby but couldn’t pinpoint the location. Standing along the edge of the water, with nothing but burned ground around her, she was exposed. If the lisincend attacked, what could she do other than dive in?

      What if it wasn’t the lisincend? For all she knew, it could be the water shaper, coming on a stream of water much like she’d ridden on, intending to drag her away and somehow force her to shape for Incendin.

      The shaping came again. This time, she was certain it was closer. She sensed it near the water. The shaping wasn’t strong, not like what she’d sensed when the water shaper had been near. This was more like what she’d sensed in the boat before it capsized, the weak shaping coming from Ley…

      Elle hurried to the water. There, swimming against the current, she saw him. His face was bruised and swollen. One eye was nearly shut. A steady shaping came from him, more like a trickle as he swam up the stream.

      “Ley!”

      She reached toward the water and grabbed him. He kicked away from her before turning so his good eye could take her in. A tight smile crossed his mouth. With strong, sure strokes, he reached the shore.

      “Elle? What are you doing here?”

      “I thought you’d died!”

      “Nearly. When the storm came, the water pushed me down so deep that I nearly drowned, but I told you I had some shaping talent. I’ve had to use it when diving before. I shaped a bubble of air around me, pulling the air into it from the water, and swam toward the shore. When I couldn’t find you, I went looking.”

      “There are shapers here. Not Doman shapers. They took me and—”

      Ley nodded. He ran an arm across his face and pointed to his injured eye. “That’s how I got this. Chunk of earth came flying at me. I realized it was shaped too late to get out of the way. When I dove into the water, I hit my head and got disoriented. Current dragged me to Falsheim.”

      Elle considered the shaped fire consuming the city. Without water shaping—or even strong earth shaping—there was nothing that would save it. That bothered Elle more than she expected. After all her time away, and after everything that had been done to her in the village, she thought that she’d abandoned any sense of allegiance to Doma, but it was her home. And Falsheim was the capital, though she might never have visited. Now she would never get the chance.

      “There’s a lisincend here,” she said. “And at least two shapers. I think they were waiting for more. We need to get to safety.”

      Ley studied the burning city and looked out toward Incendin. “Where? The city was supposed to be our safety. Now? Now there’s nothing for us anymore.”

      Elle hated that he was right. Doma was too small to stand up to the terrible fires of Incendin. The only thing that had saved them all these years had been the power of the udilm, but they wanted nothing to do with Doma. They had abandoned her, barely speaking to her since Tan had dropped her in the sea. The only elemental that had really answered had been the nymid, and they had never been Doma’s ally.

      And once Incendin took over Doma, what would happen? Would everything burn? Would the lush countryside turn to the barren land of Incendin? Would Falsheim forever burn like the fabled Fire Fortress?

      “We need to find help,” she said.

      Ley looked at her askance, likely thinking the same thing she was. What help would there be for Doma? The kingdoms had never openly offered help. They had willingly trained Doman shapers, had looked the other way when her shapers came to the university, but they had never aided when Incendin raided the villages, taking shapers from their homes and stealing them back into their own lands. Chenir was just as guilty. They refused to sail beyond Doma’s harbors, rarely stepping off their ships, as if in doing so, they would draw the attention of Incendin. None of the island chains ever offered anything, either, though few likely knew what Doma faced. When udilm answered the summons, it hadn’t mattered.

      A shaping built, sharp and painful. Ley felt it, too. Both turned to the north. The fire shaper shot toward them on a pulsing flame, somehow flying above the ground with as much skill as the draasin or the winged lisincend.

      Elle grabbed Ley’s hand and they dove into the water.

      Its icy touch took her breath away. Ley shaped a bubble of air around her first, then did himself. He flicked his eyes toward the surface and swam slowly, moving carefully so he didn’t create a wake or ripple.

      Ley motioned toward the surface. Elle shook her head, not understanding. He pushed through the bubble of air around her, his face nearly touching hers. “I need to see what’s out there.”

      “Why? You think you’re a strong enough shaper to face down one of Incendin’s fire shapers?” she said.

      “We need to know what we’re seeing.” He pulled his head back from her air bubble, separating with a soft pop.

      Ley reached the surface and poked his head forward. Elle waited for him to swim back down to her but something grabbed him the shoulders and jerked him free of the water. His sharp scream pierced the bubble of air surrounding her.

      Her heart hammered. She couldn’t let Incendin get Ley. But what could she do?

      Nymid, please help. It’s my fault he’s here. Grant me the strength to get him back.

      Elle pushed her head out of the water. Chaos swirled around her, but she only saw Ley.

      The fire shaper stood along the shore, a fistful of Ley’s hair in one hand and his shoulders held firm by the other. A pained look burned in his eyes when he saw her, and he sent urgent pressure through his gaze for her to turn away.

      A shaping built. If Elle did nothing, Ley would be killed by fire.

      “No!”

      She lunged just as a massive wave carried her up, amplifying her momentum with a massive wave. Elle reached Ley as the shaping peaked, grabbing him from the shocked fire shaper and tearing him from her grip as the water receded, pulling them both back toward the river.

      The fire shaper recovered quickly, creating the same lancing finger of fire she’d used on the trees earlier. It streaked toward Elle.

      She had no time to react. She did the only thing she could and squeezed Ley behind her. At least he could be protected.

      The shaping struck her in the chest and sent her tumbling back into the river. Water splashed around her in a spray of mist, surrounding her in a cool embrace. Pain shot through her chest. Each breath came painfully slowly.

      Ley pulled her down. At least he would survive.

      As the cold washed over her, Elle welcomed it and welcomed the way it felt as it flowed through and around her. The nymid had failed her. Udilm had failed her. Now at last she would be claimed by the water, drowned as she deserved for abandoning Doma.

      Elle let out her breath. Ley pulled on her arm, trying to shape the air bubble around her again, but there was nothing he could do that would save her now. At least he could be safe.

      At least take him to safety, she begged of the nymid.
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      Water tugged on her with increasing force, creating a current that hadn’t been there before. It flowed south, cold from the melted snow from the northern mountains, and burned against the pain the shaper had shot through her chest.

      Ley’s grip failed and he was pulled away. Elle was barely aware that he floated away. If he reached the sea, he might find safety long enough to escape. Would he know enough to find help? Once, Elle would have thought that meant asking the shapers from the kingdoms, but she wondered if it really meant searching Doma for those strong enough to still fight Incendin, to find those more like him. He had minimal strength shaping, but he hadn’t been afraid. He had known what he needed to do. If only more could be like that. If only Elle could be like that.

      Perhaps she didn’t deserve the water’s blessing. Maybe that was why the elemental failed her. Water swirled around her, the sweet fresh water mixing now with the salt of the sea as the river carried her out and away from Falsheim.

      If only she had mastered shaping—or her connection to the elementals—enough to extinguish the flames roaring over Falsheim. Doma had suffered enough over the years, the torment of Incendin taking too great a toll on the people of Doma. It had been the reason she was willing to go to the university at first, but that had changed somewhere along the line. She had changed, from the girl who wanted to learn as much as she could so she could help her people, to the girl who wanted nothing more than to spend time reading in the archives. Not reading, not really. Hiding.

      It was because of her—and others like her, other shapers who had gone to the kingdoms to learn and never returned, shapers like Sarah and the long-lost Zephra—that Doma continued to suffer. If only they had been strong enough, Doma might not have been tormented by Incendin all these years. Maybe they would even have managed to build again, to reconnect to the udilm.

      Elle realized she was still drifting, the river dragging her along, but without the speed it had pulled Ley. Maybe he’d shaped his way to freedom and safety. At least Elle could hope for that.

      But she wasn’t dead. Not as she’d expected to be after the fire shaper had attacked. She tried to look at her dress, but the murky water obscured it, keeping her from seeing clearly through it. Stranger still, the water felt colder the longer she was trapped beneath it.

      Elle swam, kicking her legs until she reached the surface. If the nymid and udilm wouldn’t help, she would see the destruction of Falsheim, even if there was nothing she could do.

      The water lifted her and, in a magnificent spray, she landed on her feet along the shore. She was partially surprised that she was still alive, and searched for the shapers. At first, the sky was absent of everything but clear sky. Then the winged lisincend appeared, shooting fire from long arms.

      Falsheim wouldn’t survive another attack. It had barely survived the last.

      Elle ran toward the city walls, but she couldn’t move with any speed. If only the water would carry her as if on the current.

      With that thought, water surged out of the river and lifted her, sending her forward on a thin film that streaked toward the shapers. A greenish tint smeared across the water.

      Nymid?

      Elle didn’t expect an answer. The nymid had only answered her when she had nearly drowned. There would be nothing now that she was standing in the open alongside the river.

      Twisted Fire attacks, Child of Water. You should return to the water.

      Elle heard the voice as if speaking to her through the spray. It sounded muted and faint, but it was definitely there, though different than it had sounded before. In spite of the fact that she raced toward shapers determined to destroy her homeland—and it was her homeland, regardless of what Vina and the others might claim—she smiled.

      Twisted Fire can’t be allowed to destroy Doma. Isn’t there anything you can do?

      Elle reached a bend in the river and slid around, almost as if she were on skates sliding across the ice. The shaping of water carried her forward much faster than she would have managed on her own. There was no question to her that it was shaped; the only question was whether she had shaped it. She had no sense of the shaping, though. Either she shaped it unintentionally or the elemental truly assisted her.

      This is you, isn’t it?

      When the elemental spoke again, it was closer. You seek to protect and heal when you should seek safety. I will help.

      Elle almost stumbled. The nymid had said ‘I.’

      Who are you? she asked.

      I am of the masyn.

      Elle nearly stumbled. Not nymid?

      The nymid are water. Udilm are water. Masyn are water.

      An elemental, but not the one she thought. What are you?

      A misty spray of water splashed around her before reforming the pad of water she slid upon. Elle realized that she’d seen it before. This had been what had helped save the village Ophan. This had been what had saved her after she’d spoken to the nymid. Masyn, not the udilm. Not the nymid. An elemental she had never heard of before.

      Do you have a name?

      The masyn seemed to hesitate. Names are blessed by the Mother.

      She had reached an area of flat ground that sloped up and away from the river. The massive storm wall that surrounded Falsheim stretched high up from the ground, arcing around the city, providing protection from the storm swells that would come from the sea. This close, Elle saw brackish green growing along the dirty gray stone. The Incendin fire seemed to burn the stone, and the rock cracked under the strain of the heat and flames. Along the open area, the fire shaper sent streamers of flame. Most missed the wall.

      Where was the water shaper? If he came, there was little that Elle could do to keep herself safe. She’d seen the strength of his shaping, the way that he’d used such exquisite control of the water to wrap her in bonds. With him attacking, water might destroy the city it had once protected.

      Elle turned toward it. Help me stop Twisted Fire, she begged of the elemental.

      There was no response.

      A shaping built behind her. Elle spun, certain the fire shaper would attack her again. Instead, it was the water shaper. Water dripped from his dark leathers and his pointed beard looked slicked down. He studied her with a new interest in his eyes, tipping his head to the side as he considered her.

      “You were not so capable when I last saw you. Could it be that you have discovered…” He shook his head. A shaping of water wrapped around Elle’s legs and pulled her feet out from under her, knocking her to the ground. She hit hard, striking her head, and her vision faded for a moment. When it came to, the water shaper looked down at her. “If you’ve found your bond, then perhaps I was mistaken about these lands. He will be quite interested to learn that.”

      Elle pushed back, reaching for a handful of sand. She tossed it at him; it sprayed across his face. He wiped it away with a tight shaping of water.

      “That… was a mistake. This will not be comfortable for you.”

      Elle crawled to her knees. “This hasn’t been comfortable for me since you attacked Ethea,” she snapped.

      Everything that had happened to her had been Incendin’s fault. They were the reason she had gone to the kingdoms in the first place. They were the reason she had fallen ill, forcing Tan to take her to the udilm for help. They were the reason Vina and the others had treated her the way they had, fearing the repercussions of Incendin shapers. And now Incendin was the reason Falsheim would fall.

      The water shaper laughed. It was a harsh and angry sound, grating against her ears. “You think that we attacked—”

      He didn’t have the chance to finish. A thick bolt of white hot flame shot toward him. The water shaper must have sensed the shaping building because he twisted toward the shaping of fire and mixed a massive shaping of water that created a buffer around him.

      Elle marveled again at his skill. Even in Ethea, there had not been shapers with such strength.

      Another attack came, this also from above. Flames, aimed toward the shaper rather than Falsheim, streaked to the ground. The water shaper ducked and rolled. This time, she saw clearly how the attack originated from the winged lisincend.

      Elle stood, unable to comprehend what she was seeing. She was exposed and a target, but that hardly seemed to matter. The lisincend attacked the shaper.

      But why?

      The water shaper tried wrapping the lisincend in a shaping. The lisincend flipped its wings and tore through the shaping as if it was nothing. Heat radiated from it, creating something like steam. Elle took a step back, closer to the cool water. The lisincend glanced at her and then turned its attention back to the water shaper, seemingly dismissing her.

      Were the Incendin shapers and the lisincend at odds? Elle had no idea how Incendin worked, only that from what she’d seen during their attacks, they’d always been led by the lisincend. What if the shapers no longer wanted the lisincend to lead?

      The division might help.

      Elle reached the water and plunged just beneath the surface, ignoring the jarring effect of the cold. It became easier each time she submerged. Spray struck her. Masyn. Please help me, she asked again. The connection had been there, almost easy the last time, but then something had changed. What had it been? Had it mattered that Elle had asked its name?

      The elemental didn’t answer. Elle felt the familiar discomfort from holding her breath too long. She started toward the surface when she felt a shaping bubbling around her, heat striking the surface. Elle kicked down, pulling herself below the surface, so that she could see out. There, on the edge of the river, appeared to be the Incendin fire shaper. Heat pressed into the water, as if she intended to boil it away.

      Masyn, I need your help. Please. If I’m a Child of Water, please help.

      There was a sense of something swirling around her. Elle didn’t know if it was real or imagined.

      The heat intensified. She didn’t think the fire shaper could really boil the river, but she could likely make it so uncomfortable that Elle had to swim to the surface.

      How could she reach the masyn again? And not just any masyn, the one that she could connect to, the one most interested in speaking to her. Was it about names? Did that matter to the nymid?

      I am Elle, she said.

      She couldn’t hold her breath much longer.

      Pressure built around her as the shaping intensified. Elle strained, holding on for as long as she could tolerate. Another moment, then two, and then she had to start for the surface, the Great Mother knowing that she couldn’t hold her breath any longer.

      Pale green splashed in a mist around her suddenly, drawing her back down into the depths of the river. It was cooler than the water near the surface, and not simply dirty, but tinted with the masyn. She recognized it this time.

      A face appeared out of bubbles in the water, shimmering a faint green, and seemed to consider her. The Mother has named me Nimala, the water elemental told her.

      As the elemental spoke to her, there was a distinct sense of a shaping. Then the pressure left Elle’s chest, as if she no longer needed to breathe. She floated, staring at the masyn. Can you help me stop the shapers, Nimala?

      You are a Child of Water. You have the strength you need.

      If only that were true. I do not know how to wield it. Can you help me with that?

      Nimala smiled. I will help.

      A connection formed between Elle and the masyn, a bond. As it did, Elle felt the power of the water around her. With a thought—a shaping, really, from the pressure she felt—water surged up and out of the river in a violent spray.

      Elle followed the surge, coming to stand on the shore. The fire shaper was gone.

      The lisincend still circled, flying with less energy than she’d seen before. It swooped, circling the water shaper, who now stood on the edge of the river, one foot connected to the water. Would the water shaper use the power and water of Doma against the lisincend? If he did, should Elle help?

      Why did it have to be one or the other? Both had attacked her home. Neither should remain in Doma.

      The sense of the water elemental, Nimala, was there, like a constant thread pulling on her. She pulled on that connection, dragging the water up and into a powerful spray that she sent at the lisincend. As she did, fire struck the water shaper, sending him tumbling away from the river. Her water struck the lisincend, knocking it to the ground. Elle pulled on her shaping, using it to drag the lisincend into the river. Water hissed and boiled before overwhelming the creature’s heat. The river carried the fallen lisincend out to the sea.

      The water elemental still moved, crawling toward the river. Elle remembered how he had shaped her, wrapping her in bands of thickened water. She did the same, trapping him to the ground.

      He looked over at her. His face and neck were burned, the skin split and cracked, peeling back and oozing with a thick stench. Still, an amused expression crossed his face. “You have found your bond,” he said. “He will be pleased to learn.”

      Elle stood over him, holding with as much strength as she could manage to the shaping pinning him to the ground. She had little control; if he managed to get away from her, there would likely be little that she would be able to do to stop him.

      But he didn’t look like he was going anywhere. One leg twisted strangely. The other was as burned as his face and neck. His breathing came raggedly. Blood burbled to his lips. Were she more skilled, she might be able to heal him, but that would require a shaping she didn’t know. Elle wasn’t sure she even wanted to heal him.

      He coughed and his smiled widened, almost as if he could read her thoughts. “I could teach you, but I don’t have much time remaining.”

      Elle planted her hands on her hips and made a point of facing him. “You won’t attack Doma any more.”

      He let out a wheezing laugh. “Not I. But these lands are no longer safe. Now that Incendin is weakened, he will come. Once he learns of the bonds, he will claim them.”

      Elle watched him. Each breath seemed weaker than the last. In a few moments, he wouldn’t breathe again. Something about what he said troubled her.

      “You’re not from Incendin,” she said.

      His head rolled weakly to the side. He blinked and looked up at her, the film of death already beginning to cloud them. “Incendin will fall like so many others have fallen before him. This little stretch of land will be among them.” With an apparent force of will, he rolled his head toward the river, staring at the steadily flowing water. “You should be pleased. As one of the bonded, your suffering will be over soon.”

      Elle knelt next to him. “Where? Where are you from?”

      He blinked and struggled to take the next breath. Elle wasn’t sure if he would take another.

      “Where?” she demanded, gripping the burned remains of his shirt.

      Had she any ability to heal him, she would have used it.

      His breath sighed out from him. “Par…”

      Then he said no more.
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      Elle coaxed Nimala into assisting with a shaping of water. Without the masyn, the shaping would not have worked, but with Nimala’s help, water washed up and over Falsheim, extinguishing the flames burning around the city. She would look later to see what had happened behind the walls. There was something else she needed to do first.

      She found Ley wandering along the shore, staring out at the ocean. The swelling around his eye was better. His clothes were tattered, as if the rocks had tumbled him, leaving him stripped of any protection.

      “Elle?” Ley ran toward her when he saw her and grabbed her arm. “How are you still alive? I saw the fire shaper—what she did—how are you still here?”

      Elle glanced down at her dress. Since surviving the shaping attack, she hadn’t given it much thought. There wasn’t much she could have done about her clothes anyway. “I told you. I speak to water.”

      Ley glanced over to the sea. “But if you speak to water, why did you wait for so long to save yourself? You would have been able to escape before they captured you!”

      The masyn hadn’t been bonded to her. They might have helped, but now there was a connection. She only had to reach for it. “Well, it’s not always easy.”

      Ley waited for her to say something more. When it became clear that she wouldn’t, he laughed. “It’s not always easy for me, either.” He turned and looked back at Falsheim, as if realizing that the flames that had burned along the outer wall had only now stopped. His eyes widened and he glanced from Elle to the city. Then he shook his head. “What now?”

      Elle stepped to the edge of the water. She had given that quite a bit of thought on the walk down to the shore. For so long, she had wanted nothing more than to return to the kingdoms, to find Tan—to find the answers to questions that he posed, but now she wasn’t certain. Could it really have taken nearly losing her homeland for her to realize that it was her homeland? Doma, not the kingdoms. She could learn to shape at the university, but there were things she lost by going there, connections that were absent. Now she understood why the greatest Doman shapers never stayed in the kingdoms. They were the ones who returned, who did what they could to protect their land.

      And there was much she could learn here. The masyn needed to teach her. The connection was there, easier every time she used it. She knew nothing about this elemental, one that seemed found in the spray off the sea, or the turbulent swells of water, and in the storms that blew in from the sea. Tan had shared a connection with the draasin—he must have, or why else would the draasin have helped him bring her to Doma?—but she didn’t know if it had been anything like this. There was knowledge and comfort in the connection she shared with Nimala, only Elle didn’t know if the connection would remain when she left the water of the Ormt River. Would her new power fade then?

      Such a simple question, but given what she’d seen, not a simple answer.

      “I’ll need your help, Ley. Doma will need your help,” she said, stepping toward the water. The udilm had once protected Doma, keeping her safe. They were still there, just beyond the shores, but she couldn’t reach them. Maybe no one could anymore. But masyn had answered. The strange water elemental had helped. The water shaper said others would come. Elle would have to be ready, help the others get ready.

      “Not the kingdoms?” he asked.

      Elle traced her fingers through the turbulent water. A hint of green-tinted froth followed her finger. “The kingdoms are not home. Doma is home.”
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      Elle Vaywand stood at the top of the wall surrounding Falsheim, wishing she could speak to the sea elemental udilm. Wind gusted in from the white-capped waves, sending a spray of salty mist over her face she didn’t bother wiping away and leaving her long, thin dress damp. This close to autumn, even the warm midday sun pushing through the dark gray clouds overhead didn’t dry the moisture out of her dress as it once did.

      “Do you sense anything?” Ley asked her.

      She listened to the mist. Since bonding to Nimala, she had gained a different understanding of water. She could sense water, could reach through the spray coming from each crashing wave, and occasionally reach into the clouds, but she still struggled with listening through the depths of the sea. She heard it there, just on the edge of what she could detect, but the vastness of udilm’s domain was too much for her. The problem was she didn’t have the luxury of time to wait and learn when she would discover more of her abilities, not after the attack on Falsheim.

      “Nothing but the waves,” she said with a sigh.

      Ley cupped his hands around his eyes, using a shaping of water to look out over the sea. In some ways, he was a stronger shaper than her, though he could barely shape anything and had never spoken to the elementals. In others, he was as inexperienced as any shaper she’d ever come across in the kingdoms.

      “Brist wants you to—”

      “I know what Brist wants,” Elle snapped. The Lord Commander, the ruler within Falsheim now that the city had been attacked, Brist thought that he could use Elle’s connection to the elementals, especially since it had been so many years since anyone of Doma had managed to reach them. The only problem was that Elle wasn’t sure what she could do, or how it could help Doma.

      Well, that wasn’t the only problem. Some felt that she was too tied to the kingdoms, that her time in Ethea had created a bias. And she couldn’t deny that it had, only that it didn’t impact how she acted now.

      “Don’t get snippy with me, Elle,” Ley said. “I’m not the reason that this happened.”

      She sighed. “And neither is Brist. Only, he seems to think that I’m suddenly much more capable than I am,” she said. Or maybe he didn’t and it was his way of testing her. Either way, she didn’t care for it. “He doesn’t understand how the connection works.”

      “How does it work?”

      Elle turned toward the city, where the sloped slate roofs created an undulating appearance, even from where she stood on the wall. From the sea, the effect was more pronounced, leaving the roofline of the city appearing like swells of the sea. Few would be confused by it, but it was another layer of protection for Falsheim.

      The wall around the city had once blended into the sea as well, but the fires that had burned had changed it, leaving it charred and damaged. Now, there was no hiding the fact that Falsheim was here. Of course, once udilm had protected the city, preventing any outside attack. The udilm, and the protection they offered, were long gone, as were most of the Doma shapers, stolen by Incendin since udilm gave up their watch. For the most part, the only shapers remaining were either old and unwilling to fight or young and inexperienced like Elle. Neither left Doma in much condition to survive another attack. The only remaining shaper who had any strength was Voldan.

      As to how the elementals worked, Elle still hadn’t worked out what it meant that she had bonded an elemental of water, but one that was not udilm.

      “I’m still trying to figure that much out,” she finally answered.

      “Water helped when we were attacked,” Ley said.

      “Masyn helped, not all water,” Elle said, reminding him of the water elemental’s role. She might have bonded to masyn, but that didn’t make her anything of an expert. For one who had spent all her time while in the university searching through the archives for anything she could find on the elementals, it bothered her that she still knew so little. How could she never have even heard of an elemental like masyn?

      Ley frowned and followed as she started along the wall, making her way toward the narrow stair that led back down into the city. “I don’t understand what that means. If you can talk to one of the elementals, why can’t you talk to all of them?”

      “I have talked to others,” Elle said.

      They reached the top of the stair, and she set her hand on the inside wall as she made her way carefully down. One misstep and she’d drop to the streets below, nothing but air between her and the ground, and Elle was no wind shaper. A thin, green film coated the stone on this side, reminding her of the way that the nymid appeared when she’d seen them underwater. That had been the only time she’d reached the nymid.

      “But it’s different. With masyn, at least I don’t have to nearly drown to reach them.” No, with masyn, and Nimala in particular, the mist continuously sprayed her and left her mind with a constant buzzing. It was too bad that she couldn’t speak to Nimala as easily as she seemed to hear them.

      Ley scrambled after her, not nearly as bothered by the narrow stair as Elle had been. “Udilm saved you. They saved the village.”

      She sniffed. “Saved me? You mean by washing me up on the shores of a village that wouldn’t believe me? Leaving me stranded where I was forced to steal your father’s boat—”

      “At some point, you really have to replace that,” Ley said. “My father needs the boat to fish. Without it, he can’t provide for our family.”

      She glared at him. “Ask the sea to replace it,” she said and made her way down the streets of Falsheim. It should be easier for her now that she’d bonded to an elemental. She sensed Nimala deep in her mind and could speak to her, but more than that was difficult. It was as if the water elementals only wanted to help when it was convenient. How did those who’d bonded to udilm in the past find it so easy to perform shapings? How had they managed to keep Doma safe with so few? Now that she’d bonded an elemental, she should be able to help, only it didn’t seem like she could do anything.

      Ley stayed a step behind her, almost as if afraid of her irritation. Maybe he was. He’d seen her shape—he was one of the few people who had seen her do so with any consistency—and probably feared that she would turn it on him. At least he didn’t know that she couldn’t shape with any consistency, at least not yet. It worked when she was angry, or irritated, or scared—basically any time of emotional stress, she’d decided—so maybe she could shape him now.

      The uneven cobbles threatened to grab her feet as she stomped her way along. People passing on the street glanced at her but then turned away. She doubted that it was because they recognized her, or that she looked terrifying. Elle was too tiny to ever be imposing. Probably that was her problem. She’d always been small, much like her mother, now gone four years from a sea lung the healers couldn’t help. Of course, her size had been the reason the shapers who had attacked had underestimated her. Had they seen her as anything more imposing, she might not have escaped.

      “Where are you going?” Ley asked as she crossed the street.

      Falsheim was active and fairly large, but still nothing compared to Ethea. The capital of the kingdoms was a massive, sprawling place. The first time Elle had gone there, she’d felt lost and overwhelmed. Had it not been for the reason she’d gone, she might have returned to Doma then. But she’d stayed, and over time, the city had become more of a home than Doma. Comparatively, Falsheim was compact, squeezed between the sea walls, and designed to provide protection from the elements. Everything within the city had a practicality about it.

      “You said that Brist wanted to know what we found,” she reminded him.

      Ley looked down at her dumbly. “You said you didn’t sense anything.”

      “Well, shouldn’t I share that with Brist?”

      Ley hesitated while Elle continued on, finally racing to catch up with her. “Don’t you think it’s… I don’t know… foolish to harass the Lord Commander?”

      Once, she would have thought such a thing foolish, but then again, she had once thought that the Doma Lord Commander had half a brain. From what she’d seen, and the way that he used his ships and the shapers, she wasn’t sure that he did. He was too concerned with Incendin—but then, most in Doma were used to Incendin being the danger. She didn’t know anything about ‘Par,’ but that was where the shapers had come from.

      “I’m only doing what I was asked,” she said. Which, so far, had been very little. It was almost as if the Lord Commander didn’t believe she’d done anything to help Falsheim.

      She stopped in front of an unassuming building. It was made of stone and painted with thick blue paint to protect it from the constant salt spray that washed over the city. Even with the sea wall built around the city, the ocean tormented Falsheim. Builders had long ago discovered ways of sealing out most of the rain and the sea, but some still got through. This building was long and wide, filling nearly the entire block. A few slatted windows were shuttered closed. It was a rare day in Falsheim where windows were left open. Elle pushed open the door with a grunt and pulled it quickly closed behind her. She might want to annoy Brist, but she didn’t want to risk his anger any more than needed. After all, he was the Lord Commander.

      The room on the other side looked more impressive than the outside. Walls were covered with maps of Doma and Incendin; some even included Chenir. The surrounding sea circled everything. On the nearest map, pins were placed in various locations, though Elle couldn’t make any sense of the why.

      A large hearth spread across the far wall and flames crackled comfortably, sending as much smoke billowing out into the room as went out the chimney. A young boy likely half her age and probably still as tall as her stood next to the fire, tending it carefully. Ley hurried across the room to the fire and stood next to it, leaving Elle by herself.

      She scanned the room until she found Brist. The Lord Commander was not a large man, and he stood with a wide-based stance he’d acquired from decades spent on ships. He kept his hair shorn close to his scalp but had a thick, bushy mustache that he twirled while staring at one of the maps along the far end of the room. Elle noted that the map included only the tip of the Doman peninsula, showing more of the sea than other maps. A few islands dotted the map, places like Xsa and Incan, where few of their sailors ever reached.

      A few other men stood around Brist but gave him space as he studied the map. Each man wore the typical thick Doma cloaks, designed to protect from the wind and the rain. Most wore short swords sheathed at their sides. Elle doubted any had ever been unsheathed. Not a lot of good it would have done them when the shapers had attacked anyway. None bothered to look over as Elle entered.

      Ley shot her a warning look as she made her way up to Brist.

      It took the Lord Commander a few moments to even notice she was there. The others standing around him glanced at her disdainfully, and Elle returned the look in kind. Most didn’t understand why Brist tolerated her. Elle wasn’t sure that she had the answer either, other than the fact that there had been a few who had seen her shaping and had seen what she’d done to help Falsheim.

      In some ways, she’d traded the frustration she’d felt with the village council in Ophan for the frustration of the war council in Doma.

      She cleared her throat and Brist turned slowly to her, his gaze remaining on the map for as long as possible before tearing away. “Lord Commander,” she said, dropping her head in a proper bow.

      He grunted with a restrained laugh. Maybe it hadn’t been quite as proper as Elle assumed.

      “Shaper Vaywand,” he said. “You have returned. Tell me that you’ve seen something of our enemy.”

      “I’ve returned,” she agreed and then fell silent.

      Brist waited for her to say something more, but when she didn’t, his expression darkened. “What have you found?”

      “Nothing. The sea is clear.”

      “Clear?” he asked. “We have word from Xsa that they are under attack. Nothing from here,” he said, tapping to an island on the map, “or here, but there must be some reason that Doma was attacked. It can’t have only been Falsheim.”

      Elle followed where he pointed, but didn’t recognize the lands he indicated. She hadn’t been taught to navigate the sees. As a senser, she was expected to learn whether she could shape, and to use that to determine whether she could reach udilm. Navigation was left to those without such abilities.

      “I can’t see Xsa from the walls, and I haven’t sensed any other attacks.” She’d seen Xsa ships, a steady stream of them in and out of the harbor, but nothing of the men upon them.

      “We need to look to Incendin,” one of the men said.

      Elle glared at him. “Because Incendin attempted to infiltrate Falsheim?” she asked.

      “Perhaps you have forgotten, Shaper Vaywand,” he began, saying her name with an edge of distaste. Most within Falsheim knew her grandfather, a man they had respected and revered, but a few—men like Thoras here—felt that going to the kingdoms to learn to shape diminished them somehow. “How they have stolen our shapers. How our lands have been weakened by places like Incendin and the kingdoms when our few remaining shapers depart to go to learn.”

      “Where would you have them learn, Thoras? Our shapers are ignorant compared to the brilliance that is the kingdoms’ shapers.” This came from a deep voice coming from the back of the room.

      All eyes turned. A tall, slender man leaned against the wall as if hiding there. Elle sensed him shaping. All within Doma would recognize the last great Doman water shaper and the man most attributed to saving Falsheim.

      “Voldan,” Brist said. “When did you return from your survey of the north?”

      Voldan stepped away from the wall and approached, moving with a sliding sort of walk that reminded Elle of the way the waves rolled in from far out on the sea. Voldan had learned from her grandfather, back when Doma actually had shapers able to teach, back before Incendin stole those with the potential to be something more. His eyes swept over the men standing behind the Lord Commander and came to rest on Elle. Her ears popped and she knew that he had performed some sort of shaping that washed over her, though she could not identify what it was.

      “The swamp is quiet,” Voldan said. “As it usually is.”

      Thoras made a sour face. “The Atran Swamp? Do you really think that we should worry about the swamp?”

      Voldan crossed his arms over his chest as he built another shaping. Elle wondered if Thoras even knew Voldan washed a shaping over him. “Do you think that you can protect the Atran were it invaded? Do you think that our ships can navigate its waters?” A faint smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Perhaps the Lord Commander should send Doma’s finest captain to patrol the Atran. I beg your forgiveness, captain, and will accede to your wisdom.”

      Thoras’s mouth puckered even more and Elle suppressed a laugh. She knew little of Voldan, other than that he had been shaping for Falsheim long before she’d even been born. Had it not been for him, the city might have fallen during the attack. With his shaping, and with the help of the few weak shapers that he’d managed to bring together into something resembling a squad, Doma had managed to remain safe. Voldan was one of the few to believe Elle when she told of what she’d seen. Had it not been for him, the Lord Commander might not have believed the attack or about the strange winged lisincend.

      “Enough, Voldan. What did you learn?”

      Voldan glanced at Thoras for another moment, his gaze lingering as he answered, “Incendin remains no different than before. Whatever attacked our shores leaves the kingdom of fire untouched, though there is something different about the Fire Fortress. It makes you wonder, doesn’t it, whether all of this,” he said, sweeping his hand around him, “isn’t some ploy on behalf of Incendin.”

      The Lord Commander frowned, rubbing a hand over his mouth. “And the north?” he asked.

      Voldan’s brow furrowed and Elle sensed another shaping from him, this one without any sense of direction, almost as if he were shaping for the sake of shaping. It dissipated quietly, washing away from him and sweeping out and through the stones of the building. As it did, Elle realized that it wasn’t a shaping at all. What Voldan performed was some kind of enhanced sensing.

      “Within Doma, the north is untouched.”

      The Lord Commander turned back to the map. Elle noted that he made a point of studying the map with Chenir filling most of it. “They have shapers in Chenir,” the Lord Commander said, mostly to himself. “They should be able to remain protected.”

      Voldan’s troubled smile faded and his playful expression returned. “Perhaps. Either way, our borders are safe.”

      “What about what Shaper Vaywand shared?” Brist asked.

      Voldan glanced at her. “Perhaps we should listen to the shaper. She has studied at the university and she speaks to the elementals, or so she tells us.” He considered Elle for a moment before turning back to Brist. “As you know, Lord Commander, I have not, and I do not, so my shaping is likely much less effective than it would be otherwise. I’m sure there is much that she learned in the university that she can teach even one so lowly as myself.”

      The others all turned to her, waiting. Elle met their eyes before lowering her gaze. She heard Voldan chuckle softly.

      “Trust in a shaper of Doma, Lord Commander, not one fresh from the university, whose loyalties remain in question. And I tell you, the borders are safe. Whatever attacked our shores is gone. Our people are safe,” Voldan said.

      Safe. After Falsheim had been attacked and their people terrified of the shaping, could they be safe?

      Not until they understood what had happened. Regardless of what Voldan claimed, it was hard to ignore what she’d seen and what the people of Falsheim had gone through.

      Elle left her arms crossed over her chest and finally turned away, pushing open the door with more irritation than she should, the annoyance she felt driving her out of the building.
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      Elle made a point of moving away from the crowded streets, wandering through the narrow side streets of Falsheim. The cobblestones were slick here, damp with the rain from last night, and coated with a thin film. Part of her dared the water to trip her.

      “Elle!” Ley yelled at her.

      Elle was nearly to the wall surrounding the city before Ley caught up. She paused as he reached her. “What is it, Ley? Are you going to tell me to listen to Brist, too? Or are you going to tell me to trust Voldan, the water shaper who saved all of Doma?”

      Ley leaned forward, resting his hands on his thighs. A bead of sweat dripped from his brow and he wiped a sleeve across his face, smearing dirt as he cleared the sweat. “Voldan didn’t save all of Doma.”

      “To hear him tell of it, he did,” Elle huffed.

      Ley took a deep breath and stood. “Maybe in his mind, but I was there and saw what you did. If not for you, the Lord Commander would have us attacking Incendin. They’ll come around, but you need to give them time.”

      She still wasn’t convinced that would happen. Incendin deserved all the doubt they received. They had abducted too many over the years to be trusted, but the attack on the city had been something else. With Incendin, there was the hope that they would leave Doma, withdrawing back into Incendin once they had the shapers they desired. Whoever had attacked had no such intent. They had wanted to destroy Doma, but there was something else, and worse.

      “Well, I can’t tell what they intend. They won’t share. But I don’t agree with Voldan that our borders are safe. When have they ever been safe?”

      Ley shrugged. “The last time Doma was really safe was when we were protected by the elementals.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But, Elle, you speak to the elementals.”

      “Apparently not well enough,” she said.

      She continued down the street, making her way to the wall and stopping in a narrow square that faced the wall. Two soldiers, both wearing swords and leathers stamped with the shield of Doma—that of a cresting wave—stood on either side of a narrow door. Once, such doors had been shaped closed, sealed so that only another shaper could use them to access the city, but since the city had so few shapers, these doors were normally left open, allowing any to cross through, so long as the soldiers guarding the wall allowed them access. Surprisingly, she found the door closed.

      Elle faced the guards. She had been through here often enough that she recognized many of them, but neither of these were men she’d seen before. They stared at her, hands on the hilt of their swords, their faces otherwise neutral.

      “Are you going to move aside so that I can get through?” she finally asked.

      “The door stays closed. Lord Commander’s orders.”

      Elle crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. “The Lord Commander has granted me permission to cross through here.” That wasn’t entirely true, but then again, it wasn’t that it was untrue. Brist had given her permission to move freely throughout the city and had allowed her to climb the walls surrounding the city—and given the recent attack, he’d felt he’d made a concession even allowing that—but he didn’t necessarily want her outside the walls of the city, not after what had happened.

      “Do you have his writ?” the nearest guard asked. He had a soft voice and was nearly two hands taller than Elle. In spite of that, she leaned toward him—and he took a slight, shuffling step back.

      “Does everyone who comes through here have Brist’s writ?” she demanded. The guards who had let her through only a few days ago hadn’t demanded any writ, but then again, Elle had taken the time to get to know them, and it had helped that Ley knew them somewhat. Not that she’d ever admit that to Ley.

      “Yes,” the guard said.

      “Elle…” Ley said, touching her sleeve.

      She ignored him and focused on the door. All she wanted was to get to the other side of the door. What harm could that do? If Voldan was right, then it wouldn’t even matter if she did. From what he’d said, there was no threat on the other side of the wall.

      The humming in her mind that was the sense of Nimala became clearer. Elle pulled on that sense, summoning the masyn elemental toward her. Can you help with this? she asked.

      You would shape these men? Nimala asked.

      Not the men. The door.

      Nimala seemed confused, but then Elle had come to realize that the elemental had never bonded before, so there had been much confusion as they had tried their initial conversations. There was none of the sense that she’d had with udilm, the great overpowering sense of the depths of the sea, the massive swells that threatened to crush her. With masyn, it was a subtle sense, the barest kiss of the connection. Elle still didn’t know all the uses to their bond, but there was no doubt that she needed to understand it. With the elemental, she would be able to shape much more than she could on her own, which right now was very little.

      All I want is to open the door, Elle said.

      There came a delay, and then the water that lingered on the stones formed a shimmery fog that lifted into the air and slipped into the cracks around the door. With a loud click, it drifted open. The guards jumped and turned toward it, swords coming unsheathed as they did.

      Elle smiled and stepped toward it, ignoring the guards as she pushed past them and made her way outside the walls. The nearest guard glared at her and pushed the door closed behind her, effectively sealing her out of the city.

      “Great. Now we’re stuck out here,” Ley said.

      “You don’t think I can shape us back into the city?” Elle asked.

      Ley glanced over at her, the doubt on his face unmistakable. “Listen, Elle, I’m not going to doubt your ability to shape, especially after what I’ve seen you do to those other shapers, but it’s not like you’ve been exactly… consistent with your shaping since we’ve been in Falsheim.”

      Elle ignored the comment as she made her way along the Ormt River. Small copses of trees grew along the twisting shores and Elle trailed along the river’s edge, keeping just outside the slow current, as she listened to the drawing sense of the water. Times like these, it seemed that water spoke to her, if only she could learn enough to listen. Nimala’s voice was distant in the back of her mind, barely more than a buzzing she could hear above the sound of the water.

      She followed the river until it met the sea, where she paused. This was where she had first discovered her connection to Nimala. This was where she had first learned of the other shapers.

      Voldan might not believe that there was anything else to fear in Doma, but Elle didn’t doubt that the shapers would return, whoever they were. They were strong enough to fight the lisincend, especially the strange new winged lisincend that had appeared. Elle didn’t understand how Incendin had managed to find a new way to make the lisincend even more terrifying, but somehow they had. If the lisincend found the shapers who attacked Falsheim worthy to attack, then shouldn’t Doma fear their return?

      “What do you intend to do?” Ley asked.

      Elle shook her head. “I don’t know. I can’t stay in Falsheim, especially with Voldan doubting that there is anything to fear.”

      “He could teach you.”

      She turned away from the Ormt and fixed Ley with her gaze. “Could he? I haven’t seen that Voldan is all that interested in teaching me, and that’s with him knowing that I can speak to the elementals. It would seem to me that a shaper of Doma would be motivated to help me learn, but he’s not been particularly helpful.”

      Ley stopped along the edge of the river and leaned down to pick up a flat rock, which he skipped across the surface. Elle sensed him shaping as he did and picked up the strands that he used to float the rock above the water. From what she could tell, Ley had grown stronger with his shaping in the time since they’d left Ophan. Was it because he used his shaping more, or was there a different reason?

      “It’s because you went to the university,” Ley said. “Some don’t think that Doma should rely on the kingdoms to teach our shapers.”

      “Because we’ve done such a good job teaching them?”

      Ley looked up at her. “How many have abandoned Doma and remained, Elle?”

      Elle thought of the shapers that she knew who had left Doma, shapers who had not returned to their homes. Zephra, a wind shaper and her cousin, had left when she was young. There had been others, too many to remember them all, and all with a similar story.

      And then there were notorious shapers like Velthan. A powerful water shaper, he had been the last great shaper able to speak to udilm and he had trained in Ethea, learning from the water masters there. Through his connection to the udilm, he had protected Doma for years before he had finally disappeared. Most thought that Incendin had finally captured him. If so, Elle wondered what had become of him.

      “I didn’t abandon Doma,” Elle said softly.

      “No, but you would have rather returned to the kingdoms than remain in Doma.”

      Elle jerked her arm free and turned away from him. “Doma isn’t always so good to their shapers, either. How many in Ophan were willing to toss me back to the sea? How many simply thought that I was a sea bride, meant to be returned? So don’t you tell me that Doma has always been friendly and welcoming, Leyand. Your people wanted nothing more than to toss me back.”

      Ley set his hand on her shoulder and turned her back around to face him. He was a few years older than her and quite a bit taller, but he looked at her hesitantly. “Elle, not all felt the same as Vina. Had the village truly wanted to send you away, you wouldn’t have been fed, you wouldn’t have been given clothes to wear, and you wouldn’t have been given a place to sleep. It might not have been the hospitality that you received at the university, but it’s what Ophan was able to offer.”

      “You clearly haven’t been to the university if you think they offer hospitality.”

      Ley frowned. “You weren’t pampered and put up in a palace? I thought the shapers of the kingdoms were given the freedom to do whatever they wanted.”

      Elle laughed softly. “Then perhaps you should go to the kingdoms. They could teach you to control your shaping and guide you. Maybe you’ll learn to be a stronger shaper than you are now, Ley.” His eyes widened and her laugh deepened. “No, there was no palace. The Great Mother knows I was lucky to get a place to sleep, and the clothes they had for me were all two or three sizes too big.”

      Ley’s eyes traveled from her head to her feet. For some reason, a hot flush worked through Elle as he did and she stepped back. A playful smile crossed his face.

      “I like you better with what you’re wearing, if that matters to you.”

      “It most certainly does not,” Elle said and turned away from him again.

      He laughed and she continued along the shore of the Ormt, putting distance between her and Falsheim. She would have to return soon—she didn’t really want to risk the night outside the walls of the city—but for now, she enjoyed being away from the sounds and the clutter of people. Falsheim might not be a massive city, but there were many people, all thinking that the sea wall could keep them safe, especially were Incendin to attack again. Most of the time, that had worked.

      Elle crested a rise. From here, she had a clear view of the city. The slate roofs really did undulate like swells within the sea. The sight brought a smile to her face. Domans might be a practical people, but there was artistry to them as well. The water had served as inspiration for years, helping guide the design of everything from ships to the homes. The only thing that was made without such artistry was the huge, towering wall surrounding the city, and that only because it had to serve a different purpose: to keep the angry storms from destroying Falsheim.

      Many had wondered why the city sat where it did on the peninsula, but there was power to being so close to the water. The elementals had provided that strength for years. But when it departed, the advantage of sitting along the edge of the sea changed, becoming more of a risk than anything else.

      Elle regarded the bay. Sunlight trailed through the clouds and reflected off the water and the steady waves. White-capped swells formed where the river dumped into the sea, where water trailing out of the mountains mixed with the salt water pushed in by the ocean, making a frothy green spray. The nymid would be found there, mixing with the udilm and probably masyn. That had been where Elle had learned that she could speak to more than just udilm, and where she had begun to wonder if she would bond to the nymid.

      Beyond the bay stretched the far shore. There, over rock towering above the water, would be Ophan. Ley’s home village had taken her in, and they had given her a place to stay and food, but they had also treated her much like Voldan, sharing the same disdain that he felt about the kingdoms and the university, never minding the fact that few shapers in Doma were willing to teach water. Most thought it was something you had to learn on your own. What did it say that Elle had learned it mostly on her own, but only after learning that she could bond to masyn? Perhaps that meant that Voldan was right.

      “Elle, we should return,” Ley said.

      She didn’t miss the wistful tone to his voice. “You could return, you know,” she said.

      “And do what?” Ley asked. “Continue to fish with my father, using my shaping to propel his boat and guide the catch?”

      “Yes,” she answered.

      “Is that what you want of me?” he asked.

      Elle took a deep breath. “I don’t know what I want, Ley. I thought I wanted to return to the kingdoms, that I would have to in order to learn to shape, but then I discovered that I could speak to the elementals.”

      “Now you can shape.”

      “It’s not consistent, but I know that it will come,” Elle admitted.

      “Then what do you want?” Ley asked.

      “I want to feel like I’m a part of something,” she answered softly. “After the attack, that’s what I expected, but Brist seems to think that he’s the only one who can decide what happens to Doma.”

      “Well, he is the Lord Commander.”

      “That he is,” Elle agreed. “But does that mean he understands the elementals? That he understands the sea?”

      “Do you?”

      Elle wondered if she even did. In some ways, nearly dying and having the udilm rescue her had given her a sense of closeness to the sea that others would never have, but in other ways, she felt as disconnected as any she’d met in the kingdoms. She’d never served on a ship, had never guided the fleet, not like Brist had. He knew the sea in ways that she could never comprehend.

      But she spoke to water. Didn’t that count for something?

      “Maybe I don’t,” she said. “That doesn’t mean I’m not willing to listen, or that I’m not willing to try. It doesn’t mean that I’m not a true Doman, either.”

      “No one has said that you’re not.”

      “They think it, though. You did too.”

      Ley took her hand and turned her to face him. “Now you’re able to know what I’m thinking, too? I didn’t realize that your ability to speak to the elementals extended to an ability to read my mind.”

      He fixed her with a such a serious expression that Elle laughed in spite of herself.

      They stood along the hillside, hand in hand, neither speaking for long moments. As she stood there, Elle realized that she might not have felt at home in Ophan, or really even in the kingdoms while she had been studying at the university. She might not even be truly at home in Falsheim, but with Ley, there was a sense of warmth, a pleasant sense that she was wanted. More than anything, that mattered.

      “I’m sorry I brought you into this, Ley,” she said softly.

      He pulled her against him and rested his chin on her head. “You did what you needed to do, Elle. I don’t doubt that, not like you think that I do.” He paused, a conflicted series of emotions working over his face. “You asked if I would return to Ophan. I don’t think that I can.”

      “Why?”

      “I think that I’m where I need to be right now.”

      Elle didn’t know how to answer, and so didn’t. Her eyes lingered on his until she finally looked away, uncomfortable and uncertain about what she saw reflected there.

      “We…we should return,” she said.

      Ley sighed and smiled. “Not just yet. Let’s stand here a while longer.”

      He squeezed her hand and leaned into her as they stared out over the sea together.
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      Elle started back toward the city as the daylight began to fade. Ley walked beside her, holding her hand. When she first went off to the university, she’d planned for nothing more than to continue her studies, wanting nothing more than to learn how to shape or better understand the elementals. When Tan had brought her to udilm, searching for healing, she had only wanted to speak to the elementals.

      Now that she’d met Ley, she realized that she might want something more. Could he share those same feelings?

      They paused along the hill overlooking Falsheim. Ley released her hand, and she let him go reluctantly. He cupped his hands to his face as he shaped. Water congealed between his fingers, becoming something like a spyglass that he pointed toward Ophan. It was a shaping he would not have had the strength to complete before they’d left. Not only she had changed, it seemed.

      “What do you see?” she asked.

      He stared through the shaping and then placed his hands in front of her face. The water lens magnified everything, reminding her of the old spyglass her mother had once displayed on shelves. It had been her father’s and served as a way for her to remember him.

      “Nothing,” he said with frustration. “See that ridge? Beyond it is Ophan. Can’t see it from here because the rocks and the trees block it.”

      “Then why look?” she asked. She grabbed his hands and turned his lens so that she could look out over the water. Swells rolled toward the rock, crashing at the base. Through the magnification of Ley’s shaping, she could make out the way the mist sprayed up as it slammed against the rock. Would masyn be within that mist?

      “I just wanted to know if I could see anything,” he said softly.

      Elle started to push his hands away but paused, turning out to sea. A single ship sailed, making the crossing between the outer peninsula and Falsheim. The magnification wasn’t enough for her to see the sailors aboard the ship, only the blur of color from the sails catching the wind. A Xsa ship. They were rare, especially now that Falsheim had been attacked.

      Water split around the ship as it raced toward Falsheim. Two others followed behind it, sailing in a tight formation. Strange that Xsa would send ships to Falsheim now.

      Elle pushed away the thought. “That’s what you’ve been doing atop the wall?” She stepped away from him and crossed her arms over her chest. “If you really want to return, we can find a ship that will take you back. Maybe one of the Xsa traders will take you when they return.”

      “I don’t want to return,” he said, a horrified look coming to his face at her suggestion, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t wonder, you know? Just because I left doesn’t mean that I don’t care what happens there.”

      At least Elle understood that. Not so much about her home—the village had been destroyed long enough ago that she no longer mourned quite as acutely as she once had—but she felt much the same about the university. She hadn’t known Tan all that well, but he had been a friend. He had befriended her when others simply dismissed her as strange or too curious, and was willing to listen when she brought up ideas that were admittedly outlandish. Then he had saved her when others would have abandoned her. Tan had a talent with his ability to speak to the elementals, but her desire to see him, to speak to him again, was about more than that. She missed her friend.

      “I’m sorry,” Elle said softly.

      Ley cupped his hands in front of his face again and stared toward Ophan. “I just wish I could see something.”

      “We’re too far away,” Elle said. When she’d been in Ophan, she’d been able to see the flames leaping off Falsheim, but only from the hillside leading away from the village. The village itself was hidden down near an inlet off the sea, with nothing but the sea and sand spreading around it.

      Ley said nothing. Elle wondered what he thought about when he looked out toward Ophan, and if he saw anything that might bring him a measure of peace. After the attack on Falsheim, everyone deserved some peace.

      “Come on, Ley, we should get back. I’ve still got to figure out if I can shape the door open again.” For all she knew, it might require her getting mad at the guards once again and using that anger to power her shaping. She hoped that shaping would eventually come more naturally to her, even if it never felt like anything more than Ley’s ability.

      He started to turn away but froze. His shaping increased sharply for a moment, and then his breath caught. Without saying a word, he pushed the water lens in front of her face.

      “What is it?”

      She needn’t have asked. The lens showed her the rock and the water below, but neither were what had caught Ley’s attentions. No, it was the slow spiral of thick, black smoke streaming up from above the rock.

      Elle gasped softly.

      “That’s Ophan,” he said.

      “We don’t know that.”

      “Elle, look at where the smoke is! We need to see if there’s anything we can do,” Ley said.

      If that was Ophan, Elle doubted there was anything that would make a difference. “Ley, even if we could reach the village, it would be too late,” she said. “Besides, we don’t know that it’s anything more than a celebration—”

      “Ophan never has festival fires. The only time I’ve ever seen anything like that was when the lisincend attacked. Then the fields were burned. This is darker smoke.” Ley turned to her, lowering his hands. “What if the village itself burns? We don’t know that those shapers were gone. They could have returned and they could be there, attacking my home.”

      Elle took a deep sighing breath. “Voldan said the borders were clear.”

      “You don’t believe Voldan.”

      She didn’t, but that didn’t mean that shapers were so close. How could they have managed to attack Ophan? And why choose the village? There was nothing there of any significance. “Let’s see if Brist will help,” she said.

      She didn’t dare consider asking Voldan. She doubted that the water shaper would offer to help, especially given his disdain for the fact that she had gone to the university to learn shaping, but if this was those shapers, then maybe Voldan was wrong. Maybe the borders weren’t safe. And Brist needed to know.

      “Do you think that the Lord Commander cares about one little village on the outer peninsula?” Ley asked.

      “He’s supposed to care about all of Doma.” Ley looked at her askance. “Well, he is. He might not always be the best at proving it, but that’s the role of the Lord Commander.”

      They reached the wall and Elle focused, determined to shape her way through, but the connection to water wouldn’t come. She slammed her hands on the wall in frustration, and the door opened as she did.

      Elle stepped back in a surprise, glancing over at Ley. She was only mildly surprised when Voldan stepped outside.

      “Shaper Vaywand,” he said and smiled when he saw Ley standing next to her. “You were given permission to be beyond the wall? I would not have thought that the Lord Commander would want you anywhere but within the city.”

      Elle frowned. “The Lord Commander did not tell me that I had to remain within Falsheim, Voldan.”

      “No? Then he would not be disheartened to learn how you’ve left?”

      “Have I left? It seems that you found me as I returned.”

      Voldan laughed. He started to shape the door closed but Elle stepped into it, blocking it. She didn’t want Voldan to see her struggling to open the door again. Ley might be able to shape, but he wasn’t strong enough to remove the seal around the door, especially not one placed by Voldan. Elle didn’t know if she’d be able to open the door either.

      “Careful, Shaper Vaywand. You wouldn’t want to be squeezed there, would you?”

      Elle pushed on the door and pulled on a frustrated shaping of water as she did. The door pressed back from her, empowered as she was by her irritation. Voldan’s eyes widened a moment and then he chuckled again.

      “What are you doing outside the walls of the city?” Elle asked.

      Voldan started away from the wall without answering. Elle sensed the building pressure of his shaping until water coalesced around his feet, allowing him to glide forward. She watched him until he disappeared and then pushed the door closed.

      The guards watching the door were different than before. They glanced at her, hands on the hilts of their swords, but didn’t seem to mind the fact that she’d just come from the other side. The nearest even nodded to her and smiled.

      Elle made her way through the streets and back to the Lord Commander’s quarters, but her knock at the door went unanswered. Ley tapped his feet behind her in irritation and she tried again. Still there was no answer.

      She turned to him. “What do we do if the Lord Commander doesn’t return?” she asked.

      Ley’s face told her all that she needed to know. He was afraid of what happened in Ophan, and if they had no way of getting the people help, then they would have to go themselves.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Elle waited with Ley until Brist returned. He saw them standing outside the door to the command site and paused, his mouth turning into a slight frown. She hurried forward and stood in front of him, blocking him from looking anywhere but directly at her. A few others were out on the street, but none bothered to watch. Most gave the Lord Commander a wide berth.

      “Shaper Vaywand, can you please let me return to my post?” he asked.

      “Do you think I’m going to do something to you, Lord Commander?” She made no effort to hide the scorn she put into his title. Elle knew that she should be careful, but there was something about Brist that set her teeth on edge and angered her.

      “You’re a shaper,” was all that he answered.

      Elle was aware of Ley behind her. He stayed a step back and held onto a soft shaping of water, though she wondered if he meant to use it on her or Brist. Probably her. Since Ley had never left Doma, he had something of a reverence for men like Brist. Elle was different. She appreciated the authority of shapers, the power that came from the gifts given to them and, even more than that, those shapers able to speak to the elementals. Now that she was one of those shapers, shouldn’t she be able to make decisions that mattered?

      “I’m a shaper,” she agreed. She planted her hands on her hips and tried to look more imposing than her small stature really allowed. “I need a ship to take us to Ophan.”

      Brist’s jaw clenched and he took a quick breath. “You might have strength, Shaper Vaywand, but you do not command the fleet. I am the Lord Commander and they sail only at my command.”

      Trying to push him wouldn’t work. Elle had to be more careful than that. “There is a village under attack. We need to go and see what has happened.”

      “There have been no reports of attack,” Brist said.

      “No? Have your men been able to see across the bay? Do they see the smoke rising above the village?” There was a part of her that hoped it was nothing more than smoke, but if she managed to convince Brist, she hoped that she was right.

      “Well, no. We have none who can see that far.”

      “A shaper can see that far,” Elle said.

      Brist frowned. “Voldan has said nothing, and he is the greatest shaper in Doma.”

      Elle ignored the implication of her relative standing, mostly because it was true. Voldan knew things about shaping that Elle hadn’t begun to fathom. Perhaps in time, when her connection to Nimala improved, she might be able to accomplish some of the shapings that Voldan so easily managed, but for now, she was little more than a student while he was a master.

      “Voldan didn’t see what we’ve seen,” Ley said. “Lord Commander, there is something there. Please,” he begged. “It is my home. If they are attacked, Doma needs to send help.”

      Brist looked from Ley to Elle, and the tight lines around his eyes softened as if he came to a decision. “I have enough difficulties trying to deal with the sudden influx of people into the city. As if we could manage all those who lived in Falsheim before.” He sighed and shook his head. “You may find transport, but the fleet will not help. If you can manage to find travel, and if there is something, send a signal and then I may send help.”

      His dark expression practically dared Elle to say something more. She knew that she couldn’t, that anything more that she might say would only serve to get her into more trouble, and that she’d probably pushed too hard with him already. So she nodded.

      “Thank you, Lord Commander,” she said. She tried to hide the sarcasm in her voice as she spoke his title.

      He started past them before pausing. “You know, Shaper Vaywand, your grandfather was a great man. Were it not for him—”

      “I know,” Elle said. She’d heard enough about her grandfather over the years. She was proud of what he’d accomplished, but everyone seemed interested in using him as yardstick to measure her. She was different than her grandfather Elton. She might never be able to single-handedly thwart an Incendin attack or be able to curb an angry typhoon, using a summoning to udilm, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t do anything.

      Only, everyone else only saw her grandfather when they looked at her. It was the reason that Brist had allowed her into his inner circle to begin with, that more than her ability to shape. The shaping was a part of it, but if not for her grandfather, she doubted that he would have been so forgiving of her attitude. And there was no denying the fact that she had demonstrated an attitude with him.

      Ley grabbed her elbow and pulled her along the street. Elle glanced back and saw Brist pausing as he opened the door, noting the troubled expression on his face, but didn’t know why he should wear that.

      Then they turned the corner and the Lord Commander disappeared from view.

      “Where are we going?” Ley asked.

      Elle moved quickly, winding through the narrow side streets of Falsheim. There were fewer people here and she was able to make her way more easily, with fewer bodies to press through. They passed a few small shops that were in this section on the city, things like a candlemaker, identified from afar by the scent of hot wax drifting from the windows, and a seamstress who hung lush silks outside the doors to her shop, but otherwise they passed nothing but homes. Ley raced to keep up with her, and Elle realized that she had been pulling on a shaping of water for speed as she went without knowing that she did.

      “The Lord Commander gave me permission to leave the city,” she said.

      “But, Elle, he also said that you can’t use one of the fleet. How else do you think we’re going to get to Ophan from here? Do you intend to steal another fishing vessel?”

      She gave him her best annoyed look. “If I have to, so you’d better be prepared to help shape it across the bay.”

      Ley blinked and then laughed. “The Sea Father knows that you would probably try,” he said. “I still don’t think that will get us there fast enough.”

      Neither did she. If there was fire in Ophan, it meant the village had already been attacked. Elle didn’t know if there was anything that they’d be able to do if that was the case, but for Ley, she was willing to try. Besides, she had reached the udilm before. The elemental might be needed again.

      “We’re not taking a fishing boat,” she said. “But there’s another I think we could try.”
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      The docks of Falsheim were a series of long piers that stretched far out into the sea, set on thick log wheels that could roll the whole thing back underneath the city. The first time Elle had realized that the docks could be retracted, she’d thought it a strange design. Most coastal cities had fixed docks that enabled the massive ships to unload, but Falsheim had been built above a series of massive stone pillars, leaving space between the pillars for the docks to roll back from the sea to protect from the harsh easterly storms.

      The first and only time she’d seen them retracted had been during a heavy storm, when the water swelled nearly a dozen feet above high tide, the wind whipping violently around. Had the docks remained in the sea, the wind likely would have torn them away. The ships could move into the better-protected bay and the docks could be wheeled to safety. It was a good system, she’d come to realize.

      “Do you see any that might be able to take us?” she asked Ley. They passed a line of women and children, each wearing ragged and dirty clothes. No one bothered to meet her eyes.

      He jogged along side her, his breaths coming out in steady huffs as they made their way along the shoreline. Only a half-dozen ships were moored today; the rest were out at sea. Most of what remained were fishermen and a trader ship or two. Nothing small enough that could carry them across the sea with any speed.

      “I don’t know,” Ley began hesitantly. “I’m not sure that we’ll find anyone here that we can—”

      “What about that one?” Elle asked.

      She pointed to a sharp-hulled vessel near the end of the line of ships, large sails rolled in. The ship reminded her of the one that she’d seen when looking through Ley’s shaped lens, and she wondered if it might be the same. A large, muscular man worked the thick ropes tossed over the edge as he tied it to the dock. He had tattoos on his arms and the loose clothing of someone from the Xsa Isles.

      Ley shook his head. “Xsa traders. They won’t help us.”

      “Are you so sure?” she asked. “What if they’re dealing with the same threat? Why wouldn’t they be interested in helping?”

      Ley’s nose wrinkled at the idea. “Do you know what they’re like? I know you’ve been away from Doma for a while, but surely you remember the stories of what Xsa traders do. I’m not sure I could even step foot on one of their ships.”

      “Even if it meant reaching Ophan to make sure they were safe?”

      Ley’s face flipped through a series of emotions before finally landing on resignation. “Fine. But I doubt that they’ll help at all. They don’t mind the Doma trade, but they don’t particularly have any interest in helping.”

      “You don’t know until you ask,” Elle said.

      She started down the dock until Ley grabbed her arm and pulled her to a stop. “Elle, you don’t know what they’ll require in exchange. Do you think that you’re some kind of Aeta, able to make a trade that will be in your favor?”

      Elle smiled at the comment. Most in Doma feared the Aeta traders. They would trade with them, but there was always the concern that they were allowing the Aeta to take advantage of them. Too many trades favored the Aeta, but that was how it had always been. Most of the time, the Aeta had the upper hand simply because of what they had available to trade. The trader with the best goods was in the best position to bargain.

      Then she thought about Tan’s friend. She had been one of the Aeta and hadn’t seemed all that frightening; then again, Elle had never seen her attempt to bargain so didn’t know whether she would attempt to deceive. She doubted that was how the Aeta traded, but had never really attempted any trades on her own. That had always been the role of the elders.

      “We just have to trust that the Sea Father wants to ensure we reach Ophan,” Elle said.

      She pulled free from Ley’s grasp and continued down the dock. She slowed as she approached, studying the Xsa boatman with increased intensity. Up close, the tattoos writhing around his arms looked like some sort of snake. He had a large hoop in one ear, and a spike pierced his lip.

      When she stopped in front of him, arms crossed over his chest, he ignored her as he wound the thick rope into wide loops around the anchoring post. Elle refused to go away, and stood until the Xsa man looked up at her. His nostrils flared as he eyed her, then turned his gaze to Ley.

      “You would trade your woman?” he asked. “Didn’t think Domans made such bargains.” He had a brusque voice and a thick accent that made his words difficult to understand.

      Elle glanced at Ley, wondering what his reaction would be, and found his mouth agape and his eyes turned to the ground. He wouldn’t be much help here. “You think a Doman woman would allow something like that?” she snapped.

      The man stood and touched his hand to his cheek as he laughed. “You have spice, Doman. You could fetch a fair price in Xsa with such spice.”

      Elle didn’t know whether to feel complimented or offended. “I have no interest in visiting Xsa,” she said. Part of her was curious what she might find if she were to, though. Even within Doma, few sailed there, preferring to stick to the safer trade by reaching Chenir, or even making it all the way around to Vatten within the kingdoms.

      “Then why do you bother me, if not for trade?”

      “We need to reach Ophan.”

      The trader frowned and rubbed his cheek again. Elle realized that he had another tattoo there, though this one was faint and barely darker than his deeply tanned skin. “What is Ophan? You mainlanders have such strange names for places.”

      Elle tipped her head toward the distant peninsula. From the docks, she couldn’t see much of anything beyond the sea. Without Ley’s shaping—or her own, were she able to recreate his—she couldn’t even see the smoke rising above the village. What if they were going through all this trouble for nothing? What if Ophan was fine?

      “There’s nothing there but a small fishing village,” the Xsa trader said. He turned his attention back to the ropes. “If it burns, then the Sea Father demands a sacrifice.”

      Another man, not quite so large but with gray streaks at his temples and a pointed beard woven with metal spikes, appeared atop the ship. He glanced at Elle and then to Ley before turning to the trader. “Calah, we should not remain in port for long. You saw the—”

      The man cut off at a sharp look from Calah. “When Jsig returns from moving the silks, we will depart. Finish the preparations,” he snapped.

      The other man grunted and disappeared back onto the ship.

      “Why won’t you remain in port long?” Elle asked.

      Calah shook his head. “Domans have no interest in trade.”

      Elle knew that wasn’t true. Doma—and Falsheim in particular—were interested in anything found outside of Doma. Not only silks, but the fine ceramics of Xsa, the steel found within the kingdoms, or even some of the exotic clay sculptures out of Incendin were highly valued.

      “You just docked and you’re already pushing out again? Don’t you even stay long enough to replenish your stocks?” Elle asked.

      The man glanced up at her and then tugged on the rope, giving a satisfied grunt when it didn’t move. “Doman woman has spice, but asks questions she should not.” He looked past Elle and to Ley. “Careful with this one. She’ll lead you into trouble.”

      Ley looked as if he didn’t know whether to laugh or to hide his face, so he clenched his jaw instead. Elle sniffed at him and turned back to the trader.

      “When are you leaving?”

      Calah started to climb the ladder back into the ship.

      “I asked when you were leaving?” she said again. “If you’re going past Ophan, you could take us that far. It’s no more than half a day. We won’t be any bother.”

      Calah grunted. “Less than that in this ship, and you’re already a bother.” He reached the top of the ship and paused. “This is Xsa ship. No Domans can board.”

      The trader disappeared from view, leaving Elle standing with Ley, feeling as if she had just let him down.

      Ley started back down the dock when Elle grabbed him by the arm and stopped him. “We’re going to reach Ophan,” she said.

      “You heard him. No Domans can board.”

      She placed her fists on her hips and fixed him with an annoyed stare. “Do you really intend to let some Xsa trader keep you from reaching your home? You really mean to give up so easily?”

      “Not easily, but he has no intention of helping us, Elle. It’s not like we can sneak onto the ship and ride until they get close enough…” He started shaking his head. “No. You can’t be serious. You think you can simply sneak onto a Xsa ship? You know what they’ll do to you if they catch you?”

      “No worse than I intend to do when we get close enough to Ophan.”

      “It’ll be much worse, Elle. Why do you think he talks so openly about selling you?” When she didn’t answer, Ley shook his head. “The Xsa are slavers, too. If they catch you, the chances are good that they’ll take you all the way to Xsa and force you into… whatever it is they do there.”

      “Do you really think I’m going to let them catch me?”

      “You said yourself that shaping doesn’t come as easily to you as you’d like it to. Let’s go back to the Lord Commander—”

      “Brist has no intention of helping, not while Voldan tells him that the borders are safe. And for all we know, they might be. But what if they’re not? What if there is something to what we saw?” The longer she waited, the more she simply wanted to know, even if Ophan was fine. “We might be the only ones who saw that there was. We might be the only ones able to do anything about it.”

      Ley laughed softly. “You really are foolish at times, you know that?”

      Elle glared at him.

      “You think to sneak aboard a Xsa ship, and then you think to jump from the same ship and swim ashore, just to investigate whether the smoke we saw meant anything. Why are you doing this? You didn’t care for your time in Ophan. You were happy to leave.”

      “Feeling happy to leave is not the same as wanting something to happen. And besides, I’m not doing it for me.”

      Elle made her way down the dock, stopping at the bow of the ship. A figurehead in the shape of a mermaid, the paint long since faded by the salt of the sea and the wind, was carved into the ship. She noted a small area behind the figurehead, probably not wide enough for her to even crawl into.

      “Make some noise,” she told Ley.

      “Why?”

      “I need a distraction,” she said.

      “Elle—”

      She dipped a toe into the water. It was cool and pulled at her foot with a swirling sort of current. “Either make some noise or I’m going to jump in,” she said.

      Ley watched her for a moment as if trying to decide whether she was telling the truth and then finally deciding that she must be. He started singing loudly, bellowing out an old sailor’s tune, in a richly melodic voice that Elle would never have guessed would come from him.

      When a few of the Xsa sailors came to the edge of the deck, Elle climbed into the water. It clutched at her chest with an immediate cold bite and she almost breathed out the breath she’d taken. She focused on her connection to the water. Here, swimming within the water, she sensed the draw of the udilm, but they were a distant sense, something heavy and massive, that pulled on her in a way that she didn’t think that she’d ever fully understand. Mixed with the udilm, there was another sense, the one that she was best connected to, which lingered near the surface of her mind. Within the water, Elle was better able to reach that connection, though she was always able to hear Nimala. Once in the water, she could reach for the power of the elementals and borrow from the strength they could lend.

      Elle pushed forward, barely under the surface, reaching toward the hull of the ship. When she grabbed the sharp bow, she pulled herself around to the port side and, with a vigorous kick, she flung herself up and out of the water, surging for the figurehead. When she reached it, she felt for the space behind the mermaid. This close, it was wider than it had seemed from the shore, and she managed to squeeze into it.

      She settled back, letting out her breath. Ley might be angry that she’d left him, but she didn’t know of any other way she could have managed to get aboard. Water dripped off her, running down and around the mermaid, and then trailed down the sides of the hull before rejoining the sea.

      What was she thinking? She had no way of knowing how long it would be before the Xsa ship even left, and once it did, whether it would return directly to the Xsa Isles. If it didn’t, Elle would be heading the wrong way. And then there was the most foolhardy part of her plan. She might be a reasonable swimmer, but what she intended required the elemental help, or at least her ability to shape her way back into shore.

      Then what? If there was an attack, what did she think that she could do? She’d been lucky the last time. The connection to masyn had aided her, but it had as much to do with the fact that the elementals didn’t want Falsheim attacked as it did with Elle’s shaping. Could she use the elementals again?

      She had to think that she could.

      A splash in the water to the starboard side caught her attention. Elle held her breath, waiting, but there was no other sound. Maybe it was simply one of the small sunfish that swam around the docks. They could leap and jump out of the water.

      She heard another splash. This time, Elle knew that it was something other than a fish. Shaping followed it, though without much strength, and then a hand reached through the mermaid.

      Elle resisted the urge to scream and sucked in a breath. It still sounded loud in her ears.

      “Quiet,” Ley hissed.

      “Leyand, what do you think that you’re doing?” she demanded in a whisper.

      Ley crawled around the edge of the mermaid, clinging to the tail and squeezing behind the figurehead with more difficulty than she had managed. “I thought that we were going to do this together, and then you go and try something like this?” He rested against her shoulder and took a few shallow breaths. “Besides, if you wash ashore in Ophan a second time, there are going to be some serious stories about what you did to anger the Sea Father that he made you a sea bride again. Aunt Vina might really have something to say then.”

      If she had had more room, she would have turned to glare at him. Instead, she had to content herself with elbowing him in the ribs. He grunted softly. “You know that I could push you out of here,” she said to him.

      Ley coughed. “I doubt it. It’s pretty tight. I think you might have to shape this mermaid off for me to even have a chance of getting free.”

      Elle laughed. As she did, the ship groaned and then began to push out from the dock, moving with a steady sweep of oars. The Xsa sailors were as renowned as those of Doma, and the ship moved quickly out and away from Falsheim. Elle began to have second thoughts, realizing that she hadn’t really thought this plan out well enough.

      If they didn’t make it safely to Ophan, and if her connection to the elementals failed for some reason, she could be stranded out at sea, and then they’d have to call up to the Xsa traders for help. Would they help or would they leave them? And if they did, would they force her into slavery like Ley feared? Elle thought that her ability to shape and to speak to the elementals protected her, but what if the Xsa had some way of forcing even shapers to do what they wanted?

      “Thanks for doing this, Elle,” Ley said softly.

      She sighed. The ship smelled of the sea and of the thick tar used to seal the hull. Spray began to wash off the figurehead, leaving swirls of color in the air. Elle sensed Nimala more prominently and prayed that she could reach the elemental if needed.

      “Doma needs to know if there’s been another attack,” she said.

      “You’re only doing this for Doma?”

      She felt the warmth of Ley’s arm next to her and heard the shallow, steady breaths he took. “Not only for Doma,” she said. “If it were only for Doma, we’d have the fleet with us.”
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      Elle clung to the mermaid figurehead as the water splashed around them, sending salty spray up and into her face. Trapped as she was, she couldn’t even reach a hand up to wipe it away, so that after nearly an hour, time that she felt each strong pull from the oars as they dragged the ship away from Falsheim, water ran down her face like tears. Around her, the ship creaked, the heavy hull swaying beneath the waves, and she began to wonder whether she could reach for masyn if she were to need help.

      “How much longer?” Ley asked.

      Elle couldn’t tell. The ship moved quickly, more so now that the massive sails had been deployed and the strong winds blowing out of the east caught them, sending the Xsa ship sluicing through the waves with a new vigor, but she couldn’t really make out where they were.

      “I figured it would be half a day,” she said, “maybe more, but now I’m not sure. We’re moving faster than I expected.”

      Ley laughed. “Do you really think that we can spend half a day like this?”

      “Is there another choice?”

      Ley continued laughing. “Maybe it would have been better to try to sneak aboard the ship. That Calah couldn’t have been all that bad, could he?”

      Elle tried to look over at him, but the mermaid constricted her. “You said they were slavers!”

      “And we’re shapers. That has to count for something.”

      Elle fell silent. The ship rode up and down massive swells. Time passed, and she became aware of the sun falling in the sky, though it never really poked free of the clouds. She focused on her connection to the water, straining to listen to the way the waves swelled beneath them. The connection was tenuous and slow, and Elle didn’t recognize anything at first. She shifted her attention to the spray coming off the ship, and the elemental that she’d bonded, and took steady breaths. There, as she focused, she could sense the way that water extended from her.

      How far are we to Ophan? Elle asked, sending an image of the village through the connection to the elemental.

      There is much water between you and the shore.

      Elle felt a moment of relief that the elemental had answered. Her connection to Nimala was difficult. It was there, but at times, Nimala was silent. Elle wondered if she needed to do something different to solidify the connection, or whether that was the way that it would be all the time. Maybe bonding to masyn would never make her a strong shaper, but then, she hadn’t really been able to shape at all before she had bonded.

      But how far?

      Nimala seemed amused at the question. You would like to know how many waves before you reach the shore?

      That might help.

      If nothing else, Elle could use the knowledge of the waves and hope to know when it was time for her and Ley to jump into the water from that. Once they did, they would be dependent on her ability—and Ley’s—to shape them to the village.

      There are ten, Nimala said.

      Elle leaned her head back against the ship. Ten waves. Under the right—or wrong—conditions, that could mean wildly different things. With enough wind, the waves crashed on the shores of Doma with more regularity, and then there were other times when the shores were calmer, and the large swells came slower.

      The only way to know for sure would be to climb out and take a look.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said to Ley.

      She ignored his protests as she pushed out from behind the figurehead and squeezed back through the narrow opening connecting it to the ship. Cold wind caught her face, sending the mists spraying off her as she poked free, but at least this time, the water blew free from her. She breathed deeply of the salt air and strained to see the shore, but there was nothing but blue stretching in front of her.

      Elle gripped the mermaid, holding onto her wooden tail, as she crawled around the ship, moving to the starboard side, where she strained to see beyond the water. Falsheim was visible in the distance, small and growing smaller. To the west, she saw the leading edge of the outer peninsula. Beyond that would be Ophan.

      They were already farther out than Elle had expected. As she surveyed the water, she counted the waves. There might be ten, but then there might be more than that. Either way, the swim would be much more than she had expected.

      Her heart began to flutter. Making it to shore would truly depend on her ability to shape. Ley had talent and could shape well enough that he might be able to make it to shore on his own, but would he be able to bring her?

      She reached into the space behind the figurehead and tapped on Ley’s arm. At least, she thought it was his arm. For all that she knew, it could be his head. “What do you think?” she asked.

      Ley managed to pop his head free and stared out over the water. “Oh,” he said.

      That had been Elle’s fear. “You can’t swim that far?”

      “I might be able to make it,” he said. “It’s still closer than trying to swim from Falsheim, but I don’t know if…”

      “If you can bring me with you,” Elle finished for him.

      Ley nodded.

      “Fine. Then we will see how well the elementals will help,” she said.

      Ley started to climb out from behind the figurehead when someone grabbed Elle.

      She was lifted with strong hands and yanked onto the ship. She screamed, thrashing with her legs as she did, but whoever grabbed her was much stronger than she was. She was dropped onto the deck of the ship, her dress splaying out from her in a puddle of water. Three Xsa sailors stood around her, all sun darkened and each with tattoos covering their arms. One had inking marking all the way up his neck and onto his cheek.

      At least they didn’t seem to have Ley. Maybe she could provide the distraction this time and he could jump into the water and swim for shore. If there was a problem in Ophan, he could send word. Maybe Brist would send the fleet as he promised.

      “Stowaways?” a man grunted. His voice was heavily accented, even more than Calah’s had been. “We have stowaways on Xsa ship?”

      Ley was thrown next to her. He reached a hand toward her and one of the sailors kicked it away.

      “Seems that we have two from Falsheim think they can sneak into Xsa.” The man who said it leaned toward Elle as he spoke. He had a wide grin and a thick, bulbous nose. A long scar worked around the outside of his face, pulling one eye upward as if in a perpetual wink.

      “Not into Xsa.” Elle shifted to her knees and made a point of meeting each of the sailors’ eyes. This could go horribly wrong, she realized. She knew so little about Xsa, much less than even Ley, it seemed, but if they were slavers, they would have no intention of releasing her unless she gave them one. “To Ophan.” She nodded toward the outer peninsula.

      As she did, she pulled on a shaping, straining through her connection with masyn. With the fear coursing through her and sending her heart fluttering, reaching for the elemental was easier than usual. A fine mist began to coalesce around her face. Elle breathed it in, thankful that the connection was there.

      Heavy boots clomped across the deck and the sailors all stood with straighter backs. Elle looked over and saw Calah as he made his way toward her. His jaw was clenched and one hand squeezed the hilt of his sword, leaving his knuckles whitened. The jacket he’d worn on the docks of Falsheim had been removed, leaving him bare-chested. He had thick muscles and, like the other sailor, scars ran across his body. Calah seemed to wear them with pride.

      “You again,” he said as he approached. He glanced at Ley and then seemed to dismiss him as he turned to Elle. “You sneak aboard my ship? You defile my lady?”

      Elle started to respond but blinked. “Defile what lady?”

      Calah stepped past her and peered over the edge of the bow and pointed to the intricately carved figurehead of the mermaid. “She guides us through these seas. You would think I wouldn’t know that you’re there?” Calah turned back to her. “I know. I know the moment this one,” he said, backhanding Ley across the face and sending him sprawling to the deck, “thinks to begin singing. It was a lovely tune, but you cannot think to use music to bewitch us.”

      Elle reached through her connection to check on Ley and could tell that he was fine. He’d shaped a buffer around himself at the same time as Calah struck him, and the fall had been mostly play acting.

      “I had no intention of ‘bewitching’ you.” She started to stand but two of the soldiers grabbed her arms and forced her down. This sent a renewed surge of anger through her and she shook her arms, using a shaping of water as she did, and threw the two men away from her with more strength than she would have managed on her own.

      Calah watched her without any sign of emotion. The two men climbed slowly to their feet and unsheathed their swords. If it came to a sword fight, Elle doubted that she knew enough to keep herself alive. She might be able to shape, however inconsistently, but would she be able to slow or stop even two determined men? Possibly not.

      “All that we want is to reach the shore,” she said. “You were coming this way.”

      “Ah, then you would deter my ship?” Calah asked. “You think that you could send us toward the shores as if you were its captain?” He leaned toward her. “Tell me, do you work with them? Would you see Xsa overrun with the bonded as well?”

      Calah paced around her and grunted. “You ask why we run to Falsheim and back, and then you act like one of them.”

      Elle crossed her arms over her chest. So far, the other men hadn’t made a move as if to attack. If she could keep them at a distance, then maybe she and Ley could jump into the water, and then they could try to swim to shore. The longer they waited, the less likely it was to work. Already, the distant shoreline grew increasingly distant. Much longer, and they wouldn’t be able to see it. Then they would be in a worse position than they had been while in Falsheim, if they weren’t already.

      “I had no intention of deterring your ship, Captain,” Elle said, placing heavy emphasis on his title. “And I’m not one of them.” She made every effort of sounding as if she knew what she was talking about.

      “Then how did you intend to reach your shores?”

      “We would swim.”

      The two sailors started to laugh. Even Calah laughed. “You would swim?” the captain asked. “You think I should believe you would swim from here?” He shook his head. “You might as well have swum from Falsheim if that were true. No, you think to stop Xsa from saving her young and her women. You are too late for that.”

      Elle bit back a response. They were right. She might have been better off simply trying to swim from the shores of Falsheim. At least there, she knew there were elementals that might help. She had reached the nymid before. Could they have helped? Or would they ignore her now that she’d bonded to Nimala?

      And what did he mean about saving Xsa women?

      “Tell us, great Doma swimmer, what is so important that you would reach this place?” He swept his arm around him, as if pointing toward Ophan.

      Ley slowly made it to his feet. Elle thought he was playing more than he should, but if it distracted the sailors, then maybe he was doing what was needed.

      “You have heard that Falsheim was attacked?” Elle asked. It wouldn’t do any good to keep those facts from Calah. If she was to get free of his ship, she needed him to understand the urgency they felt.

      Calah’s eyes narrowed. “It is said that Incendin attacked Falsheim, as it has many times before.”

      Elle took a step toward him. “Our people have been stolen by Incendin. Do not speak of how strong we are. And whoever attacked, it was not Incendin.”

      “If not Incendin, then…” Calah paused, and studied her for a moment. Then he began laughing, a rich and hearty sound. “No, if you speak truly and you’re from Doma, then your lands are still safe.” He smiled at her. “You do have spice, especially for one so little. As I said, you will fetch a fair price.”

      With a nod, two of the soldiers converged on Elle. They both had swords extended and moved more carefully than before. Neither focused on Ley.

      Elle felt his shaping. He was not a strong shaper, but there were tricks that he knew from all the time that he’d been out at sea with his father. Elle hadn’t noticed his shaping before, but now that she did, she recognized the controlled way that he used it, the way that the shaping pulled at the water. It was something like she’d seen him do before when they’d made their way across the bay in the small fishing boat, but she hadn’t expected him to be able to manage something with such skill on this scale.

      Water curved around the ship, changing the direction ever so slightly. Now, rather than sailing away from the peninsula, they were heading alongside it, angling toward the shore. So far, the Xsa sailors hadn’t recognized it, but Elle suspected that it was only a matter of time before they did.

      She had to help.

      Nimala, she called to her elemental, assist Ley with his shaping.

      Elle didn’t know of the elemental would answer. For a moment, there was nothing other than Ley’s shaping. It was strong, and he had skill with it, but he couldn’t hold it forever. Had he more strength, he might be able to send them with a surge toward the shore.

      The two sailors reached Elle. She didn’t resist and lowered her arms. Her energy would be wasted trying to fight them off. Instead, she needed to be helping Ley, and if that worked, then maybe they wouldn’t have ten waves to swim through. If the Sea Father was kind, they might have very little sea to swim through.

      Elle reached with her shaping and sent it surging alongside Ley’s. She didn’t know how he performed it, but she could follow his lead and add to the strength that he demonstrated. She felt their conjoined effort, the strength that they lent each other.

      Ley glanced over. His eyes were drawn tight.

      The ship heaved.

      It happened suddenly, sending it listing toward the starboard side on an unseen swell. Calah maintained his footing and raced toward the stern and climbed for a better vantage. The two sailors both went flying toward the railing. One went overboard and began calling for help. Other sailors threw ropes to him, but Elle paid only a distant mind to what they were doing. She needed to focus on helping Ley.

      The ship heaved again, as if lifted on the hand of the Sea Father himself. The shore loomed closer. Ley sagged to the ground. His shaping strength was depleted.

      Elle continued with the shaping, no longer needing to follow Ley’s lead. Helping with the shaping as she had, she understood what he had been doing and held the shaping as long as she could.

      Boots thundered across the deck of the ship. “You Par-shon witch will crash my ship!” Calah roared as he neared. His sword was unsheathed and his face was darker than a storm cloud.

      Elle lifted Ley and pulled him with her, holding onto the shaping as she did. “If the Sea Father demands that sacrifice, then it will be so,” Elle said.

      His lunged toward her, his sword slicing through the air.

      Elle shifted her shaping enough to catch his strike and deflect it. Doing so changed the direction of the ship, and it rolled, this time tilting dangerously to the port side. Calah glared at her, somehow still maintaining his footing. As the ship settled, he started toward her again.

      The rocks of Widows Ledge loomed close. Elle sighed. Of course that would be where they would need to come ashore.

      She pulled Ley by his shirt and jumped off the deck and plunged into the water.

      Elle held onto the shaping that she’d used with the ship, and now used it to guide them toward the shore. She felt a growing fatigue washing through her from the sustained shaping, something that she had never attempted or experienced before. She didn’t need much more strength, only enough to get them onto the shore. If she could hold out long enough, then they might find safety.

      With a final push, a massive wave caught them and sent them rolling into the dark rocks. Ley seemed unconscious, nothing more than dead weight, and Elle wrapped them in a shaping of water, trying to protect him since he couldn’t see what was coming. They slammed into the rocks with incredible force.

      The wind was pressed out of her lungs and Elle almost lost control of the shaping.

      Somehow, she managed to maintain it. She grabbed for the rock and pulled herself up, scrambling toward higher vantage, pulling Ley with her. He began moaning softly and fought her. Elle pulled him along the rocks, knowing that he would be injured, but if she did not, the next wave would slam against them and throw them into the rock even harder.

      Then they reached dry ground. Elle leaned back, an exhausted breath washing out from her. Ley rested draped across her lap, bleeding from a dozen scrapes to his arms and legs. There had been no avoiding that.

      Distantly, Calah’s ship still wrested with the waves, veering through the rough waters. This close to shore, there would be narrow breaks and places where deeper hulled ships could not easily pass. Somehow, Calah managed to make his way through them, only the occasional sharp crack and the heavy groaning of the ship telling her that he didn’t make it perfectly through.

      Then the ship turned back out to sea. The wind caught the sails and it rolled over the next wave, mist spraying around the hull. Calah stared down from his perch near the masthead, a spyglass in hand, and watched her. From where she sat, Elle couldn’t tell whether he was angry or impressed.

      Ley moved next to her. He pushed himself so he sat beside her, his head no longer in her lap, and looked out to sea. “Guess we’re both sea brides now,” he said.

      Elle glared at him and then punched him in the shoulder.

      Ley grabbed at his arm. “Ow. What now, Shaper Vaywand?”

      She sighed. Somehow, after what they had just been through, now felt like the hardest part. “Now we need to see what happened in Ophan.”
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      Elle climbed to the top of Widows Ledge, remembering the last time that she had been here. She had been trying to find some way to escape Ophan and return to the kingdoms. She had escaped, but now she had diminished interest in returning to the kingdoms. It was not gone. There might always be a draw to discover what she could learn from the archives and from the master shapers of the kingdoms, but it was different. She was different.

      Ley took her hand. “Tell me that it will be okay, Elle,” he said softly.

      Down below them, toward the village hidden by the rocks, came the steady stream of dark smoke. There wasn’t much else. This close, the smoke was too dark to be any sort of fire pit, or even celebration fire. The timing was wrong for something like that anyway. This was a smoke so dark that it was almost black. It blotted out the sky where it rose into the air and hung like a cloud sitting atop Ophan.

      “This will be as it will be,” Elle said. It was something that her grandfather once said, a phrase that she never really understood before now. There was nothing that could be done about what had happened, only about what would happen.

      She started along the rocks. Somehow, she had managed to hang onto her thin shoes, but Ley wasn’t so lucky. His feet scraped the rough rock of Widows Ledge as they made their way slowly down and toward Ophan. He said nothing and his face revealed nothing, but the tension in his body told Elle that he was in pain. He attempted a weak shaping, but he had little success. Likely the effort expended earlier had drained him nearly completely.

      They reached the sand shore and continued around. “You stole my father’s boat here,” Ley said.

      Elle nodded.

      “He’ll want it replaced,” Ley reminded her with a tentative smile.

      She returned the smile. “We’ll see if the Lord Commander has any that he could use.”

      “I think that might be a bit more than my father needs, don’t you—”

      He cut off as they crested the small rise away from the beach leading into the village. The small homes within were mostly burned; only a few still stood. The dark smoke drifting up and into the sky came from the nearest three homes, where flames still crackled with dark intensity. The small shops within the village were all gone. No one moved outside in the streets.

      Ley dropped her hand and started into the village.

      Nimala, can you help with the fires?

      Elle didn’t know what the elemental would be able to do, but she didn’t want Ley to risk injury simply trying to see what had happened. Knowing him as she had come to over the last few weeks, he would attempt to go into one of the burning houses, and without his shaping, might end up hurt or worse.

      In answer, a cloud formed overhead and a steady rain began to fall. First it came as a soft drizzling mist, but then it picked up intensity, coming down with enough force to quench the flames. Elle stood in place until the rain eased, only doing so when the last of the flames within the village had been extinguished.

      Thank you, Elle said to Nimala.

      She caught up to Ley. He opened the door to one of the nearest homes and stepped inside. “Faldon?” he called. “Joni?”

      There was no answer. The smell that came to Elle’s nose was answer enough.

      “Ley,” she whispered, pulling on his hand.

      He shook her off and searched through the home. The homes within Ophan were small, each only a single room. Pallets along the wall served as beds, and there were few other items, mostly cookware and some dried goods. The stink of char coated the air.

      Ley moved out of the home and onto the next. When he pulled open the door, he jerked his head away and took a quick breath before plunging inside. Elle inhaled deeply before following him. There was more than the stink of char and the lingering smoke. A body lay grasping toward something, burned completely. Ley circled wide around the body, as if afraid to touch it, and stopped, looking past the burned person and toward Elle.

      “What happened here? Was this Incendin?”

      She shook her head. “This is different than what I’ve seen from Incendin,” she said, remembering what had happened to her village when Incendin attacked. “There, they come for people, sending fire, but not this kind of fire.”

      “Is it them?” he asked.

      Elle didn’t know. Could the shapers who had attacked Falsheim have returned? If they had, why would they have come here? Why Ophan? The village was barely a part of Doma, separated from it in so many ways, not the least the sprawling bay that kept them apart. What purpose would there be in attacking here?

      The stench inside the house became overwhelming and she backed out, unwilling to stand there any longer. Waves of nausea washed over her, and once she was back outside, she was thankful for the hint of the breeze and the mist that still hung on the air. Elle rested with her hands on her thighs, breathing steadily.

      Ley came out from the house. His face was ashen and his eyes wide in what Elle suspected was shock. He lingered next to her for a moment before moving on. Elle followed him as he made his way through the village, stopping at each home. They found no sign of anyone else.

      “Where is everyone?” he asked in a whisper.

      “Maybe they knew enough to escape. Maybe they were able to find a way across the bay,” she went on but didn’t really think that either was likely. Had they escaped, why wouldn’t they have seen a ship coming from this side of the bay? All that there had been was the Xsa ships, and nothing more.

      Ley turned to her. “Had they escaped, there would have been some sign of them. This is… I don’t know what this is.”

      “We need to let Brist know,” she said. “The Lord Commander can send ships.”

      “And do what? Everyone is gone, Elle. Everything is gone. What will the fleet do to help?”

      They had stopped at the outer edge of the village. At least here, the air cleared, leaving less of the stink of burning homes and bodies mixed together. Some of the stench remained, but it was nothing like the cloying stink that they’d suffered through in the middle of the village. Elle’s eyes tracked upward, toward the rolling plains leading away from the village and toward Incendin, the towering mountains creating the barrier between the two. White-capped peaks rose from between the clouds, but there was nothing else.

      She stretched out with her water sensing, uncertain if it would help her here. Shaping had worked while on the Xsa ship, but that had mostly been because she had been terrified about what might happen to her. It was the emotional swings that helped her shaping.

      She twirled a finger through her hair, wondering if she might ever be able to shape without the stress of some impending tragedy motivating her. Maybe that wasn’t how shaping would work for her. Hadn’t her connection to the elementals only come because she’d nearly drowned? Why should shaping be any different?

      Now she felt nothing but a deep sense of sorrow. She might not have always liked the people within Ophan, but they were of Doma. They had helped her, if only in their own twisted way.

      Through water, Elle could sense shaping. She listened, wondering if anything might come that would tell her what had happened here, or if there might be residual shapers left behind. Ley stopped next to her, his face a glaze of shock.

      Then she felt a distant push on her senses. It was similar to what she sensed when Ley shaped, but different. Subtler, but unmistakable nonetheless.

      “There,” she said, motioning away from the village.

      Ley said nothing.

      “Come on,” she urged. She grabbed his hand and that seemed to wake him, if only slightly. He followed her, letting her guide him as they made their way up the gentle grassy slope leading away from Ophan. Small pensal trees grew along the road, their thick waxy leaves glistening with the rain that had washed through from Elle’s shaping. A few dark berries remained, though usually the gulls plucked them free long before now. What did it say that some remained?

      She pulled him through the long grasses, off the road. Stretches of farmed land grew in all directions, the soil recently tilled following the fall harvest. The second crop would have gone in soon, but now there would be none. Now the fall wheat would be the last crop that Ophan would ever bring in.

      Ley ran his fingers along the grasses as he stared blankly at everything around him. Elle needed him to help but wasn’t sure that he would be able to do so. She didn’t know what had happened here, or what they might find when she reached the source of the shaping, but she doubted that she could do anything alone.

      As they neared the top of the hill, she sensed the shaping again. This time, it came as a sharp jolt on her senses, a clear drawing of shaped power. More than that, Elle sensed water shaping mixed in and could make out part of the shaping, at least enough to recognize the intent. Whatever was being done was intended to conceal.

      She grabbed Ley’s arm and pulled him down, crouching behind a stack of rock that they neared. He followed and didn’t say anything. For that, she was thankful, but she needed him to be alert. She needed his help, whatever that might entail.

      “Ley!” she hissed.

      He stared straight ahead, ignoring her.

      She considered shaping him, but if she could sense another shaping beyond the rocks, they would likely be able to sense her as well. Any shaping would only expose her.

      So she pinched him.

      Ley blinked and turned to face her, mouth going open as if to yell. Elle clamped a hand over his mouth and prevented him from shouting. She tilted her head, motioning beyond the rocks.

      “Do you sense it?” she whispered.

      Ley blinked again as if thought was finally returning to him. “Sense wh—” He cut off and crawled forward, resting his head against the rocks. He crouched like that for a moment, thankfully not shaping but using what he could to sense for the shapers that were out there. “How many do you detect?” he asked, as he crawled back next to her.

      “I can’t tell that. I’m not exactly the most skilled shaper.”

      “You have the elementals, don’t you?” he asked. “You don’t need to shape to speak to them or to ask of them what they might see.”

      Nimala had helped on the ship and had brought the rain, but would the elemental recognize how many shapers were there, or would she give her some bizarre answer like ten waves?

      But Ley was right. She needed to ask what Nimala might know.

      Nimala, she began, summoning the connection to the elemental as she reached deep within her mind to pull on it. How many shapers are nearby?

      Nimala came to her slowly, as if drawn from some deep part of her mind. Elle grasped for the connection and pulled it toward her, straining to strengthen it. When would speaking to the elemental become easy?

      There is another like you, and not like you.

      That was no kind of answer, at least not one that would help. How many? Elle asked.

      There is one like you and one unlike you.

      Can this other shape? she asked. That was all she needed to know. If there was only a single shaper, they might be able to sneak up on them, but if there was anything more than that, then Elle would be too outnumbered to do anything.

      They are unlike you, Nimala repeated.

      Elle sat back, wondering what exactly the elemental meant. From what she’d sensed, there was at least a single shaper, and of water. She could detect the way that water was used to obscure, as if to hide how many were on the other side of the boulders.

      “What did they tell you?” Ley asked.

      Elle shook her head. “I’ve been told that there is one like me, and one who is unlike me, whatever that might mean.”

      “Unlike you? So not shapers?”

      Elle shrugged. “That’s what I suspect.”

      “But you know there’s at least one shaper.”

      “At least one. Can you detect any other shapings?”

      Ley leaned forward and closed his eyes for a moment. “I’m not that skilled at detecting things like that. I can sense when there’s a strong shaping nearby, but anything less than that?” He opened his eyes and turned toward her. “I can’t tell. There’s the one shaping, but I don’t even know what it’s trying to do.”

      Elle considered what they needed. There were shapers, but they needed to know who they were. It was even possible that they were shapers of Doma, though if they were, why wouldn’t Brist have said something about having shapers here? No, they had to be something else.

      Maybe these were shapers like they had encountered before, the ones who had battled Incendin. And if they fought Incendin, couldn’t they find a way to work together? They could face the threat of Incendin, maybe stop the lisincend for good. Except those shapers had attacked Falsheim rather than helped.

      She would need to trust that Nimala was able to guide her.

      Elle started forward. Her heart fluttered, racing with each step. Sweat dripped from her brow in spite of the cool breeze. She made it past the edge of the rocks and wondered if she could use the same obscuring shaping that she sensed to help hide her as she approached.

      With fear coursing through her, the shaping came more easily than others. Without sensing the other shaping, she wouldn’t have been able to accomplish it. It was more complex than anything she had ever attempted on her own. She wrapped herself in a cover of water, using the shaping to blend her into the surroundings, and suddenly everything blurred around her.

      Elle breathed out, holding tightly to the shaping. Help me with this, Nimala.

      The water elemental swirled around her, creating a misty veil of protection that added to her shaping. Elle hoped that it worked, and that she would be able to learn whose shapers were here. If she couldn’t, then she would need to find a way back to Falsheim. Even if she could, she needed to find a way back to Falsheim.

      The ground changed as she moved forward. The grass covering faded, leaving a hard, rocky surface. A few trees stretched overhead, but other than that, there was nothing. From here, Elle could look toward Falsheim, could see it rising in the distance.

      The shaping that she’d copied dropped. The sudden absence was jarring.

      That wasn’t what caught her attention. Rather, it was the pair of people talking near one of the trees that she noted. And one of them she recognized, but why would Voldan be here?
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      Elle nearly dropped the shaping as she stood among the rocks. She felt exposed, standing openly, trusting the shaping would keep her protected. Far below, where the rock dropped off into the cliff leading to the sea, waves crashed. The wind whipped around her, but she didn’t feel it quite as strongly because she was wrapped in the shaping. She thought about moving back to Ley, but if Voldan was here, she wanted to know why.

      She held her breath as she crept forward. She didn’t know how the shaping worked or why it had been lowered, but there had to be a reason someone had hidden themselves nearby.

      The woman across from Voldan was dressed in strange dark leathers. She stood casually, but her head swiveled from side to side. Elle tensed as the woman’s eyes drifted over her, wondering if she would sense that she was hiding there. She pulled the shaping more tightly around herself, praying that she would be safe.

      Still, she took another step forward. As she did, she was able to catch part of the conversation, barely enough to understand what she heard.

      “The others are nearly settled,” the woman said. She had a harsh accent and barely fixed her eyes on Voldan as she spoke to him.

      “That’s why I’m here. I don’t want the same thing to happen as the last time,” he said.

      “The last time was a mistake,” the woman said. She tilted her chin in Elle’s direction and her eyes narrowed. She sniffed at the air and Elle felt the steady buildup of a shaping that released with a soft exhale of air. The wind gusted suddenly. “We thought your shores were less protected.”

      Voldan frowned. He touched a hand to his waist as he did and made a point of looking away from the woman. “They were supposed to be.”

      She snorted. “Supposed to be. You do not control them?”

      “I do now. Isn’t that what matters?”

      “What matters is that we do not have the same interference. For his plan to succeed, we need to use these lands.”

      “I’ve given you what I can.”

      The woman focused on Voldan, staring at him. “What you can has not been enough. Do not think that we don’t know about the other?”

      Voldan frowned. “What other?”

      The woman waved a hand and pointed toward Falsheim. “The shaper. Strong enough to remove two of ours. You said that the city was open.”

      Voldan looked toward Falsheim. “It was open. None of the other shapers were strong enough to stop you.”

      “This one was.”

      “Yes. I hadn’t realized that there was another shaper like that in Doma.”

      Elle took a step back, suppressing the shock she felt. Voldan had betrayed Doma? If what she heard was correct, he had been the reason the city was attacked. But he was one of the most gifted water shapers Doma had produced in years. Why would he work against his country?

      Maybe Elle was wrong. She prayed to the Great Mother and the Sea Father that she misunderstood.

      Although tempted, she decided not to take a step closer. If that was the case, she would need to know.

      She’d missed part of the conversation. When she’d begun listening, she’d felt lost for a moment, but then a new fear started her heart racing again.

      “You can separate her from this bond?” Voldan was asking.

      The woman tapped her chest. “From that, or from any.”

      “And the bond will be given to me?”

      The woman glanced around again, her gaze finally settling on Voldan. “If you succeed, that will be your reward.”

      “What do I need to do?” Voldan asked.

      “Haven’t we made ourselves clear?”

      Voldan’s gaze drifted toward Ophan, hidden behind the rocks. “This display? I think that more a mistake than anything else. If it’s discovered that the borders aren’t as well protected as most believe—”

      “That was necessary. There was one there who learned of us. They would have passed on word to your fleet.”

      “You don’t need to fear the fleet.”

      “No? You think that arrows cannot harm you?” the woman asked Voldan. “We can be overwhelmed the same as others.”

      “But you control the udilm!”

      The woman sniffed. “Not all. Not nearly enough for what must be done. But we will. In time, we will. And once Xsa is under our rule, no fleet will threaten us.”

      Elle took a step back. Her foot scuffed across the rock and she froze, afraid that Voldan or this woman had heard her, but neither seemed to have noticed. Could the shaping manage to obscure her so entirely that even sound was blended out? A shaping like that could be useful.

      And could mean that there were shapers hiding elsewhere. Possible even with Falsheim itself.

      The woman mentioned Xsa. She had thought Xsa had come to Falsheim for trade, but what if there was another reason?

      Everything began to fit together. Brist’s concern about too many people in the city. The women and children she’d seen heading toward Falsheim. Even Calah’s concern when Elle reported that Falsheim had been attacked.

      Xsa were immigrating to Doma, thinking they would be safe.

      But they weren’t any safer in Doma than they had been in Xsa.

      What had Voldan done?

      Elle turned her attention back to Voldan and the woman, but they had finished whatever they were planning on saying. With a sudden gust of air, the woman took flight and streaked toward the clouds, disappearing from view.

      She was a wind shaper. Did that mean that the shaping Elle followed had been Voldan? If so, why had he hidden himself?

      Elle waited to see what Voldan would do. How had he even crossed the bay? Would there be some way that she could copy whatever he’d done to get her and Ley back to Falsheim?

      Rather than making his way toward the water, he stood in place for a few moments. A darkness spread across his face and he started toward the rocks hiding Ley. He shaped, and something like strands of water stretched away from him. He used these to pull Ley from his hiding place behind the rocks.

      “Are you alone?” Voldan asked. He turned and looked all around, and his eyes passed over Elle, who stood openly. “Where is she?”

      “I—I’m alone,” Ley said. “I wanted to return to my home.”

      “How did you get back? Don’t think I’ll believe that you shaped yourself here.” Ley’s eyes widened slightly. He was nearly face to face with Voldan now, and close enough to Elle that she could almost reach over and touch him. She stood, afraid to even move for fear that she would make too much noise. “Ah, yes, I know that you have some shaping talent. Too bad that it’s been wasted. Even meager talent like you’ve shown can be developed. Few understand that.”

      Ley seemed as if he made a point of staring straight ahead, as if refusing to look over at Elle.

      “I recognized your work. I didn’t think you were strong enough to produce the rain, but maybe you’ve lived in these lands long enough that you’ve learned a few useful tricks.” He said the last with a tone dripping with disdain. “Tell me how you managed that shaping and I will release you.”

      “Release me to where?” Ley asked. “I saw you with that shaper. Should I really believe that you intend to simply let me go?”

      “You saw me with nothing of importance,” Voldan said.

      “I heard you,” Ley said. He gasped as the bands of water slithered more tightly around him, holding him so that he barely seemed to move. “Others will know of your treachery. You aren’t the hero of Doma at all.”

      Voldan smiled. “No. I’m no hero, only another shaper who wants to learn. I would think that you’d discovered that from your friend. Why else do you think she went to the kingdoms? Why else betray her people to go to the university?”

      “She betrayed no one. She returned to Doma.”

      “Indeed. Should I believe that was her choice? I seem to recall the rumors I’ve heard of the draasin and a man able to control them. Then there was the appearance of your friend. Should I think that only coincidence as well?” Voldan shook his head. “I think it not. Whoever she is, she’s come to Doma not by choice, and she hides the reason that she’s returned.” Voldan smiled. “Who do you think the Lord Commander will believe, me or a shaper returned from the kingdoms who has killed one of her own people?”

      “She’s killed no one,” Ley said.

      He gasped again. Elle sensed the way the bands tightened around him. Much longer, and Ley wouldn’t be able to take a breath.

      “Not yet,” Voldan agreed.

      She had to do something. If she didn’t, Ley would be suffocated, tortured by a water shaper who was supposed to protect Doma. Elle didn’t understand why Voldan had betrayed them, but it was clear that he had. And everything that he’d reported to Brist was now suspect. How many of those shapers were in Doma already? How many more were coming?

      Ley sunk toward the ground.

      Elle called to Nimala. Please help me, she begged. Then she dropped the shaping.

      The sudden change was startling. Elle hadn’t realized how much the veil was hiding her. Wind blew around her with more fury, whipping her hair and dress. The waves down below crashed louder and with an angry urgency.

      Voldan sensed the change and turned to her. His eyes narrowed. “You shouldn’t have returned.”

      “And you shouldn’t have betrayed our people,” she said.

      Voldan laughed. “Do you think that you can do anything to stop me, Shaper Vaywand? Do you think that you have learned enough while you were in the kingdoms to be able to keep a true Doman shaper from attacking?”

      Elle called on the mist, thankful that Nimala answered, and sent her shaping slicing through the one holding Ley. He dropped and didn’t move.

      Elle prayed that he still breathed but would have to check on him later. Voldan’s demeanor changed. He stepped toward her, raising his arms, his hands clenched into fists, and he pounded them down.

      Water slammed against her. Elle didn’t know how else to describe what hit her. She couldn’t see anything that would explain the force pounding against her, but there was no doubt that it was water. Without the connection to Nimala, she might have been thrown back, possibly over the rocks looming too close behind her. Somehow, she managed to stay fixed in place.

      “You might be skilled, but I’ve got years of experience working with the waters of these lands. Do you really think that a shaper trained in the kingdoms would be able to stop me?” Voldan asked.

      She pushed against him, using her connection to masyn and Nimala. The elemental responded, her shaping responded, and she forced Voldan to take a step back. Elle used all the strength that she could summon, drawing on whatever stores of shaping energy she possessed, calling to masyn and asking for help from the elemental.

      Voldan stood in place, arm outstretched as he redirected her shaping. A smile came to his face as he seemed to sense her growing weaker. She might have the help of the elemental behind her, but Voldan was right that she lacked experience. She barely even knew the extent of her ability. How could she expect to stop him, the most gifted shaper within Doma?

      He forced Elle backward. Her foot caught on the broken ground and she stumbled. The water shaping holding Voldan faltered. His mouth turned into a victorious sneer as he took another step toward her.

      “You will be my reward,” he said. “A sea bride, somehow bound to one of the elementals.”

      Focused as he was on Elle, he missed seeing Ley sneaking up behind him. Using a fist-sized rock, Ley slammed it into Voldan’s head. The shaping failed, and he stumbled. He turned his eyes up to Ley, and Ley brought the rock down with a sickening smack again.

      Voldan dropped. His shaping failed completely. And Ley crumpled to the ground next to him.

      “You are no sea bride,” he said to Elle, and then he passed out.
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      After checking on Voldan and realizing that he no longer breathed, Elle left Ley sitting propped against the rocks and started to descend toward the water. She didn’t mourn Voldan, not if he had betrayed Doma.

      Voldan had to have some way of crossing the bay, one that was faster than the Xsa ship that she and Ley had taken. A series of rough hewn steps carved into the wall, and she zigzagged down toward the water. She held onto her shaping of water, afraid to release the connection for fear that she would not be able to grab it again if needed.

      On the shores, she found what she had hoped for. A small fishing boat, much like the one she’d stolen from Ley’s father, was moored along the rocks. With a shaping, she and Ley could use it to cross the bay. If the weather held, they should be able to reach the other side quickly. Then they would need to get a warning to Brist, have him ready the fleet, but if there were shapers already within Doma, that might not be enough.

      And somehow, they would need to help Xsa.

      Rock tumbling to the shore caused her look up. Ley carefully descended the stairs and when he saw her, his face lit up.

      “You’re safe,” he said.

      “You should still be resting. After what you’ve been through—”

      He grabbed her hand. “Had you not been there…”

      “I’m sorry you had to do what you did.”

      “I’m not. Voldan was going to hurt one or both of us. He left me with no choice.”

      Elle didn’t know what the repercussion of losing Voldan would ultimately be for Doma. Without his experience, what would become of the Doman people?

      “We need to return to Falsheim,” she said. “The Lord Commander needs to know what happened.” For the first time, she said the title without a hint of sarcasm. It was too bad he wasn’t there to hear it.

      “Will he believe?”

      Elle wondered. “Ophan can’t be the only place where this happened. There will be shapers in other places, and we will need to do what we can to find them.”

      Ley nodded. His furrowed brow told Elle that he remained troubled.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Where did they all go?” Ley asked.

      Elle looked up the face of the rock, knowing what Ley meant. The villagers who’d died hadn’t been the entire village. There would be more, but where were they? “We’ll notify Brist, and then do what we can to find them,” she said.

      Ley swallowed and squeezed her hand. “Thanks, Elle.”

      They stood for a moment and then she walked him to the boat. She didn’t dare wait much longer before attempting to return to Falsheim. The city could be attacked again at any time, and she wanted to ensure they were safe and would do anything to make it happen. But first, she had to cross the bay. The connection to masyn should grant her the strength she needed to make it across. And if it didn’t, Ley would be able to help.

      She tapped the hull of the small fishing vessel and forced a smile for Ley. “At least I’ve found a replacement for your father.”

      He paused, and then he shook his head. “This won’t do at all. The paint is too new.”

      Elle laughed and climbed inside as Ley pushed the boat away from the shore and climbed in. She formed her shaping and pushed them back toward Falsheim, hoping that it wouldn’t be too late. With Voldan having betrayed Doma, Elle would have to help Doma.

      She would now be the shaper counted on to keep the people of Falsheim safe, but was it even possible to find safety?
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      Elle Vaywand sat on the hard wooden bench across from the Lord Commander of the Doma fleet, her fists balled as she tried to keep from wrapping him in a water shaping. Something needed to push sense into him. If her words couldn’t do it, she wasn’t above using water shaping to accomplish the same thing.

      “I find it hard to believe that Voldan betrayed all of Doma. Are you certain that was what you saw?” Brist asked. He sat in a high-backed chair behind a long table that held nothing but an oil lantern. It sent a thick trail of smoke toward the ceiling. Maps adorned the wall behind him, with pins marking the fleet, most scattered through the ocean rimming Doma. Elle counted significantly fewer pin than there had been before, and wondered if some of the fleet had been lost. Brist wouldn’t share the secrets of the fleet with her, though. She was only a shaper, after all.

      At least he’d sent the other men away. Elle didn’t need men like Thoras giving her any harder of a time than she’d already experienced. After surviving crossing the bay in a small fishing boat—twice—she felt that she’d earned some measure of respect, especially since she continued to be the reason Doma was protected.

      She fixed the Lord Commander with her best glare but doubted that would have any effect on him. He might live in a place where water shapers once were common, but Brist was a practical man. If he couldn’t see it, the problem didn’t exist.

      “I saw him talking to a shaper. I saw him try to kill Ley. Maybe that’s not enough for you,” she snapped.

      Brist pinched at his cheek, twirling one end of his bushy mustache while he considered her. “You must have been mistaken,” he said finally. “Voldan serves Doma, he does not attack—”

      “And I don’t serve Doma?” she asked, forcibly unclenching her fists as she fought back the urge to shape.

      “Elle—” Ley started, resting a hand on her arm. She shook it off.

      “No, Ley. The Lord Commander,” she started, spitting contempt into his title, “refused to offer his help when we saw Ophan burning. We had to sneak aboard a Xsa ship just to cross the bay safely. And now he refuses to believe that we saw anything of importance. It’s almost as if he enjoys putting Doma in danger.”

      Brist set his hands on the table and leaned toward her. “Careful, Shaper Vaywand. I have served in the Doma fleet longer than you have lived. I have been Lord Commander longer than you have known shaping.”

      Elle offered him an annoyed smile. “That’s not saying much, is it, especially considering that I’ve been shaping only about two months.”

      She started to stand but Ley caught her arm and held her in place. “Remember Ophan,” he said.

      Elle closed her eyes and shook her head slightly, sending strands of her brown hair into her face. It had gotten longer in the time that she’d been away from Ethea. Enough that she’d either have to cut it again or she would have to begin tying it back.

      She sighed, hating that Ley was right. She was letting her frustration get the best of her. The return across the bay had taken all the shaping control that she could muster, augmented by Ley’s ability, as well. He was a weak shaper—though he seemed stronger than when they first left Ophan months ago—but had a control of the water Elle still hadn’t mastered.

      The entire time spent making their way back to Falsheim, she’d stewed over what had happened. Had Brist only listened to her, had he only been willing to consider another opinion other than his own and that of Voldan’s, they might not have lost Ophan. Instead, now the village was gone, the villagers missing somewhere, and now Doma had lost its greatest remaining shaper, leaving only Elle as its protector from these shaper attacks.

      There were other water shapers in Doma, but most were like Ley. They had talent and some skill, but it had been cultivated on their own, without much education. Even Elle didn’t have much instruction with shaping. Everything of importance had come because of her connection to the water elemental, myast. Without the myast elemental Nimala, her bonded, she wouldn’t have managed to reach water so effectively, and even then, her connection was intermittent and unreliable. With shapers intending to attack, she would need to find reliability with her shaping and somehow learn to control it even when not surging with emotion.

      “Lord Commander,” Elle started again, making a point of saying his title with more respect this time, “we saw Voldan speaking to one of the shapers who attacked Falsheim.” She raised her hand when Brist opened his mouth to speak. “I know that you don’t fully believe me, but when have I lied to you? I want nothing more than for Doma to be safe. I will happily be proven wrong.”

      Ley, next to her, suppressed a snort and she resisted the urge to glare at him. Well, maybe she wouldn’t be happy to be proven wrong, but if it meant that Doma was safe, she wouldn’t be too upset.

      “What would you have me do, Shaper Vaywand?” he asked with a sigh. “Falsheim struggles with the number of people seeking refuge, and now you suggest that some are not Doman at all. We lose ships of the fleet nearly daily, leaving us less protected than our shores should be.”

      Elle hadn’t expected Brist to be so offended by the fact that the Xsa Isles were shipping women and children into Doma, sneaking them into the city for protection, but that had been the first thing the Lord Commander had latched onto, like a suckercrab to rocks. And like the suckercrab, she could barely pull his attention away. He was so fixated on the question of whether Xsa attacked Doma that he couldn’t—or wouldn’t—hear what she had to say about Voldan, and that was the most important thing she had for him to hear.

      “Voldan claimed that our borders were safe,” she said, trying to speak as patiently as she could, as if speaking to a child. It felt like she repeated herself, and that didn’t help her frustration, either. “We have seen now that Ophan was not safe. How many other villages suffer the same as Ophan?”

      “But Voldan said—”

      Elle stood and leaned toward Brist. “Voldan betrayed Doma,” she said again.

      Brist looked over his shoulder to the maps hanging there. Elle followed his gaze, noting the map depicting Doma. They had a small nation, but they were surrounded by water, leaving the barest borders with Chenir to the north and Incendin to the west. Mountains separated them from Incendin, and the Atran Swamp separated much of the north from Chenir.

      Elle didn’t worry about what would come through the swamp or across the mountains. As far as she knew, Chenir had never attacked and Incendin had been quiet since the strange winged lisincend last appeared. But their borders along the sea… they were vulnerable there.

      “If Voldan betrayed us, how will we know?” Brist asked softly.

      “We have to search. You will need to take shapers with the fleet.” Brist turned away from the map. “If there are shapers hiding, the only way we might know is with other shapers,” she said.

      “Shapers can hide?”

      In answer, Elle called her frustration she’d been feeling with Brist and used it to draw on a shaping of water, asking that Nimala aid in her shaping. The water elemental responded, and Elle guided the shaping using what she’d seen before, masking herself.

      “Sea Father!” Brist gasped. “Is that how they attacked Falsheim the first time?”

      She released the shaping and sat back down. Finally, it seemed that she was getting through to him. “You must have been around shapers who could do that before,” Elle said. “My grandfather, or Velthan…”

      “I’ve never seen a shaper shade themselves like this. Can all shapers do it?”

      Elle glanced over at Ley, who shook his head. “Not all.”

      Elle wondered if he would be able to learn the trick. Ley considered himself a weak shaper, but he managed intricate shapings, often more impressive than anything that she could do. She had learned to guide their boat through the water because of his shaping.

      Brist stood and rocked from one foot to the other as he studied the maps, the motion reminding Elle of every lifelong sailor she’d ever met, tapping a finger to his chin as he considered the maps. “What of the kingdoms? You spent some time there. Can they help?”

      “I’ve been away from the kingdoms for months,” she started, “but the last I was there, they suffered from Incendin attacks as well.” Not only Incendin, but whatever had driven the draasin to attack as well. Remembering the destruction in Ethea, she doubted they would be of much help.

      Brist crossed his arms over his chest, pinching his mouth in a frustrated frown. “Incendin remains a danger to us as well. The fleet brings word of movement along the Saliand Bay,” he said, pointing to a position on the map far to the south. “But no word has come through the passes.” His finger swept upward, motioning toward the mountains that separated Incendin from Doma. “As you know, we’ve stationed a squadron of men along the pass, but only had a single shaper to spare. Voldan claimed that Nolan was skilled enough to hold the pass himself…”

      The Lord Commander turned back to her and Elle frowned. Something had changed for Brist. She’d never been told about the fleet’s movements, or about what was being done to protect Doma from attack. She didn’t know Nolan, but if Voldan claimed he was skilled, was he really as talented as reported?

      But it wasn’t Incendin that she feared. They were frightening, and her people had been attacked often enough by Incendin over the years that she should worry about what they might do, but Incendin shapers and the lisincend were something that she understood, if only vaguely. These shapers were something else entirely. She didn’t understand them, and barely knew where they had come from, but understood that not only had Doma suffered, but Xsa as well.

      “You don’t think the kingdoms will offer aid?” Brist asked.

      “I think it’s worth trying,” she said carefully. And she needed to try. There had been a connection to Tan that allowed her to speak to him much the same way that she now spoke to Nimala. Could she reach through that connection, and if not, could she at least use the elemental to reach him? “But the kingdoms might not reach us in time, Brist. We have to secure the borders, and we have to prepare Falsheim for the possibility of another attack.”

      “The city can’t handle another attack like the last one. We barely survived then. Had it not been for Voldan—” Elle cleared her throat and Brist nodded, “and you, of course, the city would have fallen. Will you be strong enough to fend off another attack alone, were it to come? If they come with greater numbers, will we be able to stop them?”

      Elle doubted that she could. The last time, it had been the fact that Incendin attacked at the same time, nearly as much as anything that she had done that helped Falsheim. In some ways, Incendin had saved Doma. That felt strange to admit, but it was true. They couldn’t count on the same thing happening again.

      “If that is what the Sea Father intends,” Elle said.

      Someone knocked on and opened the door. An older man with wire-framed spectacles entered, tottering slowly. Elle had never seen him before, but Brist rose and greeted him like an old friend.

      “Dondal. You came.”

      He tipped his head. “You asked for my help. You will have what I can give.”

      Brist smiled as he turned to Dondal, completely ignoring her as they leaned to each other in quiet conversation. Elle cleared her throat to draw his attention.

      The Lord Commander turned. “I will have the fleet search the shores. Maybe they’ll even find your missing villagers,” he said to Ley. To Elle, he went on, “But you must remain in the city. If you’re right,” he said, his tone making it clear that he still wasn’t convinced, “then you will be needed.”
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      Throngs of people moved through the streets outside the Lord Commanders post under the misty shadows of the midday sun. Elle stood just outside with Ley at her side, considering everyone moving through the city. How would they manage to protect all these people? How would she manage to protect all these people were there another shaped attack?

      Most of the people in the streets were dressed in the traditional clothing of Doma. Women wore dresses that ended above their boots and men wore thin pants and jackets, clothing that would dry easily from the steady mists rolling through the city. Even on sunny days, there was always constant moisture leaving everything with a dampness.

      “What do you intend to do now?” Ley asked.

      Elle glanced over her shoulder toward the Lord Commander’s post. “We’re going to find the people of Ophan.”

      “But, Elle, the Lord Commander instructed you to stay in Falsheim.”

      She started into the street, quickly swallowed by the crowd around her. Ley managed to follow along, staying at her side. “He might have wanted me in Falsheim, but I promised you that we’d find your people.”

      They went another dozen steps before Ley spoke again. “What do you intend to do this time? Are we sneaking aboard another Xsa ship?”

      Elle shuddered at the thought. The last time, she hadn’t known if they were going to make it to shore. Even when they did, she wasn’t sure the Xsa traders wouldn’t drop anchor and come after them. Now that she better understood what they’d been doing in Falsheim, she understood the urgency with which they traveled. There had to be a way they could work together.

      “Not sneaking, but if Xsa suffers the same as Doma, then don’t we need to understand what they know?”

      They turned a corner and Elle continued toward the massive storm wall rising up above the city. If they were attacked, the wall could protect them, but it also trapped them inside during an attack like the one that had come before.

      “I don’t think Xsa suffers the same as Doma,” Ley said.

      She glanced over at him. “You heard what Calah said.”

      “They’re bringing their women and children to Doma for safety. That’s worse than what Doma faces.”

      Elle hadn’t considered it that way, but it made sense. If Xsa suffered, then how much longer before Doma dealt with the same? Would they need to begin shipping their people to Chenir or the kingdoms? Would they be welcomed?

      Probably as enthusiastically as Doma had welcomed the Xsa. That was why Calah smuggled his people in, rather than bringing them openly. Given the reaction she’d seen from Brist, Elle understood.

      “How do you intend to inspect the borders?” Ley asked.

      They had been hurrying through the city and at the question, Elle paused. “Brist said he would send shapers with the fleet. The shapers can inspect the borders.”

      “Elle, most of those shapers are little more skilled than me.”

      “You’re more talented than you give yourself credit for,” she said.

      Ley smiled, and she was reminded of the way he’d grinned at her when she made her first escape from Ophan. “Maybe, but I understand my limits. I was there with you when Voldan spoke with the shaper. I don’t know that I would have managed to recognize the way they masked their presence. Without the bond to the elemental, I’m not sure that I could. What makes you think any of the others would be able to do the same? You’re the only shaper in Doma able to speak to the elementals. Without that connection, I’m not sure that we can figure out where shapers might be hiding.”

      Elle didn’t correct him to tell him that she was not only able to speak to the elementals but had bonded to them as well, but there was something in what he said that made her wonder.

      Could they use the connection to the other elementals? Udilm had long helped Doma. The country might not have any shapers bonded to udilm, but that didn’t mean they had no connection to it. She could still speak to udilm and the nymid even though she had no bond to either.

      Maybe that was the answer to keeping Doma safe.

      She hurried forward, determined to reach the wall and then the docks. Passing through the wall took more time than usual given the crowd of people making their way into the city. Most were Doman, but there were some with the tattoos and piercings that marked them as Xsa, more than she’d ever noticed before.

      Maybe it was that she hadn’t paid attention before, but those from Xsa kept their heads down and moved hurriedly through the city, sticking together with others from Xsa. Children clung to their mothers, many barefoot and with the beginnings of the distinctive tattoos of their people. None met her eyes.

      As she started through the gate leading out of the city, a woman nearby tripped. Without thinking, Elle caught the woman in a shaping of water. The woman began thrashing, kicking violently as if to escape.

      Elle released the shaping, letting the woman drop to the stones, unwilling to continue shaping her after that kind of reaction. The woman’s companions all circled around her protectively. Two held knives out, as if readying for an attack. Ley grabbed Elle’s arm and pulled her forward, leading her away from the crowd and out of the city itself.

      “What was that?” Elle asked as they reached the road leading along the docks. “That woman… she almost seemed angry that I helped her.”

      “You shaped her, Elle. If she’s one of the Xsa like we’ve seen, and if what we overheard was true, maybe they’re afraid of shaping.”

      “Then they shouldn’t be in Doma,” Elle said.

      “Where else would you have them go? Incendin? The kingdoms? Is there anyplace better than Doma?” Ley asked as they reached the docks. She couldn’t shake the way his question reflected her own concerns.

      The docks of Falsheim were said to be different than in other ports. They were on enormous rollers that allowed them to be pulled from the sea when storms moved through. In this part of the country, every few months, they could expect another massive storm.

      Three ships were moored at the docks at this time of day. One was a long, sleek-looking ship with sails rolled up. Elle knew that when unfurled, the triangular sails would pull it quickly through the water. It was one of the fleet’s fastest.

      Another was a small fishing vessel. Dozens of ships like it would be docked later in the day. A ladder leaned against the hull and two men passed a bucket up and down the ladder as they patched damage it had sustained.

      The last ship was the one most surprising to Elle. It was narrower than the Doman ship, and not nearly as long. Three masts towered into the sky. Its sails were tied off, catching only a hint of the heavy gusting wind coming in from the south. A large figurehead shaped like a mermaid adorned the bow.

      “That can’t be…” she started, making her way toward it. Calah wouldn’t have returned to Falsheim so soon, would he? How fast did the Xsa ships travel?

      Ley tried to stop her but she made her way along the dock and stopped in front of the Xsa ship. Two men climbed the ropes leading to the sails. Neither seemed to notice her.

      “You stare at my ship long enough, you might anger her,” a voice said from the deck.

      Elle craned her neck to see who’d spoken. It didn’t sound like Calah, but she hadn’t been around him long enough to know. “You’re in port in Falsheim, so you better be prepared for people to stare,” she called up.

      A face appeared over the edge of the deck and Elle relaxed. This man looked nothing like Calah. A large silver hoop hung from each ear. Tattoos ran along his neck and down each muscular arm. His youthful face considered her for a long moment before he tossed a rope over the edge of the boat and slid down it.

      “Port, but does that mean I get harassed by your girl?” the man asked Ley.

      Ley raised his hands and stepped back. Elle spoke before he had a chance to answer.

      “Why do you Xsa always assume that I’m someone’s girl?” Elle demanded. “You’re not going to sell me and I’m not interested in learning how much you could get for me.”

      The man tipped his head and pinched his chin. “With a tongue like that, I think you would have a hard time fetching more than a few silvers. Maybe ten shens, but that’s if I’m lucky.”

      Elle glanced at Ley but he only shook his head and shrugged.

      “That’s not what Calah said,” Elle told him, deciding to push the issue. It wasn’t that it would do her any good, but the way the Xsa seemed to treat women offended her, even if she saw none of it in the women brought into Falsheim.

      The man stopped and the playful smile that had been on his mouth disappeared. “You know Calah?”

      Elle nodded slowly. Maybe she’d said too much. It wasn’t so much that she knew him but that she’d snuck aboard his ship to get transport across the sea. It almost hadn’t worked. Had it not been for Ley’s shaping and the fact that Elle had gotten angry—and scared—enough, she might not have managed to reach Ophan.

      What would have happened had she crossed the sea with Calah? Would he have forced her into slavery? Xsa traders had been coming to Doma for as long as she could remember, but she’d never known that they were slavers as well. Usually, they brought pallets of silks and casks of sugar and, occasionally, colorful woven blankets.

      “How do you know him?” the man asked.

      “He visited Falsheim, as you do.”

      The man glanced toward the city. One hand squeezed the rope dangling from the deck. “Not visit. Trade,” the man said.

      “Is that what you want me to believe?” Elle asked. She made a point of ignoring him and studied the mermaid figurehead on the bow of the ship.

      This was different than the one on Calah’s ship, but the similarities were significant. On this ship, the tail flipped toward the starboard side, and one hand pointed outward, as if reaching for the sea. The other crossed her chest, covering her breasts. Long hair hung down over her shoulders. The paint on the mermaid was less faded than the one on Calah’s ship as well, as if it was newer. Given the age of the captain, she wondered if that weren’t the case.

      “Believe or not,” the man said, “we bring silks into Falsheim.” He grinned and jutted his chest out toward her. “You Domans truly like silks.”

      Elle shrugged. “Have you ever spent much time in Falsheim? The constant mist and the warm sun make it so you want something that dries easily. I think you should be pleased that we want your silks.” She reached toward the ship, trying to touch the mermaid. “You certainly charge enough for them.”

      The man grabbed her arm, pulling her around so that she couldn’t reach the figurehead. “None but Xsa may step foot on our ship.”

      “I wasn’t stepping foot,” Elle said. “Merely admiring your craftsmanship. This is your work?” she asked, pointing to the mermaid. The man narrowed his eyes as he looked at Ley, as if searching for help. Elle couldn’t help but laugh. “And I’ve stepped foot on a Xsa ship already. Calah is a skilled captain.”

      Ley’s eyes widened and he mouthed a warning to her that she ignored. For some reason, she felt compelled to tweak this man. Mostly because he seemed to know Calah, and Calah hadn’t necessarily been the most welcoming to her.

      “He would never—”

      “He spoke of an attack on the Isles. Is that why you smuggle your women and children into Falsheim?”

      “We are traders, not smugglers. Silks, I said.”

      Elle motioned toward the crowd of people making their way into the city. “Perhaps you are traders, but why do you bring your people into my country if not for the protection of Falsheim?” Elle turned to face him, smiling. “And if you seek our protection, why hide this, unless you’re afraid of who might discover this fact? Tell me, who do you fear follows you?”

      The captain pulled on the rope as if he wanted to climb back aboard his ship. “Who are you to ask such questions?”

      “I am Elle Vaywand, a shaper of Doma,” she answered.

      His eyes widened slightly at the mention of her ability. Then he let out a sigh and released the rope. “You speak for your Lord Commander?”

      Elle could feel Ley’s eyes on her as if urging a warning about what she might say. Now that Voldan was gone, Brist had asked for her help in protecting Doma. Couldn’t that be construed as speaking for the Lord Commander?

      “I speak for him.”

      “Then we must talk.”

      “Why not?” Elle asked.

      “Oh, Sea Father,” Ley said, loudly enough for Elle to hear. She made a point of ignoring him as she started back into the city.
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      Elle sat in a crowded tavern, the voices all around drowning out the sound from the bandolin being strummed near the back of the building. Several lanterns hung on hooks around the tavern, providing what little light made it into the room. Windows were shuttered and the door remained closed, other than when another few people arrived. As Elle watched, she noted that nearly half the people coming into the tavern were not from Falsheim.

      Servers pushed through the crowd, carrying mugs of steaming ale and food to tables. When one stopped at theirs, Merash, the captain of the ship, grabbed two mugs of ale. Elle started to wave him off, but he set one in front of him and the other in front of Ley.

      Ley glanced over at her, as if waiting to see her reaction, but she ignored the slight. “Tell me, Merash,” she began, leaning into the table so that she could be heard, “why have you come to Falsheim? Why hide the fact that you’re sending your people into the city?”

      Merash took a long swallow of his ale and wiped his sleeve across his mouth. “Do you ever let him talk?” he asked.

      Ley took a drink, his face pinching at the taste of the ale as he did.

      “He talks if he has something important to say,” Elle said.

      Merash snorted. “And who decides what is important? Is it him, or do you decide that for him, too?” He looked around the tavern, his eyes catching on all the people gathered within. “I’ve never fully understood you Domans.”

      “You understand us well enough to bring your people here,” Elle said.

      Merash took another drink. “By force. You spoke to Calah. You know what we face.”

      “I don’t know what you face.”

      “You said you traveled aboard the Sistal.”

      Elle assumed that was the name of Calah’s ship. “I did.”

      “Then you must have known where he traveled.”

      Elle shook her head. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Calah didn’t share that with me, but the Lord Commander would like to know why he shouldn’t expel all people of Xsa from the city.”

      Brist hadn’t exactly said that, but Elle had the sense that if he could, he might very well load up all the immigrants from Xsa and ship them back to the isles. Elle wondered if that might be more dangerous than simply allowing them to remain. Something had happened on the Isles, something frightening enough that the people of Xsa would leave their homes and crowd into Falsheim.

      “They would have no place to go,” Merash said.

      “Not back to Xsa?”

      Merash continued to look around the tavern, his gaze jumping from person to person before finally settling back on Elle. He took another long drink of ale and then set the mug down, moving it to the center of the table, almost like an offering to her. She shook her head.

      “Xsa is no more,” Merash said.

      Elle frowned. “What? How can that be?”

      Merash leaned on his elbows. His breath smelled of ale mixed with the salt of the sea. The hoops hanging from his ears glittered in the lantern light. The tattoos that twisted up his arms and around his neck seemed almost to move, a disconcerting illusion.

      “You said you spoke to Calah. If that were true, you would know how that could be.”

      “He said shapers attacked,” Elle said.

      Merash sniffed and his eyes narrowed. “Shapers.” He said the word slowly. His mouth pinched in a grimace as he did, as if the word was unpleasant for him to utter. “Your land has shapers. The kingdoms, they have shapers. What attacked Xsa… that is something different. They use the land and the sea against us. What use were our ships when the ocean herself seems intent to swallow you?”

      “I don’t understand,” she started but cut herself off, remembering something that Voldan had spoken about with the shaper Elle had seen near Ophan. They spoke of bonds and shifting a bond from one to another. Could those who attacked Falsheim and Xsa somehow control the elementals?

      Merash sniffed again. “I see from your face that you do understand, Shaper Vaywand.”

      “Even were it possible,” she started, “how is it that your lands are destroyed?”

      Merash leaned back, pulling the mug of ale with him, cupping it between both palms. He looked down at it and swirled it, sloshing it against the sides of the mug. Occasional splatters struck the table. “When the land and sea that should protect you are turned against you, it does something to them. I don’t understand it, but it’s as if the heart of Xsa stopped beating. We had to escape or all would die.”

      “That’s why you bring your people here?”

      “Not all. The women and children. They must see that Xsa lives on.”

      “What of the men?” Ley asked.

      Merash fixed him with a steady gaze. “The men work the ships. We each have a role to play as we do what we can to save Xsa. Many are lost in our attempt to save even the women and children. Without the men, the others would suffer.” Merash turned his attention back to Elle. “So, tell me if your Lord Commander will allow my people to remain. Tell me whether you will be able to offer protection. If you can’t, then we must move on.”

      “Move on to where? The kingdoms?”

      Merash took a deep breath and finished the ale. “If we must.”

      Elle thought about what it must be like for Merash to contemplate with all seriousness moving his people to the kingdoms. How long had they been smuggling people into Doma? Long enough to fill a tavern like this with Xsa people, and long enough that the streets now were full of Xsa, many without homes. If they were allowed to remain in Doma, that was another thing that Brist would have to deal with. That many women and children couldn’t be allowed to simply wander the streets. And once the city became overcrowded, what then?

      But if the Xsa were to remain, was there any way they could actually help Doma?

      “You will have the protection of Doma, but there will be a price,” Elle said.

      Ley reached under the table and poked her leg. She focused on Merash, not needing to hear Ley question what she was thinking. If she could find a way to help Doma, she would, even if it meant circumventing the Lord Commander.

      Merash smiled at her and took another drink of ale. “A price? This is a bargain now?”

      “Isn’t it always a bargain?” Elle asked.

      Merash moved his mug around the top of the table and looked around the tavern. “You see how many Xsa are around here?”

      Elle didn’t need to survey the tavern to know how many were there. She’d already counted and added to those she’d seen in the street. “How many remain?” Elle asked.

      “The Isles suffer, Shaper Vaywand. Our ships remove as many as possible, but there is only so much we can do. Much has been sacrificed for these to escape.”

      “How many, Merash?” Elle repeated.

      “Another dozen ships. Maybe more.”

      “How many on each ship?” Ley asked.

      Merash flicked his gaze to Ley. “Depends.”

      “On what?” Elle asked.

      “Many things, but mostly it depends on how many are lost in the crossing.”

      Elle looked over to Ley and saw concern pinching the corners of his eyes. With Ophan destroyed and the remnants of the village missing, she suspected he thought about his missing family and friends. What would Ley do to get them back? For that matter, what would Elle do if she could have saved her village? Incendin had attacked it when she was young, and before she could shape, but wouldn’t she do anything that she could to save her family?

      “How many survive the crossing, Merash?” Elle asked.

      “A few dozen.”

      Elle thought about how many of the Xsa she’d seen in Doma and added another dozen ships to that. Even then, the numbers weren’t great. How could one nation suffer so much?

      “Now that you know the terms of the bargain, what do you require?” Merash asked. “What would the Lord Commander have of the Xsa to grant protection of the wall and your shapers?”

      Elle considered what she should ask for. To convince Brist, it would have to add value to Doma, but she could think of nothing that wouldn’t create even more strain on people who already suffered enough. She wasn’t willing to make them suffer even more.

      “A ship,” she answered.

      Merash frowned. “The Doma fleet exceeds that of Xsa. What use would the Lord Commander have with a single Xsa ship?”

      Elle smiled. “That is the requirement of the bargain. Do you accept?”

      Merash looked around the tavern, his eyes slowly moving past each of the Xsa, before turning his attention back to Elle. He tipped his head in a nod. “The bargain is accepted.”
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      Salt wind whistled around Elle, catching in her hair. When it had been shorter, she hadn’t minded the way it blew through her hair, mostly because it didn’t annoy her the same way that longer hair did. She grabbed it in a fist and twisted it, tucking it under the collar of her dress.

      “I swear I will cut it when we get back,” she muttered to herself, looking over the edge of the ship as it rocked through the steady swells along the coast of Doma.

      The Xsa ship captained by Merash moved quickly, hugging the shoreline as it went. Elle studied everything around her but saw no sign of anything unusual. Maybe Voldan had not lied about the coast being secured.

      “I like it longer.” Ley stared at the water rather than the shore, using a shaping to help speed the boat. His strength in shaping had grown in the past week.

      Elle wondered if he recognized that fact and what it meant. If Ley’s strength in shaping could increase, what would happen with her? She wanted to improve her control but still needed the emotional connection, requiring extremes for her to easily shape.

      She considered snapping at him and telling him that she had no interest in what he liked, but then that wasn’t necessarily true. Ley was her only friend anymore, and the truth was that she did care what he thought. He’d fought alongside her since they both had left Ophan and had risked himself to help her reach Falsheim, even though he hadn’t believed that the city was even in danger, and risked himself again when they’d made the crossing to Ophan.

      “I’m not sure I’ll be able to tell whether any shapers are hiding along the shore from here,” Elle admitted softly.

      Mist sprayed up over the edge of the ship and Elle felt the connection to the elemental within the mist. She hoped she’d be able to reach through that connection and check the borders for hidden shapers. If she couldn’t, then would she even be able to keep Doma safe?

      Ley rested a hand on her arm and smiled at her. “You’ll do what you can.”

      Elle gripped the railing. “I wish Voldan hadn’t betrayed us,” she said. Had Voldan still been alive, he might be able to help them, but then, had Voldan not betrayed them, would they even have this issue?

      “Doma is safer for the fact that you’re here,” he said.

      The ship caught a particularly large swell, sending them diving into the sea. Spray that Elle didn’t bother to wipe away splashed across her face. Ley staggered forward, losing his footing as he went, and Elle grabbed him with a shaping, pinning him to the railing. He grunted as she did but looked over his shoulder and smiled.

      As the ship righted itself again, Elle released the shaping. Ley managed to stand and grabbed the railing to stand next to her. “Maybe going with the fleet might have been safer,” Ley suggested.

      Elle suppressed a laugh. The Xsa ship was smaller than the usual ships of the Doma fleet, but there were advantages as well. They could sneak closer to the shore, but doing so put them at the mercy of the cresting waves breaking around them.

      “Can you sense anything?” he asked.

      Elle focused on the buzzing of Nimala in the back of her mind. Surrounded by the mist, the connection should come more easily. With focus, the elemental went from sounding like the soft swarm of flies to the louder sound of bees. She could reach through this connection and speak to the elemental.

      Are there shapers along the shore? she asked Nimala.

      The elemental remained distantly in the back of her mind, as if unwilling to answer. She tried again, this time attempting a shaping of water as she did.

      Nimala, are there shapers along the shore? Those like me?

      The elemental buzzed louder, surging with energy, as if she had been restrained before. Her voice boomed clearly. Not like you.

      Elle leaned over the railing and let the spray coming off the ship wash over her. If there weren’t shapers, then Doma was still safe, but for how much longer? Voldan had been speaking to another shaper, and she doubted that they would ignore Doma now that he was gone. But what was the extent of the threat?

      Are there those not like me on the shore? she asked, thinking of how the elemental had referred to the other shaper when she’d seen them the last time.

      There came a pause and then, There is another.

      Elle’s heart fluttered.

      “What is it?” Ley asked.

      She considered the shoreline but saw nothing that she could identify. With a shaping of water held between her hands, she created something like a magnifying lens, copying a shaping she’d once seen Ley use, and held it to her face.

      Ley did the same. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Neither do I, but the elemental says something is out there.”

      “Something?”

      Elle breathed out slowly. “I don’t know what it is. A shaper, maybe, like the one we saw when we found Voldan.”

      “What do you want to do?” Ley asked.

      For her to do her part and keep Doma safe, she needed to know whether there was a shaper present or not. And if there was, would there be anything that she could do about it?

      “I need to get to shore,” she said.

      They crashed through another wave. Ley held tightly to the rail this time so he didn’t get thrown. “You’re not swimming, Elle. The last time, we almost didn’t make it.”

      Elle debated arguing with him, but then another wave crested and slammed the ship back down. It was a wonder that Merash was willing to subject his ship to such torment, and another wonder that he continued to sail through it.

      “Fine. Then we need to find out where we can go ashore.”

      Ley looked as if he wanted to argue with her, but then carefully made his way toward Merash. The Xsa captain stood with a wide stance, surveying the sea. His jaw was clenched and he gripped the rudder like a fisherman afraid to lose a line.

      “Had I known this was what you demanded for the bargain, maybe I would have reconsidered. Might have been easier to sail around to the kingdoms,” Merash said as they approached. “Doman sea is choppy here.”

      Choppy seemed a bit of an understatement, but then Elle had grown up farther to the north, where the coast was better protected and the seas calmer. “Is there any place to put ashore?” she asked.

      Merash stole a moment to shoot her an incredulous expression. “Where do you suggest, Shaper Vaywand? There’s nothing but water and rock between here and the shore. Other than Falsheim, there’s no port along here until you reach Jornun to the north.” He turned back to the sea and shook his head. “No, for you to reach the shore, you need to shape yourself there.”

      Elle bit back an angry retort and made her way back to the railing but wondered if there might be a way for her to shape to the shore.

      Nimala, she called to the elemental. I need to reach the shore. Can you carry me? I must understand what’s on the shore and what they do to these lands.

      She wasn’t sure what to expect. Elle had never really asked the water elemental for anything like that before, but if Nimala could carry her, she wouldn’t have to swim. There were stories of water shapers able to surf atop the waves, but then again, those shapers had bonded to udilm. Would bonding to the masyn elemental give her the same possibility? Could she even travel on the mist?

      After a long pause, Nimala answered. Water will carry.

      With that, the mist around her changed. It congealed in a shimmery sheet that extended away from the ship. Elle stared at it, trying to understand what the elemental did, before deciding she needed to trust it. She started over the railing.

      Ley grabbed her and pulled her back. “What are you thinking?” he demanded.

      “The elemental will carry me to the shore.”

      He looked past her, toward the rocky shore, seeming to miss the platform of mist created by the elemental. “Are you sure that’s safe?”

      Elle looked down at the green mist. “No, but I don’t know of any other way to find out what we need to know, do you?”

      Ley reluctantly released her arm. “Elle… be careful,” he said.

      She forced a smile that was more confident than she felt. Stepping over the edge meant trusting the elemental to support her, and she wasn’t completely certain that would work. Then she had to rely on her ability to shape, and whatever help the elemental would give, if there really was someone along the shore. If she was wrong about any of it… she might fail. More than that, she might die.

      But if she did nothing, then Doma remained in danger. The depths of Voldan’s treachery would remain unknown. Elle couldn’t simply do nothing.

      Holding her breath, she stepped over the edge.

      The blanket of mist formed by the elemental held. Elle felt it undulating beneath her, drawn by the waves and pulling on the strength of the mist spraying around her, but she stood easily, with no sense that she might be tossed off.

      She loosed an excited laugh. For the first time, she felt as if she had a special ability, one that others who shaped water couldn’t match.

      She stepped forward and Nimala made certain the mist remained beneath her. A wide smile crossed her face. Could she move more quickly?

      Elle shaped the water behind her, pushing herself forward. She glided along the surface of the water, moving up and down over the waves. The shore gradually grew closer and the ship more and more distant. Ley remained alone on the deck, staring out toward her with his hands cupped in front of his face. If only she could carry him like this!

      Still, she didn’t move as quickly as she’d like. Could she pull as well as push?

      With a modification of the shaping, she practically flew across the water. She sensed Nimala’s approval in the back of her mind, and for some reason, the shaping barely required any strength from her, as if she borrowed from the elemental herself.

      Then she glided onto the shore. Foamy spray splashed around her and she considered releasing the shaping, but she held it, wondering if it would work on land. Elle floated a step above the ground, hovering on the shimmering green mist.

      Where is the one not like me? she asked Nimala.

      The elemental began guiding the shaping, pulling Elle forward. As she did, Elle wrapped herself in the shaping she’d learned when hiding from Voldan, creating a veil overtop her. The water elemental fed into this shaping as well. The muted sound of the waves crashing told her that it held.

      The sandy beach led to a wide, grass-covered field. Trees dotted it, some burnt or rotted as if Incendin had attacked here, but they were too close to Falsheim for Incendin to have risked an attack.

      Nimala slowed her as they neared a stream. Elle stepped off the shaped blanket of mist and searched for signs of another. As she did, she sensed shaping near her but saw nothing.

      Where are they?

      There is one unlike you near the water, Nimala said. Udilm is bonded.

      There’s a water shaper bonded to udilm nearby?

      If that was the case, Elle doubted that she would be strong enough to stop them. She was a new shaper, and her connection to Nimala was good, but even Voldan had nearly overpowered her. In time, she would learn enough to control her shaping, but she needed that time. Right now, she was still too inexperienced. Even Ley knew more about shaping than she did.

      Not a shaper like you.

      Elle frowned at the comment. If they’re not a shaper, how are they bonded to udilm?

      The bond was forced, not chosen.

      Elle gasped before catching herself. Hopefully the veil around her muted the sound.

      A forced bond. That had been what Voldan had been talking about when he spoke to the woman about getting a bond. He had expected to bond to one of the water elementals, but it wasn’t one chosen by the elemental.

      The idea horrified Elle.

      That’s what you mean that they’re not like me?

      They do not control water on their own. It is stolen power, Nimala said.

      What the elemental didn’t say was that they still controlled water. And if the power of udilm was behind them, they would control it with great strength.

      Is that why the sea is angry today?

      Udilm wars against itself. Free elementals battle the bonded.

      What would an elemental battle be like? She always assumed the elementals got along peacefully, or that they simply didn’t coexist in the same space. That was why there were elementals like nymid and masyn. They were found in different places than the udilm. From what she’d read, it was the same with fire elementals. Saa and inferin and the draasin all served a different purpose. What happened when the elementals fought?

      Could Nimala be drawn into it? Elle was too new with her connection to the elemental to know what that would mean to her.

      Can udilm attack masyn?

      Nimala’s answer came hesitatingly. Such a thing is possible, the elemental said.

      If that were the case, then Elle had to be even more careful than she had first realized. She didn’t want to risk anything happening to Nimala. She didn’t know all the reasons for the bond, but it seemed to her that she needed to do what she could to protect the elemental. She couldn’t do that if she placed her in danger.

      But she also needed to protect Doma. Could she do both?

      Nimala, she started, I need you to show me the shaper.

      Mist began to flow away from her, forming an ever-thickening fog. It began as dense clouds in the sky and then slowly descended. Elle sensed everything within the fog, as if it were an extension of herself.

      Through it, she recognized the trees, the grasses, and even the stream burbling nearby. She sensed the presence of the shaper and recognized when their attention turned to the layer of fog. A shaping, first of water and then of fire, swept through the fog, but Nimala held the mist together, wrapping the shaper within.

      At least now Elle knew where to find the shaper, but this wasn’t simply a water shaper like she’d faced with Voldan. This was a warrior.

      Elle felt herself trembling and struggled to control herself. Letting herself be scared of a shaper wouldn’t help the elemental, and it wouldn’t help Doma. This shaper might overpower her, but that didn’t mean there was nothing she could do.

      She started toward them, thinking to have Nimala wrap the shaper in bonds of water, when she had second thoughts. What if they weren’t alone?

      When they had attacked Falsheim the first time, there had been two. One had been a water shaper and one a fire shaper. Without the help of the lisincend—Elle still found it strange to think that way—she wouldn’t have been able to stop the attack. But when she found Voldan, there had only been one other shaper, except that wasn’t any sort of attack.

      Nimala, are there others out there like this one?

      The elemental pulled away from the mist and swirled around Elle. Something almost like a face appeared out of the mist. There are others.

      How many?

      Nimala separated into the mist before coalescing again. Many.

      Elle felt her heart stop. It really didn’t matter how many there were, only that there was more than one. Even one—particularly one able to shape both fire and water—would be more than she could handle. If there were others…

      Can you tell if they’re moving?

      Nimala separated into the mists again, leaving Elle alone for long moments. As she stood there, the day began to grow warmer. It was subtle at first and came on gradually, as if the sun was trying to burn off the fog. When Elle began to sweat, she realized that it wasn’t natural. This was a shaping.

      She started back toward the shore, walking this time rather than traveling on a shaping. Elle wasn’t sure whether she could create the same shaping without Nimala’s help. With each step, she began to feel more of the gusting wind on her back, but with each step, the warmth pushing toward her increased.

      Mist swirled around her again as Nimala returned. Some move. Others do not.

      Elle continued toward the shore. Which way do they move?

      Those who move travel south.

      Elle almost stumbled. South.

      That meant toward Falsheim.
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      The water shaping didn’t provide Elle with the same excitement as she floated above the grass, sliding along the blanket of mist. In fact, she felt nothing but determination. She had to reach Merash’s ship.

      And then she needed to reach Falsheim. Brist needed to know about the coming attack. They would need to prepare.

      But what could they do against that many shapers? Even two shapers had devastated the city; what would happen when there were three times that many?

      She slid atop the water, racing through waves, letting the elemental guide her. Nimala seemed to know where Elle headed and needed little direction from her. As they raced through the water, green-tinted mist spraying from the waves and the bright sun shining down from above, she didn’t see the ship at first.

      Had Merash brought them somewhere else?

      She hadn’t told him to remain close to the shore, and from his perspective, he would assume that she’d be able to find them, especially if he saw her shaping across the water as she did. But what if there was another reason she didn’t see him?

      As fear surged through her, her shaping intensified. Elle shot across the water, faster than the waves, streaking along with the water elemental.

      When she saw the ship, she nearly lost the shaping.

      The ship was intact, but the sails were furled. Water swirled around it in a tight spiral, as if the sea intended to swallow it. A quick shaping showed her the people on the deck, each bound with water.

      A shaper attack.

      Unlike when she was on the shore, she couldn’t turn away. Doing so risked Ley, and risked Merash and his crew, men she’d asked to come along. She couldn’t abandon them now.

      She came around in a tight circle, following the flow around the ship. This is udilm, isn’t it?

      This is udilm, Nimala answered.

      Would she be able to do anything to save the ship if udilm was involved? She had to admit it was possible that she couldn’t. Even if she could help Ley and the Xsa, she might not be able to save the ship from udilm swallowing it.

      A pained cry from the ship carried across the water.

      Elle couldn’t wait any longer.

      She turned her shaping and shot toward the Xsa vessel. A trail of mist led her, the faint green of it making something like a wake through the water. As she neared, still clutching the water veil that protected her, she was heaved into the air.

      Elle tumbled for a moment before realizing that udilm had thrown her.

      Gaining control of the shaping was a struggle. She managed to right herself as she fell toward the water. Nimala!

      The elemental caught her. Elle pulled on the shaping of water, raising the blanket of mist above the sea, trying to keep udilm from reaching her.

      Even were she not visible now, the mist floating above the water would be.

      She was nearly to the ship. Ley sprawled across the deck, his hands pinched behind him. His forehead was bloodied and Elle couldn’t tell if he moved. At least he seemed to be breathing, but for how much longer?

      At first, she saw no sign of the shaper. Then, near the stern, where one of the Xsa was wrapped in rope as if tangled in fishing line, she saw who she sought. Both of them, because Merash kneeling on the deck, staring defiantly at a small woman standing over him. Streaks of blue ran through her black hair and she strode across the deck of the ship.

      As Elle swooped toward the ship, the shaper raised a hand.

      The sea swelled again. This time, Elle was prepared for it and wrapped herself in a shaping of water aided by the connection she shared to Nimala. The water elemental pushed back the raging sea, and Elle stood inside something like a vortex that threatened to suck her under. The masts remained visible, but nothing else.

      Nimala, Elle said, begging through the connection for help. If she couldn’t save herself, there would be nothing that she could do to stop the shaper, and nothing she could do to save Ley and the others.

      The mist formed something like a wall around her, protecting her. Surging through this, Elle shot through the vortex threatening to pull her under, angling toward Ley.

      She had to time everything right or she would either miss the ship altogether or she would crash into it. Nimala created the faint green blanket that she rode toward the deck, letting her feet touch down quickly as she landed near Ley.

      Elle wrapped the veil of water around her, pulling it tightly. She included Ley in the veil and leaned to check on him. He breathed, but his breaths were ragged. Can you help him?

      In answer, the water elemental washed over Ley.

      He gasped and shook for a moment. The gash on his scalp mended together, as if knitted by a seamstress. Only, unlike a seamstress, no scar remained when it was finished.

      Ley rolled over and blinked at her. “Elle? You shouldn’t be here. There’s a shaper—”

      Elle silenced him with a finger over his lips. “I know there’s a shaper. I saw her.”

      “A massive wave crashed onto the ship, nearly capsizing us,” Ley began. “Merash was swearing and trying to right the ship, but then another wave crashed. She attacked. I think Merash lost one of his men.” Ley sat up and swallowed. “I tried, Elle, but she was too strong.”

      The shaping swirling around the ship told Elle the truth of Ley’s statement. Then there was the other shaping, the vortex that had nearly pulled her under. If she was able to manage both at the same time, there might not be anything that Elle could do to stop her.

      “Where is she?” Ley asked. “Is she… is she still here?”

      Another scream filtered through the veil and Elle stood to face the stern. “Not for much longer.”

      “Don’t do anything foolish,” Ley warned.

      Elle took a breath. “Only what’s necessary.”

      As she started toward the stern, she released the veil. Holding it required energy that she didn’t want to risk. Her only hope was that the shaper would be weakened by the effort of maintaining such a powerful shaping that involved the ship. That might give Elle a chance to overpower her.

      If not, then she prayed she could find another way to stop the shaper.

      The veil dropped and the ship came into focus.

      The shaper stood only a few paces from her. Surprisingly, Elle was taller, but the woman’s lined face told her that she had years on her, years when experience with shaping mattered. That had been how Voldan had overpowered her.

      “Interesting,” the woman said, waving her hand in a tight spiral around her head. “I had heard there weren’t any bonded remaining here.” She cocked her head as water began to form around Elle, wrapping her arms and binding them to her sides.

      Can you help with this? Elle asked Nimala.

      The elemental pushed against the shaping, freeing Elle.

      The other woman smiled. “Perhaps you will be useful.”

      Then she attacked in full. Shapings of water crashed at her from each side, slamming into Elle. She did the only thing she could think of and raised her hand over her head and shaped, drawing the water sent at her into a protective shell around her, sealing herself inside.

      The woman stalked toward Elle, studying the shaping. With a flick of her wrist, Elle’s shaping shattered, splashing to the deck in a spray of mist.

      The shaper stepped into the mist and smiled. “Udilm answers to me, but you don’t speak to udilm, do you?”

      Elle stood and crossed her arms over her chest. “I have spoken to udilm.”

      “Have? Then you do not speak to them now. A pity. A bonded would be useful as we understand these lands. Perhaps it doesn’t matter. We will claim them all the same.”

      The woman took another step. The mist from the destroyed shaping hung in the air, mist Elle drew power from. She pulled on Nimala and the elemental swirled around the other shaper, this time wrapping her in strands of translucent water.

      The woman’s eyes widened as Elle’s shaping took hold.

      “These lands are protected by more than udilm,” Elle said.

      The woman began to writhe, and a shaping built from her that Elle doubted she would be able to restrain. She held the shaping, at first asking Nimala to help, and then begging. The elemental held as long as she could, but the other shaper drew on the power of udilm, drawing as much strength as Elle could shape, pulling with experience that Elle didn’t have.

      Her shaping began to fail.

      Elle staggered back a step, the effort at holding the shaping taxing her. With everything she knew, even with the help of the elemental, she wasn’t strong enough to withstand this.

      A smile split the woman’s face as she saw Elle weakening.

      Then a long blade stabbed through her chest. Her eyes widened as she clutched the sword, but her fingers fell away from it and she dropped.

      Merash stood behind the fallen woman and wiped his blade on her shirt. He nodded to the men untangling themselves from the rope and they each lifted the woman and carried her toward the railing.

      “Wait!” Elle said.

      Merash hesitated. “You want her to remain on board?”

      Elle swallowed, hating what she had to say but knowing that it needed said. “Make sure she’s dead. Water… water can heal.”

      Merash looked down at the woman and nodded.

      Elle turned away as they lowered her to the ground, not wanting to see them stabbing her over and over. She heard each one, though, and knew the sound would never leave her.
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      The sea calmed after the shaper died, as if udilm was pleased. Maybe it was different than that, Elle decided. If the elementals were forced to bond, it might only be that udilm was finally free. But there would be others, she knew, especially if so many shapers remained along the shore.

      When Merash and his men finished cleaning the deck, scrubbing the bloodstains from the slain shaper, he approached her, eyeing her differently than he had before. “Your return was fortunate,” he said. His voice was hoarser than it had been, and he had a long cut along one of his arms that he squeezed together.

      Without saying a word, Elle took his arm and called on Nimala. The elemental seemed to know what to do and water washed along Merash’s arm, binding the wound closed. He pulled it back and rubbed where it had been, shaking his head as he did.

      “You hadn’t seemed like much of a shaper before,” Merash noted.

      “Then why were you willing to help?”

      Merash glanced at two of his crew, who wound rope and worked on resetting the sails. “The men needed something to believe in, you know, Shaper Vaywand? The Xsa have suffered much over the last year. The attacks came slowly at first, but we don’t have anything like your shapers. Our magic is different than yours, and not enough to stop them, only slow the attack.”

      Elle wondered what kind of magic the Xsa might possess. “You thought taking them up the coast of Doma would give them something to believe in?”

      Merash met her eyes. “If they saw Doma at peace, they would believe that our people will be safe here.”

      Elle considered the coast. From here, it looked peaceful and calm, but she trusted her elemental and believed the coast was unsafe. She might have seen only two shapers, with one remaining on shore, but there were others, and they moved toward Falsheim. Elle didn’t know how long they had before the attack came, but an attack would come, of that she was now certain. And there wasn’t anything she could do to prevent it.

      Like Xsa, they needed to get their people to safety, only there was no place for them to run. There weren’t enough ships to carry them north to Chenir, or around to the kingdoms. She doubted there was time to make the crossing over land. That meant staying and fighting but they were no match for shapers able to use the elementals.

      It was the reason Incendin had posed such a challenge for all those years. They would come with fire shaping and steal Doman shapers. When Doma had water shapers bonded to udilm, Incendin at least couldn’t attack unimpeded, but it had been years since the last bonded shaper lived in Doma.

      “What now?” Elle asked.

      Merash looked past her, studying the rocky shore. “What did you find?”

      She considered lying to him. What did it matter if he believed that Doma was safe, even if he believed it for a little while longer? But she wouldn’t do what Voldan had done. She wouldn’t deceive in the same way.

      “Shapers.”

      “You saw them?”

      “I saw one. Fire and water.” She had thought the shaper must be a warrior, but after realizing the way that elementals were bonded, she wondered if that was the case at all. Could bonding to elementals give them their shaping ability? If that was true, the shaper she’d encountered would have been bonded to both water and fire.

      “You returned rather than facing the shaper?” Merash asked.

      “I’m not sure I could have stopped that one on my own.” His eyes narrowed and he glanced back at the spot where the woman had died. “It wouldn’t have mattered if I could. There are others, and they move toward Falsheim.”

      Merash grunted with a pained sigh. “What will you do?”

      “I need to return and prepare the city.”

      “How many shapers are like you in Falsheim?” Merash asked.

      “Like me?” Elle repeated and Merash nodded. “There are no others. We have other shapers, but their abilities are weakened. Those like me have been lost over the years.”

      “Then you will fail,” Merash said simply. “I’ve seen the damage Par-shon inflicts. Their shapers move stealthily, and even our fastest girls can’t stop them. If there are no other shapers like you, you’ll be outnumbered.”

      He sighed as he looked at his crew. “We will have to draw as many as we can from the city. We can head north—”

      “Do you think north is safer?” Elle asked. “You saw how violent the sea was around the shores. What if they have other shapers bonded to udilm along here? Will your ship be able to make it through?”

      “We have to try.”

      “Or you could stay and fight.”

      “You ask the Xsa to stay and fight. You have one shaper of any strength, and you’ve said many shapers come toward your city. We’ve already suffered and we’ve already died by their shapings.” He shook his head. “No, I think the Xsa will not stay and will not fight. You might be capable, Shaper Vaywand, but you can’t do what you suggest all on your own.”

      Elle glanced over her shoulder. Ley leaned on the railing. He rubbed the spot on his head where he’d been injured. Water had healed him, leaving the skin completely intact, without any sign of the injury, but that didn’t mean Elle had managed to heal the memory of what had happened to him. Like Ley, Merash rubbed at his arm.

      Merash’s remaining crew worked at their regular jobs. Occasionally, one of the men would look over at her and then quickly look away, as if frightened by her. Elle had never been frightening to anyone, but like Merash, they had memories of old injuries—only theirs had more to do with what had happened to their home and their people. She couldn’t ask them to fight if they didn’t want to.

      She stretched a hand out to Merash, who grasped it. “I will ask the seas to remain calm for you, Captain,” she said.

      He opened his mouth as if wanting to say more, but clamped it closed again. Instead of speaking, he simply nodded. “Maybe you don’t warn udilm,” he said with a smile.

      “You might find sailing south will bring you calmer waters.”

      “South is Incendin,” he said.

      Elle nodded. “And Incendin fights with these shapers as well. When the city was attacked the last time, Incendin intervened. If you can keep enough away from Incendin shores, you might be able to sail freely.”

      Merash scratched his arm, nodding in consideration. “Reaching the kingdoms will take longer,” he said.

      “Won’t it be worth it if you can make it safely?”

      His brow furrowed as he considered, then turned away, leaving her to go to his men without telling her his answer.

      Elle went to Ley and extended a hand to help him up. He took it slowly and looked around the ship as he did. “What is it?” he asked.

      “We’re leaving.”

      Ley frowned. “Leaving? We’re in the middle of the ocean and you said there were shapers on the shore.”

      “Shapers that are making their way toward Falsheim. I don’t know what Brist has planned, but we need to get the city protected.”

      Ley stared down at the water lapping around the boat. The angry swells of waves had eased, but the sea still splashed and left the Xsa ship rocking with a steady rhythm. From Ley’s face, Elle could tell he thought they’d need to swim to shore.

      “I can do this,” she told him.

      As she did, she called on Nimala, asking the elemental for help. Like before, the mist coalesced into a blanket of faint green that at first had reminded her of what she’d seen from the nymid when she first encountered them in the bay. Now, it was all masyn. The elemental was much stronger than she had suspected, and she was certain it would be strong enough to carry Ley with her as well.

      Ley studied the water, his uncertainty pinching the corners of his normally wide eyes. “I can sense that you’ve done something, but I don’t see it.”

      Elle grabbed him by the hand and stepped over the edge of the railing, coming to land on the blanket held by Nimala. Ley landed awkwardly, sliding his feet atop it before falling into a careful balance. “Good thing you don’t need to see it. I will watch for the both of us.”

      She pressed on the shaping, sending them sliding away from the Xsa ship and moving steadily to the south. The shaping picked up speed as she went. The shaping was easier now than it had been the first time she’d attempted it. The more she practiced it, the more she managed it almost without thinking.

      Ley gripped her hand tightly. “You could have shaped the entire ship south,” he said over the sound of the wind and the spray of the water.

      Elle watched as the Xsa ship grew smaller and smaller, finally fading into nothing more than a dot on the horizon. “That would have taken too long.” And would have required more strength than she was willing to risk. She didn’t know what they would encounter as they made their way south, but if there were any other shapers, she didn’t want all of her strength to be sapped trying to move a ship. “Besides, Merash will be able to sail quickly enough.”

      “He doesn’t intend to help, does he?”

      Elle shook her head. Water dripped from her brow and she enjoyed the cool breeze coming off the water. Until they had left, she hadn’t noticed how warm it had been to the north, much warmer than it should have been. “They have suffered enough by these shapers,” she said. “We can’t ask them to suffer any more.”

      “Where will they go?”

      “The kingdoms,” she said.

      “Are they safe there?”

      Elle thought about the shapers she had met there. Each was more skilled than any in Doma, even more skilled than her, but they didn’t have any—other than Tan, and she wasn’t certain that he had—bonded to elementals. Would the kingdoms even be able to withstand an attack like that?

      The barrier that protected the kingdoms might help. She knew little about it, other than it was a shaped creation, intended to prevent other shapers from entering. It was because of the barrier that the kingdoms had never come to help Doma when Incendin attacked. Elle had avoided being stopped by the barrier the first time she had gone to the kingdoms because she couldn’t shape. But now that she’d learned, would she be able to return, or would she need to circle around much like Merash?

      “They will be safe,” she decided. At the least, they would have more time before these shapers moved inland, time for the Xsa to decide if they would stay or keep moving on, to sail beyond the kingdoms, to the lands even the Doman fleet didn’t visit.

      “I wish we could be safe,” Ley said.

      The wind caught the words, but Elle still heard them.
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      They reached Falsheim as darkness began to descend. The sun faded behind the horizon, leaving streaks of color pushing through clouds colored like bruises. The air grew thick the closer they came to Falsheim, and thunder rumbled distantly. A storm brewed, and from the charge in the air, it would be a powerful one.

      Elle skimmed along the water and landed them on the beach. By ship, they had been gone over a day, but using the shaping, it had taken them the better part of an hour to reach Falsheim, and that was with Ley coming with her. How much faster would she be able to shape herself alone?

      With the coming storm, Elle had expected the docks to be busy, but there were only a few ships in port. One was a Xsa ship, with a mermaid figurehead carved into the bow. Two were long, wide fleet ships. A few smaller fishing vessels were there as well.

      “What is it?” Ley asked as they made their way toward the storm wall.

      “There should be more boats here by now,” she said.

      Ley shrugged. “Some will stay out for days. The fleet just patrols these waters.”

      They hadn’t seen any of the fleet ships while they made their way into Falsheim. They hadn’t seen any ships, now that Elle really spent much time thinking about it. Other than Merash’s ship, they’d seen no one. That didn’t necessarily mean anything; some of the ships could be in the deep waters beyond the reef, while Merash had stayed closer inland. But she couldn’t help but feel unsettled.

      “We need to find Brist,” Elle said.

      They reached the gate leading into the city. At this time of night, the guards were preparing to close the doors and bar them from the inside. They would be opened in the morning. If a storm really came, extra reinforcement might be needed. There had only been one massive storm in the time she’d been in Falsheim, and then she’d been too busy cowering in the basement of the small room Brist had assigned to her, one that was far removed from the center of the city and the Lord Commander’s location.

      “Do you think that he’ll want to see you at this time of night?” Ley asked.

      “He’ll want to know what we saw. Now, if there’s anything that can be done about it…”

      There might be nothing more that could be done. Xsa might have had the right idea by bringing her people away from the Isles, but Doma didn’t have that luxury. And with as few ships as there were, there really wouldn’t be anything that could be done.

      People crowded along the streets and music drifted from a dozen taverns near the docks. Elle had always found this part of the city to be vibrant and fun, so different than the calmer eastern section where Brist was headquartered. She noted countless people dressed differently than the usual Doman attire, and she paused.

      If the Xsa could hide in Doma, with few noticing how many had settled here, how difficult would it be for one of these shapers to hide among them? They wouldn’t even have to hide; they would only have to make a point of not standing out.

      Elle cursed herself for not thinking of it sooner. An older woman passing nearby glared at her. Elle made a point of ignoring her.

      Ley grabbed at her sleeve. “What?”

      She ignored him, too, and focused on the buzzing sound of Nimala in the back of her mind. The elemental was more distant the farther she went from water, but Elle could reach it and draw her close. She needed to use what the elemental could discover.

      Nimala, how many have already reached the city?

      The elemental slowly coalesced in front of her, leaving a shimmering green film shaped something like a face. She would have feared that others would see the elemental, but Ley hadn’t even been able to see the blanket that Nimala made, and he was able to shape. She doubted others would be any more able to see the elemental.

      You think there are others?

      Why wouldn’t there be? All these people, and all it would take would be a few shapers set among them. We wouldn’t even know, would we?

      I will see what I can learn. What you ask will take time.

      Thank you.

      The elemental faded with a swirl of fog. Elle felt a pang at the departure and noted that the buzzing in her mind grew quieter, but Nimala would be doing important work.

      She pushed through the crowd. The farther they went from the docks, the thinner the crowd became. Elle ducked down a side street and took a deep breath. Only a few people wandered the street here.

      “You need to talk to me, Elle. Why are you rushing through here? Why did your face go as white as the froth around Widows Ledge back there?”

      Elle made her way a little slower along the street, letting Ley keep up with her. “What if there are some of those shapers in the city already, Ley? I’ve been worrying about what will happen when the others reach Falsheim and attack, but what if they’re only able to reach Falsheim because there are others already here?”

      Ley’s face blanched, probably going the color he’d said that she had. “We wouldn’t even know, would we?” he asked in a whisper.

      “It’s not as if they would have to hide,” Elle said. “They could simply be here, walking among us.”

      Ley’s head swiveled, as if to search for where they might be hiding. “Can you find out if they are?”

      “I have the elemental searching now,” she said, “but I don’t know if it will matter. If they’re here, and if there are even more than one, I’m not sure I can do anything.”

      Ley breathed out. “Then we’ll be no different than Xsa. Falsheim will fall.”

      Elle licked her lips. For as moist as Falsheim could be, her mouth suddenly felt dry.

      She started forward and was stopped by the return of Nimala. Did you find others?

      There are others, Elle. The elemental struggled with a number, and an image of a series of waves appeared in her mind.

      Elle counted them for the elemental. Five waves, each repeating and building. “Five,” she said aloud.

      “Five what?” Ley asked.

      “Five shapers in the city,” Elle said quickly, trying to think through what to do. If there were five shapers in the city, and if shapers were making their way toward Falsheim now, an attack would be coming soon.

      “I have to delay it,” she said, mostly to herself.

      “Elle,” Ley started.

      “Find Brist. Tell him that we know Voldan lied, that we’ve seen the extent of his lies. Make him understand what is coming.”

      “What are you going to do? You should be the one to go to Brist. You saw the shaper on the shore, and you’re the reason the one on the ship was stopped.”

      “I need to see if there’s anything that I can do to stop those already in the city,” she said.

      Can you lead me to them? she asked Nimala.

      The elemental swirled around her and Elle took that as assent.

      “Go, Ley!” she urged.

      For a second, Ley’s face turned into hard stone, like he didn’t want to do this, but then he started away, staring at her over his shoulder as he went.

      Elle turned her attention from him. If she couldn’t find a way to stop—or at least slow—the shapers in the city, there wouldn’t be enough time to help those in the city. She had to do something, even if she wasn’t sure what it would be.

      Nimala led her through the streets, and Elle realized that she was guided back toward the wall, toward where they’d come in. It was where there were the most people.

      How many are together? she asked.

      They are the same, Nimala answered.

      Elle wanted to rephrase the question but didn’t have the chance. The elemental stopped in front of a simple building. A faded sign out front showed a spool and thread, but the windows were shuttered and there was no sign that it was still a tailor or seamstress. Here?

      The elemental squeezed through the cracks along the door. Elle hesitated, but only for a moment, not wanting to pause too long. She sensed for shaping, but detected none. Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t detected any shaping along the coast or on Merash’s ship, either. That was even more evidence that these people weren’t shapers, but something else entirely.

      She tried the door, but it was locked. Elle jiggled it carefully, not wanting to alert anyone inside of her presence. The door remained locked. Elle glanced over her shoulder, but the street was empty. Was there a water shaping she could use that would open the door? Water was different than other elements. For the most part, it was meant for healing, but with the elemental help, she’d seen the Par-shon shapers use it in different ways.

      Could she?

      Could she freeze the lock? What was ice, but water?

      She touched the edge of the door and called on a shaping. It pooled near the latch, filling the space in a tight ball of water. She could summon water, but how could she turn the water into something else?

      Heat. She needed to draw heat from the water. But she wasn’t a fire shaper. She didn’t have control over temperature the same way that a fire shaper would.

      An idea came to her. Nimala had given her the insight when she’d formed the blanket that Elle had used to travel upon. Water had been pulled closely together into something solid. It was still water, and maybe not ice, but if she could do the same with the door, she might be able to pop it open.

      Elle squeezed the water shaping together. As she did, there came a soft crack as the frame of the door bent and snapped, and then the door swung open.

      When she stepped inside, she didn’t know what to expect.

      The door opened to an empty room, but a candle flickered down a hall. Elle crept down the hall, calling Nimala to her. She’d need the elemental to help if it came to an attack.

      At the back of the building, another door was cracked open slightly. This was where the candlelight flickered out. Elle pushed on it and saw an older man bent over a long bench. He held a hammer in his hands that caught the light of a lantern flickering on the table near him.

      When she entered, the hammer paused in mid air, and she suddenly was wrapped in wind, which stopped her.

      He turned to face her. A long scar ran down his face, starting near one eye and ending above his chin. A dark tattoo was inked on that cheek, and the shape reminded Elle of the ancient runes she’d seen. He still held the hammer, cocked back as if to strike at her.

      “What is this?” he demanded.

      Wind pushed against her face. Elle pulled on a shaping of water, forming a mist that pushed against his shaping. Hold him, she instructed Nimala.

      The water elemental surged toward the man. He glanced at the shimmering form of the elemental and Elle was startled to note that he appeared to see it.

      With a flick of his hammer, he scattered Nimala.

      As he did, Elle pushed against the wind shaping and lunged at the man. She caught his arm and pushed it back. He was stronger than she expected and wrenched his arm toward her. Elle pushed with everything that she had, adding a shaping of water into it as well, but still he was stronger.

      Earth shaping, she realized.

      Nimala!

      The water elemental answered her summons and wrapped around the man. With Nimala’s help, she managed to push him to the ground. The hammer slipped from his grasp. Elle reached for it as he began another wind shaping.

      Not willing to wait for it to complete, she slammed the hammer down on his head. His eyes widened briefly, there came a gust of wind and a soft rumble of earth, and then he stopped moving.

      Elle dropped to the ground, shaking.

      What had she done?

      She couldn’t move, and her body trembled. Her hand was sticky with blood running down the hammer and she threw it to the side, not wanting to touch it.

      The others are pleased, Nimala said gently. They are thankful you freed them.

      She sighed silently. At least some good would come from it. But now she had to figure out a way to stop four more of these shapers bonded to the elementals before the others reached Falsheim. But how could she if it meant killing?
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      Elle sat on the floor of the small building with her legs crossed over each other and her arms limp in her lap. Fatigue like nothing she’d ever experienced washed over her. The fourth shaper found, another older woman, lay sprawled across the ground where Elle had forced her with a shaping of water. Unlike the first man, but just like the last woman, she had taken her own life when Elle began to overpower her.

      With a sigh, she rolled the woman over. Like the others, she had a dark tattoo in the shape of a rune, but this one was behind her left ear. Elle didn’t recognize the rune and wondered at the significance.

      A slender knife stuck from the woman’s chest. She had been sitting in a chair when Nimala led Elle to her, and she had lunged for the knife before Elle could even do anything to stop her. If she couldn’t capture any of them alive, she’d never get answers. That, more than anything, was what she wanted now. She needed to know why Doma was being attacked.

      The water elemental swirled silently around her. Elle didn’t need to solidify the connection to know that Nimala was pleased with what had happened. For a water elemental, an element that she always associated with healing, Nimala had reveled in the release of the bonded elementals. This woman had wind and fire, now blown back through the small home.

      Elle needed rest, but didn’t dare take the time that she needed. If she did, would she be able to get moving again? How much longer did they have before the attack came?

      How many remain? she asked Nimala.

      The water elemental floated away for a while. Elle drifted, letting herself sleep for a few moments. She should be horrified by the fact that she sat so close to someone who’d taken her own life, but she didn’t have the energy to care.

      When Nimala returned, Elle didn’t know how long it had been. An image appeared in her mind, sent by the water elemental. Elle’s eyes opened slowly. Two waves, so two of these shapers remained.

      Where are they? She needed rest and more time to recover. If she could take a few moments, even if it meant risking Doma, she would have to do so. She couldn’t function otherwise. Her mind felt slow, like a fog hanging over it.

      They are near.

      Elle sat up, suddenly more awake. Near?

      As she asked, she sensed a change.

      It wasn’t a shaping, but awareness of it came to her nonetheless. It was subtle, the slow drawing of power, and it came from outside the small building Elle was in.

      She tried shaping a veil, but that required strength and focus, both of which she had in short supply. I need your help, Nimala.

      The elemental shimmered into focus and then disappeared.

      Elle stared after her, wondering how that exactly would help.

      A soft wind touched her cheek. It hadn’t been there before. When the woman lived, the wind had blown through the room, but as soon as the knife plunged through her chest, it had died with her, as if released. This came as a gentle tug, no more than the softest of breezes. Had Elle not been sitting motionless, she doubted that she would have felt it.

      She reached for the knife sticking out of the woman. At least she wouldn’t be unarmed.

      Heat stirred with the soft touch of the breeze, and Elle knew with certainty that a shaping built around her. As a water shaper, she wasn’t accustomed to shapings that she couldn’t detect. These shapers were different, and their shaping was different.

      Elle pushed to her feet and drew on water. The veil had failed her, but that took more energy than she had remaining. Was there another shaping that might work? Even something as simple as bonds of water…

      Fog began to float through the open door. Much like when she’d gone to the shore and found the other shaper, Elle listened and could sense movement within the fog. Was the fog Nimala? Were the masyn helping her?

      Focusing on the shape within the fog, she used a lashing of water and swirled it around. If they were a water shaper, the bond wouldn’t hold for long, but if they were wind and fire, she might get enough time to find a way to contain them.

      The person grunted and Elle knew the shaping took hold.

      She squeezed, pulling on the shaping, drawing it tight. If nothing else, she could constrict long enough that they wouldn’t be able to move. If they passed out, it would keep them from harming themselves like the other two.

      But not the old man. She didn’t know how to reconcile that with what these others had done.

      Elle crawled through the fog, pulling on the shaping with as much strength as she could muster. The figure collapsed, dropping with a thud, and Elle hurried toward them, not willing to release the water bonds. It was a shaping she’d learned from Voldan, and she was thankful that he’d demonstrated it for her. Already, it had proven useful several times.

      She pulled away some of the fog to see the face of the attacker. This person was a young man, and tattoos crawled along one arm. Elle gasped and nearly lost her shaping. They were Xsa markings.

      Did Merash know that some of his people helped their attackers? Was that what he feared? Maybe it was another reason he and the other captains had taken the women and children away from Xsa.

      The Xsa shaper still breathed, but the water bonds clutched tightly, preventing him from moving. Elle crouched for a moment, debating what to do next.

      The fog remained. Elle wondered about the reason but remembered what Nimala had said. They were near.

      There was more than one.

      Her heart lurched in her chest. The wind and the heat continued to build, but it was different than before, more focused. Wind pulled on the fallen Xsa shaper, and Elle had to hold him in place to keep it from dragging him away.

      Dense fog revealed another person, and then wind began to pull the fog away. The elementals clung together, but the shaper pulled on fire and wind, burning away the mist and the fog, forcing the elemental to depart.

      Soon, Elle would be left facing whoever approached with nothing more than the knife she clutched in her hand and whatever shaping ability remained after using so much trying to stop those other shapers. Worse, if she didn’t cling to the shaping, she might lose the Xsa shaper.

      Before the mist disappeared, Elle sensed where the other shaper stood outside the door. She stumbled as she started forward but caught herself on the doorframe.

      A shaping of fire blasted toward her. Elle raised her hand, deflecting the flame, and it burned away to the sides, bouncing off the wall of water that she managed to create.

      That shaping took nearly the last of her strength. The fog disappeared, leaving her facing an unassuming-looking man. He wore a dark jacket and tight pants, and a short sword hung from his waist. Elle blinked, taking a moment to recognize the attire of a soldier in the Doman fleet.

      “What?” she asked.

      The temperature of the air increased sharply. Elle knew she wouldn’t be able to withstand whatever shaping this man threw at her, especially not if he added wind to it. She might have managed to find all the Par-shon shapers in Falsheim, but she wouldn’t be able to stop them all.

      Falsheim would fall.

      Elle sensed a shaping building and raised the knife, knowing that it wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop a shaper.

      The man laughed. “Do you really think you ever had a chance at stopping us?” His voice held the edge of a hard accent, one that Elle didn’t recognize.

      She waited for the shaping to release, but it continued to build. As it did, she frowned. Why would she be able to sense a shaping from a bonded shaper like this? She hadn’t been able to do so before, so why now? What had changed?

      Maybe nothing had changed.

      A shout came from down the street and the man turned to look.

      Ley raced toward her, pushing his shaping in front of him. It was weak, but stronger than he would have managed even a month ago. The man waved it away with a flick of his finger, drawing on wind and fire to send Ley slamming into the nearby buildings.

      Elle lunged toward the man while his back was turned.

      The knife sunk into his left shoulder, sliding behind the shoulder blade. He sucked in a surprised gasp of air and turned toward her. Blood gurgled in his throat as he fell.

      Ley reached her and dragged her away from the man. He lowered her to the ground, cradling her in his lap, and covered her eyes, keeping her from seeing the man’s life bleed into the uneven cobbles along the street. There was nothing he could do about the other man she had killed. That memory burned into her mind, almost as if shaped.

      When fire and wind raced away, elementals suddenly released, Elle sighed.
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      Elle lagged behind as Ley dragged the Xsa traitor down the dark street. Buildings pressed in from both sides, hiding the moonlight. Dampness hung on the air, and the occasional thunder from the coming storm rattled her to the bones.

      The shaping holding the man remained, though she wondered how much of that had been augmented by Nimala. It was growing difficult to tell. Now that she had time to think about it, she was surprised by how much easier shaping was coming to her. She might still need the extremes of emotion, but there had been no shortage of those lately.

      The shaping wrapped around the man pulsed against her, and it took longer than it should have for her to realize that something about him felt wrong. Elle squeezed a water shaping through him, and he gasped. Wind whistled softly and there was a flash of heat.

      Elle almost stumbled. Had she released his bonds? Always before, it had required the shaper dying, so had she killed him? She’d done enough of that already and wasn’t interested in any more of it.

      Another breath from the man told her he still lived. Maybe she had released the bond somehow.

      “Elle?” Ley asked her, as they marched along the street.

      “How did you find me?” she asked.

      He glanced over. “I can sense your shaping.”

      She nodded. While trying to handle the five who had bonded, she had been forced to shape frequently. If Ley had sense all of that, he would have known what she was going through. “What took you so long?”

      He laughed and the Xsa nearly dropped from his grip. Elle tried to help, but he shot her a hard glare and shook his head. “The Lord Commander. He didn’t want to believe you. Maybe this will help.”

      Elle sighed as they reached Fisher’s Road, the long street running through the heart of the city. The Lord Commander was along this street. “He’s from Xsa,” she said.

      “I saw the tattoos,” Ley said. “Do you think Merash knew?”

      “I don’t know. Merash knew something, more than he was telling us, but I don’t know what…”

      She trailed off as they reached Brist. The door was closed, but light shone from the other side of the windows. Ley kicked at the door, grunting as he held onto the other shaper. The water bonds held him, restricting him from taking breaths that were too deep. Every so often, the man would let out a soft moan. When he did, Elle pulled on the shaping, restricting him again. She didn’t want him waking, at least not until they were ready for whatever he might try to do.

      The door opened and the Lord Commander poked his head out. When he saw Ley, his eyes narrowed. Then he saw Elle and sighed.

      “You were supposed to remain within the city,” he said.

      “I am supposed to help Falsheim,” Elle said.

      “By traveling on a Xsa ship and leaving Falsheim? Does that help Falsheim and Doma?”

      “Are you going to let us in, or not?” Ley asked.

      The Lord Commander frowned. “You should be careful that you don’t end up too much like her,” he warned.

      “Like the most impressive shaper that I’ve ever seen?” Ley asked. “Or the shaper who managed to find and stop five of these shapers within the city.”

      Elle didn’t bother to tell him there had been six. The man disguised as a Doman officer had been the last. Somehow, Nimala had missed him. There might be others, she realized, but she was too tired to do anything about them now.

      “Five?” Brist asked. He filled his doorway, as if debating whether he would let them in.

      Ley didn’t give him the chance to fully decide. He pushed past and threw the Xsa man onto the floor. Inside the room, someone gasped. Ley pulled Elle inside with him.

      Brist closed the door behind him and turned to Elle. “Your friend tells me that you found a shaper along the coast.” He caught himself as he started, as if needing to remind himself that he was in control.

      “Shapers,” Elle corrected. “And now six in the city. One disguised as Doman. We need to find a way to get the people to safety.”

      Brist looked past her, and Elle followed the direction of his gaze. Others on his council sat around the table, including Dondal, the man had she met when she asked Brist for help. If he was anything like the others, he would be nearly useless. Thoras, a lean and older man, leaned against the wall and he stared at the map hanging there.

      “There couldn’t be six shapers within the city,” Thoras said. “We would have known.”

      “Would you?” Elle asked. “Are you able to shape, Thoras?”

      He turned to her and his mouth twisted in a dark smile. “Yes, Shaper Vaywand, I can.”

      Elle felt a shaping building from him. It was weak—much weaker than even what Ley could manage—but definitely there. As tired as she was, she couldn’t even bite back the laugh that came almost unbidden.

      “That?” she asked Brist. “That is what you plan to use to protect Doma? I mean no disrespect, Thoras, but you couldn’t shape your way out of a puddle.”

      Thoras pushed away from the wall and strode toward her. His shaping tried to bind her, but Elle had felt stronger shapings too many times tonight to be startled by him. She pulled on Nimala and sent Thoras’s shaping snapping back to him.

      He grunted. “You don’t need strength in shaping to sense shaping. You would know that if you were as strong as you claim,” he said.

      Elle waved a hand toward the Xsa man on the ground. She refused to release the bonds around him, but for a moment, she actually considered it. Too bad that she might have healed him. It would serve Thoras well to deal with a bonded shaper, one able to shape more than one element. Let him see then what Elle offered Doma.

      But she wouldn’t do that. It would put too many in danger. More than that, it would put Ley in danger. She didn’t think she would be able to secure him again if he was freed. She’d spent herself too much today.

      “That is a shaper of Par-shon,” she started. “They bond to the elementals. This one has bonded to fire and wind. Their bonds make them powerful, but also make it so that you can’t detect any shapings, because what they do is not shaping,” she said.

      Brist crouched next to the shaper. “This man is of the Xsa Isles, not of Par-shon,” he said.

      “Par-shon has invaded Xsa. That’s why there are so many from Xsa here. They’ve come seeking protection—which I’ve granted, by the way.”

      Thoras’s face contorted. “You don’t have the authority to grant protection of the city.”

      Elle turned to him. “Fine. Then I’ve granted them my protection.” She stared at Thoras, thankful that he looked away. She didn’t have the strength for an ongoing staredown.

      “Lord Commander,” Elle said to Brist, “there are too many shapers in Doma for me to stop. I was lucky with these, but when they attack Falsheim—and they will attack—I won’t be strong enough alone to stop them.”

      Brist stood and paced to the maps. His eyes settled on one that depicted the outer islands, places like Xsa and Par. She hadn’t realized how close they were. How had they never heard of these bonded before? How had they never attacked before?

      And what changed? That might be the most important question of all.

      “Par should not attack us,” Brist said softly. “When I was captain, we sailed along these shores,” he said, running his finger along the map and coming close to Par’s location. “We ran drills with the Xsa fleet,” he went on, pointing to Xsa. “Why would they attack us now?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “But if it’s anything like what happened to the Xsa Isles, we don’t want our people to suffer the same way. We need to find a way to get them to safety.”

      Brist stared at the map, shaking his head. “There’s nothing,” he started. “There are too many in the city. How can we simply hide everyone?”

      At the end of the table, Dondal put his spectacles back on and looked at Elle. “I might know a way,” he said.
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      Elle stood outside the city in the early morning. A cold wind blew in off the ocean and the waves crashed with a gentle rhythm that was almost hypnotic, sending a mixture of frothy foam and spray into the air. She stared at the rock around the city, uncertain what Dondal had in mind.

      “It’s the docks, you see,” he said, waving a hand toward the long docks jutting into the water. “That’s what gave me the idea in the first place.”

      The Lord Commander stood with his hands on his hips, looking in the direction that Dondal stared excitedly out at the water and back toward the city. The massive slope of rock leading up from the water obscured a series of jagged openings beneath the city, making it appear as if the city sat atop a rock pillar.

      “What about the docks, Dondal?” Brist asked.

      Thoras snorted and let out an annoyed sigh. “Why are we even listening to this fool, Lord Commander? I know you favor him because of his experience, but it’s much like you listening to this one,” he said, pointing to Elle.

      Dondal walked over to Thoras, pushed up his spectacles, and punched Thoras in the chest. The taller man went sprawling, as if Dondal had hit him with a hammer rather than just his fist.

      Ley leaned into Elle and whispered into her ear, “What kind of shaping was that?”

      She suppressed a laugh and felt a moment of relief. Seeing Dondal punch Thoras like that gave her hope that he might not be as useless as the others. “Earth. I didn’t know Dondal was a shaper, let alone an earth shaper.”

      The older man turned to Elle and winked. “That’s the way your grandfather would have handled him, too.”

      This time, she did laugh. Thoras stood slowly, rubbing his chest with the open part of his hand, and looked at Dondal in a new light.

      “The docks,” Dondal began again, as if nothing had happened. “They reminded me of a story I heard when I was a child.”

      “How many moons ago was that?” Thoras muttered.

      Dondal smiled at him and pointed a long, crooked finger. “Long enough that I still remember what it was like to respect those who can shape more strongly than you. Time was, you would have been listening to everything this young lady says.”

      Thoras narrowed his eyes. “I doubt that.”

      Dondal jabbed a finger into his chest and Thoras stepped back, wincing. “From what I’ve seen, she’s at least as powerful as her grandfather. Perhaps even stronger. Did you ever hear stories of Elton Vaywand shaping himself along the coast in an hour?” He smiled at Elle and, for a moment, looked more grandfatherly than anything. “If you interrupt me again, we’ll find out how strong that water shaping is of yours. We’ll learn if you can heal yourself like the shapers of old.”

      Dondal limped toward Brist, the catch in his gait painting a different man, one who Elle didn’t expect to use such a confident tone with Thoras. “Lord Commander, there are stories about spaces in the rocks beneath the city. This would have been long ago, but I can’t believe they are only stories.”

      “Dondal, we’ve used those caverns to store the docks for years. No one has ever noticed anything else.”

      Dondal sniffed and looked at Elle knowingly. “Because they haven’t looked.”

      Brist let out an exasperated sigh. “Do you really think we should evacuate the entire city beneath the city? What sort of plan is that?”

      “The sort that lets our people live,” Dondal said. “We have survived here for centuries, but we’ve always had the water for assistance. Our shapers reached to water, and they were able to keep us safe, even when the sea raged against the storm walls. If Shaper Vaywand says that what’s coming is worse than an Even Storm, then I believe her.”

      Thunder rumbled, as if in answer.

      Thoras jerked his head to look to the south. “Lord Commander…”

      Brist glanced from Elle to Dondal. “You know I’ve trusted you for years, old friend, but what you suggest is more than I can agree to. People won’t agree to evacuate beneath the city, not when there is not even a threat!”

      Thoras smiled at Elle as if it were his triumph. In that moment, she hated him nearly as much as she hated Voldan for betraying their people. If Thoras had his way, they would lose as much as what Voldan had risked with his betrayal.

      “We will prepare as we always have, and we will ride the waves as they come. The Sea Father will see that we’re safe.”

      Dondal clapped Brist on the shoulder. “I wished that you could see…”

      He trailed off and a dark frown crossed his mouth. Elle felt a shaping building from him with incredible strength. How had she not known that he was a shaper before?

      “Ah, Great Mother,” he swore. “We are too late,” he said to Elle.

      “They’re here?” Brist asked. His tone had changed and Elle didn’t care that he believed Dondal when he didn’t believe her, just so long as he believed.

      Dondal nodded. “There are probably a dozen outside the walls. More on the way. It’s hard to tell—”

      “They mask themselves,” Elle said. “That’s why I wasn’t able to see them.”

      “Earth sensing is more potent in some ways,” Dondal said. Turning to Brist, he said, “You won’t have much time. You need to get as many people into the caverns as you can. I will do what I can to slow them…”

      “You can’t do that alone,” Brist said.

      “He won’t be alone,” Elle said.

      Ley stepped up next to her. “I’ll be there too.”

      “And you can send Thoras. We’ll need the help of a strong water shaper like him.”

      Thoras faced Dondal. “I will do what is needed to help my city.”

      Dondal nodded solemnly, as if not expecting anything else. “Go, Lord Commander. Lead your people,” Dondal said.

      Elle was surprised to see him simply nod and go running off. When he had disappeared into the city, Dondal looked at her. “You have been through much tonight. Are you strong enough to keep fighting?”

      The rest had helped. She wasn’t at full strength, but she could feel Nimala swirling in the surf near her, ready to help. “I will do what I can to help Doma.”

      Dondal pointed to the wall. “I will be there. This one,” he said, motioning to Ley, “will help. We’ll gather the other shapers in the city to assist as well. Thoras, you will need to be on the ground in the city. I trust you know shapings for healing?”

      Thoras nodded.

      “Good. If this turns into a Sea Father forsaken mess, some might need healing.”

      “Where do you want me to be?” Elle asked.

      Dondal patted her on the shoulder. “You have to decide what you need to do. I should have asked you first if you minded me giving orders, so now I’ll ask forgiveness.”

      Elle glanced at the top of the storm wall as another peal of thunder echoed across the water. Morning was coming, and with it there would be rain, but also something more.

      The wind kicked up, sending mist spraying across the surface of the ocean. She breathed in, allowing herself a moment to savor the moisture in the air.

      “You don’t need to ask forgiveness, Dondal,” she said.

      “Good. Now, go do what you need to do.”

      When Dondal stepped away from her, he went to Thoras and began speaking quietly in his ear. Ley approached Elle, worry pinching his brow.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked.

      Elle hadn’t given much thought to it. She needed to help give the city time to get below. That meant slowing the attack, but would she be able to do that on her own?

      Only, she wasn’t alone this time. Dondal would help, and Ley would assist from the wall. They would gather other shapers, and they would defend what was theirs. “I’ll do what I can,” she answered.

      “If there are that many shapers out there, I don’t think we can save the city.”

      Elle looked past Ley, toward the darkened caverns that promised safety. Already, a few people began making their way down, led by soldiers. “I don’t think it’s about saving the city anymore. I think we need to salvage what we can.”

      “Elle…” he started. Then he shook his head and pulled her toward him in a tight hug.

      She squeezed him back, taking a deep breath as she did. When she released him, she nodded to Dondal. “Keep him safe. We might need someone with actual wisdom before this is over.”

      Ley laughed. “I’ll do what I can, but I get the feeling that he wouldn’t let me do anything to help him even if I wanted to.”

      Elle pulled on the mist, drawing Nimala around her, and shaped the blanket of water. When she stepped onto it, she felt an energy growing within the elemental, as if Nimala knew what Elle needed to do. Wind gusted with increasing force out of the south, sending spray into the air. Elle took that as a good omen.

      She gave Dondal a brief nod of farewell and streaked around the outside of Falsheim, trying to figure out just how she would be able to slow the oncoming shapers so that people would be able to evacuate.
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      The north side of Falsheim appeared no different than it ever had, but Elle believed Dondal’s claim that there were a dozen shapers approaching. She had managed to stop the shapers in the city, but outside would be different. This wasn’t about stopping—though she would if she could—but about delaying. Falsheim needed time.

      Nimala, I will need to hide for what I must do.

      The elemental didn’t answer, and Elle wondered if maybe she wouldn’t have Nimala’s help. The coming storm continued to blow, growing stronger with each passing moment. Thunder rolled, coming nearly constantly, and there were occasional flashes of light in the clouds. The storm would be massive.

      A drizzling rain began to fall. As the rain thickened, becoming a dense fog mixed with an increasingly heavy rain, Elle realized that Nimala had answered. The wind blew through the fog but didn’t disrupt it. Wind shapers would find it more difficult to blow away this storm.

      Elle allowed herself a grim smile. This would give her some advantage. For a moment, she allowed herself to think that she might be able to do more than salvage Falsheim.

      Then the earth exploded next to her.

      The explosion tossed her into the air. In a panic, she pulled on water, drawing the fog together, and lowered herself back to the ground. Water sensing told her where there was a disturbance in the fog, and Elle used the same shaping to thicken the air around the shaper.

      There was a struggle, but it was brief. The earth rumbled as the shaper dropped.

      Not all would be so easy.

      Show me the next, Elle said to Nimala.

      The water elemental guided her. Water sensing allowed Elle to know how close to the city she still was. If there were shapers already this close, then maybe she wouldn’t have enough time to slow them. She would have to work quickly.

      The next shaper appeared as a shadow in the fog. Elle didn’t give them a chance to turn and face her. She used the same suffocating shaping, but this time, it didn’t work. A water shaping pushed against her. Wind gusted along with it, blowing against the coming storm.

      Elle swirled around the figure in a spiral, drawing the wind inward and pulling the mist back toward the shaper. As she began to sense the pressure against her shaping, she released it and dropped. Her feet collided with the person and Elle kicked, sending them sprawling.

      The shaper was a solid man, and he stood as if barely bothered by what Elle had done. A water shaper would be too hard for her to stop alone, but then, she wasn’t alone. Would Dondal know to help?

      She drew the mist away from the shaper, creating a clear space with him in the center. He frowned at her and charged.

      The ground heaved as he did, cracking open and swallowing him.

      Elle sighed, thankful that Dondal had seen what she needed.

      She released the mist, letting it fill the space where the shaper had been, and called on Nimala to guide her to the next shaper. The elemental drew her toward the next, but this time, they were prepared for her.

      Elle pulled on the mist, again drawing it in a spiral around the figure. As she had with the last, she pulled the mist away, leaving a clear space. Dondal’s earth shaping came like a crack, splitting the ground. Had Elle not been floating on a shaping above the ground, she would have been swallowed.

      The shaper fell, but then the earth groaned and they shot up. Earth would not help her this time.

      Elle lifted higher on her shaping of water, letting it spin around the other shaper. Wind battered her, coming from both the sea and from the wind shaper, and Elle pushed against it, using all that she could to resist.

      Already, she felt her strength sagging.

      The shaper appeared before her. Surprisingly, it was a stick-thin girl, possibly no older than Elle, but her eyes were hard and she glared at Elle as she shaped, leaving her mouth slightly open as she attempted to throw Elle to the ground.

      Elle used a shaping of water and stuffed it into the girl’s throat.

      Her eyes widened and she kicked. Elle forced herself to watch, forced herself to see what her shaping did, knowing that there was no other choice but hating it nonetheless. The girl flipped toward Elle, using the wind to try to crash into her, but Elle created a protective shaping of water and the girl bounced harmlessly away. Then she fell.

      Wind whistled in a last gasp as the bond was released. The earth trembled and went still.

      Elle turned away. Was this what her ability had become? Was she now a killer, forced to defend her homeland? When she had dreamt of learning to shape, it had never been dreams of using water to suffocate, or restraining shapers so that others could stab them. When she’d formed her bond with the elemental, it hadn’t been with the idea that she would use that against others. She wanted to help.

      Her shaping faltered and she lowered to the ground. For a moment, the wind eased and the fog lifted. Elle caught sight of the wall circling the city and thought she could see Ley standing atop the wall, but maybe that was only her imagination.

      Wasn’t that the reason she fought, the reason she was a shaper? Wasn’t she supposed to use her ability to protect her home and those she cared about?

      The wind gusted, slamming into her. It wasn’t a shaped wind but natural and from the coming storm. Elle shuddered against its impact, straining to keep standing. Thunder rumbled like a steady drumbeat and rain sluiced down. The air remained thick with rain and fog.

      She reached through that connection. How many more shapers remained? How much more could she do? Her strength was failing her and she doubted that she could withstand much more, but she wanted to give those in the city as much time as they needed to evacuate.

      Through the fog, she detected at least another ten shapers. Some were farther away, but half were closer. Mixed with the shapers was something she hadn’t expected. A hundred others, possibly more, streaming from the city.

      Elle asked the mist to part and saw soldiers in Doma colors marching across the field. Brist marched with them, sword gripped in an outstretched hand like the fool he was. Did he really think soldiers could stop shapers?

      She wouldn’t let them sacrifice themselves like that, but she couldn’t fight the shapers one on one. That had been a mistake. She might have survived so far, but with her failing strength, there wasn’t much more that she’d be able to do. Could she try a different tact? Would she be able to draw them away?

      She had to try.

      Elle called to Nimala and rose on a shaping of thickened water, moving against the rain as if she intended to climb toward the clouds like one of the fabled Cloud Warriors of the kingdoms. As she did, she made a point of asking Nimala to draw the mist around her, to create a dark funnel, one that would be visible from anywhere around the city. Rain eased the higher she climbed.

      Then she turned the shaping and started out to sea, wanting to draw shapers away from the city and away from the soldiers.

      The effort of holding this shaping was immense. She might be able to ride above the waves, but compressing the water like this took intense effort. Already, she felt it failing. Elle clung to it, praying to the Great Mother and the Sea Father that it would draw the attention of the shapers.

      When she felt wind start to push through the funnel, she knew it was working. Then the air grew warmer. The ground rumbled, matching the rolling thunder. Even water tried tearing it apart.

      Elle resisted, fighting as long as she could.

      The cloud around her began to thin. Figures appeared out of the mist, standing on the cloud as if they were warriors. Elle spun slowly, trying to figure out how many were with her, and could only make out six. Too many for her to counter by herself.

      They had her trapped.

      Nimala, thank you for your help. Go, so they don’t force you to bond.

      The elemental swirled around her in answer. The cloud began to glow a faint green. Rain that pounded beneath the clouds was less so here. Wind and heat whipped at her. At least the ground couldn’t claim her.

      The clouds thickened even more and Elle noted the green within it growing more intense. She pulled on the mist and the fog, making it as dense as she could, wanting only to press the shapers to the ground.

      Her shaping failed. She wasn’t strong enough to stop these shapers who were not shapers. The elementals bonded to them would not be freed, remaining tortured by their forced servitude. If only she could do as she did with the Xsa, release them without killing the shapers…

      The mist shifted, thinning, and as it did, it washed over the figures around her. When it did, Elle felt something different. She could detect the wrongness of the bond.

      With the last of her energy, she pressed out, not to attack, but to heal.

      Screams rang out, mixing with the thunder.

      Elle’s shaping failed. She fell.

      Cold air whistled around her as she tumbled end over end, her dress splaying out around her. Nimala wasn’t there to catch her this time and Elle knew she wouldn’t survive the landing.

      As she fell, she caught a glimpse of the city and hoped that she had given the people enough time to evacuate.

      Then she hit the ground.
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      Cold water lapped around Elle, who managed to open her eyes. Everything hurt. Someone had a hold of her, gripping her under the arms, but she couldn’t tell who. She felt every bump as she was dragged across the beach. Elle tried to jerk away, not wanting to be captured by those shapers, but she hadn’t the strength needed to make a real attempt at escape.

      “Easy, Elle.”

      “Ley?” she asked. Her voice came out in a whisper, and it hurt for her to talk.

      “I’m here. We need to get you inside.”

      “But the shapers—”

      “We’ll talk about it when you’re inside,” he said. Thunder cracked loudly, and only then did Elle realize that it was raining.

      Her chest and back hurt, as did arms and legs. Even her fingers and toes seemed to throb. On top of that, she felt exhausted. The effort of the shaping had drained her. How had she made it back to Ley?

      Unless he’d been captured.

      She tried opening her eyes but couldn’t see anything. The rain suddenly stopped and she heard heavy footsteps. Elle tried counting them but wasn’t able to.

      Then she stopped moving. A cold wave of shaping washed through her and she gasped at the sudden healing. Her vision cleared and she looked around.

      She was underground, inside a narrow cavern. Ley crouched next to her, with Thoras on the other side. He had put their differences aside to heal her.

      “What happened?” she asked. “Where am I?”

      “You’re beneath the city, Shaper Vaywand,” Dondal said from behind Thoras.

      “And the people?”

      Ley nodded. “We had enough time. Between your shaping and the Lord Commander’s attack, we managed enough time to get everyone under.”

      “Where is Brist? That fool man, what was he thinking bringing soldiers out against shapers?” she asked.

      Ley shook his head slightly and Elle sighed.

      “He didn’t make it?” she asked.

      “He made certain the city survived,” Dondal said. “Now we have to find a way to keep it that way.” He looked to Elle as if she had the answers.

      “I don’t…” she started. But maybe she could. She had managed to break the bonds from the shapers. Maybe she could do that again.

      “There are dozens of shapers on the way,” Dondal said softly, almost as if knowing her mind. “We’ll need help.”

      Elle nodded, but where would we get it?

      She had the beginning of an idea, but no way to know if it would work. She had spoken to Tan the same way she spoke to Nimala, so maybe she could reach him. It was a start. If Falsheim could be salvaged, it was a start.

      She stood, glancing around the cavern. “This is it?”

      Dondal shook his head. “Not this,” he said, and led her forward.

      They reached a ledge and he pointed. Down below, Elle saw hundreds of faces. Maybe thousands.

      “The Lord Commander is gone,” Dondal said. “We will need leadership.”

      “That’s why I’m glad you’re here,” she said.

      He smiled and tapped her on the shoulder. “Me? I’ve been too long from the city to be effective. What they need is someone with courage and strength.” He smiled again. “Besides, the people don’t want me to lead, they want the savior of Falsheim.” He arched a brow at her. “You will need to lead, Shaper Vaywand.”
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      I’m excited to share with you book 1 of a new series, The Lost Prophecy: The Threat of Madness, available now!
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      The arrival of the mysterious Magi, along with their near invincible guardians, signals a change. For Jakob, apprentice historian and son of a priest longing for adventure, it begins an opportunity.

      When his home is attacked, Jakob ventures out with the his master, traveling alongside the Magi, beginning a journey that will take him far from home and everything he has ever known. As he travels, he gains surprising skill with the sword but begins to develop strange abilities, along with a growing fear that the madness which has claimed so many has come for him.

      With a strange darkness rising in the north, and powers long thought lost beginning to return, the key to survival is discovering the answer to a lost prophecy. Only a few remain with the ability to find it, and they begin to suspect that Jakob has a pivotal role to play.
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      A Series set over a thousand years before events in the Cloud Warrior Saga, The Endless War: Journey of Fire and Night
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      A warrior who cannot die. A water seeker who wants only to save her people.

      Jasn, a warrior known as the Wrecker of Rens, seeks vengeance for the loss of his beloved to the deadly draasin during the Endless War, wanting nothing more than to sacrifice himself in the process. When an old friend offers a dangerous chance for him to finally succeed, the key to understanding what he finds requires him to abandon all that he believes.

      Ciara, a water seeker of Rens living on the edge of the arid waste, longs for the strength to help her people. When the great storms don't come to save her people, she will risk everything for her village on a deadly plan that could finally bring them to safety.

      As the Endless War continues, both have a part to play in finally stopping it, but Jasn must discover forgiveness and Ciara must find her inner strength if they are to succeed.
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      Check out Soldier Son, Book 1 of The Teralin Sword
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      As the second son of the general of the Denraen, Endric wants only to fight, not the commission his father demands of him. When a strange attack in the south leads to the loss of someone close to him, only Endric seems concerned about what happened.

      All signs point to an attack on the city, and betrayal by someone deep within the Denraen, but his father no longer trusts his judgment. This forces Endric to make another impulsive decision, one that leads him far from the city on a journey where he discovers how little he knew, and how much more he has to understand. If he can prove himself in time, and with the help of his new allies, he might be able to stop a greater disaster.
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      Dear Reader,

      THANK YOU SO MUCH for reading Shaper of Water. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      Reviews and referrals are as vital to an author’s success as a good GPA is to a student’s. Reviews like yours are how other readers will find my work.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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