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      Tolan approached the entrance to the upper reaches of the Academy building carefully. A sense of trepidation worked through him, and even though he knew there was no reason to feel that way, he remained uncertain about what he was doing and why he was coming here. He glanced behind him, looking toward the doorway leading to the long hall, but there was no one here.

      Turning his attention back to the door, he gathered himself together, focusing on what he was going to do. There was no reason to fear, and yet heading toward this door, he couldn’t help but feel that uncertainty.

      He held his hand above the surface of the door, feeling for the shaping used to keep it sealed shut. He could avoid it no longer.

      Pushing past the shaping, he opened it and stepped inside.

      He expected to be assaulted by a shaping, one or more of the various elements trying to wrap around him, but there was no sense of that. Instead, he felt nothing.

      It was almost as if he had overreacted.

      He had been ready for the possibility he would have to use one of the bondars he carried with him. He had one representing each of the elements, but they remained in his pockets.

      The female sitting on the bed had a familiar face. She reminded him so much of the woman he had known when he was younger, from the dark hair pulled back into a braid to the way she sat, her hands clasped in her lap.

      When she looked up at him, there was almost a hint of familiarity.

      Almost.

      And then it faded.

      The more Tolan looked at her, the harder it was to ever consider this was his mother. How could this be his mother, the woman who should have cared about him, who should have wanted nothing more than to protect him, but who had been so willing to use him?

      “It’s taken you long enough to come to me,” she said softly.

      Tolan stood near the door, holding onto a shaping, prepared for the possibility he would have to defend himself. He had readied a shaping to protect his mind, using everything he could in order to seal it off, keeping her from somehow attacking him, but he wasn’t sure if she had some way of sliding past his protections. Knowing what he did of her spirit-shaping skill, it was possible he wouldn’t be able to defend against her.

      “I wasn’t sure I wanted to see you,” he said.

      “Are you afraid of me?”

      Seeing her now, the way she sat on the bed watching him, he couldn’t help but feel as if he shouldn’t fear her. She didn’t look terrifying. This was his mother, after all. There was nothing about her that should be scary, and yet at the same time, he did feel that sense of hesitation.

      “It’s not fear,” he said.

      At least, he wasn’t afraid any longer. Having defeated her, having pushed her into the Convergence, he no longer worried about the darkness within her, and yet, he knew there was still a hint of it there. There had to be. There was no reason she would’ve done everything she had done without having it within herself.

      “If not fear, then you can release me.”

      “I’m not holding you.”

      She looked past him, down the hallway, as if she could detect others there.

      And maybe she could.

      He had no idea what level of skill she had with her shaping. When he was growing up, he had thought his mother had no ability to shape, no ability with any of the elements, and yet now he knew she was incredibly skilled with spirit, at least.

      And he had seen her shaping the other elements. With those, she required a bondar, but with one, she had been quite powerful. She no longer had the bondars, but that didn’t mean she was any less a threat.

      “Someone’s holding me.”

      “The Academy holds you.”

      She locked eyes with him. In hers, he saw a hardness there that left him unsettled. “Does the Academy think they can hold me indefinitely?”

      Tolan hesitated. “Has the Grand Inquisitor come to visit you?”

      “You mean my mother?”

      He nodded. It was a strange thing to realize the Grand Inquisitor was his grandmother.

      “She hasn’t come to me. Has she come to you?” She tilted her head to the side, watching him.

      In the time since they’d defeated his mother, stopping her and returning to the Academy, he had been treated no differently than he had ever been treated before. In some ways, he thought he was treated less than previously.

      None of the other masters within the Academy had come to him. He was skilled, but as a third-level shaper, he had not raised himself to the level he would need to be in order to be considered with the regard he thought his actions had earned.

      When he had first come to the Academy, Tolan had wondered what purpose he would have and what he would even be able to accomplish. Over time, he’d developed a growing affinity for shaping and the Academy. The longer he was here, the more he felt as if this was where he belonged, that he could make a significant contribution to the Academy and the shaping community.

      He had done more than most had ever done while at the Academy. Certainly more than most had ever done when they were a student at the Academy. And it was something he wasn’t even able to talk about. There were only a few who really knew just what he had done.

      Because of that, he still struggled in ways he wished he didn’t.

      If only he could share with people like Draln or Velthan, people who still taunted and tormented him, maybe he wouldn’t have to feel that way, and maybe he would feel as if he fit within the Academy.

      Tolan pushed those thoughts away, turning to his mother.

      That was a subtle sort of shaping.

      She had forced that into his mind, forced those old concerns and worries to the forefront of his thoughts. As much as he had wanted to forget about what had happened, and as much as he had been trying to focus on other things, she had worked with a subtle touch.

      “You will stop doing that,” he said.

      “I will stop doing what?”

      “What you have just done,” he said.

      She smiled at him, and there was a darkness within it.

      Regardless of anything else, the darkness remained within her. The Convergence hadn’t removed it completely.

      How was that even possible?

      “You are far more skilled than I was expecting you to be at this point,” she said.

      “You don’t know anything about me,” he said.

      She shifted, turning to look at him. Her hands were clasped in her lap, but there was something about them that seemed coiled, almost as if she was poised to strike. “I know far more about you than you can ever imagine. Do you think I abandoned you when I disappeared?”

      “I know you abandoned me.”

      “I left you with someone I trusted.”

      Tolan shook his head. Master Daniels wasn’t someone he trusted, not anymore. He better understood there were two factions that had often been regarded as Disciples of the Draasin Lord. The more he understood about what had been going on, the more he thought he understood the reason behind it. The Disciples of the Draasin Lord had been after the freedom of the elementals—at least, the true disciples had. Those were the ones who served the Draasin Lord himself, the actual draasin, not those like his mother, people who wanted nothing more than to sow chaos and spread discord. She wanted to destroy the Academy, to cause upheaval, and he would do anything in his power to stop her.

      And he had to stop more than just her.

      She had influenced the Inquisitors, and that was something he needed to better understand. It was the reason he had come here now.

      “Master Daniels is gone,” Tolan said.

      “He was gone,” she said, smiling.

      Tolan held her eyes. “Where did he go?”

      “He still has service he must complete.”

      “The Inquisitors will find what we need to know,” he said.

      “Unfortunately for you, that is unlikely.” She glanced toward the door again, tipping her head to the side. A shaping built, though he wasn’t entirely sure what she was using or how much power she was able to generate here. As far as he knew, she would be restricted. There was something about this portion of the Academy that would lock her out from her abilities, but he didn’t entirely know if she had some other way of reaching that power.

      “Do you think I fear the Inquisitors? I served with the Inquisitors for many years, and there’s nothing they can do now that I don’t know. There’s nothing they can do to me that I won’t be able to defend myself against. The Inquisitors are nothing.”

      She spat the last, and a bit of rage contorted her face. Tolan took a step back at the force of it. It startled him, and yet, why should that be the case?

      She was angry and violent… and she was someone he didn’t know.

      If nothing else, despite what he believed, and despite the memories he had of his mother—visions that still came to him from time to time—that was not the person she actually was. She had pretended to be that person, pretended to be someone who cared about him, and pretended to be someone who cared about his father.

      The person she actually was happened to be someone else.

      A servant of chaos.

      And because of that, she was dangerous and deadly and potentially the reason the Academy could fall.

      “Tell us what you know about the Convergence.”

      “Us?”

      “Fine. Tell me what you know about the Convergence.”

      “You really have surprised me, Tolan. I must admit I wasn’t expecting you to know as much as you do about the Convergences. Most people believe there is a singular source of power, and it took me quite a while to realize there is something more here within the Academy. And yet here you were, within your first year at the Academy, and you uncovered the place of the Convergence.”

      “It’s been more than a year.” He caught himself. He wouldn’t give her that satisfaction either. “I only did it because there was another who needed to be stopped.”

      “Jory.”

      Tolan blinked. “You knew him.”

      “Of course, I knew him. I trained with him and helped prepare him. He was eager. Probably far too eager for his own good, and because of that, he ended up chasing power before he was ready for it. It was easy enough to coax him early on…” There was a shimmer, and suddenly her appearance shifted into that of the Grand Master. A shaping. It was impressive that she was able to shape so well. It faded. “Then he made his own choices later on.”

      “And you think you were ready for that power?”

      “I know I’m ready for that power. I was promised power you cannot imagine.”

      Tolan shook his head. “Why do you need more power than that of the elements?”

      “You have felt the power of the elementals. You understand there is more than just the power of the element bonds—or the elements.” She studied him, and it felt almost as if some part of him was laid bare. It suggested she was using a spirit shaping, and as he felt it, he tried to shape himself, using each of the various elements, turning it inward so it would protect him against her shaping, but he wasn’t sure if he was fast enough—or strong enough. “You shape so differently than anyone else. I suppose you didn’t realize that.”

      “I know I do,” he said softly.

      “You know why?”

      Tolan glanced at the door and couldn’t help but wonder how much of this Master Minden was listening in on. Knowing her and how powerful she was, he had a hard time thinking she wasn’t paying any attention to it. Of any of the master shapers at the Academy, Master Minden was possibly the most powerful shaper he had ever met, and yet, she felt as if she needed to stay separate from what was taking place. If she would stay engaged in it, he thought they would be able to uncover more than they had already.

      “I understand some of it,” he admitted.

      “Some. It’s a shame so little is really understood about the nature of shaping. For all the years we have occupied the Academy, and all the years we have thought we understood the nature of the element bonds, there are some who still struggle with the power we have been given. Very few can truly reach it.”

      “There are plenty of shapers.”

      “Shapers, yes. But most only reach for the element bond. It’s different, and because they can only reach the element bond, they can have that power cut off from them.”

      Tolan stared at her, unblinking. There were places where that power could be cut off. The library was one of them. There were other places like that, though he wasn’t entirely sure if that was what she was getting at. Maybe she knew other places than the waste.

      Could she know he had the ability to shape in the library?

      It seemed as if she knew something about him, as if she was able to dig deeper into his mind and know some part of him he was trying to hide from her. He wasn’t about to let her believe she knew something about him.

      “What sort of power do you know about?”

      She leaned forward, crossing her arms on her lap, and pressing her mouth into a thin line. As she did, there was a sense of shaping and he thought he understood.

      She had the same ability he did.

      That shouldn’t surprise him. His power would have to come from somewhere.

      “I know far more than most within the Academy,” she said.

      “Most?”

      She leaned back. “Perhaps not all. There was a time when I would’ve said I knew more than everyone at the Academy, but then I began to realize there was a subset who would oppose the types of knowledge I seek.”

      She meant the Circle.

      Tolan wasn’t about to share with her that he knew about the Circle of Warriors and that Master Minden had tried to bring him into their discipline, but at the same time, he had to wonder if she already knew that. Ever since learning of the Circle, he and Ferrah hadn’t been fully brought into it. He suspected they would in time, but they were still students.

      He had the sense that her spirit shaping was incredibly subtle and there was power within it, the kind of power he could only imagine.

      It was the kind of power he needed to be able to replicate. If he was going to have a greater role in whatever was taking place, he was going to have to know how to use his shaping talents. He would have to know just what it meant to have power and control. When it came down to it, his shaping had progressed better than anyone else who had come to the Academy when he did. He was tied to the elements and the elementals, and he was able to use the element bonds—finally—but even with that knowledge, he wasn’t able to do so many other things he thought others could do.

      When he explored at the library, studying all the books possible, he found records suggesting there was a significant kind of power existing out in the world, that there were shapers who had knowledge many within the Academy did not have, and he had to believe he could gain that same knowledge. If he could, he would be able to work with it, and perhaps he would be able to better understand the nature of his own shaping.

      That had been his biggest challenge ever since coming to the Academy. There was something about him that was different, and yet he was still Selected.

      When he had first come, he had been able to use the bondars, but ever since learning how to shape, beginning to grow his connection first to the elementals and then to the element bonds and finally to his own sense of shaping, he hadn’t known whether there was something else he needed to know about.

      As he looked at his mother, he could tell there was something she knew. And it was something he needed to know, as well.

      “They’ve already chosen you, haven’t they?” she asked softly.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You do, and you already know enough to keep it to yourself.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Tolan said again.

      She sneered at him. “Don’t take me for a fool. I have been active for far too long to be looked at in that way.”

      “Why?” he asked again.

      “Why what?”

      “Why did you do this? Why did you use my father? Me?”

      Those were questions that had troubled him the longest, and the more he thought about his mother and her role in all this, the harder it was to know what she had done to him, and why she had been willing to use them. Use him.

      It took a cold and callous individual to be willing to do that. It was almost as if she was completely heartless, and yet there were so many of his memories where he had a sense of warmth, affection, and caring.

      Could all that have been an act?

      In his mind, he wanted to believe she had come to chaos later and had been changed, but he wasn’t entirely sure if that was the case. It was possible she had become this person, that she was filled with that chaos and darkness, and she had pursued it long before she’d ever had him.

      And if that was the case, this was who she was.

      If that was who she was, then anything else he thought he might learn, anything else he thought she might be, was only in his mind.

      Could those all have been shaped visions?

      As much as he wanted to believe they weren’t, he no longer knew.

      It was difficult to know if he’d been touched by her shaping, if she had somehow influenced him, but when he revisited those memories, when he had those visions, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was some aspect to them that was real, that if all he could do was dig into that, to find that depth of knowledge, he might be able to know just what she had been doing to him.

      And the longer he worked at it, the more he was uncertain.

      “You were needed,” she said.

      “I was needed?”

      She got to her feet, and Tolan took a step back. He pressed up against the door, ready to step outside, but even in that, he didn’t think it was necessary. Better yet would be to perform a shaping, holding onto it, being ready for the possibility she might do something else to him.

      “I was shown the future. In that future, one was needed. You, Tolan.”

      He shook his head. “You’re going to try to convince me you did all of this because of some benevolent purpose.”

      “Benevolent?” She cocked her head to the side, watching him. As she did, a hint of darkness swirled behind her eyes and Tolan realized that despite everything he had attempted, despite having brought her into the Convergence and having it wash through her, there was still some part of her that was altered.

      As much as he hated to admit it, it might always be that way.

      She was this person.

      It was probable she had never been any other person.

      He took a deep breath, readying a shaping, planning on holding her back as he stepped out into the hallway. There was nothing productive about this conversation, and all it did was upset him even more.

      He suspected that was her purpose. She wanted to try to trouble him, to get to him, to make him question. And in that, she was succeeding.

      “I was not benevolent. I understand my role, just as you must understand your role. And when you do, you might be able to serve.”

      “Who would I serve?” he asked.

      She took another step toward him and he pushed out with a shaping, holding onto each of the elements, creating a barrier she wouldn’t be able to easily overpower. At least in this place. In other places, tied to her bondars, she was far more than a match for him.

      “Why, you would serve chaos.”

      Tolan stared at her and finally, shaking his head, he backed out of the room, turning away from her.

      There was nothing else he thought he might be able to understand.

      While his hand still rested on the door, she called after him, “You might think you can escape this fate, Tolan, but I know better. I know you must serve. It was shown to me.”

      “You don’t know anything,” he said.

      “I know far more than you can ever understand,” she said.

      When he stepped through the door, he closed it and used his shaping to seal it shut again. As he did, he couldn’t help but feel a trembling of fear.

      What if she was right? What if he was destined to serve in some way?

      He didn’t think he was destined to serve chaos, but with everything he’d done, everything he had seen, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something different about him. It was more than just his connection to the elements and the way he shaped. It was his understanding of the elementals, and his desire to see them freed.

      That didn’t fit with what he knew of the Academy, and it was possible he didn’t fit with the Academy. As hard as it was for him to admit, it was possible he couldn’t be anything other than a servant of chaos.
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      The long hallway stretched on beyond Tolan who stood looking at the portraits hanging on the wall. He had been here several times before, and each time, he tried to understand the nature of the paintings depicted here. Some of them were easy; the more he looked at them, the more detail began to emerge. There was something about them that formed a test, and yet as he looked at them, he had no idea what purpose that test served or what they were trying to accomplish by allowing him to see what he was able to see.

      In the picture he looked at now, a dark-haired man stood with his sword pointing down. A sense of shadows permeated the background, and in that shadowed sense, he picked up a certain feeling of movement. The painter must’ve been incredibly gifted in order to depict that type of skill, but in the foreground were other details he was able to make out. They seemed to be elementals, and yet they were not elementals he recognized. Having spent as much time as he had looking through the books Master Minden had lent him, he thought he understood the elementals as well as anyone.

      He moved on to the next portrait, studying it the same way he did the last. With each one he stared at, he still didn’t gain any increased understanding. There had to be something here he might be able to find, but the more he stared, the harder it was to know if there was anything.

      Looking along the length of the hall, he saw dozens upon dozens of different portraits, all of them with some other imagery. Most shared an aspect of the elementals.

      As he stared at the next one, again depicting some shaper, there was no sense of the shadows. In this one, he saw a draasin. When he’d been here before, there had been no sign of the draasin, and it was only recently he’d begun to make out the outline of the creature. As he studied it, he could almost see the faint form of the wings. And there was something else there as well, but the more he studied it, the harder it was to know whether or not he was able to detect anything. There were spikes leading off the draasin, but there was something else as well.

      “What do you discover?”

      Tolan turned carefully and frowned at Master Minden. She was watching from the end of the hall, her milky eyes seeming to see him beyond what they should be able to do.

      “I’m not discovering anything. I’m just trying to understand.”

      “That’s all any of us can do.”

      “I see the draasin in this one.”

      “I expected you would,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because you have seen the Draasin Lord.”

      Tolan stared at the draasin, wondering if this was the same draasin as the Draasin Lord. Given what he knew about the Draasin Lord, and the fact the Draasin Lord had lived over a thousand years ago at the time when the elementals had been shoved into the element bonds, it was possible it was depicting the same individual. The Draasin Lord had known those people, had known that power, and had been there. Tolan had been shown those images and had a sense of the power the Draasin Lord had known. He had a sense of the sadness that had filled the Draasin Lord as well.

      “Is this the Draasin Lord?”

      Master Minden stopped next to him. She had a hint of a spicy aroma to her, and she clasped her hands in front of her, staring at the portrait. Her face was wrinkled and lined, and her deep gray hair had been brought back into a bun. “It’s difficult to know whether this is the Draasin Lord. As I imagine you understand, the Draasin Lord is incredibly old, and yet, at the time when he lived and flew freely, there were many draasin.”

      “Why doesn’t he fly freely now?”

      “It’s dangerous for him.”

      “Isn’t it more dangerous for him not to fly freely?”

      Master Minden glanced over at him, and she smiled. “What do you think would happen if the Draasin Lord would reveal his presence?”

      “I suppose shapers in the Academy would try to force him into the element bond.”

      “Did you believe the Draasin Lord would allow such a thing to happen?”

      Tolan considered what he knew about the Draasin Lord, and what he’d experienced when he’d been around the draasin. He could easily imagine the draasin would fight, but more than that, he had a hard time thinking the draasin would be able to be pushed into any element bond. Unlike some of the other elementals, the draasin seemed far more physical and tangible. Trying to force something like that into something as nebulous as the element bond seemed not only impossible, but cruel.

      “I don’t think he would.”

      “Knowing what he does, I don’t believe the Draasin Lord would allow such a thing to happen.”

      “How well do you know him?”

      Master Minden stared at the portrait but then she moved on, heading to the next. After a moment, she shook her head. “I don’t know him as well as I would’ve liked,” she said.

      “I thought I would see him again.”

      “You would see him only in the time of need,” she said.

      “What sort of need?”

      “I’m not so sure I can answer that. It’s not my place to be able to determine what the draasin would view as a time of need. He has incredible knowledge and understanding, and because of that, he is bound into the world in a way few others are. He recognizes what the elements in the element bonds have gone through, and he understands just what has been required and the sacrifices made over the years in order for others to survive.”

      Tolan thought about the visions the Draasin Lord had shown him. In those visions, memories had flashed to him. Some of those were faint and faded, almost as if the Draasin Lord had not given them to him for a lasting memory, but others stuck within his mind, and they rolled through his head.

      “I think he wanted me to see that,” he said.

      “I’m sure he did,” she said, moving onto the next portrait.

      Tolan studied this one. It was one that had always been faint for him, and the more he stared at it now, the harder it was to know if there was anything he might be able to determine. The more he studied it, the more he saw what looked to be a child. Behind the child was something looking like a lizard, and that lizard glowed softly, wrapping around the child. They seemed to be seated in some sort of cave, but beyond that, Tolan wasn’t able to see anything.

      “What is this one?”

      “This one is special to me,” Master Minden said.

      “Why?”

      “I’ve always wondered about this one,” she said softly.

      “What have you wondered about it?”

      “What of the child? Look at the expression on her face. And look at the creature behind her.”

      “Is that an elemental?”

      “Not like any we have ever experienced, is it?”

      Tolan searched through his memories of the elementals and tried to come up with any that might fit with what he saw there, but there weren’t any that matched.

      “I don’t know of any elementals like that,” he said.

      “Neither do I,” she said softly.

      “Then what is it?”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t know that I can answer that for you, Shaper Ethar. There is something about this I think we could understand, but the longer I study it and the more I think I can understand, the harder it is for me to know whether there is anything there I may be able to learn. And yet, when I look at the child, I see an understanding in her eyes. She’s far too young for such understanding, yet it seems almost as if she looks back at me—as if she knows me.”

      Tolan stared, studying the portrait, trying to get the same impression Master Minden did. The longer he looked, the less he saw what she did.

      His attention was drawn to the lizard behind the child. Something about that creature struck him, and yet he wasn’t entirely sure why there should be anything that caught his attention. Maybe it was nothing more than his imagination, but it seemed as if the lizard was looking at him, as if the lizard knew something about him, and the more he studied it, the more certain he was there was something there.

      He turned to the side, and the lizard seemed to follow him. He turned to the other side, and again it seemed as if the lizard followed him.

      There was no sense of anything else in that portrait, no sense of darkness, the chaos he had seen in some of the other portraits; in this one, it seemed almost as if the person looking at it was supposed to see the child and the lizard and nothing else. Why, then, did he have a feeling there was something more in the portrait than he was able to see?

      The more he focused, the harder it was to determine anything else. And it might just be his imagination. Tolan didn’t know whether there was anything more in it. It was possible more might come to him over time. The other portraits worked like that. The longer he stared at them, studying them, the more they began to reveal themselves.

      “Why am I not able to see them all clearly at first?”

      “I can‘t tell you why the portraits reveal themselves over time,” she said.

      “Does it has something to do with shaping?”

      “If it had something to do with shaping, there would be others who had the ability to see them. There are plenty of powerful shapers in the world, and the longer you study at the Academy, the more you begin to realize that shaping prowess doesn’t always mean you are gifted with the same potential as others.”

      “But there are other types of shaping,” he said.

      She turned to him and smiled. There was something unsettling about the way she looked at him, the way her eyes locked onto him, and she nodded slowly.

      “You begin to understand.”

      “I’ve known there were different types of shaping ever since you showed it to me,” he said.

      “And what did I show you?”

      He had come to the Academy as a sensor and had used the bondars to help reach the element bond, but it was his own studies that had brought him to the elementals. And beyond that, his connection to whatever it had taken to reach for a different type of shaping had come from within him as well.

      “I suppose you didn’t teach me anything.”

      “If that’s the case, I have not been doing my job well.”

      “You have provided me access to information.”

      “That I have.”

      “And I have to find those answers for myself,” he said.

      She turned to him again, and she locked eyes with him. For a moment, it seemed as if the milky film over her eyes began to clear, but then it thickened, solidifying.

      It was almost as if Master Minden was fighting something happening to her, as if she was trying to work through it but was unable to do so completely.

      “The answers you find for yourself are often the most rewarding. As much as I might be able to help you, there are certain things you can only find yourself. When you find those answers on your own, you begin to understand them in a different way.”

      “But knowledge can be cumulative. You can teach what you know, and then I can add to it.”

      “Which is what I have done. I have shown you what we know about the elementals, and you have gone out and experienced on your own with them.”

      He supposed she was right. He’d had the opportunity to work with the elementals, and because of that, he had come to his own opinions and had begun to understand them in a way others did not. Because of that, he recognized the elementals weren’t as dangerous as the Academy had taught.

      They were powerful, and when they escaped from the bond, there was an anger and violence to them, but he recognized both these traits could be tempered. And the more he worked with them and the more he understood the nature of that elemental attack, the more he thought he understood what they were going through was not of their doing.

      The elementals didn’t want to attack. They didn’t want to be violent.  They didn’t want to be trapped, confined to the bond. Even though the Draasin Lord had shown him they had gone willingly, he had the sense from the elementals that they no longer wanted to be there. They wanted nothing more than to just be a part of the world.

      “What would happen if the elementals were freed?”

      “I don’t know,” she said softly.

      “You wonder, don’t you?”

      “When I see these portraits, when I begin to understand that many of them show us a time when the elementals were free, when the elementals no longer had to fear the trappings of the element bonds, I can’t help but wonder. What would the world have been like? What sort of power existed at that time?” She closed her eyes, shaking her head. Shaping built from her, spreading outward; a diffuse sort of shaping, it wrapped various aspects of each of the elements in it as it washed over Tolan.

      He resisted at first, but then stopped, curious as to what she was doing.

      There was something in the shaping he thought he recognized, but he wasn’t entirely sure what it was. An aspect of her shaping carried spirit with it, and when it rolled over him, he had a hint of a vision, a stirring of memories. They came to him almost as if he was meant to know what she was knowing, as if he was able to see what she was seeing.

      Everything around him changed.

      It was as if the ground had shifted, as if they’d been pulled out of the Academy and stood on a vast expanse of an open plain.

      It was the most impressive shaping he had ever experienced.

      And still, he had the sense this wasn’t entirely difficult for Master Minden. The nature of her shaping, the nature of power, suggested she had enough power and control that she was able to use this shaping in a way granting her the ability to cast these images to him.

      How was such a thing possible?

      He had no idea what she was able to do or how she was able to do it, but he understood that it didn’t seem all that difficult for her.

      “What do you see?” she whispered.

      Tolan looked all around. In addition to the vast expanse of the plain, something about it was familiar. As he studied the landscape, he thought he recognized some aspect of it, though he wasn’t entirely sure why that should be. It was almost as if Master Minden was showing him something from one of the portraits.

      And as he turned, he realized that was exactly what she was doing.

      There were snippets of various different portraits he had seen. In one area, there was a tree he had seen springing up from one, and surrounding the tree was a small stream. As he looked at the tree, as he studied the stream, he had the sense of elemental power flowing through it.

      His mind worked through the type of elemental that existed in that stream, piecing it together, trying to work through what he could, and trying to get a better grasp as to what she was trying to show him. Being able to feel that elemental energy in a vision struck him as surprising.

      He turned, and in the distance was the outline of the city. At the center of the city was a fortress, and above the top of the fortress, a massive fire erupted, heat and smoke filling the sky.

      Even from that, there was a sense of elemental energy. There was nothing frightening about it, just the fact it was elemental power, something beyond what he had ever experienced before. The more he stared at it, the more he felt that power was out there and was something he could reach for and understand. He felt he might be able to draw upon that power.

      And then that sense faded.

      It was as if Master Minden shifted the nature of the image she presented to him.

      There was another image, and it came from his other side. Tolan turned.

      Mountains rose from the ground, jagged and rough. Snow covered their peaks.

      Tolan had visited mountains like that before, but this sense was different. There was a power looming off these mountains, and that power seemed to roll through him, almost as if it was something he could grasp. He could practically feel the elemental power rolling through those mountains, and he smiled, trying to reach for it to gain that connection, but it dispersed before he had an opportunity to do so.

      He turned again, and then wind gusted against him. It hadn’t been there before, but as it gusted, it swirled, and there was a translucent shape that filled it. Ara was there, the elemental swirling within the wind but dancing not alone, as he had seen it before. There were others, countless others, almost as if the elementals were flowing in a significant stream of power.

      Even when Tolan had crossed the mountains where he had seen the free elementals, there was nothing like this. This was impressive and amazing. Standing here, with this power swirling around him, he couldn’t help but feel overwhelmed by the nature of it.

      The only thing missing was spirit.

      “Where is spirit?” he whispered.

      Master Minden stepped toward him, and as she did, there was a pressure upon him, that of her pushing close.

      “Do you really struggle to find spirit here?”

      Tolan looked around. He didn’t see anything that suggested spirit to him.

      “There isn’t anything here,” he said.

      “Look inside yourself.”

      As he did, the sense of spirit was there, deep within him. It roiled deeply, and all he had to do was try to grab for it. If he did, he might be able to understand the nature of spirit. As it bubbled up within him, Tolan thought he needed to grasp it, to understand it. He added it while shaping outward.

      In doing so, everything washed away.

      The image faded, fluttering, and he was once again standing inside the hallway above the library. The walls of portraits were there, and Tolan saw more vibrancy to them than he ever had before.

      “That was amazing,” he whispered.

      “That is a shaping you will be able to form in time,” she said.

      “How will I be able to form it?”

      “These portraits give a certain knowledge of the past. You ask what they do, and I tell you they have been stitched together, a way for us to know what those ancient people knew, to experience some aspect of them.”

      As Tolan studied the portrait, he thought he understood.

      “This is a part of the library for that reason.”

      “They can’t be anywhere else,” she said. “Because of what they can do, the way they grant knowledge, they need to be here so we can understand. And because of the nature of the elemental power we can detect within them, we are careful.”

      “What would others think if they understood?”

      Master Minden shook her head and leaned toward one of the portraits. Tolan followed the direction of her gaze and noticed it was the one of the tree and stream. She held her hand out and the faint tracing of a shaping washed over it.

      As it did, he had the sense of a bubbling stream, the sense of water flowing, and a sense of power that rolled all around him.

      “I can’t answer what would happen if others were able to see what we are able to see. It’s possible they would fear this power. So many others fear what we have experienced, and we have to be prepared for what we are doing and to protect this place.”

      “But it’s in the past.”

      “It is in the past, but this past is one we have to wonder why it was like that. We have to wonder what changed, why the shapers of this time, shapers who understood the elementals and who wanted them to be a part of the world, had suddenly changed and forced those elementals into the bond. We have to understand just what it was that frightened them and led them down a different pathway.”

      Tolan studied the portrait and could feel the energy coming off it. Even without shaping, he thought he could still hear the burbling of the stream.

      It was a strange sensation to have. The more he stared, the harder it was to know whether it was anything real.

      Master Minden straightened and turned to him. “Did your mother share anything with you?”

      “Nothing that was of any use,” Tolan said.

      “Unfortunate.”

      “Has she shared anything with you?” he asked.

      Master Minden shook her head. “I have tried working with her many times, but she is stubborn.”

      “I think she’s still influenced by chaos,” Tolan said.

      “It would mean the Convergence failed. That would be unusual,” Master Minden said.

      Tolan looked along the line of the portraits, staring at them. There had to be some way to understand, something he might be able to find, and yet, he didn’t think he would have answers here. The only thing this hall allowed him to do was to understand the people of the past felt a greater connection to the elementals. Tolan already knew that.

      “What about the rest of the Circle?” Master Minden still hadn’t shared much with him about the Circle, only that it existed.

      “That is for later.”

      “I know you think I’m not ready—”

      “You’re not. Not yet. Soon, I suspect.”

      “I know of the Circle.”

      “Which is more than most can claim.” She smiled at him. “Don’t rush what is to come, Shaper Ethar.”

      “What if this is all about chaos?” he asked.

      “If it is, then we need to better understand it.”

      “And what if it’s not?”

      “If it is not, then we still need to understand.”

      “She hasn’t shared anything that would be useful.”

      “Not to me, and not to Irina, either.”

      It figured his mother would lie about speaking with Irina. He should’ve expected she would have been there, questioning his mother, trying to understand what happened to her when she had headed out across the waste, and perhaps that was who he needed to go to next.

      He hadn’t spent much time with her since escaping from the attack. He needed to have that conversation with the Grand Inquisitor. If she was his grandmother, it was a connection he needed to more fully explore, something he thought he should deal with.

      And yet, he didn’t know if he could deal with it.

      They’d had an interesting relationship ever since he’d come to the Academy, and yet, she was one who had Selected him, bringing him out of Ephra and to the Academy in the first place. It was because of his grandmother that he had unlocked something within himself.

      And he wondered if that had been intentional.

      Knowing his mother, knowing how powerful she was, it was possible—even likely—she had anticipated his grandmother would be the one to come to Ephra to perform a Selection.

      Even if she had known that, she would never have known Tolan would have been the one chosen. His going to the Academy was an accident. It was nothing more than that. He wouldn’t even be here if he hadn’t chased after a friend.

      And now he was here, now he knew everything, that he was a part of something deeper and greater, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was something more he needed to be doing.

      “I need to find her,” Tolan said.

      “You do,” Master Minden said.

      “I don’t even know what I would say to her,” he said.

      “Say what is in your heart,” she said.

      “How do I know that?”

      Master Minden reached out and grasped him on the shoulder. She squeezed, and a shaping washed through him. It was a mixture of water and spirit, and it gave him a sense of relaxation and comfort.

      “You’re a spirit shaper, Tolan Ethar. You will know what to say.”
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      The library was quiet. It was late, and Tolan had spent part of the afternoon searching for the Grand Inquisitor. As he had looked, trailing around the Academy grounds, he had not been able to find her at all.  There had to be some way he could find out where she’d gone. There were other Inquisitors in the Academy, and yet Tolan hadn’t seen any of them either.

      As he sat in the library glancing up at the dais, he didn’t have the attention he needed for the several books spread in front of him. Master Jensen had lent them to him, knowing he was studying the elementals and that Master Minden had revealed the hall of portraits to him. Her doing so opened him to restricted sections of the library, giving him access to knowledge very few students would be granted.

      He looked up when someone took a seat across from him.

      “I thought I would find you here,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan flashed a smile, though he felt as if he had to force it. She had her hair pulled back, tied with lace, and she carried a stack of books. When she glanced up at the dais, she waved at Master Jensen. They were as friendly as he and Master Minden were.

      “I’ve been looking for Irina,” he said.

      Tolan looked around the library. It was empty today, and the rows of books stretching up high overhead seemed to loom above him. Lanterns cast a faint light, and there was no sense of shaping within the walls of the library, not like in so many other places within the Academy. It was a place of reprieve. When he did detect shaping, he knew it was because there was someone like himself who had a different access to the elements.

      “I’m hoping to understand what she might have learned from my mother,” he said.

      “You could go to her yourself. I know you’ve been avoiding it, but I think you’re going to need to see what you might be able to learn from her—”

      “I went to her today.”

      “Oh, Tolan.”

      “I know you probably won’t want me to have gone to her, but…”

      “I was going to say that I wondered why it was taking you so long,” Ferrah said.

      “You think I should have?”

      “I’ve known you needed to go to her,” Ferrah said. “And because of that, I’ve known you needed to better understand just what role she had in all of this.”

      Tolan breathed out, looking around the library again before resting his elbows on the table and looking over the table at her. She reached across, taking his hands and squeezing.

      “Ever since the attack in Par, we’ve known there was something else taking place,” Ferrah said, keeping her voice low. Every so often, she flicked her gaze around the inside of the library, surveying it.

      He had the same concern she did, not wanting to be overheard, not sure how much of what they were saying could and should be known. It was possible anyone could be listening in. On a whim, he used a shaping of wind, sealing it around the table.

      Ferrah watched him, but she didn’t show any sign of knowing he had shaped.

      She wouldn’t be able to know that he shaped. Outside of the library, she would have identified it right away, but here in this place, it was something very few others would know.

      Tolan glanced up at the dais. Master Jensen watched him, frowning. Tolan forced a smile and wondered what the master librarian might be thinking. As far as Tolan knew, all of the master librarians had the same ability to shape that he did, but all of them were older, and all had moved beyond the point where they would be able to do what needed to be done now.

      “I think we need to go after the Convergence,” Tolan said.

      “You know that’s dangerous,” she said.

      “I know it would be dangerous, but I worry if we don’t go, there will be even more danger to us.”

      “What does the Grand Master say?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I haven’t gone to him with that concern yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “Partly because I’m not sure what he might say.”

      “You need to go to him.”

      “And if he tells me not to go?”

      “Can he stop you?”

      Tolan thought about what he knew about the Grand Master, the way he had experienced the skill of his shaping, and he couldn’t help but think that if anyone would stop him, it would be the Grand Master. It wasn’t that Tolan thought himself impossibly powerful, but with his bondars and the ability to make more, there would be very few people able to hold him for long.

      But the Grand Master was one of them.

      “He may be able to stop me.”

      “I still think you need to go to him.”

      Tolan closed his eyes. The longer he waited, the harder it was going to be to do what needed to be done. Staying in the Academy became increasingly difficult the longer he thought about what his mother had done and what more she might have been responsible for.

      He got to his feet, releasing the shaping of wind. “Let’s go.”

      “Now?”

      “You suggested we go,” he said.

      “I meant we should go, but I didn’t know you would intend for us to go now.”

      “You want me to go alone?”

      She eyed him with an angry glare, and he suppressed a smile.

      They headed out of the library and he paused, looking around. Outside the door to the library, the sense of shaping struck him again. The entire Academy was filled with it. The longer he was here, the easier it was to detect. He focused on it, noting the power of it radiating through the various sections of the Academy building, stretching up the student sections and even up to the various element towers. There had to be classes going on, as he felt a particularly strong surge of shaping overhead, but he wasn’t entirely sure what that source was.

      He turned his attention to the length of the hallway. The main part of the Academy was sparsely decorated. The floors were all slick marble and the walls were stone, shaped out of the ground. There were a few sculptures, thanks to previous master shapers who had served the Academy, that lined the hallways.

      Occasional groups of students passed them, heading either up the stairs to their student sections or occasionally out the door, leading out to the main part of Amitan, and then beyond. Some of them might be heading into the city itself, while others might be going to work on their shaping in the park, a place designed to give proximity to the elements.

      As he stood there, Tolan wished things were simpler, that there could be a time when he would be able to wander out to the park the same way some of the students did, not a time like he had now, where he had to continue to work on behalf of the Academy, to try to do more than what he had been doing.

      “I was just thinking it was so easy when we were first-level students, still only worried about the Draasin Lord…”

      “I’m still worried about the Draasin Lord.”

      He frowned at her. “You know he’s not what we once believed.”

      “No. It’s worse.” She took his hand, squeezing it.

      He headed along the hall, a route he had taken many times in his days at the Academy. He had even been to the Grand Master’s rooms many times. When he reached the Grand Master’s door, he knocked.

      When he’d been looking for the Grand Inquisitor, he hadn’t tried the Grand Master’s rooms, though he hadn’t expected Irina to be here.

      It took a moment, but the door opened, and the Grand Master peered out. He was a small man with a balding head and thin wire frames around thick lenses. Despite his diminutive stature, he was an incredibly powerful shaper. The sense of energy radiated off him toward Tolan.

      “Shaper Ethar. Shaper Changen. To what do I owe the pleasure of this?”

      Tolan glanced behind them, looking along the length of the halls, before nodding toward the Grand Master. “Can we come in?”

      He frowned, but then nodded. “Of course, Shaper Ethar.”

      He stepped back and Tolan and Ferrah entered the office. When he closed the door, the Grand Master sealed it closed behind them, walling them off from anyone who might want to listen. There was a time when Tolan would’ve expected that would have been enough, and that the power the Grand Master possessed would’ve been strong enough to prevent anyone from being able to reach the inside of his office, but that was before he had encountered others with incredible power. His mother had been able to overpower the Grand Master using her connection to the bondars and whatever darkness had filled her. Because of that, Tolan no longer felt nearly as secure here as he once had.

      It was for that reason he carried his own bondars. He checked his pocket, feeling for them, and was reassured. Not that he was going to need them here in the Grand Master’s office, but he wanted to be prepared in the case that he did need them. There was another bondar he possessed that would be even more powerful, but students simply didn’t carry swords around the Academy. It was strange enough that he had one. He kept it underneath his bed, out of sight, but he had it ready in case he might need it. It was a bondar representing each of the elements and Tolan was far more capable when he was able to shape through it.

      “Why don’t you have a seat?” the Grand Master said. He motioned toward a set of chairs situated near the hearth along one wall.

      Tolan passed a tall basin with silver liquid within it. It was likely from the Convergence, though he couldn’t help but wonder why the Grand Master would have something like that here, or even how he was able to have that here.

      His office was otherwise decorated with various artifacts. Some had a sense of power to them, and the more Tolan looked around, the more he had the feeling there was power here. Some of that power was naturally occurring, but some of it came from the Grand Master himself.

      He looked over at Tolan and then at Ferrah, and he smiled. He stood near the hearth, watching them. He looked so warm and comforting, and yet given as powerful as he was, Tolan hesitated.

      “I’ve been trying to understand if there’s anything more I need to be doing,” Tolan said.

      “And what do you believe you need to be doing, Shaper Ethar?”

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah before turning his attention to the Grand Master. “With what happened with my mother. I need to be more involved.”

      “As a third-level student, do you believe that?”

      “I don’t know. I realize I’m just a student, but I’ve been involved in much more than others.” He had been involved far more than even some of the master shapers.

      “You are just a student, Shaper Ethar.”

      Tolan licked his lips, swallowing, and he thought about what his mother had said. He thought about what Master Minden had said, and then he thought about the things he had done in the time he’d been at the Academy. He thought about the way he had stopped Jory, the way he had stopped Master Daniels, and even when it had come to revealing the presence of Aela, and what she meant to the Academy.

      How could all of that have been done by just a student?

      “I’m just a student, but I want to know if there’s anything I can do to be involved in the search for the power of the Convergence.”

      The Grand Master frowned at him. He pushed up his glasses, and he watched Tolan and Ferrah. A powerful sense of shaping washed out from him. It was spirit shaping, though not many knew the Grand Master was a spirit shaper. Tolan understood just how powerful of a spirit shaper the other man was. There was that sense of power, but there was something else mixed within it.

      It was a desire to understand. He wasn’t sure why he should know that, but he thought he did.

      “The power of the Convergence is dangerous,” the Grand Master said.

      “So too is what my mother did.”

      “It is,” the Grand Master said. “We have been searching for other sources of the Convergence.”

      “You have?”

      The Grand Master nodded. “Before you revealed there was one in Par, we weren’t entirely sure where to find them, or even how to find them. Even now, we don’t know quite where to look. We have focused our search on places of ancient power, places where the shapers of old found it valuable to house their most precious resources.”

      “Have you found any?”

      “Not yet,” the Grand Master said.

      There was a sense of frustration from him… and something else to the way he said it, something that suggested another concern.

      “You’re worried about something,” Tolan said.

      “Perhaps,” the Grand Master said. “Unfortunately, that is also beyond you as a student.”

      “We can help,” he said, glancing over at Ferrah.

      They hadn’t talked about that, but he believed Ferrah would want to come with him, and he wanted to give her the opportunity to do so. She had wanted to be a part of understanding the Convergence from the very beginning and had come to the library from her very first days at the Academy, searching for information. It was something she was as much expert on as many others. If not for Ferrah, they might not have known there were other places like the Convergence.

      “What about Ephra?” he asked.

      “Ephra has to be a place of power,” the Grand Master said. “And we have found what seems to be a hint of that, and yet, there is something there that we aren’t able to fully understand.”

      “What is it?”

      The Grand Master smiled at him. “I’m not so sure you need to be involved in this, Shaper Ethar.”

      “I can help,” he said.

      “I’m sure you can,” he said.

      Tolan leaned back in the chair, watching the Grand Master, crossing his arms over his chest. There was something about the way the Grand Master was looking at him, the way he regarded him, that suggested to Tolan there was something else beyond this.

      It was about him being a student.

      And yet, the Grand Master had never discouraged him before.

      Did he want him to risk things on his own again?

      It didn’t seem that was the kind of thing the Grand Master asked of them, and yet, if that were the case, then why? Why not simply state it?

      Unless he couldn’t.

      Tolan looked around, feeling for the barriers around them, feeling for the energy. As he did, he could feel the shaping the Grand Master held.

      “How many other places of Convergence are you looking for?”

      “We believe there are many others,” the Grand Master said. He turned his back to them as he studied the fire. “The ancients understood shaping in a way we don’t. Still, there are many aspects of the element bonds that we know better than they did. How could we not with all the time spent studying them? There were aspects to shaping—and the elementals—they knew better. And because of that, we have to defer to their expertise and their wisdom, and have to use what we can learn from them.”

      It reminded Tolan of what Master Minden had said to him, the way that knowledge was added on, and yet, there was something more to it.

      She had challenged him, wanting him to know what he had learned, and almost trying to remind him there was much he had learned from the master shapers, but there was much he had learned on his own. What reason did she have for trying to reveal that to him? It wasn’t as if Tolan didn’t know he had been able to learn on his own, but there was something more to what she was getting at, something more to what she had wanted him to know… almost as if she was reminding him that he didn’t need everything at the Academy.

      He had worked on his own, studying in the library, working with the Keystone, and he had begun to understand the elementals; he had understood his connection to the elements, and the only thing he had really needed the master shapers for was in understanding the element bonds.

      And in that, he had begun to know his connection in a way he hadn’t before. He had grown powerful and progressed through the Academy using his way of shaping.

      “I want to be a part of the search for the Convergence,” he said.

      “Unfortunately, Shaper Ethar, as a student, you are not able to do so. You are not even a fourth-level student.”

      It seemed almost as if the Grand Master was trying to continually emphasize that Tolan was a student.

      Was that it?

      He glanced over at Ferrah.

      “Are you trying to tell me I need to leave the Academy?”

      “Is that what you want?”

      Tolan took a deep breath, looking around. He had been at the Academy for a while now, continuing to progress, growing in his skill and understanding, and yet, because of that, he had mastered many different aspects of his shaping.

      And now he was here, now he knew everything he did, he still thought there was much to learn. There were aspects of shaping he could master, aspects of those abilities he thought he could continue to learn, and the more he was here, the more certain he was that he could continue to learn from the various master shapers. But he had no idea just what it was going to take, just as he had no idea what else he was going to be able to learn.

      Still, spending time at the Academy left him feeling as if he was wasting his time.

      It was a shame, in some regards.

      There was so much to do, so much to understand. If he wasn’t at the Academy, he could be working in the place beyond the mountains and if so, he might be able to work with the free elementals. He might be able to go to the tainted Convergence and try to understand just what his mother had done and how she had influenced it. He might be able to do more than he had done up to now.

      The more he thought about it, the more certain he was that he was going to have to find a way to move beyond what he was doing here. To move beyond the expectations he had at the Academy.

      He was going to have to move beyond asking permission from the master shapers.

      And as he watched the Grand Master, he couldn’t help but feel as if the Grand Master knew. Almost as if the Grand Master wanted that for him.

      “I don’t want to leave the Academy before I’m a master shaper,” Tolan said.

      The Grand Master turned to him, watching him. “Are you requesting testing for promotion to master shaper? Few have done so before reaching the fourth level, but…”

      Tolan frowned. Was that what all this was about?

      He looked over at Ferrah once more. She stared at him, saying nothing.

      None of them knew what it was going to take to progress to the next level in their training, to reach that point where they were master shapers. They had passed to the third level, and it didn’t seem as if it was even that long ago they had done so, but now, as he looked at the Grand Master, as he thought about what the other man was asking of him, Tolan couldn’t help but feel as if he needed to do more.

      And perhaps that was the point. Perhaps the Grand Master was telling him it was time for him to take another step, to open himself, to be willing to risk himself in a way he couldn’t do here any longer.

      And if that was the case, what did Tolan think he could do?

      He no longer knew.

      “Is that what it takes?”

      “When a student feels prepared to promote themselves, they must request testing,” the Grand Master said. “Typically, there are conversations with some of the master shapers and some of the instructors, but you are something of a unique case, Shaper Ethar.”

      “I’m ready,” he said.

      “Then we will test you.”
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      Tolan sat in the park, staring at the small pond. Water rippled gently, rolling against the shoreline, and he couldn’t help but wonder what sort of testing he might be about to encounter. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was there was going to be something dangerous and deadly, and yet he didn’t think the master shapers wanted to harm him, only to ensure he knew everything he needed in order to succeed.

      He curled wind, letting it swirl around him, and added a hint of fire, letting it float above the surface of the water. He held onto earth and made that rumble. On top of all that, there came the sense of spirit, and it flooded deep within him.

      By mixing all the elements, he held onto that power, that energy, and he focused on it.

      Tolan breathed out. He couldn’t think of anything else he could do, and the idea he was preparing to test for promotion to master shaper left him uncertain and unsettled, and yet, at the same time, he thought he needed to do this. There was something about moving on that felt fitting. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was that he needed to do this—and that he was ready.

      The presence of someone pushed on him and he turned around, noting it was Jonas who was joining him. The other man made his way across the park, watching Tolan.

      “What is it?” Jonas asked.

      “Why?”

      “You seem troubled.”

      Tolan turned his attention back to the pond, focusing on his shapings, and released one at a time until only spirit remained. He held onto that sense, letting it flow through him, trying to find some connection and understanding.

      “I’m not entirely sure what I need to be doing,” Tolan said.

      “You don’t? Well, you probably need to return to your studies, because I’m sure Master Sartan has much for us to know.”

      “I’m not heading back to my studies,” Tolan said.

      “What?”

      He’d wondered how much to tell Jonas but knew he needed reveal to his friend that he was being tested for master shaper. How could he not reveal this to the one person he had known the longest while at the Academy? Not by long; he had met Ferrah shortly after meeting Jonas, and yet he had been close to Jonas from the very beginning. And now—now, he was preparing to move beyond his studies at the Academy. Now he was preparing to be something more.

      And the moment he passed—and Tolan wasn’t entirely sure he would pass—he would be given the opportunity to progress beyond just shaping. He would be given the opportunity to choose his next path. Whether that was to stay at the Academy and progress with his studies or whether that was something else, it would be up to him.

      And he didn’t think he intended to continue to study with the master shapers. It wasn’t that he didn’t think there was anything he could learn from them. Tolan knew he still had much to learn, and the longer he spent here, the longer he was around the Academy, the more he knew he would learn. Whether that was from the master shapers, the master librarians, or even from the library itself, there was quite a bit he had to uncover. It wasn’t just about himself. He needed to know more about shaping.

      But he didn’t think he could stay.

      No. He knew he couldn’t stay.

      “I’m being tested,” he said.

      “Tested for what? What did you do this time?”

      “I didn’t do anything other than…” He shook his head. He wasn’t allowed to share with other students what it took to be tested for master shaper. “I’m going to be tested for master shaper.”

      Jonas blinked. “You’re going to be what?”

      “I’m going to be tested for master shaper.”

      He whistled. “You haven’t even been promoted to the fourth level!”

      “I know.”

      Jonas shook his head. “There haven’t been many tested for master shaper in a while. You’ll be the first.”

      Tolan nodded. He had thought about that, and he had realized not only was it strange he was the first to be tested, but it was strange he truly felt as if he was ready.

      “I think it’s amazing. The person who came to the Academy without being able to shape, and now you’re the first one to be tested.”

      “You’re not upset?”

      “How can I be upset for my friend? I’m thrilled for you. I worry about you, but I’m still thrilled for you.”

      There was something more than what he said, though. Jonas might claim to be happy for him, but he detected something else. “If I pass—”

      “If? You’re going to pass, Tolan. I’ve seen your shaping. I know you’ve been through so much, and if you can survive an Inquisition, and if you can survive all of the attacks you have, then I think testing for master shaper will be easy for you.”

      “I’m not sure any testing is going to be easy.”

      Jonas turned away, looking out into the pond, staring and remaining quiet.

      Tolan used a hint of spirit, sending it washing over his friend. There was something off about Jonas.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Well, the moment you get promoted to master shaper, you’re given the opportunity to leave the Academy.”

      “I am,” Tolan said.

      “Does that mean you’re going to return to Ephra?”

      Tolan smiled to himself. He couldn’t imagine going to Ephra and working with Master Salman. The other man might not even understand his new shaping ability, though he would probably be impressed by the fact Tolan had progressed as quickly and as far as he had, but the idea of going to Ephra…

      It wasn’t home to him.

      After everything that had happened there, and everything he had been through, the memories he still had, he wasn’t sure if he would ever be able to return to Ephra.

      Still, there was a part of Tolan that thought he needed to go back, if only to unravel what he’d truly experienced from what was a memory shaped upon him by his mother.

      “I’m not going back to Ephra,” he said softly.

      “Good. I was afraid Amitan was going to lose you.”

      “I don’t know that I can stay at the Academy, either,” he said.

      Jonas looked over at him. “What are you going to do?”

      “There’s more going on than you can even know about,” he said.

      “Why can’t I know about it?” Jonas immediately became defensive, and Tolan understood. There had been far too much Tolan had been a part of and Jonas had not, and he had only found out about later. Tolan understood his friend wanted to know, to be a part of what was taking place, and to be included.

      Wasn’t that what anybody wanted?

      “It’s all about the last attack,” Tolan said.

      “You mean the one where you were attacked on your way back from the Selection?”

      Tolan nodded. “It’s more than just that.”

      “I thought it might be. The Grand Inquisitor has been in and out of the Academy, and we’ve seen far more activity throughout the city than we have recently.”

      “What sort of activity?”

      “I know something Tolan Ethar does not?”

      Tolan cocked his head to the side, frowning at Jonas. “I’m sure you know much I don’t know.”

      “These days, I don’t feel like it. There was a time when we first came to the Academy, and when we were first learning, I thought that…” He shook his head and smiled. “I suppose it doesn’t matter what I thought. There was a time when we first came to the Academy, I was trying to understand what role I had. The more I began to understand, the more certain I was I was a powerful shaper. I thought I would progress quickly, that I would become a master shaper within a few years. Even that was still progressing rapidly, you know.”

      “It is,” Tolan said.

      “But it’s not as rapid as what you’ve been able to do. And I don’t resent that. I recognize you’ve gained in skill. It’s just…” Jonas turned away, staring out at the pond. “It’s just hard for me, I guess. When you leave, I don’t know who I have left.”

      “You’ll still have Draln,” Tolan said.

      Jonas shot him a look, shaking his head. “You know what I mean.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      They fell into silence, and as they did, he thought about the shaping Jonas was using. He was mixing several of the elements at one time, doing so with considerable power. He was sure it wouldn’t be long before Jonas was promoted, eventually to master shaper, and yet it was going to have to be when Jonas thought he was ready. How long would that take?

      Knowing Jonas as he did, knowing he had that uncertainty within him, and knowing he might doubt himself because of Draln, Jonas might take a long time to progress to that point. And that troubled Tolan.

      “When you’re ready for testing, you’ll know it,” he said.

      “Will I? Are you ready for testing?”

      “I think so,” he said.

      Jonas watched him, and a hint of a smile crossed his face. “I bet you are.” With that, he got to his feet. “I’ll leave you to your preparations. I’ll support you. Good luck, Tolan.”

      When he left, Tolan turned back to his shapings, working them one after another. He sent power surging away from him using various shapings, one after another after another, and each time he did, he could feel that energy lifting from the element bonds, from the elements, and even from the elementals.

      The more he shaped, the more certain he was that he was drawing from all three sources at one time.

      And here in the park, where he had access to that power, he felt even more tied to the elements than in other places. It was almost as if he was meant to use that power here, as if he was meant to understand it. The longer he stood here, the more he focused on the shaping, the more certain Tolan was that he was going to have to better understand just what he could do.

      And he had to understand it.

      In order to pass the test, whatever test that was going to be, he would have to know himself. The answer was out there.

      A shaping built somewhere nearby.

      It was a blast of power, a mixture of elements, and Tolan got to his feet.

      He had felt a similar shaping before, and in this case, he thought he understood why it was subtly different.

      It wasn’t from the Disciples of the Draasin Lord.

      It was a summons.

      It was time for his testing.

      Tolan pulled all the energy from each of the elements to him, wrapping them together, and then he added spirit.

      The shaping combined all of the elements. When the bolt of lightning streaked from the sky toward him, he was ready for it.

      When it struck, it lifted him.

      There was a gentle sense of movement and a certain sense of power. It erupted along his skin, leaving a tracing of current crawling along him. When it passed, he was carried up and headed toward that distant shaping.

      Tolan held that focus in his mind, the destination where he wanted to go, and when he burst down to the ground, he recognized the clearing. It was where he had been tested before.

      Surprisingly, each of the master shapers from the various towers was there. As was the Grand Master. There was no sign of the Grand Inquisitor.

      The Grand Master came toward him, watching him. “You have demonstrated quite the shaping.”

      “It came to me when I needed it,” he said.

      “An impressive discovery,” the Grand Master said.

      He hadn’t realized he’d not previously shared with the Grand Master that he had discovered the shaping. Perhaps now wasn’t the right time to suddenly demonstrate a shaping like that. As he looked around the clearing, his gaze settling on each of the masters, he turned finally to the Grand Master. “Is this my testing?”

      “This is.”

      “What will be involved?”

      The Grand Master cocked his head to the side, watching him. “Survival.”
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      A shaping exploded and Tolan reacted, creating a physical barrier around himself.

      He felt the initial aspect of the shaping, recognizing it came from spirit.

      It was directed at him, and he had to protect his mind. He wrapped each of the elements around his mind, drawing from someplace deep within himself, and he called upon spirit, using it to protect him.

      The shaping parted around him.

      Tolan looked at the other shapers. They watched him, almost as if unconcerned about him. A shaping like he had just been slammed with was powerful, and though he wasn’t entirely sure of the purpose of it, he suspected if it would have struck, it would have incapacitated him, likely rendering him useless for the rest of the testing.

      Something like that would have done nothing more than prevent him from being able to participate in the testing. He would’ve failed.

      Had he not recognized it, had he not been exposed to a shaping like that before through the Inquisition, he might not have been able to withstand it.

      How many others were able to tolerate a shaping like that?

      Tolan didn’t know, and perhaps it didn’t even matter. The only thing that really mattered was that he had deflected the first shaping.

      But deflecting a shaping and surviving were different things.

      He had experienced that often enough that he understood there would be more.

      He felt the buildup of power near him. It was fire, and Tolan reacted, adding earth, drawing upon the earth elemental without meaning to, and he twisted, turning that fire shaping into nothing, letting earth absorb it. Wind battered at him, and Tolan added water, countering it. That came from him, but also from the element bond.

      He backed up, feeling the onslaught of various shapings. They came one after another, a series of them, but they came one at a time and he was able to deflect each one. There was controlled power in those shapings, but not so much power he wasn’t able to withstand them.

      Each shaping had a counter, and each shaping was something he had seen during his time at the Academy. Some of them were shapings taught by the masters who were now attacking him. Others were shapings he had experienced during other attacks. All were powerful, and the more he focused on them, the more certain he was that he could withstand these sequential shapings. He had encountered far worse when he had been facing his mother and the other Inquisitors.

      And then the shapings started to combine.

      The first was a blast of fire and earth.

      He reacted, deflecting it, using earth and fire against it, but even that wasn’t enough.

      There came another attack: water, wind, and even spirit.

      They began to assault him, rapidly, one after another, the steady onslaught of power and shaping beginning to flood into him. The more he focused, the more he thought he was going to have to find a way to withstand it, but he wasn’t sure he was strong enough. He drew upon the element bonds, twisting each shaping, trying to react, but he was forced backward.

      That was a mistake.

      He called upon the warrior shaping.

      In doing so, it forced him to deflect, but thankfully the warrior shaping didn’t draw upon as much strength as others did and he was able to use it. He jumped on the lightning and landed behind them.

      Tolan pushed, attacking the master shapers.

      If this was about survival, he was not going to fail.

      He called upon fire, attacking Master Rorn, using wind against Master Sartan, and earth against Master Shorav.

      He continued to fling element power against them. As he did, he started to add other aspects, mixing the elements, doing the same thing they had done to him. In doing so, he forced them back.

      Survive.

      That mantra came through his head, a message of what was going to be required in order to succeed with this testing.

      He wasn’t concerned they would actually harm him, and he had little doubt they would try to do anything that would completely overpower him, but he did think they would push him. Which meant he had to push back.

      He fell into a series of attacks using a mixture of the elements, adding the element bonds… and finally adding in the elementals.

      He forced the master shapers back.

      They stumbled and he trapped them, holding them with a shaping, and added a hint of elemental power to it.

      He smiled to himself.

      He had succeeded.

      And then the Grand Master approached.

      Tolan had thought he was ready, that he had enough power, but as soon as the Grand Master approached, he could feel the onslaught of a different sort of shaping.

      There was an energy in it far more than anything Tolan had ever experienced before. When the Grand Master began his approach, his attack began to spin, focusing on Tolan, and he combined each of the elements, adding spirit, and used them in ways Tolan had never seen before.

      What was he thinking, that he was ready for testing for master-level shaper?

      He had never seen any shaping like this. He continued to deflect, trying to counter, and found his knowledge just wasn’t there.

      He created nothing more than a barrier that deflected what the Grand Master was using against him. With each attack, Tolan pushed more and more power out, but he grew weak.

      Could the Grand Master be using a bondar against him?

      It was possible he was. If that were the case, Tolan wouldn’t be able to draw upon enough power.

      Not without a bondar.

      They hadn’t said anything about what he could use here. All the Grand Master had said was that he had to survive.

      Tolan checked his pocket, but he didn’t have the bondars with him. He had been preparing for his testing but didn’t expect he would have been able to use a bondar during it.

      He had only his connection to the elements, the element bonds, and the elementals.

      And even with as much as he had been using, as much power as he had been drawing, he wouldn’t be able to overpower the Grand Master. He might be using those powers, but the Grand Master was stronger. With each attempt Tolan made, each shaping he created, the Grand Master pushed against him.

      Tolan attacked, squeezing out power. As he did, he could feel the Grand Master countering him. The other man was incredibly skilled, and each shaping he used deflected what Tolan was able to do.

      He was forced backward, retreating. The longer he was shaping, the harder it was to think he was going to be able to do anything to escape what the Grand Master was doing to him.

      He didn’t think his warrior shaping would help.

      Getting behind the Grand Master wouldn’t be effective, especially not against a man who had already shown he had some way of using a similar shaping.

      That meant he was going to have to find something else.

      If the Grand Master was using a bondar, was there any way Tolan would be able to draw upon enough power?

      He could feel energy flowing into him, and he thought maybe he could find a way to create runes. If he did that, maybe he would have enough strength to overpower the Grand Master.

      But why would he need to create them?

      He was near enough to the Academy, and near enough to the runes on it, that he could use them. And if he could use those runes, he could dip into the power of the Convergence.

      Very few understood the way the runes were designed to delve deep beneath the ground, to tie into the power of the Convergence. And because few knew it, few understood just how to reach that power and access it.

      The runes were incredibly powerful, and they could augment his other connections.

      He tripped and the Grand Master used a series of shapings, one with earth that tried to grab at him, wind trying to throw him back, and a sense of heat mixed in with it. Tolan surged against it, scrambling back to his feet.

      He turned his focus back to the Grand Master, holding his attention on what the other man was doing. The other man used considerable power, but not so much that Tolan didn’t think he would be able to resist.

      He pushed against him again. He held onto his shaping energy and pushed yet again.

      More and more power poured out of Tolan. As it did, it struck the Grand Master and dissipated almost uselessly.

      Survive.

      Somehow, he was supposed to survive against the Grand Master?

      If he didn’t do something soon, if he didn’t find some way of defeating the Grand Master, the other master shapers were going to recover and begin to attack him again. So far, he had linked them to the ground, holding them in place using a mixture of his element shapings as well as the elementals, but Tolan couldn’t help but think it wouldn’t be much longer before they were able to escape.

      The Grand Master used another shaping, and suddenly, the ground beneath him sank. Water swelled up around him and heat surrounded him.

      Spirit forced him, trying to jam down on his mind, trying to confuse him, but Tolan recognized what he was doing, the way he was using that power. The more he focused, the harder it was to know whether there was anything he was able to do to withstand the Grand Master.

      That doubt wasn’t his. It had been placed within him by the Grand Master.

      He wrapped spirit around his mind and shattered what the Grand Master was doing. It was an illusion.

      Even the earth and water and fire were illusions. It was all forced upon his mind, trying to trip him up, to confuse him. Now he was aware of it, Tolan thought he could use that, so he pushed outward against what the Grand Master did, straining against the shaping.

      He lashed out, using spirit.

      He didn’t think he was going to be able to attack the Grand Master with spirit, but he could defend himself with it. The more he focused on spirit, the more he thought he could drive that against the Grand Master.

      Then the other master shapers were freed.

      Tolan felt the pressure against him, the way they had torn free of the elementals holding them, and he pushed out the shaping spirit he had been using on the Grand Master, and he shoved it on them.

      He forced it with more energy than he probably should have, but all he used was an image: a sense of helplessness.

      The attack that had begun to build ceased.

      He turned his attention back to the Grand Master, and he wrapped each of the elements around himself, preparing to add spirit. As he did, he focused on the runes on the tower behind him. He tried to draw that power.

      There was a resistance to drawing upon that power. As he focused on it, he could feel that energy and the resistance, and thought he had to find some way to overpower it. The more he focused on that rune energy, the more certain he was he could call to it.

      And as he did, he dragged that power to himself.

      It exploded within him.

      It was surging, powerful, and he embraced it.

      More and more energy filled him, and Tolan called to each of the runes: earth, fire, wind, water, and lastly to spirit.

      As they filled him with energy, he was connected to the Convergence.

      It was a strange and powerful sensation, the way that connection cascaded through him, calling across the distance. With that power available to him, all he needed now was to find something more.

      And that something more was a way to hold back the Grand Master.

      He pushed.

      He didn’t want to hurt him. And as he used the combined powers, drawing off the runes but feeling that energy filling him, he knew he could use it to wrap around the Grand Master.

      He did so, sweeping around him, holding him in place.

      He turned his attention to the other master shapers. They stood dazed, not moving and not attacking.

      Tolan breathed out, his breath shaky, everything within him trembling. He felt a sense of power far greater than anything he had drawn, other than when he had been in the Convergence.

      The Grand Master stood calmly in the center of the shaping, watching Tolan.

      It was only then Tolan realized which bondar the Grand Master had: the bondar Tolan had made. The sword hung from his hand.

      How had he missed it?

      “You were using my bondar?” Tolan asked.

      “I thought it was appropriate for me to use a creation you had made,” the Grand Master said.

      “Are you able to escape from the shaping?”

      “Perhaps in time I would be, but the testing is done.”

      “Because I used the runes? You didn’t say I couldn’t, and—”

      The Grand Master smiled at him and waved his hand. As he did, there was a sense of power that pushed against the barrier Tolan had created. He wasn’t able to push through it, but he was able to push enough power against it that Tolan could feel the barrier beginning to shiver and shake.

      The more the Grand Master would push, the more certain Tolan was he might be able to escape from the bonding he held. And yet, Tolan didn’t want to hold the Grand Master indefinitely. There was no point. The Grand Master wasn’t his enemy.

      “You can release it now. The testing is over.”

      Tolan breathed out, and he gradually began to release the energy he held upon the Grand Master, starting with spirit, but then each of the elements began to dissipate.

      With a wave of his hand, the Grand Master powered through the rest of it, shattering the shell. He turned his attention to the other master shapers, and he sent a surge of spirit washing over them. It was quick and sudden, and the power of it was jarring.

      As soon as the Grand Master acted, each of the master shapers turned back to Tolan, beginning to shape, but they saw the Grand Master with his hand up, his fist closed, and they approached, their shaping energy beginning to dissipate.

      “Tolan Ethar. You have survived testing.” This came from Master Sartan.

      “Tolan Ethar. You have survived testing.” This was from Master Wassa.

      “Tolan Ethar. You have survived testing.” Master Sartan nodded slightly as he spoke.

      “Tolan Ethar. You have survived testing.” Master Rorn let a hint of wind swirl around, and then that faded.

      The Grand Master approached, and Tolan watched him for a moment, unsure what the Grand Master might say to him and uncertain what he might do, and he was worried.

      The Grand Master stopped, and smiled. “Master Ethar. You have survived testing.”

      He smiled, and sent a swirl of shaping toward Tolan, one of each of the elements. As he did, the power struck, using enough energy that Tolan could feel it wash over him. It happened so quickly, he wasn’t even sure how to react or whether he even could.

      And yet, as he felt that power wash over him, he didn’t know if he even wanted to react. That power rolled through him with an urgency, unlocking something within him.

      He hadn’t even known it was locked within him, but now the shaping was there, he could feel it, a tingling sort of sensation.

      “Is that it?” He looked at the others as they began to disappear on shapings, shaking his head. The Grand Master was the only one to remain. “I thought there would be more.”

      “Typically, students at your level don’t present themselves for testing, but also, typically at your level, students don’t have the necessary ability to withstand the type of shaping you have withstood.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You can be called a master shaper even if you can only manipulate one of the elements. If you are able to survive a testing from that master shaper, you can claim the title of master. In your case, you survived shapings from each of the elements, including spirit.”

      When he said the last, there was a hint of something more in the way he said it, and it left Tolan uncertain. He had felt the use of all the elements, but he wasn’t entirely sure just what else he had done.

      “What will you choose, Master Ethar?” the Grand Master asked, handing him his sword.

      Tolan took it, feeling the weight of it, feeling the energy from it. It was still warm from the various shapings the Grand Master had pulled through it. “What do you mean?”

      “Now you are a master shaper, you get to decide what you do, and none can choose for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      As Tolan reached the entrance to the Academy, he felt strange, and strangely different. He couldn’t help that feeling, and he wasn’t sure if it mattered. All he knew was that there was a sense of power flowing through him, and he had survived.

      He was a master shaper.

      After everything that had happened at the Academy, everything that had brought him here, the sense of uncertainty he had known, now he was here, now he had passed the test, he felt as if he belonged in a way he hadn’t before. That was not something anyone could take away from him.

      He was a master shaper.

      As he headed inside, he saw a familiar figure near the library.

      Tolan approached, but Master Minden didn’t seem to notice him, or if she did, she headed away from him, toward the back stairs.

      Tolan followed, knowing he should go find Ferrah, that he should find Jonas, and he should share with them that he had passed the testing for master shaper, but first, he thought he needed to follow Master Minden.

      He called after her, but she didn’t hear him.

      It was more likely she chose to ignore him. He hurried after her along the stairs, and he hollered her name.

      Finally, she paused.

      They were at the top of the stairs and she glanced over her shoulder, nodding to him, and then she stepped through the door.

      Tolan frowned, reaching the doorway, and stepped through.

      The portraits lining the walls all had a different appearance to them.

      They were vibrant and colorful, and there was a sense of energy to them and a sense of something more he wasn’t able to fully understand, only that there was power to them.

      “You presented yourself for testing,” Master Minden said.

      “I did,” Tolan said.

      “Did you decide you were ready?”

      “I decided I wasn’t able to wait around any longer and continue my studies.”

      “Which meant you were ready,” she said, smiling slightly.

      She didn’t seem disappointed.

      As he looked at the rows of paintings, the energy from them, he thought he understood.

      “You want me to stay and serve as a master librarian,” he said.

      “When I first met you, Master Ethar, I had believed you would have that potential. Not many do. We go many years without any student showing the necessary potential. It’s tied to their ability to reach the elements themselves, not just the element bonds. The element bonds are powerful, and we have plenty of shapers who show that potential, but reaching the elements, understanding that power, takes something else entirely. Not many are able to do so, and even those who can aren’t always capable of it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the way we teach here at the Academy is not designed to help students gain that understanding.”

      She paused in front of one painting, and he realized it was again the young girl with a lizard behind her. The background of the painting was far clearer now than it had been before, and as Tolan looked at it, he wondered if there was something more he should be able to understand about it, but he still couldn’t make it out. There was an energy to the painting, a sense that struck him, but it was no different than some of the others.

      “The master librarians could teach it,” he said.

      “The master librarians could, but we have a different task.”

      Tolan understood that master librarians were serving in a way that involved continuing to accumulate knowledge, but there had to be something more than just that. He had to think it was not just about accumulating it, but coordinating it, compiling, and being ready for the possibility they would be able to use that knowledge in the future.

      And as he was here, Tolan couldn’t help but wonder if there was something more the master librarians wanted of him.

      “I’m sorry I’m not able to serve in the way you want from me.”

      “Do you think I’m disappointed?” Master Minden asked as she turned to him.

      “If you wanted me to serve as a master librarian—”

      “Who is to say you still cannot?”

      Tolan shrugged. “I suppose I still could.” Even then, he wasn’t sure he wanted to. He didn’t really know what he was going to do, but he couldn’t see himself sitting in the library, reading through all of these books, even if it did give him the opportunity to spend time trying to understand these paintings. The longer he was here, the more he thought he wanted to understand that, that he wanted to try to gain that knowledge, to try to figure out just what it was about these paintings that had meaning. Something about these paintings was important, but he wasn’t able to determine what it was.

      “If everything goes as it should, you will find that eventually you will have another opportunity.”

      “If everything goes as what should?”

      “I suspect you intend to go out and try to better understand the nature of the power that exists out in the world.”

      “I think I need to,” he said.

      “Because of your mother?”

      “That’s part of it,” he said.

      “Part, but not all of it.”

      Tolan closed his eyes and shook his head. “I have to know more about myself.”

      “Do you think she was able to change so much about you?”

      “I don’t really know. She influenced me, and I still struggle with knowing whether or not my memories are real and whether some of them were placed there by her.”

      “Do you know who you are now?”

      “I think so.”

      “Then what does it matter what you were?”

      “Perhaps it doesn’t.”

      She smiled at him and turned away, heading along the hall, glancing at the portraits. As she did, he couldn’t help but think there was something more he needed to find in the portraits.

      And yet, maybe there was something more. Maybe there was something he could understand, some way to be able to use the power he could feel in them.

      “The paintings are different now,” he said.

      “I suppose they would be,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “Because you are different.”

      “How am I different? All I did was pass a testing.”

      “You passed a testing, but in doing so, you changed something about yourself. You have become a greater part of what you are meant to be.”

      Was that what it was?

      Tolan didn’t know, but the only thing he really did know was that he had done what was necessary. In order to no longer sit through classes, in order to try to find who he was, the person he was meant to be, he had done what he thought was necessary.

      But there was more he needed to do.

      “I think I need—”

      A sense of power began to build near him, and he turned to look down the hall.

      Master Minden was there, and she frowned as well.

      She started forward, shaping building from her, an enormous amount of power she suddenly called upon. Tolan followed her, doing the same. He realized she was calling power through the runes, reaching for the power of the Convergence. Some distant part of him recognized there was a significant threat.

      Tolan gathered himself and shaped, pulling upon the same sort of power, but he was weakened. The testing to become a master shaper had taken quite a bit out of him.

      He hurried along the hallway, straining, worrying about what was coming, when power exploded.

      Had Master Minden not been there, he wasn’t sure what would have happened.

      Everything shattered backward, slamming into her, and she forced her hands forward, using an enormous shaping of power to push against whatever was driving against her.

      The walls around them began to crumble and wind swirled, slamming into her barrier.

      Tolan was there, and he added what he could, shaping with as much strength as he could, drawing upon the power of the runes, trying to summon energy, using what he could to call from someplace deep within the ground.

      In doing so, he could feel that energy seeping up, the way it trailed up from the ground. There had to be something more he could do.

      As he looked over at Master Minden, he noticed the tension in her eyes, the way she was holding onto that barrier, and he worried.

      She might not be strong enough for what was coming.

      Tolan had to hold his hands out, and he glanced behind him at the rows of paintings, and was reminded of the image she had shown him.

      He swept a shaping of spirit behind him, using what she had done, and in doing so, felt a connection to those paintings. It was a strange and powerful connection, and in that, he had a sense of understanding.

      He could use that energy. He could use the power. He pushed it out, letting it flow away from himself.

      It came from elementals, but it came from someplace within himself.

      He drew that, adding the power of the runes, adding it to what he was drawing from himself, and from someplace deep below him, from the Convergence.

      He added that to the barrier Master Minden was holding.

      It was still almost not enough.

      There was pressure slamming up against them, a battering force slamming over and over again against them.

      “What is it?” he asked, managing to get the words out through gritted teeth.

      “This is your mother,” Master Minden said.

      “How is she still so powerful?”

      “She shouldn’t be,” Master Minden said.

      A figure appeared. It was his mother. She strode forward, her dark hair streaming behind her, power swirling around her. It was something physical, tangible. It was enormous and amazing.

      It left Tolan practically trembling under the force of her power. He wanted nothing more than to back away, to escape, but he worried that if he were to do so, he would leave Master Minden alone.

      He had to do anything in his power to help her.

      He could feel energy coming off his mother, the way she was trying to call to him, and there had to be some way he could overpower what she was doing.

      There was nothing.

      Somehow, with the power she held onto, with the energy she had swirling around her, she was able to overpower not only Master Minden, but Tolan too.

      It was an impressive display.

      He held onto it to see if there was some way that he could resist, but the more he focused, the harder it was to do so.

      She smiled at him.

      “Did you really think you are going be able to hold me?”

      “You aren’t going to leave the city,” he said.

      “I’ve already escaped.”

      “You’re at the Academy.”

      “At the Academy that has been weakened,” she said, smiling. “Why else do you think I had the Inquisitors attacking?”

      Tolan frowned. “What do you think you’re going to be able to do?”

      “At this point, I’m going to leave.”

      “You aren’t going to make it out of Terndahl,” he said.

      “You have grown in skill, but you won’t be able to do anything to stop me. I think you are still too caught up in your feelings toward your mommy.”

      Her taunting him like that filled him with even more rage.

      He tried to fight it, to ignore it, but couldn’t. That feeling and emotion flowed up within him, and he tried to fight through that, to ignore what she was saying to him, what she was doing to him, but he couldn’t.

      There was nothing but anger at what she was doing and what she was saying.

      He drew upon the power of the ruins, tapping into the Convergence, and he tried to reach the power of the elementals and the portraits behind him, but could feel his own strength fading.

      He had already used so much energy during the testing.

      Had she attacked earlier, he might have been able to hold out. Which meant she knew what was going on. She had planned this.

      “You’re afraid of me,” he said.

      “I already told you that you will be useful.”

      “You waited until I was weakened.”

      “As I said,” she started, and force began to build against him, slamming into him. It came with an unrelenting cascade of power.

      Master Minden was forced back, her arms beginning to tremble, the milky glaze in her eyes beginning to thicken. Even as she fought, as she called upon power, she was forced back a step.

      Tolan fought back, holding on to Master Minden, trying to hold her up, trying to help her resist what his mother was doing, but the two of them weren’t going to be strong enough.

      He was going to have call for to help.

      Hopefully someone else would realize what was taking place. The Grand Master had to know what was happening, didn’t he?

      “Why aren’t others coming?”

      “Because they are in a testing,” Master Minden said.

      His mother laughed, throwing her head back and cackling. “Do you think I planned this so poorly? You and your woman thought you could gain testing, as if it means something. And yet, it means so little. All that matters is your own potential and the power and how you use it. In your case, you wasted too much exposing yourself to the rigors of the Academy. You, who could be so much more.”

      Tolan focused deep within himself and continued to hold out, afraid of what was coming. The more power she pushed, the more she resisted, and the more certain he was that he wasn’t going to be able to withstand it.

      He had to find some way.

      As he pushed against her, as their shapings continued to build, he couldn’t find anything within himself to stop her. He held onto that energy, holding onto that focus, and he tried to resist, trying to push, but there was nothing within him.

      But there was something.

      Bondars.

      It was the one thing he hadn’t yet used. He grabbed the sword the Grand Master had returned to him.

      It was time to use the sword, to try to figure out if there was anything he was going to be able to draw from the bondar. He had what he was able to shape from all around him, from the runes and from the portraits, but if he combined all of that, even in his weakened state, he might be enough.

      Tolan grabbed the sword and pointed it at his mother.

      He pulled upon power, sending it outward, letting that blast into her.

      She frowned at him, and there was a certain urgency within her.

      As he held onto that power, as he was holding out a shaping, he could feel it flowing around him. He pushed outward, straining against her.

      There came a surge against him. Power flashed against him.

      There were others here.

      “You aren’t doing this alone,” he said.

      “Why should I do it alone?” She glanced at Master Minden. “You aren’t doing it alone.”

      He could feel at least three others, and all powerful.

      Holding onto the sword, he focused his shaping and wondered if there was some way he was going to be able to resist what they were doing, some way he could overpower them, and he swept his shaping outward, blasting with everything that he could.

      It exploded, crashing into his mother.

      She staggered back, and with a burst of lightning, she disappeared.

      There were still three others, and Tolan raced forward, grabbing Master Minden, helping her forward.

      As he did, he could feel the energy against him, and he held onto it, focusing on where they were.

      He reached the end of the hall and saw an opening in the ceiling.

      There was a shaper there.

      His breath caught.

      “Master Daniels?”

      He hadn’t seen Master Daniels since his initial attack, and now Tolan saw him, now he knew what role he played and how he worked with his mother, he couldn’t help but feel even more resentment toward the man.

      Master Daniels grinned at him. “You have grown in power. She knew you would.”

      Tolan held the sword out and Master Daniels laughed.

      A shaping of spirit swept past Tolan and slammed into Master Daniels.

      As it did, the other man collapsed. He twitched, kicking, and then fell still.

      Tolan glanced over his shoulder and realized it was Master Minden holding onto the shaping.

      “What was that?”

      “That is me separating him from his ability to shape.”

      “What?”

      “With the right shaping, I can separate him from his ability. Given the nature of the attack and the way I felt his mind, there was no reason for him to maintain his ability to shape.”

      “I didn’t realize such a thing was possible.”

      “It’s not something widely known.”

      “Do the Inquisitors know about it?”

      She glanced over at him, shaking her head. “No.”

      “Does my mother?”

      “I don’t know.”

      If she did, Tolan could only imagine how she would use it, the way she would draw upon that power, manipulate it so she could continue to cause chaos.

      The sense of shaping began to build again, and Tolan looked up, realizing there was someone else out there.

      He had forgotten there were two more people, and as he looked up at the opening, he focused on them, thinking about what was going to happen, but he didn’t even need to worry. Master Minden built another spirit shaping she sent past him, sweeping up. There were two thuds as the shapers collapsed.

      “Grab them,” she said.

      She held off, and he could tell the effort of the shaping, the effort of everything she had been doing and using, had overwhelmed her. Despite that, she was still powerful.

      Tolan had to wonder if there was anything he might be able to learn from the spirit shaping she had used. He probed into Master Daniels, testing. A barrier of spirit covered the other man’s mind, solid, thick, and separating him from power. He was unconscious, Master Minden’s shaping keeping him from getting up and running.

      Tolan sent him forward, scooting him along the ground on a shaping of earth.

      He grabbed the other two and brought them down on a shaping of wind and earth, then carried all of them into a small room, leaving them on the floor.

      They didn’t deserve a bed.

      His mother might be gone, but they were here.

      Master Minden leaned against the wall, her eyes closed, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Master Minden?”

      “I will be fine,” she whispered.

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Yes. You can find your mother.”

      “How?”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t know. But I fear where she’s gone.”

      Tolan breathed out. He could feel the energy in the air, and he wondered if there was any way to trace where his mother had gone.

      As he thought about it, he climbed out, heading to the rooftop. From there, he could look out upon Amitan, but that wasn’t what he wanted to do. Even though the city spread in front of him, a sense of power was bursting from shapings all over, and an incredibly powerful one not far from him suggesting a testing—and he had to wonder who was testing, whether it was Ferrah, as his mother had suggested. He ignored all of that. He focused instead on that sense of energy, on that power he could detect, and he sent that sweeping away from him.

      If there was anything he could find, if there was any way to use that power, to identify whether she had gone someplace else in Terndahl or someplace beyond there, he would need to find it.

      He could feel the direction.

      It headed north.

      Toward Ephra.

      But it wasn’t just Ephra.

      Toward the waste.
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      Tolan looked across the bars. It had surprised him there was a prison within the city, though he realized it probably shouldn’t have. There had to be some way of restraining those who would act on behalf of the Draasin Lord. He was surprised, however, that there was a prison within the Academy.

      “Why?” he asked, staring at Master Daniels.

      Master Daniels watched him, a sense of shaping energy coming off him, though it was incompletely controlled. In this place, surrounded as he was by the bars, by the runes marked on the walls and on the metal, and by the gentle flow of water along with the fire crackling nearby, Master Daniels was confined.

      Tolan didn’t know how long he would remain that way.

      He’d already, more than once, proven himself capable of causing great danger to the Academy.

      “Why. There are so many reasons why, but I suppose the most important one is that it was necessary.”

      “It wasn’t necessary,” Tolan said.

      “You are inexperienced.”

      “You’d be surprised at my experience.”

      Master Daniels watched him, a hint of a grin lingering on his face. “Perhaps I would be. Perhaps you have seen more than I would’ve expected. You certainly have impressed her.”

      “How long have you been serving my mother?”

      “Do you think she’s the one I serve?”

      “She must be. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have come here.”

      “Do you think she’s the one in charge?”

      Tolan stared, but he knew better. His mother was not the only one in charge; there would have to be others. Or perhaps not. Perhaps there was only one other—chaos. If that were the situation, he would have to try to understand just who was responsible and what it was going to take to stop them.

      “You serve chaos.”

      “You say that as if you dismiss the idea.” Master Daniels took a step toward him, and it took all that Tolan had in order to avoid taking a step back, away from him. He didn’t want Master Daniels to know how much he still intimidated him. It stemmed from his time working under him. That feeling had been made worse when Master Daniels had attacked Amitan and Tolan had barely survived. “You who have forged a connection to the elementals that has not been seen in many years would dismiss the idea of serving an elemental of power like that?”

      “Chaos isn’t an elemental.”

      “It is an elemental no different than that of fire. Earth. Wind. Water.” With each element he mentioned, he pointed to the runes responsible for restricting his ability to shape.

      “Where did she go?”

      Master Daniels laughed bitterly. “I think you already know where she went. I think you fear where she’s gone.”

      “I fear the darkness within her.”

      “As you should.”

      “If she frees chaos, everyone is going to suffer.”

      “No. If she frees chaos, balance will be restored.”

      “That’s what you think you’re after?”

      “That’s what I know I’m after. I understand the nature of what is needed. I understand the nature of this balance, and I understand just what we must do in order to achieve it. You have not learned enough.”

      “I’m a master shaper now.”

      Daniels cocked his head, studying Tolan. “Interesting. I think she never expected that of you.”

      Tolan wanted to say it didn’t hurt to hear his mother would not have expected something from him, especially knowing what he did of his mother, the way she was willing to attack, the way she had used him. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling, that unsettled sensation, that troubled feeling within him that came with the idea his mother had dismissed his potential.

      Master Daniels watched him, sneering at him.

      “You’re going to stay here, confined, and when the Inquisitors come, you will know real questioning.”

      “I don’t fear the Inquisitors,” Master Daniels said.

      “Perhaps you should. We have tested them. They no longer serve my mother.”

      He really should start using her name, and he really needed to stop calling her his mother, no longer acknowledging that role. She was something else.

      Tolan had a hard time feeling that way, though.

      Despite what he knew she’d done, the memories of her from his youth were still there. He knew those memories might be false, shaped memories, spirit placed upon him to have him serve her, but still, he couldn’t shake that feeling.

      Daniels took a step back. “You might believe you have removed the threat of the Inquisitors, but I can assure you that you—”

      “You can assure of nothing,” a voice said.

      Tolan turned. Irina approached. She was dressed in a heavy traveling cloak, and lines were deep along the corners of her eyes, irritation shining in them.

      “You’ve returned,” he said.

      She cocked a brow at him. “I didn’t realize I needed to answer to you.”

      “I just thought…”

      He should have known better. Even though they were related, even though there was a connection between them, it still wasn’t what he would have wanted.

      Irina might be connected to him, might be his grandmother, but there was no relationship between the two of them.

      “I myself have tested the other Inquisitors,” she said, turning to Master Daniels.

      “And who has tested you?”

      “The Grand Master.”

      As she said it, Master Daniels watched, his lips pressed together in a tight frown. “Is that supposed to impress me?”

      “I have no interest in impressing you. The only thing I am interested in is sharing with you that you will be remain here until we have the answers we seek.”

      “I don’t have the answers you want. I was never that person. She kept that from us.”

      “She?”

      “My mother,” Tolan said.

      Irina glanced toward him before turning her attention back to Master Daniels. “Then she has made a grave mistake. She might have thought she could keep knowledge from us, but I suspect her touch remains upon you.”

      Spirit began to build, and Tolan could feel the way the energy was growing off Irina, sweeping away from her toward Master Daniels. As she held onto that sense of spirit, sweeping it toward Master Daniels, Tolan tried to focus on the nature of the shaping, the energy she was using, and he recognized what she was doing to him. She was probing for information.

      He didn’t know if it would be effective. He had no idea about the nature of some of the spirit shapings and in that, was thankful he hadn’t been required to use that much spirit during his testing. If he had, he doubted he would have succeeded. More likely than not, he would’ve failed that aspect of his testing. With spirit, Tolan had strength, and he had a certain brute force, but he didn’t have the necessary finesse he needed.

      As that shaping layered over Master Daniels, he kept waiting, watching for information, for anything she might be able to uncover, but even as he focused on it, he wasn’t able to come up with an answer as to what she was finding.

      Perhaps there was nothing.

      Master Daniels stared at her defiantly.

      “He knows nothing,” Irina said, stepping back.

      Master Daniels grinned. “Did you think I would lie to you? I know better than to challenge you, Irina.”

      “You know very little. If you knew better than to challenge me, you never would have sided with her.”

      “There was a time when you sided with her,” he said.

      Irina glared at him, watching him. “She was my daughter.”

      “Was, or is?”

      “The woman she is now is not my daughter.”

      Irina turned away, sweeping out of the cell, leaving Tolan staring at Master Daniels, a question burning in his mind.

      Was there anything he could uncover from this man? He doubted it. When it came to Master Daniels, Tolan’s shaping of spirit ability was not nearly as skilled as hers, and he doubted he’d be able to do anything she could not.

      Still, he watched Master Daniels, looking to see if there was anything he might be able to uncover.

      “Go and chase after your master,” Master Daniels said, laughing darkly.

      Tolan stared at him for a moment, debating what he wanted to do, but there really wasn’t anything to say to the other man. He had no interest in arguing with Master Daniels, and really, all he wanted was to question him, to find out if there was anything he might be willing to explain about what he’d done and what Tolan’s mother might intend.

      As far as he could tell, there wasn’t anything he was going to be able to determine.

      “I’m going to stop her,” Tolan said.

      “I’m afraid you won’t be able to do anything to stop her.”

      “This chaos, this dark elemental she’s been working with, I will make sure it doesn’t continue to cause problems. I will ensure it’s stopped.”

      Master Daniels cocked his head to the side, smiling darkly. “What makes you think you are more powerful than something that has existed for millennia?”

      “It’s not about being more powerful than it. It’s about understanding.”

      “And what makes you think your understanding of the elements and the elementals is greater than that of those who preceded us?”

      He smiled again, and Tolan backed away.

      Perhaps the other man was right. Perhaps all of this was a mistake and there wasn’t anything he was going to be able to do. He had no idea whether he could stop this darkness, this chaos his mother had intended to unleash, but he believed there was something he could do, some way he could react.

      It was a matter of finding it.

      “I understand the elements greater than most who are around now.”

      “Perhaps you do. That doesn’t change anything. Just because you understand the elements doesn’t mean you will be able to do anything to eliminate what happened. Just because you have this knowledge doesn’t mean you will somehow be powerful enough to be able to prevent the elementals from finally being ruled by this power.”

      “I think it does.”

      “You can go on thinking whatever you want. I’m telling you what I know. And what I know is what I’ve experienced in the time I’ve served.”

      “Served my mother, or served the darkness?”

      “You act as if they are so different.”

      “My mother was separated from it.”

      “And yet she still serves. Do you really think you are strong enough to separate her—or any who choose to serve—from chaos?”

      And perhaps it was the choosing to serve that was the most important aspect of it. Despite everything else, his mother had made her choice. She had elected to serve chaos, and because of that, there wasn’t anything Tolan was able to do to stop her, and certainly no way for him to separate her from her connection to it. He had thought he had and thought that by placing her in the Convergence, he’d been able to unsettle her, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

      Now it no longer mattered. All that mattered was that he had to understand what, exactly, this chaos was.

      Stepping away from Master Daniels, Tolan returned to the small antechamber outside the prison cells. He was surprised Irina remained.

      She studied him, a deep frown on her face. “You were tested.”

      “How do you know?”

      “There is something of spirit that changes within a person when they are tested. It’s how those of us who are Inquisitors recognize the master shapers.”

      “I was tested.”

      “I presume you passed. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been with the prisoner.”

      Tolan nodded.

      “Interesting. I must admit I wasn’t expecting you would present yourself for testing so soon.”

      “I did it because I had no choice.”

      “We all have choices, Tolan.”

      “Tolan now, not Shaper Ethar?”

      “Now that you are a master shaper, you get to decide what you want to go by. Would you go by Master Ethar, or would you go by Tolan?”

      “I suppose I would just go by my name.”

      “Perhaps you should.”

      “He serves willingly,” Tolan said, glancing toward the door separating him from the cells.

      “Unfortunately, I think most of those who serve at this point do so willingly.”

      “I thought…” He shook his head. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter what I thought. It doesn’t matter that I thought he was touched by the shadows and that was the only reason he had been twisted to serve chaos.”

      “Some people are drawn to the darkness,” Irina said.

      “I wish my mother wouldn’t have been.”

      “She was always drawn to understanding power. It was what made her skilled when she was here, and what made her such a talented Inquisitor. It was why I should have been prepared for what she did.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t understand why she betrayed us, either. All I know is that she did. She became something she had not been before, someone who wanted only power. And because of that, she lost her way.”

      “I wish there was something more we could have done for her.”

      “I wish the same. I lost my daughter all those years ago, and to be honest, I never expected to see her again. When she returned, when I realized she still lived, I…” Irina closed her eyes. “I never knew about you. I never knew about your father. She had disappeared, and she must have come back, but she did so in a way that hid what her true motives were.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Not as sorry as I am.”

      He watched Irina for a moment. “Did you find anything of the Convergence?”

      “Not as much as I was hoping to. I recognized there were Convergences scattered throughout the countryside, but I haven’t been able to find anything within them that is beneficial to me.”

      “What have you found?”

      “We did not expect to find quite so many places of Convergence as we have discovered. We thought that what was in Amitan was the only one, but there are others. Several others.”

      “Par?” Irina nodded. “Ephra?” She nodded again. “Let me guess: Most of them are on the outskirts of Terndahl.”

      “Most of them.”

      “Are there any that aren’t?”

      She watched him for a moment. “Not that we have discovered.”

      “Why do I get the sense that troubles you?”

      “It should trouble you, too. We thought we understood the nature of power here, and we thought we understood just what we would find, but the more we searched, we began to recognize things aren’t at all what we had once believed.”

      He breathed out a heavy sigh. “I didn’t expect them to be what we believed,” he said. “I expected we would find these Convergences were scattered.”

      “Is there anything else you expected?”

      “I expect one of the places of Convergences is where my mother has headed.”

      “We have no evidence there is a Convergence within the waste.”

      “No evidence other than the fact she had last been seen heading across there. No evidence other than that we know she had access to considerable power and a way of using chaos. No evidence other than that which we have continued to see, time and again.”

      Irina let out a heavy sigh. “I wish it were different.”

      “As do I, but unfortunately, we need to better understand.”

      She watched him for a long moment. “You are now a master shaper, so I’m not able to tell you what you should and could do, but I can offer advice as someone who has served for longer than you.”

      “I’d be open to advice.”

      “Leave her.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t chase after her. If she returned to the waste, there’s nothing we’d be able to do. You would only be risking yourself. There’s no point in going after her, especially if she has as much power as what we have seen.”

      “She will continue to consolidate that power.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      Tolan nodded toward the door behind him. “Master Daniels is evidence to the contrary. If she begins to attack, and if she coordinates another attack, thinking to twist another place of Convergence, then what?” Now his mother knew about the other places of Convergence, he was worried she would do what he was describing. And why wouldn’t she? She had not known they existed before. She likely had suspected, but hadn’t been able to find them.

      “Knowing about them and being able to reach them are different things, Tolan. She may have known they existed, but there wouldn’t be anything she would even be able to do. She’d have to fight her way through—”

      “Something she has proven capable of doing.” He shook his head. “I know you don’t want to think we’re unable to protect Terndahl, but she was very nearly able to overthrow considerable power within Terndahl all by herself. If she were to attempt to do so again, I don’t have the same faith as you do that we would be able to defeat her.”

      Irina sighed. “Perhaps you’re right.”

      “That’s it?”

      “You are a master shaper now. I’m not going to counter you when you speak sense. And in all the time you’ve been at the Academy, you have spoken sensibly frequently. We owe you that debt of gratitude, and we owe you the chance to prove yourself.”

      “This is not about proving myself.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you think I can stop her?”

      “I worry it’s not about stopping her.”

      “What would it be, then?”

      “I’m more concerned it’s about stopping whatever other power is out there. Though you have proven yourself, I worry even you won’t be able to stop what might come.”

      Tolan held her gaze for a long moment, debating whether there was anything he could or should say, but when it came to what she suggested, he realized she was right. He didn’t know, but that didn’t change what he thought needed to happen. It didn’t change the fact he believed he needed to see what his mother might be up to, to see if there was anything he’d be able to do to keep her from attacking. He needed to see if there was anything he could do to stop this tainted connection to the Convergence.

      More than that, there was something beyond just the issue of what his mother might do. It was the issue he had of the waste.

      He wasn’t sure whether he should even admit that to Irina, or whether anyone he might admit it to would even understand, but he felt there was something wrong with the waste. And now he better understood what role and connection his mother had, Tolan couldn’t help but feel as if perhaps he might have some way of stopping what had been done.

      If he succeeded, then perhaps he might be able to undo the waste.

      That was only if he succeeded.

      He would have to uncover the key to what had been done, and Tolan wasn’t even sure he would be able to do that.

      “Others could go,” he said.

      “I imagine the Grand Master has told you the same as I will, but there aren’t too many others who would be willing to make that journey. Your unique connection to the elements may grant you the ability to shape while you’re out there.”

      “He told you that.”

      She arched a brow at him. “I am well aware of the unique ability to shape that the librarians possess. And having known Master Minden, I’m aware of her intentions for you. Not that it’s surprising. She chose well.”

      “I don’t know that I can serve in the library.”

      “Perhaps not now, but maybe in time you’ll change your mind. In time, it’s possible you will decide you want something of a more reserved life.” She smiled at him. “If there were others who had your same potential with shaping, they could go with you, but we don’t have them to spare. The librarians are generally secure in their role, and though they may recognize the greater threat in the world, my experience with the librarians has been such that they aren’t terribly invested in stepping outside of their comfort zone.”

      “I have to do more than just go after her.”

      Irina watched him for a long moment. Tolan wasn’t able to read anything on her face, and he tried to use a hint of spirit, if only to be able to determine if there was something more he could detect from her, but she remained difficult to understand.

      Spirit built from her, and it washed toward him for a moment.

      Finally, Irina took a deep breath, letting it out in a slow and steady sigh. “There always is.” She reached toward him and took his hand, shaking it. For a moment, Tolan thought she might lean toward him, that she might offer a hug or some other sign of affection, something he would’ve expected from a grandmother, but then she stepped back, crossing her arms over her chest, watching him.

      Why had he thought she would do anything more than she already had? It would have been unusual for her to have done so.

      “I pray the Great Mother stays with you. I pray you have a strong connection to the elements. And I pray you succeed in your quest, Master Ethar.”

      “I’m afraid.”

      He tried to be confident, and tried to tell himself he shouldn’t be, but there was something about Irina that compelled him to tell her the truth. Was she using an additional shaping spirit?

      “As you should be. It’s not a sign of weakness to feel fear. Weakness would be feeling fear and running away. In your case, you show strength. You recognize the fear. You acknowledge it, and yet…” She cocked her head to the side, studying him. “I can tell that you still intend to do what you plan despite that fear.”

      “I think I must.”

      “And in that, we agree.”

      She released his hand, letting go of the spirit shaping, and turned toward the door behind him. Tolan followed, saying nothing, heading up the stairs after her. Once they reached the main part of the Academy, she nodded to him.

      “Make your preparations.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then I hope we see each other again.”

      She started off down the hall, and when she turned a corner, heading toward the spirit tower, Tolan wondered whether he would see her again. Leaving the Academy now, taking this trip, making this journey and risking who he was, left him questioning whether he would ever be able to return.

      And if he didn’t, hopefully he would succeed in stopping his mother before she returned. If nothing else, he had to be successful in that much at least.

      Taking a deep breath, Tolan turned toward the stairs behind him, toward the hidden section within the library, the wall of portraits and everything it implied and started up. With each step, he pushed back that feeling of uncertainty, pushing back the hint of fear, and steeling himself for what must be done.
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      Tolan remained on the rooftop, flanked by the Grand Master and Master Minden. They both looked weary and Tolan wasn’t surprised, especially as Master Minden had been through the battle with him and the Grand Master had gone through two testings.

      Ferrah remained near the open door holding her hands together, and Tolan tried to catch her eye, but she shook her head every time he did.

      “Are you certain about this?” the Grand Master asked.

      Tolan pointed, focusing on the sense of the energy he could still detect. “There’s something out there. I can track the source of it.”

      “She shouldn’t have managed to escape,” the Grand Master said.

      “She did have help,” Master Minden said.

      “Help. And it was help that knew exactly when to proceed. How is it they knew exactly when we were most vulnerable?” The Grand Master glanced from Master Minden to Tolan.

      Tolan shook his head. He wondered about that as well.

      Could it be that his mother had pushed him in some way, encouraging him? Could she be the reason he had gone to the Grand Master for testing?

      She had been shaping when he’d visited her, and given her ability, and how subtle she could work, he couldn’t help but feel as if she had some way of influencing him. And if that were the case, her subtle powers were something to fear.

      “I went to visit her,” Tolan said.

      “You have enough control over spirit that you should be protected from her touch,” the Grand Master said.

      “But even if she’s still influenced by chaos?” he asked. He glanced from the Grand Master to Master Minden, but neither of them looked at him, almost as if they didn’t have the answers.

      Tolan suspected they didn’t. How could they?

      “Irina has discovered nothing from our captives,” the Grand Master said. “She will continue to press, but she’s not convinced she’ll uncover anything else of use.”

      “We don’t need to question to know where she’s gone,” Tolan said. “Or why.”

      “I’m afraid you may be right,” Master Minden said.

      “You think she’s gone after the Convergences again? Like what you believe is in Ephra?”

      “That could be where she’s gone,” Master Minden said.

      “I don’t think so,” Tolan said.

      They all turned toward him. He didn’t have the feeling his mother had gone to Ephra. If it was all about Ephra, she would have done that before.

      No, without her connection to chaos, at least not as much connection as she had before, he suspected she would go back into the waste where she’d first discovered that power and try to reach it.

      That was where they had to go.

      And if they did, then he would have to find some way of overpowering her again. Without having access to a Convergence, Tolan wasn’t sure there would be any way to stop her.

      “She’s going after her source of power. She’s not going to find that in Ephra.”

      “She could use the other places of Convergence to turn,” Master Minden said.

      “I don’t think that’s what she’s going to do.” The more he thought about it, the more certain Tolan was that he was right.

      “We aren’t prepared to cross the waste,” the Grand Master said. “We don’t even know if it’s possible to do.”

      “I’ll go after her,” Tolan said.

      “You aren’t prepared for that, either,” the Grand Master said.

      “I’m more prepared than most.”

      “Not to face her,” he said.

      “I can bring my bondar, and…” He tried to think of anything else he might bring with him, but what was there? Out in the waste, where everything was separated from the elements, he thought he would have an advantage. “She won’t be able to shape out there as well as I can.”

      The Grand Master cocked an eyebrow at Tolan. “You can shape out in the waste?”

      “I think I can.”

      “Thinking is not going to be enough,” he said.

      “I need to do this. It’s my mother, and with everything she’s done, I…” He frowned, shaking his head. “No. I’m going to do this.” He was a master shaper now, and didn’t have to ask permission to take assignments. He was able to choose what he was going to do and how he was going to serve, and this was what he was going to do.

      He glanced over at Ferrah, and saw her nodding.

      She was going to go with him.

      Master Minden glanced from Tolan to the Grand Master, watching the two of them. “Why else do you think we would want him as part of the library?”

      The Grand Master frowned, turning his attention from Tolan to the master librarian. “You can shape in the library?”

      She waved her hand. “There is a different connection to those who serve the library.”

      “I’m aware of that, Minden, but I would have expected you to share that with me before now.”

      “You knew of our interest in him.”

      “Interest isn’t the same as…” The Grand Master shook his head in frustration, turning toward Tolan. “What you intend to do is dangerous. I can’t offer you any assistance. Any of the shapers who might be able to go with you won’t have the ability to shape in the same places you might.” He emphasized the word might, and glanced from Tolan to the master librarian. “So, if you do this, you’re going to have to do it alone.”

      “Not alone,” Ferrah said.

      “Are you able to shape in the library as well?” the Grand Master asked.

      “No, but I’m not going let Tolan go by himself.”

      “I suppose as both of you are master shapers…”

      It was the first Tolan had heard that Ferrah had passed, but he had suspected. Why else would the Grand Master have allowed her to come out to the top of the Academy?

      The Grand Master glanced out over the city. “I’m going to continue to focus on what we need to do, offer as much protection to Amitan as we can. I will meet with Irina, to encourage her to keep looking for places of Convergence. They must be protected if she decides to attack there again.”

      With that, he pulled on a shaping and disappeared with a rumble of thunder. There wasn’t the same surge of lightning as when Tolan shaped, but he disappeared in the same way.

      It left Tolan alone with Ferrah and Master Minden.

      “If you do this, you will find things will be more difficult than you realize,” Master Minden said.

      “I know,” he said.

      “Crossing the waste is incredibly difficult, even for those who have some ability to shape. You will find things are not quite what you expect.”

      “What do you think I will encounter?”

      “I don’t entirely know. I haven’t made the journey. My service to the Academy has kept me here.”

      There was something more he suspected she wasn’t telling them, and the more he learned about Master Minden, the more he realized she was much more than he had believed from the beginning, but still she wore an expression of worry.

      “What is it you’re concerned about?”

      “I don’t know what’s out in the waste, and if your mother can tolerate it, and if she’s able to shape out there…”

      If she were able to shape out there, he would be at a disadvantage. He believed chasing her to the waste would provide him with an opportunity, but what if they were wrong?

      “We need to do this,” he said.

      “I don’t disagree that you do. Take supplies of what you might need. Water. Food. And bring whatever bondars you can carry.”

      “That’s all you think we should bring?”

      “When you go to the waste, there’s not much more you need.”

      Tolan and Ferrah glanced at each other, and they hurriedly began to make preparations. It didn’t take long for them to gather everything they wanted, a combination of food and water, enough for several weeks across the waste, not knowing what they might encounter and not knowing how long they would be out there. And so, it was late in the day when they found themselves upon the Shapers Path.

      By that point, Tolan had begun to recover, his strength returning, and though he was tired from everything he’d encountered, he was not nearly as weakened as he had been. If he were attacked, he believed he’d have the necessary shaping strength.

      Ferrah and he were quiet as they made their way along the Shapers Path, heading out and away from the city.

      “What did you experience during your testing?” she asked.

      “They told me to survive,” he said.

      “Survive?” She turned to watch him, her brow furrowed. “I was just told to demonstrate various shapings.”

      “You were?”

      She nodded.

      Why would he have been treated differently?

      “They all attacked me. Even the Grand Master. It took everything I was able to do in order to stop them. And I had to use the power of the runes in order to call upon enough power to suppress the Grand Master.” Even now, the sense of the runes was distant, but it was there, and he thought he would be able to draw on them if he needed to. Once they reached the waste, he doubted he would have access to those runes. It meant he would have to find some other way to draw upon enough energy.

      They fell into silence, and as they did, he reached over, taking her hand.

      “Jonas came to me before my testing,” he said.

      “He came to me before mine,” she said.

      “I wanted to tell him what we’re doing, how he could test for master shaper.”

      “I’m not sure he’s ready,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan took a deep breath and nodded. As hard as it was to admit, it was likely Jonas wasn’t quite ready for testing. After what he had experienced during his testing, he wasn’t sure what it would take to get his friend ready.

      “I’m worried about what we might face,” he said.

      “I am too.”

      “You don’t have to come with me.” Turning toward her, he tried to hide the surge of discomfort he felt. “You don’t have any way of shaping like I do. When we go out there—”

      “I’m not going to let you do this by yourself.”

      He sighed. “I don’t want to do it by myself. It’s my mother. I just don’t know whether I’m going to be able to handle her.”

      She squeezed his hands and he took a deep breath, which he held before letting it out.

      “We should get going before I change my mind.”

      “Will you?”

      “I don’t think I can. I need to be the one to stop her.”

      In the distance, the city of Ephra began to come into view. It was the first time he had approached as a master shaper. There was no expectation he would return to the Academy, no expectation he had any responsibilities other than what he chose for himself. And approaching the city in this way left him with a mixture of emotions.

      Even if he didn’t choose to just go after his mother, if he didn’t choose to chase her out into the waste, he would have had countless opportunities for employment. Master shapers were in high demand, and now he’d passed the testing, Tolan would never have to worry about what he would do with his time or how he would spend his days. He would be able to serve Terndahl in whatever way he thought was necessary.

      There had been a time when he had wondered about what his life might be like. When he’d feared what would happen to him, whether he would be a woodsmith like Master Daniels or forced to enter the mines to find work. All of that uncertainty, that fear, had filled him after losing his parents and then gotten worse when Daniels had been sent back to Amitan. And now he’d been promoted to master shaper, he didn’t have to worry about anything like that.

      It was a strange sensation.

      Ferrah squeezed his hand, almost as if she knew what he was thinking, and they skirted around the outside of the city. Once they reached the end of the Shapers Path, they shaped themselves down from it.

      Tolan had been tempted to use a warrior shaping but using it and taking Ferrah with him would take energy, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to use any more than necessary at this point. For now, he was content to walk.

      His mother had gotten a head start on him, and though she might have already delved into the waste, Tolan wanted to be ready for whatever they might face, so he approached carefully. In doing so, he felt something building.

      He turned his attention to the north, feeling that sense of power, and he frowned.

      “What is it?”

      “I can feel something,” he said.

      “Is it her?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t think this is her. It’s something else.”

      It was familiar, and it took him a little while of pursuing it to realize what it was: elemental power.

      It was out there, and alone.

      Tolan headed toward it, focusing on that sense of the elemental, and Ferrah followed him. In doing so, they continued toward the waste but veered off a little bit to the west beyond the route he normally would take.

      And as they traveled, he could feel that energy building, the sense of the elemental, and he couldn’t help but wonder if there was some reason he would encounter an elemental wandering free like this.

      For a moment, he had hoped it was the Draasin Lord. If he had access to the Draasin Lord, that kind of power, he wouldn’t have to worry about anything his mother might do to him. They would be able to reach her and this tainted Convergence. When they did, he believed he would have strength. The Draasin Lord—and the draasin—was incredibly powerful.

      As he approached, he waited for the elemental to reveal itself, but it stayed hidden. Tolan could feel it nearby.

      “You can come out,” he said. He sent a hint of spirit shaping with it, not sure whether or not the elemental would respond, though they had always responded to spirit shaping before. As he did, he continued to expect there would be something from the elemental, some response, but there was not.

      And he hesitated.

      Maybe he was making a mistake.

      Elementals out here, this close to the waste, could be dangerous. He didn’t fear the elementals the same way most within Terndahl did, but he understood the power of the elemental was such that it might be angry and wild.

      He had no idea what the elemental might have experienced, and if it was any of the elementals that had escaped the bond and was trying to stay free, it was possible it would not react well to a shaper approaching.

      Even though he was using spirit, Tolan was worried that he was pushing too much energy and drawing the wrong sort of attention to the elemental. He focused on the sense of the elemental and held onto that shaping, pushing outward with spirit, trying to connect to it.

      Ferrah stayed behind him, crouching, almost as if aware of it.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

      He pushed out with a sense of spirit again, and he waited, hoping there would be something from the elemental he might be able to uncover. The elemental remained hidden from him.

      Or, not hidden from him. It was hidden from Ferrah.

      The sense of the elemental was there, prominent within his mind. It was familiar to him, a strange combination of earth and fire. Hyza.

      He glanced over at Ferrah, and found shaping building from her, sweeping outward. “You don’t need to do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “You’re shaping,” he said.

      “There’s something here.”

      “I know there is. It’s hyza.”

      “There’s an elemental here?”

      “There is, but he’s going to disappear if you keep shaping like that.”

      “If there’s an elemental here, we—”

      “We don’t need to do anything,” Tolan said.

      “Tolan. We are master shapers now. That gives us a different responsibility than we had before.”

      “Yes. Our responsibility is to determine what we need to do on our own, and not always do what the Academy tells us.”

      She frowned, but her power began to retreat until there was little more than a hint of it from her. At least she wasn’t going to continue to push. He knew she wasn’t going to try to overpower the elemental, not with him here, but what would she have done if he had not been?

      Tolan held onto his connection to hyza, and he continued using spirit as a probe, but there was no response. It was almost as if the elemental had wanted him to know he was here, but then had retreated. Could it be afraid of Ferrah?

      That troubled Tolan. He didn’t want the elemental to be afraid of Ferrah. He didn’t want the elementals to fear anything. He wanted them free, the same way the elementals on the other side of the mountains were free.

      He focused on the memory of those elementals and used spirit to push that through to the elemental. There was a hint of resistance, but the more Tolan focused, the more certain he was that he was able to wear down that resistance.

      He wanted the elemental to find safety.

      There came a surge of response, and then the elemental began to retreat.

      “Is that it?” Ferrah asked.

      “The elemental departed, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

      “I’m not sure what to be concerned about.” She sighed. “I’m still getting used to the idea they are free.”

      “There are more free elementals than you know.”

      “I’m also aware of that.”

      “When this is done—”

      She looked at him, taking his hand, and her shaping washed over him. It was warm, and connected the two of them. “When this is done, you can do whatever you think we need to do. I’ll stay with you.”

      “Even for that?”

      She turned away. “I don’t know. I can help with this. I know we need to do this. For that…”

      She didn’t have to say it. He understood. For what he thought would be needed, the separation of the elementals, she might not be able to stay with him.

      For now, it didn’t matter.

      Holding her hand, they started toward the waste.
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      Darkness spread over the edge of the waste, making it difficult for Tolan to make out anything too far from the border between Terndahl and the waste. He’d come here many times before, and each time he came, he still had the same sense he’d had the very first time he’d been here. He recognized the enormity of it, the power within the waste, and just how much was missing.

      His understanding of the waste was different now than it had been when he had first come, though when he had come before, he had no ability with shaping and had never truly understood the absence of power within it.

      “I can’t believe we still intend to cross it,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan glanced over at her, and he forced a smile. Her red hair was pulled back behind her head, keeping it out of her face. “You don’t have to come with me.”

      “I wasn’t about to let you go off on your own. Not for this.”

      “You’re not going to let me?” He offered a hint of a smile, no longer forced. “Now we’re master shapers—”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Tolan turned his attention back to the waste. He did know what she meant. He strained, sending his awareness out beyond him, focusing beyond the waste, thinking if there was something out there, he might better understand the role he had to play, but as he focused on it, there was nothing informative within it.

      It was quiet, though it had been quiet to people for years. The waste was a vast emptiness devoid of any shaped power, and yet he understood there were still aspects of the elements within it. Regardless of what happened here, the way the power had been drained free from it, he understood there had to be some shaping energy present.

      It was there in the simplicity of the place. Stepping out across the border still allowed him to feel the stone beneath his boots. In the daylight, he could feel the sun burning down, hot and painful. Occasionally, a hot wind would whisper across the stone. And even while out there, Tolan was aware of the beating of his heart within his chest, the steady pulsing of blood through him.

      All that was tied to the elements.

      Regardless of what he had been taught and the way he believed, there was still power within the waste. It was just that it was different than what he had long known.

      He might not be able to reach the element bonds, but he still didn’t know if he would be able to shape the elements while out there. He thought he would. It was what he had told the Grand Master. And Master Minden thought it might be possible.

      Tolan took a deep breath and stepped across the border.

      When he did, there was a sudden change within him. He recognized the difference, the way his shaping energy suddenly was peeled away from him, a sense of power and knowing that came free.

      It seemed to Tolan that all he needed to do was to hold onto that awareness and perhaps he would be able to connect to the element bonds, but there was something that seemed to tear away from him. He took a deep breath, thinking about the deep part of himself, thinking about his connection to the other elements, and wondered if perhaps he might be able to use that power to connect to it. If he could, then perhaps he wouldn’t have to fear.

      There came a faint stirring, but it wasn’t enough to utilize.

      Though that sense was within him, there was nothing more about it that he was going to be able to use. Despite knowing he was connected to the elements in a different way than most shapers, he still wasn’t sure whether he would be able to use that faint power.

      Ferrah joined him, stepping across the boundary, and Tolan glanced over at her. “I hated it when we were here the first time,” she said.

      “I didn’t really mind it the first time. It’s different for me now.”

      “I still can’t believe how you were able to head across as far as you did.”

      Tolan glanced back at the border. It was a distinct demarcation. The rock and desolate nature of the waste ended abruptly, transitioning over to a rolling grassland at the border of Terndahl. Trees grew in the distance, and not far from where they now stood was the city of Ephra, a place he had been able to feel upon him with spirit until he stepped into the waste.

      That there could be such an abrupt change was surprising but given what he’d seen about the way the power was used, the runes that had gone into creating that, he had to believe it was all tied together. If only he could understand. And if it was tied to whatever had happened to the Convergence, he had to play a role.

      “That time, I—”

      “I know you didn’t have any connection to the elements, but you would still have to have known something was weird here.”

      “I was aware there was something off, but when you don’t have any ability to shape, it isn’t nearly as bad as you would think.”

      And perhaps that was the key. Without any ability to shape, there was no need to fear what was on this side of the barrier. He had become reliant upon his shaping ability, on the connection that he could form to the elementals and to the element bonds. Despite what Master Minden claimed, and that she believed he had some other way of drawing upon shaped power, he wasn’t certain that was the case.

      “How are we going to find her?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I thought I’d be able to detect something.”

      “You don’t?”

      He breathed out, trying to focus on the sense of the waste. There was nothing. “If there’s anything here, I don’t detect it.”

      He started forward. It was so much easier when he was able to use his shaping ability, to travel along the Shapers Path or to even hold himself in the air, but he was going to have to go by ground. By foot. Perhaps he should have searched for horses. If there was no water, he wouldn’t have been able to keep them alive. It would be hard enough to keep themselves alive, even with their supplies.

      And he had no idea whether there would be a way for them to return quickly. If he was right and they reached a place within the center of the waste, a Convergence that had been twisted and tainted, then he thought they might be able to use that to help them return. Find his mother—and possibly figure out how to defeat whatever was out there.

      The more they learned, the more certain he was that this other being was out there, that whoever was responsible for this tainting of his mother and others existed in a way he would have to stop.

      “We could have camped for the night at the edge of the waste,” Ferrah said.

      “That would have just wasted more time,” he said. “She’s not slowing.”

      “I know. I just thought we might be able to adjust.”

      “I think we should keep moving. I’m afraid I’ll lose my focus.”

      Ferrah took his hand, squeezing it.

      He was appreciative of her coming with him, and had she not, he still wondered whether he would’ve had the strength and the fortitude to be here. Perhaps he would not have. Tolan knew he would’ve kept after his mother. This was something that needed to be done, and he had begun to believe he was the only one willing to do it.

      Tolan wrapped his cloak around himself, pulling it tight. As he went, there was a sense of heat rising around him, that of the waste radiating energy.

      “It doesn’t cool down like it does in Terndahl,” Ferrah said. Her voice was hushed, little more than a whisper. “I keep waiting for the temperature to drop.”

      “There’s no wind, either.”

      “There’s no connection to the elements,” she said.

      “You just mentioned the heat. And we’re walking on the stone. There are aspects of the elements here; it’s just a matter of us being able to find them and knowing how to use them.”

      Those connections were going to be important here in the waste, but he wasn’t sure how they were going to be important or what it was going to mean if he couldn’t reach them. They would have to find some way to have access to those connections, and if he could uncover the key, perhaps he might be able to find a way to use that power.

      Ferrah glanced over her shoulder. “This is the farthest anyone has ever crossed the waste.”

      Tolan followed the direction of her gaze. In the darkness and the distance, the border of the waste was still clear. It seemed almost as if the faint moonlight reflected off the stone, casting everything in a pale, silvery light. The rock reflected it most easily, but by the time it reached the border of the waste and the grasses leading into the main part of Terndahl, everything darkened, as if a shroud had passed over it.

      “It’s not the farthest anyone from the Academy has come. Others have crossed deeper into the waste,” he said.

      “Your mother.”

      Tolan inhaled deeply and nodded. “Her. Those who went after her.” He hesitated. “I don’t know how she was able to go so deep, but that’s how all of this started.”

      And it was because she was involved that he had to do this. And because of her, he knew he was going to have to find the answers, though he had no idea whether those answers were ones he would be able to do anything with. In the time he had spent trying to understand his mother, trying to understand her motivations, he had not been able to uncover anything. There had to be something more, but any attempt to use spirit on her had failed, though given her own strength of spirit, that wasn’t entirely surprising.

      It wasn’t spirit that he thought was the real problem. It was her time within the Convergence that had changed something within her, making her less than she had been.

      “If she’s only able to shape spirit, perhaps it wouldn’t have mattered.”

      “I think she can shape the other elements, though not as strongly as some.”

      They fell into silence, heading across the rock. After a while, the ground changed, leading them downward. From the edge of the waste, it was difficult to know the contours of the land, and coming here now, the way the land seemed to shift surprised Tolan as it brought them down and down. A deep valley formed and then stretched onward.

      By the time they reached the bottom, they both were panting and they paused to take a sip of water.

      He attempted to use earth, attempting the sensing, but there was nothing out there he was able to sense. It was times like these when he was far more aware of what he was missing, the absence of the connection to the elements—and the elementals. At least on the other side of the border, he had those connections, and he had the belief that he could use them in order to better tie into what they needed to do. In this case, without having them, Tolan wasn’t entirely sure what he was going to have to do, only that he and Ferrah would keep trudging forward.

      He waited, hoping eventually there would come a time when his connection to that and his shaping ability might be triggered, as if he might be able to find some way to use that stirring deep within them, but it never did occur.

      “We could stop for the night,” Ferrah said.

      “Do you really want to?”

      “I don’t really want to, but I think we’re going to need to rest overnight.”

      “I think it’s going to be easiest for us to travel at night. In the daytime when the sun is hot, we might find it’s more difficult to navigate.”

      She nodded, and as she did, she glanced from side to side, a hint of an unreadable emotion on her face. The more Tolan watched her, the harder it was to know what that emotion was. Fear, most likely. It was an emotion he understood and seeing it on her face left him troubled.

      “You can go back,” he said.

      “Just because I’m afraid doesn’t mean I’m not going to do this.”

      They continued onward although neither of them had any real idea whether they were heading in the right direction, only that they were moving straight across the waste, trying to go as quickly as possible after where he thought his mother might have gone. It was possible this was not the right direction at all, and yet if they continued straight onward from where they had left Terndahl, they would have to encounter something.

      Every so often, they would pause and take a drink, then they would move on. As the night passed, they plunged deeper and deeper into the waste, far deeper than any from the Academy had gone in years. Tolan was increasingly aware of how far they were, how separated they were from the rest of Terndahl, and from the rest of the Academy.

      As dawn began to break, the hint of color drifting in the sky, Tolan started to search for a place to rest. Their legs were growing heavy and tired, and with each step, he found himself drifting.

      There was a certain monotony to walking across the waste like this, the way they trudged forward, moving steadily along the rock. It was relatively flat now they were down in this valley, and from where he stood, large fingers of rock would occasionally spring up from the ground, massive towers that looked like some ancient city that had long ago been destroyed, but otherwise everything was flat around him. His boots crunched and his breath was heavy, the only sounds either of them made.

      “We should find someplace in the shade to stop,” he said.

      Ferrah pulled her water bottle out, taking a short drink before licking her lips and putting it away. “We have to be careful out here.”

      “As careful as we can be.”

      “Even if there’s nothing else out here, the heat might kill us.”

      And the fact they hadn’t seen anything, and that there was no one else out here, made it so they didn’t have to fear anything other than the heat.

      Yet, there was something terrifying about being here, something about coming out into the waste, the energy he experienced, the feeling of this place, that left him trembling. Even though they didn’t have the Inquisitors to fear, and he didn’t have to worry about Aela, or even his mother—yet—he was still nervous.

      They made for one of the tall fingers of rock. Much like Ferrah, he figured they could find a place to rest in the shade, at least get a few hours of sleep and wait until the sun began to descend, making it so it wouldn’t be nearly as miserable to continue on their journey. As they neared it, he began to slow, and they reached the tower with him stumbling toward it.

      Ferrah grabbed him and he smiled briefly at her, feeling a little bit embarrassed that she was going to have to prop him up. He was the reason they were here, so he should be the one who held her up, but here she was supporting him. Again.

      They said nothing as they reached the stone.

      Tolan rested a hand on it and steadied his breathing, focusing on trying to get a handle on himself. He took a deep breath and grabbed for his water, sipping it briefly.

      Ferrah helped him sit, and she settled onto the ground next to him. “It’s harder than I thought it would be.”

      “I know,” he said.

      “I kept thinking about how long it would take if I turned back.”

      “You did?”

      “I know you probably were not at all concerned about any of this, and that with your strange connection to shaping, you felt like this wasn’t all that difficult, but…”

      “This has been hard for me, too. It is more than just the separation from the element bonds.”

      And though it was more than that, Tolan was not sure why that was. It had more to do with the nature of the rock and the heat and the energy around him. He wasn’t entirely sure why that should feel so off, but the more he was here, the more certain he was that it was tied to that.

      He leaned back against the rock, resting his head. His eyes drifted closed, and as they did, he drifted for little while, too.

      At one point, Ferrah settled on his shoulder, resting alongside him, and every so often he would open his eyes and look up at the sky to see the way the sun had shifted, giving him a sense of the passing time. There wasn’t anything else he was aware of. He would take a drink every now and then, and then he would drift. It wasn’t a sound slumber, and in those driftings, he had strange flashes of dreams. They were dreams of elementals, and while it wasn’t entirely surprising for him to have dreams of elementals, it did surprise him that he would have them here.

      Eventually, he awoke fully, and try as he might, he was unable to drift off any further.

      He slipped out from underneath Ferrah and wandered around the base of the stone. There was a sense of power here, though it was simply related to the heat of this place.

      Tolan traced his hand along the stone, feeling the smooth surface, the heat radiating off it. This place seemed to absorb the heat, as if it was trying to capture it.

      He took a few steps back, getting himself out into the bright sunlight. Shielding his eyes, he stared up along the surface of the rock they were near. There was nothing he was able to ascertain, only that it was massive, stretching high overhead, and it loomed over them, casting deep shadows.

      As he stared at it, he frowned.

      He could feel something about it. There was the pressure of this place. That pressure seemed to stem from the absence of shaping, the absence of any element power, and yet that pressure seemed to be something more as well.

      He held onto it. As he did, he tried to see if there was anything he might be able to determine from shaping. If that were the case, maybe he wouldn’t be so helpless out here. He reached deeper within himself, searching for that stirring energy, the way he had felt the elements come to him before, but as he did, there was nothing.

      The longer Tolan searched, the more he realized there was nothing.

      What was it he detected, then?

      He headed back toward Ferrah and found her nestled up against the stone, curled in, the shadows leaning over her, keeping her comfortable. At least she was resting soundly. The two of them needed it, and as they needed to move on through the next night, they would need to be well rested. He would need to consider getting more sleep himself, but right now he wanted to try to understand what he was feeling.

      Maybe it was just the overwhelming sense of the waste and nothing more.

      Tolan took a deep breath and let it out.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the various senses around him. He used the same techniques he had done within Amitan, thinking that if maybe he could find the signature of the waste, maybe he would be able to understand the nature of the power out here. He started with his breathing. Out here, with the absence of wind, it was one of the few sounds and he held onto that awareness, listening as he took breath after breath, the way it entered and exited his lungs, filling and emptying him.

      He moved on to the feeling of the stone beneath his boots. He had been here long enough that he was familiar with that sense, the way the stone seemed to push back against him, and the steady trembling of the earth with each step they took.

      From there, he welcomed the heat shining down on him, reflected up from the stone. He could feel it on his skin, feel it in the air. It surrounded him. Perhaps he should have started with the heat first, as it was the element he was most familiar with, but he recognized it now.

      And then he moved on to water, thinking of ways the blood flowed through his veins, recognizing the warmth of it, the connection to life, and he held onto that sense.

      All of those senses intermingled, all tied together, and the longer they did, the more Tolan knew he would be able to use them. He held onto that awareness and then reached for the sense of stirring deep within him.

      It would have to be there. He had experienced it long enough and often enough that he knew it would have to be there, but what was it?

      As he focused on it, he could tell that sense was here.

      And then it slipped away from him.

      It was gone.

      Tolan gradually opened his eyes, and when he did, he discovered Ferrah had stirred, coming awake, and sat watching him.

      He smiled at her.

      When he did, there came a deep rumble.

      Tolan jumped.

      It was the first sound other than themselves that they had heard since coming to the waste.

      When the rumble came again, he jerked his head around, searching for its source. Without any connection to the elements, and without any connection to earth sensing, he wasn’t going to able to find where it came from.

      He hurried back toward Ferrah, and when he reached her, the rumbling came again.

      “Tolan?”

      He raised his hand to quiet her.

      Listening, he focused on that sense of the rumbling, the power around him, and he waited. There had to be something out there, some way to better understand it, but there was nothing.

      Gradually, he began to relax and had to hope there wouldn’t be any additional rumbling, but even that wasn’t enough to put his mind at ease.

      “What was that?” Ferrah whispered.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t heard anything since we arrived.”

      There came another burst of rumbling, this time closer.

      With a sudden surge of fear, he looked all around. They were no longer alone in the waste.
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      Tolan grabbed Ferrah and they started around the rock, staying with the shadows. The moment they stepped out into the sunlight and more heat began to beat upon them, they were going to be in a different sort of danger. He wanted to take advantage of all the time he could stay within the shadows.

      As they circled the base of the massive stone finger of rock, there wasn’t another sound of rumbling. There was nothing. That absence of sound didn’t make him any more comfortable, but did at least give him the sense they had more time.

      What had that rumbling come from?

      The sound didn’t strike him as anything like an elemental. He had been around the elementals often enough that he would know the nature of their rumbling. Earth elementals certainly rumbled, especially as they emerged from the ground, but this wasn’t that sort of sound. This was something else, a different type of energy, and the more he focused on it, the more certain he was it didn’t come from the earth.

      As they made their way around the outside of the stone, there came another sound—a scraping sort of sound.

      Ferrah jumped and Tolan held onto her hand, pulling her with him. “We should have had a weapon of some sort,” she said.

      He pulled back his cloak, pointing to the sword strapped to his waist.

      “That’s great and all, but you have to know how to use it,” she said.

      “At least it has a sharp end,” he said.

      “Sharp for you, too.”

      They reached the far side of the stone finger, but there was still no sign of anything.

      “I think we’re going to have to keep moving,” he said.

      Ferrah glanced up at the sky, taking in the sunlight, and her mouth twisted in a tight line. She nodded, and they started off. They hurried, moving at a quick jog. It was dangerous moving like this, heading across the waste, with the sunlight beating down on them.

      Every so often, they would pause and take a drink but move on again quickly. When they were jogging, there came no other sound. The scraping and the rumbling didn’t return. It was almost as if leaving the finger of rock was enough to pacify whatever had been there. It was ignoring them now.

      When they had been traveling for the better part of an hour, Ferrah paused to take a drink. “This is going to be a strange question—especially here—but could that have been an elemental?”

      “I don’t think so,” he said. The longer he was in the waste, the more certain he was the elementals wouldn’t be able to survive out here. The absence of any element energy would make that incredibly difficult. “But then, we didn’t think there was anything out in the waste at all.”

      “Obviously, we were wrong.”

      In all the times the people from Terndahl and the Academy had explored the waste, there had reportedly been no sign of any other creatures. If there was something out here, how had it been missed all that time?

      He’d been focusing on his own sense of the waste, trying to determine if there was any way to connect to it, to use anything he was able to find out about the waste. Tolan motioned for them to stop again. He closed his eyes, focusing on the various elements within himself, starting this time with fire.

      “What are you doing?”

      “The same thing I was doing when I first noticed the rumbling,” he said.

      “You want to try to draw it out?”

      “It’s not about drawing it out. I want to know whether there’s anything we need to be concerned about.”

      “We need to be concerned about our safety out here, Tolan. If we come across anything, we don’t have any way of defending ourselves. Neither of us can shape, and if there is something out here…”

      Tolan ignored her, focusing on the heat radiating upon him. It was warmer now, the sun bright overhead, leaving his skin hot and sweaty. The stone reflected the heat and he drew in that sense as well, the energy from the ground and from the sun all around him. He moved on to the stone beneath his boots, and from there to his breathing and finally to the blood within him. He added to it a different sense, that from Ferrah, the way he could feel her breathing, he could notice the pulsing of her blood.

      There was a connection between the two of them, and yet in this place, the connection was different and faded. Tolan reached out, grabbing for her hand with his eyes closed. Ferrah took it, and by squeezing his hand, they connected.

      He let out a steady breath and focused.

      There came the sense of everything around them.

      Tolan breathed it in, letting that sense of this place, of himself, try to fill him. He waited, hoping there would be some stirring deep within himself, but that stirring never came.

      It was possible it couldn’t and wouldn’t be able to come.

      And then the rumbling resumed.

      It was distant, and this time it was distinctly behind him.

      His eyes snapped open and he looked out into the distance, searching for the source of the rumbling, but it didn’t come again.

      “Did you hear it?”

      “You didn’t?” Ferrah asked.

      “I did, but I wanted to make sure I wasn’t the only one who did,” he said.

      “What did you do?”

      “The same thing I did every time while sitting on the Shapers Path in Amitan. Focused on the various elements, trying to pick up on the signature of this place.”

      “And what did you find?”

      Tolan looked around. “I’m not entirely sure. There’s something distinct about this, but I don’t really know what it is or whether there’s anything I can do with it.”

      There was something here, but what?

      He waited, expecting the rumbling would come again, but it didn’t.

      He didn’t know if that was a good thing or not. He’d reached for the connection to this place—and to whatever elementals might be here. It was possible whatever was out there was drawn to his attempt to connect to this place. If that was the case—and knowing something had been twisted here—it was possible this was some sort of twisted elemental.

      He had to try it again.

      Tolan closed his eyes, focusing on the various elements and as he did, they came together more quickly. As before, there was no sense of stirring, nothing deep within him as he had hoped there would be. He reached for the energy, for that sense within him, and waited.

      The rumbling didn’t return.

      Maybe he was wrong. Maybe it was coincidental that it had come when he had focused the last two times. Maybe there was nothing here.

      He snapped open his eyes, looking over at Ferrah. He shook his head. “It’s not working.”

      She pointed past him.

      Tolan turned.

      When he did, he saw a shape in the distance. It was moving like a blur, but there was something else with it. He wasn’t able to tell what was, only that there was a sense of movement and a sense of power out there.

      What was it?

      “We should get going,” Ferrah whispered.

      “If it’s an elemental—”

      She shook her head. “If it’s an elemental, we don’t want to be out here with it. You said it yourself. The elementals of this place would be different. They’re tied to whatever happened with the Convergence.”

      “Unless they aren’t,” he said.

      “What do you mean that they aren’t?”

      “I don’t really know, only that it’s possible the elementals here aren’t necessarily tied to that Convergence. It might be they’re trying to get free from it.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I don’t, but there’s one way we can try,” he said and reached into his bag and pulled out his series of bondars. He held onto them and focused, but even in doing so, knew there might not be any way to use them. They had brought them on the possible chance they might need them, but neither of them had thought that utilizing bondars in this place would be effective. Trying to use those instruments in a place where there was no sense of shaping energy was unlikely to work.

      He held them out, focusing on himself, on the elements within him, and strained, searching for that sense of stirring. If he could find it, maybe he could be able to discover what was approaching.

      It wasn’t moving blindingly fast, though it was moving toward them steadily.

      As he focused through the bondars, there was nothing.

      Not only nothing. It was an absence.

      He reached outward again, thinking there would have to be some way to determine what they were picking up on, but the more he focused, the harder it was to find it.

      “I don’t think we should remain here,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan stared into the distance, watching as that movement continued toward them.

      Strangely, he wasn’t terrified. He was nervous, but his nervousness came from a different place. If it was an elemental, didn’t he have a responsibility to try to connect to it?

      “Tolan!”

      Ferrah grabbed his hand and they ran.

      Every so often, Tolan glanced behind him, noting the way the swirling lines of energy surrounded everything, drawing him forward. Would they be able to outrun whatever was coming? He didn’t know if it was even going to be possible.

      All he knew was that they were racing as quickly as they could, moving away from the creature behind them.

      The landscape in front of them began to change.

      It was still rocky and bleak, but now it began to climb.

      It took more effort on their part, and they raced forward, hurrying across the rock.

      Every so often, Tolan would pause, look behind him, and see the swirling evidence of movement. It looked like heat shimmering from the ground, but it was a shimmering heat that moved toward them.

      Ferrah didn’t make any attempts at looking behind her, almost as if she didn’t want to see what was approaching.

      Tolan did what he could, continuing to try to reach for the ability to shape, trying to discover if there was something here that he could draw upon.

      If he could find a way to shape, maybe he could help if this was an elemental. And even if it wasn’t, having the ability to shape might allow him to deter whatever creature was pursuing them. And again, whatever creature was able to survive out on the waste would be powerful, probably something they had never seen before.

      Ferrah paused to take a drink, and Tolan gave her a moment to rest, long enough for her to take another sip from the waterskin. “I don’t know how long we’ll be able to keep this up,” she said.

      “What do you suggest?”

      “That we find a place where we can hide.”

      Tolan looked around. There wasn’t any place where they could hide. It was a bleak and empty landscape, and wide open. They had passed beyond the places where the fingers of rock erupted from the ground, giving them no chance to find a place they could use.

      He reached for his sword, unsheathing it. As Ferrah had suggested, he wasn’t a swordsman. Not skilled in any way when it came to fighting—at least with a weapon like this. That wasn’t the point. The sword was a bondar.

      As he ran, he focused on his shaping ability, searching for some way to connect to that part of himself, looking for nothing more than a stirring of energy that had to be within him. He had planned on being able to find that power. It had to be there.

      It was there, deep within him.

      The problem was trying to unleash it here. Within the waste, it was almost as if there was something trying to restrict him from reaching it.

      He skittered to a stop.

      “Tolan?” Ferrah asked.

      He shook his head and focused. Could that be it?

      There was a sense of something trying to prevent him from reaching his shaping ability, and he had experienced something like that before. It was different, though. When he had been in the library within the Academy, there had been a restriction to his shaping, but there had been restriction from others attempting to shape as well.

      And in this place, that restriction was different.

      But could he find his way past it?

      There had to be some way to dig deeper within himself, to find that source of shaping energy. He held onto the sword, focusing on it and on everything within him. When he did, he thought the faint sense of stirring deep within him was there.

      “Whatever is coming is getting closer,” Ferrah said.

      “If I can reach for shaping…”

      “No one can shape in the waste,” she said.

      “No one can shape the element bonds in the waste,” he said.

      “I don’t understand how that’s different.”

      “It is.”

      The sense of shaping and drawing upon that power was different. All he had to do was find that stirring deep within himself, but he had no idea if he was going to be able to draw it out.

      He took a deep breath, trying to steady his breathing, trying to focus on various natures of the elements around him, knowing they were here. They had to be here.

      It wasn’t just that they were here. They were within himself.

      He didn’t need to know the shaping signature of the land. All he needed was to know the shaping signature of himself.

      That was the key.

      If he could use that, if he could understand it, he might be able to draw upon that energy, that power, and might be able to free himself somehow from all of this.

      What he needed to do was find a way beyond that restriction, a way beyond the barrier trying to hold him back. If he could do that, he could find that edge, and then he would be able to unleash it.

      The energy was there. The connection was there.

      Tolan took a deep breath and plunged deeper, focusing on that sensation, focusing on everything he could, that connection to himself and the shaped sense.

      Reaching deep within him toward the stirring sense, Tolan plunged into it.

      The sword began to vibrate.

      He opened his eyes and looked into the distance.

      As Ferrah had said, there did come that shimmering and shifting, and it was far closer than it had been before. He pointed the sword.

      “Tolan?”

      “I can feel it,” he said.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I am not really sure.”

      He held out the sword but hesitated.

      He had no idea what was coming, and no idea what creature was making its way toward him, only that there was something. Even though he was terrified, there was no point in attacking until he knew.

      He waited.

      He held onto that sense within him, focusing on each of the elements. They were there.

      Could he use spirit?

      Even that seemed to be within him, though it was deeper, a pool of some sort of energy buried far within him, almost at his core. If he could reach for each of those elements… they could use the warrior shaping he could travel upon. They wouldn’t be trapped here.

      He grabbed onto Ferrah, holding her close, waiting.

      “What happens when this creature attacks?” she asked.

      “I think we aren’t trapped here any longer,” he said.

      “How are we not trapped? It took us the better part of two days to reach this far into the waste.”

      “I think I can use the warrior shaping.”

      “Think? You’re risking an awful lot on the possibility you might be able to do something,” she said.

      He was, and he hated the idea he would put her in any sort of danger on the off-chance he might be able to figure something out, but at the same time, he thought he needed to.

      “Until we know what we’re dealing with, I don’t want to attack.”

      “This is a creature of the waste!”

      “A creature we’ve never seen before, and something that might simply need our help.” That the creature had come following his use of elemental energy couldn’t be a coincidence. And if that were the case, then he would have to find some way of helping it, wouldn’t he?

      If there was something he could do, some way he could help the creature, then he would need to do so. When he had worked with elementals before, he had done so by shaping spirit, trying to communicate with them… and maybe there was some way to do that now.

      Tolan reached to shape, knowing it was a risk.

      If he used too much energy now, it was possible he wouldn’t have enough to shape them back to Terndahl if it came down to it. If he tried everything now, it was possible they would be trapped here, and there would be no way to return.

      But if this was an elemental…

      The shimmering heatwave was nearly upon them.

      Tolan held onto the sword, preparing a shaping through it. He focused on the various shapings he knew, thinking of the ones he had learned in his various classes within the Academy, but it was the ones he hadn’t learned there that he thought would be the most effective.

      He shifted his type of shaping, focusing more on spirit.

      As it swept away from him, he held his breath, worried he wasn’t strong enough, wasn’t fast enough, and then the shaping exploded from the end of the sword.

      He waited to see if anything would come from it.

      The shaping diffused into that swirling energy, but there was nothing beyond it.

      Could he push more energy into it?

      Tolan pushed the shaping out, sending it sweeping away from him. It was spirit, but he added a hint of each of the elements, hoping in doing so, he would find a way to connect to whatever was approaching.

      Something rebounded within the shaping.

      Tolan was aware of it, but didn’t have any idea what it was or why it should be out there. There had to be some way to know what it was, but as he continued to push, he wasn’t entirely sure.

      His strength began to wane.

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah, who was watching him. Was she even aware of anything he was doing? Did she have any knowledge of the nature of the power he was drawing upon, or was the waste enough of a separation that it kept her from having any idea of what was taking place?

      If he used all his energy, then any chance of getting them back through one of the warrior shapings was going to be lost. Tolan sent one more blasting into that strange, shimmering cloud.

      When he did, he focused everything he could, using every bit of his energy, every bit of the knowledge he had of the various elements, and he mixed with the spirit shaping a desire to connect and to communicate. He had used that spirit shaping before to reach the elementals.

      On a whim, he traced out a pattern in the ground, mixing with several others using the energy of the runes, and he pushed the shaping through that, trying to increase what he was able to draw.

      There came a stirring from it.

      Tolan’s breath caught.

      A stirring suggested there was definitely an elemental there. He pushed.

      All he wanted was to try to understand; all he wanted was to find some way of connecting, communicating, and the more he pushed, the more certain he was that the connection was out there.

      He sent more and more away from him, forcing everything he had.

      And then he felt it pull on him.

      Tolan had never had that happen before, but now it was beginning to drain him, as if whatever was out there was sucking off his shaping energy.

      And this time, it wasn’t drawing from the element bond; it was drawing from him. The power he had been using had been coming from himself, not from anything else.

      He tried to cut off what he was doing, to separate himself, but the energy continued to be siphoned away, almost as if it had full awareness of him.

      Had he formed a connection? He had been trying to, but he hadn’t thought he had been successful. The more he pushed, the more he had to wonder. And if he was successful, then what would that mean for him? Did it mean he was going to lose control of this?

      There was more energy. It was all coming from him, and he had to hold onto it. He had to find some way to fight it, but Tolan didn’t know how or what it was going to take.

      And the more he pushed, the more he strained against it, the more certain he was that he was going to have to fight, but he feared it was already too late.

      He reached for Ferrah.

      Connecting to her wouldn’t do anything to him, but maybe…

      He sank to his knees and plunged the sword down into the ground, trying to lean on it for support, but the more he strained for that, the harder it was to stay upright.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      As he did, the last of his energy was drained from him and he collapsed, blacking out.
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      The sun baked down on him, hot and burning. There came a sense of color around the edge of his vision and a stirring of wind, enough that he had to believe it was something real, but Tolan wasn’t entirely sure if it was.

      What happened?

      He tried to sit up, but it was difficult to do so, and he looked around, searching for anything that might give him an explanation, but there wasn’t anything there.

      A hand was on him. He fought for a moment before remembering he was here with Ferrah. When he blinked open his eyes, he met hers.

      “There you are,” she whispered.

      A water bottle was brought to his mouth, and he took a sip. Everything within him hurt. He tried to ignore it, tried to move, but everything seemed to pound through him.

      Taking a deep breath, he looked around, focusing on the rest of the waste. They were out in the middle of the open, the sun beating down on them, and he tried to get up but there was no way to do so.

      “What happened?” he whispered.

      His voice was hoarse, and he barely managed to get the words out.

      “I was hoping you might be able to tell me,” she said.

      “I don’t really know,” he said. “All I know is that…”

      He wasn’t even aware of what had happened. The shaping energy had been pulled off him. He remembered that.

      “What happened to the creature?” he asked.

      “It’s gone.”

      “It’s gone?”

      “After you fell, the creature disappeared.”

      And here Tolan had thought he was trying to shape the creature, that he was going to connect to it, and yet he wasn’t even sure if that had been successful. All he knew was that he had collapsed.

      Because of what he had done, they had given up any opportunity to return to Terndahl easily. Of course, they hadn’t intended to return to Terndahl. They wanted to cross the waste, find what his mother planned, and stop the tainted Convergence if they could.

      “Do you think you can stand?” she asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      It wasn’t even standing that was his greatest concern. He was more concerned about what else had happened to them, the other things he might have to deal with, and whether or not he would even be able to shape again.

      If the creature had truly siphoned off his ability, did that mean he would have no more? Its sudden disappearance suggested whatever it was doing was finished, which meant perhaps Tolan was finished.

      He took a deep breath and looked around, trying to make out everything in the clearing but the shimmers of color at the edge of his vision made it difficult. It was different than the bright sunlight beaming down on the waste. It was different than the rock radiating heat. The shimmers of color almost let him make out something that wasn’t there.

      A hallucination. He was certain that was what it was, and equally certain it was tied to what he had done. And if that was the case, what he had done would keep him from being able to get his shaping abilities back.

      Tolan looked all around, searching everything around them, and took another drink of water. The first thing he had to do was try to get his strength back, and then he would have to figure out if he could reach for his shaping energy again. And if he couldn’t, it was possible the creature had torn away his power.

      “Can you tell me what happened?” Ferrah asked.

      “I’m not entirely sure what it was. I was shaping”—she arched a brow and he hurried on—“using the power I could detect within myself. I was able to reach for a shaping connection to myself, then used the sword as a bondar, almost as if I used it upon myself.”

      “And it didn’t work against the creature?”

      “At first, I thought it might, and the more I focused on shaping, the more I thought I could connect to it.” He had a memory of the reverberation, the echoing sensation reminding him of what he had encountered, the way he thought he might be able to get the creature to respond to him, but then there had been a change in it. “I don’t even know if the creature can be stopped, at least not with my shaping.”

      “I don’t remember ever seeing anybody pass out from a shaping.”

      “I…” He met Ferrah’s eyes. She needed to know what had happened to him. “I think the creature began to draw off my shaping ability.”

      “It did what?”

      Tolan focused on the various elements, thinking about them, but he was far too tired and sore to try to shape them again. “I think it was trying to draw on my shaping ability. I’m not entirely sure what it was, but it was feeding, or it seemed to be.”

      “How was it feeding?”

      He shook his head. “Again, I don’t really know. All I know is that I was trying to shape, and as I was doing so, the creature was pulling on that energy.”

      “And that’s when you passed out.”

      He nodded. “After it did that, I couldn’t keep awake. I tried…”

      “What about now?”

      “Now I can’t tell whether there’s any way for me to shape anymore. I can’t detect anything,” he said.

      He wasn’t sure if he needed to rest more and regain his strength, or if it had been truly taken from him. If there was some creature with the ability to feed on shapers, to draw off that energy, then they needed to find the creature and learn about what it was doing. And why.

      “Something like that might explain more about the waste,” Ferrah said.

      “I don’t know,” he said. He closed his eyes, focusing on the energy he had detected, the way he had used his shaping, and thought about whether there was anything he could better understand. It seemed to him there should be something he could utilize, but the more he thought about it, the harder it was to know. “There was power there, but nothing else about it that made sense.”

      Something else struck him. It was that reverberation, that echoing, that sense of an elemental. And if he could connect to it, if he could find that sensation he knew was in there, he thought they might be able to use it.

      Tolan focused on it, thinking about what he had detected, the nature of it. The connection was the key.

      “We need to get out of the sunlight,” she said.

      “We need to keep moving.”

      “Back to Terndahl?”

      He locked eyes with her and shook his head. “We can’t go back to Terndahl yet. We have to keep moving. We still don’t know what my mother is up to. We have to stop her.” That was the entire reason for coming here, but even if she hadn’t escaped, this was what he and Ferrah had planned. There was a Convergence here—he was certain of it—and he needed to see if there was anything he could do to clear it. They were connected, but he wasn’t entirely certain why.

      “Do you even detect her anymore?”

      He took a deep breath. The truth was that he hadn’t detected anything since coming here. “Not her. The elemental.”

      “Tolan.”

      “We need to better understand the elemental.”

      “Not your mother?”

      “She’s out here. She…” He frowned. “She might be responsible for this.”

      “Tolan, you know how dangerous this is. With what you just experienced, you know more than any how dangerous this is. Think about that. Think about—”

      “I know how dangerous it is, but I also know we need to do this so we can better understand what we’re dealing with. And we need to figure out what happened to the Convergence, and to the waste, and to see if there is anything we can do.”

      “Just us?”

      “Now we’re master shapers, I think we’re the only ones who will do anything about it,” he said.

      It was a strange thing to admit, but was true. No one else was willing to take this risk and step out into the depths of the waste, to expose themselves in such a way. Besides, who else could do it? Not many others had his same shaping ability. Maybe Ferrah could, but she’d have to be willing to try shaping in a place where no one else had managed to do so.

      She guided him forward and he rested his weight on her, letting her support him. It was going to take time to recover, and until he fully did, he wasn’t going to be able to test whether or not he could shape. It was possible the creature hadn’t completely siphoned off his energy. If it had, what would happen to him?

      Perhaps nothing. Perhaps all that would change would be that he would lose some aspect of his shaping ability, but he had the connection to the element bonds, so he would still be able to shape, just not quite as powerfully as he could before.

      And perhaps that was the key.

      He would still be able to reach the elementals, and given his connection there, he had another opportunity for strength, one not everybody had.

      They continued up the steady rise, and by the time they reached the peak, the sun was starting to dip lower in the sky. In the distance, Tolan had hoped they might find something else, a vast expanse of green, something that would suggest the waste would end—but there was nothing but more of the emptiness.

      “I keep thinking we’re going to reach the end of the waste,” Ferrah said.

      “Me too. I know better because others have tried,” he said.

      And with others having tried, it seemed foolish of them to push so hard, foolish of them to believe they would suddenly be successful when others had not been. But the others might not have had the same type of shaping connection that Tolan had. Others might not have been able to do the same thing he was able to do. Being able to shape the way he could, able to draw upon the energy within himself, meant he had to believe he could do more than so many others who had ventured across in the past.

      He took a deep breath and motioned for them to keep going.

      They continued downward and every so often would pause, resting so he could take a drink, so he could get himself back together, and yet even when he did that, he still felt the overwhelming sense of fatigue washing through him. The longer they went, the more tired he was. By now, he should have started to recover a little bit, and he kept expecting some part of him would, but he didn’t. That left him troubled, kept him thinking perhaps his energy and his shaping might not come back.

      “What is it?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan looked away, staring out into the emptiness of the waste.

      The sun was fading. It was going to be easier to navigate, not having to deal with the heat of the sunlight, but some part of Tolan was beginning to feel even emptier.

      “It’s nothing,” he whispered.

      “It’s more than nothing,” Ferrah said.

      “I guess… I guess I thought with my unique shaping ability, I might be able to work through what happened.”

      “What makes you think you can’t?”

      “I don’t know, I just…”

      He didn’t know what he thought. All he knew was that the lack of ability, the fact things were starting to change, and that he felt as if his shaping had been torn free left him uncertain.

      In all the time he’d been at the Academy, he had grown increasingly confident with his abilities and with the type of knowledge he had accumulated. He had begun to believe he was able to do more, that he was able to be more.

      Because of that, he had started to feel as if he had a greater responsibility within the Academy, and within Terndahl. Partly, that came from being able to understand aspects of shaping that so many others had not even attempted over the years. By learning about the bondars and the elementals, he had felt as if he was better connected to shaping than so many others had been.

      But perhaps that was his mistake.

      He didn’t know anything more than anyone else. For his part, all he really knew was that he was tied to the elements, and that here, despite everything else, he wasn’t able to do anything more than anyone else was able to do.

      “This attack really got to you,” Ferrah said.

      “How could it not?”

      “You’re the one who believed we could cross the waste. You’re the one who believed you could shape some unknown creature. You’re the one who believes you can continue to free elementals without any repercussions.”

      “The elementals aren’t our enemy,” he said.

      “I know that… now. Eventually, others in the Academy will know.”

      “That’s going to take a long time.”

      “Fine. You also brought your parents back.”

      “Just my father,” he said.

      He looked up at the sky. As the sun descended and the darkness began to fall, the stars began to appear. They were similar stars as in Terndahl, though not all the same. Nothing about this place was the same.

      “Why don’t you get some rest?” Ferrah said.

      “I don’t know it’s safe for me to get any rest,” he said.

      “I don’t know if it’s safe for you not to.”

      Tolan took a seat, wrapped his arms around his legs, and looked up at the sky. He breathed in, focusing on the distant energy and on everything he was able to make out, but there was nothing out there, nothing other than the darkness and the emptiness, and yet he still believed there was something.

      He closed his eyes, drifting, wishing he might be able to find answers.

      After a while, he steadied his breathing, starting to think about what he was able to uncover, and yet, there was nothing out there.

      He had to imagine there would be something to uncover. The answers had to be there.

      He drifted. As he did, he dreamed.
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      Tolan opened his eyes. He was in a massive garden. Flowers of dozens of different colors surrounded him, their fragrances drifting toward him, a sense of energy radiating from everything. He had never been in a place like this before, and he breathed it in, welcoming it.

      Despite that, he was fully aware it was a dream.

      He’d had dreams like this before. There had been many of them over the years, especially since coming to the Academy, and he had come to understand those dreams and visions meant some memory was unlocked.

      What did it mean that he would have this one now? Was it some other memory his mother had buried within him, something she was trying to keep from him? He had thought he had unlocked most of those memories, but it was possible he had not.

      He wandered around the inside of the garden, feeling the energy of this place. There was definitely an energy to it. He circled around it, heading deeper into the garden, and he focused on what he was able to detect.

      There was a sense of earth here. That was the most obvious to him, and it radiated up from the ground, from the flowers, and from even himself. It was a strong sense, and it seemed as if there was a variety of different powers here. It was more than just the element bonds; it seemed to come from the elementals, though he didn’t know any elementals that seemed tied to gardens and flowers.

      He began to work through the various elementals he knew, everything he had learned from Master Minden and the books she’d lent him, but none of those books had been like this.

      A gentle breeze drifted through the garden, sweeping across everything. As it did, he listened to the sound of the wind as it rustled through the flowers, through the leaves, and even along his clothing. It tugged at him, not violently or forcefully, but certainly with enough energy that he was able to feel it.

      He welcomed that sense, enjoying it, taking it in, and turned, looking all around, searching as to whether there was anything he might be able to do with that sense of wind.

      Then there was the warmth.

      It wasn’t overwhelming. It was a pleasant warmth, the sun shining down, drifting through fluffy white clouds, shining on his exposed skin. He closed his eyes, feeling the sun baking him, a pleasant sensation.

      From somewhere distant was the sound of water running, and that sound mingled with the others, joining them. It created another sensation, one of dew upon the leaves and humidity in the air, and finally sweat staining his brow.

      Tolan breathed all of that in, welcoming that sense.

      Why was he having this vision?

      When he’d been in visions before, there had been a point to them, something he needed to know, but in this case he had no idea what he was expected to learn. He had no idea what the purpose of this vision was, but he had to believe there was something.

      What else had he learned from his earlier visions?

      When he had the first vision that had seemed so real, it had been during his Selection. It was tied to Ephra, and tied to the waste. It was a vision that had been fed to him, or at least one that had seemed like it had been forced on him. That vision had carried him, showing him something.

      And that vision had unlocked some potential within himself, revealing aspects of himself that he had hidden away for so many years.

      The next time he had a vision had been within his Inquisition, and it had been one that had helped him understand he had the ability to shape, and in doing so, he had learned he was able to do more. To be more.

      Now what was he going to learn from this vision?

      Did it matter that he was in the waste?

      He was vaguely aware of the fact he and Ferrah were within the waste, and because of that, there had to be a reason why this vision was coming to him at this time. Was this a vision of what the waste could be?

      He wandered along the flowers and breathed in their fragrances, enjoying the sense of everything here in the garden. The more he was here, the more certain he was that there had to be some reason behind it.

      At the end of the garden, he looked up. There was an enormous palace. The stone was stacked in such a way it appeared built by hand rather than shaped, which was unusual throughout Terndahl. The stone was smooth in such a way it had a certain energy to it, power, leaving him to wonder whether it had been shaped, though shaped in a way it wasn’t used these days.

      Perhaps that was the key. Perhaps they had shaped blocks of stone, stacking them and sealing them together. As he stared at the stone, he noticed symbols on each block.

      Runes.

      Each rune was of power, and each designed to connect to earth. It would bind each stone to the other, and it would bind it to the ground.

      Impressive. Tolan hadn’t experienced a building quite like that before. Seeing this building, the way it was shaped together, left him feeling a sense of awe at just how powerful it was.

      He ran his hand along the surface of the stone, feeling it. It was cool and damp, and gritty underneath his fingers.

      He smiled.

      Turning away, he headed back into the garden, wandering.

      Were there elementals here?

      He could feel the power all around him and was aware of the energy of the elements here, which suggested to him there would have to be elemental energy as well. For there to be this much energy, typically it meant there would be elementals.

      Which would he focus on first?

      He thought about the various elementals he knew and considered which would be fitting for a place like this; he smiled to himself.

      Hyza was the one that came first to his mind, though that shouldn’t be entirely surprising. He had a connection to hyza that he didn’t have to the other elementals, partly because it was one of the first ones he had ever reached, and partly because hyza had been the first one he had ever seen.

      When he paused, he looked around, breathing in that sense of the elementals, breathing in the awareness of everything, and he focused on whether there was anything here that would represent hyza.

      Hyza was difficult to reach in the waste, but would it be difficult to reach in this vision?

      His experience with these visions was that they weren’t entirely real. There were aspects that were, but for the most part, they were not. He focused, feeling the energy, and called to hyza.

      There was no drawing of the elemental out of the bond, not as there would be outside the vision. Within Terndahl, he had to separate the elemental, calling it in a way that tore it free from the element bond, but in this place, the elementals were free.

      How did he know that?

      There was a sense of energy and a sense of power around him. Slowly, the heat began to build.

      The shape of hyza darted toward him. It was distinct, a foxlike creature making its way toward him, striding through the garden though much larger than how Tolan remembered hyza to appear. It was an enormous creature, with paws nearly the size of Tolan’s hands and a head the same size as his. The entirety of the elemental came up to his waist.

      Flames streaked along the surface of its fur, but otherwise the elemental was far more formed than Tolan had ever seen before.

      Hyza prowled around him, watching him.

      “Thank you for coming,” he said.

      He felt foolish speaking aloud, and in the vision, he wasn’t entirely sure if what he said was real or if it was imagined. It was possible what he was saying was only in his mind, and then again, it was possible everything he was saying was real. It was possible hyza was real, that hyza was here and had somehow called him. All of this was potentially real. The more he focused on everything around him, the harder it was to know what he was supposed to take from this vision.

      “You called me,” the elemental said.

      Tolan smiled. “You speak.”

      “You don’t think elementals can speak?”

      “I know they can, but I don’t find it all that easy to hear them usually.”

      “That’s because most find it difficult to connect.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “Not in this place.”

      “What is this place?”

      Heat rolled along the surface of its fur, and hyza turned toward him. “This is your place.”

      “This isn’t my place. This is a vision.”

      He felt foolish admitting that, but what else was he to say to the elemental?

      “Perhaps a vision, but it’s not a vision of what has been. It’s a vision of what could be.”

      “How am I having it?”

      “You have connected to us. To me, now. You don’t know how that’s possible?”

      Tolan shook his head, sending his gaze sweeping along the garden. “I don’t know how any of this is possible. I’ve connected to the elementals, and as much as I’d like to free them, I still don’t know whether the others would even allow it.”

      “The others don’t get to choose.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “If the bond isn’t dissolved, the others will get to choose,” hyza said.

      “Are the elementals going to attack?”

      There was a part of Tolan that knew a moment of worry, but only a part. It was a strange thing to feel that way, but he recognized the elementals would not harm him. Some connection shared that fact with him.

      He remembered what the draasin had said, the way he had shared that the elementals had gone willingly into the bond, and that they had done so to help their friends, but over time, those same friends had begun to manipulate them, to use the bond against them.

      Did that mean the elementals no longer cared about shapers?

      As he looked at hyza, he tried to connect to the elemental using spirit, but there was no additional sense from it.

      Perhaps there could not be. His time with the elemental had not given him enough understanding about them, and he couldn’t help but wonder if there would be any way to change that.

      “There is no plan for attack, but there is a plan to protect.”

      “Protect from what?”

      “Protect from something worse.”

      “I’ve been trying to protect them, as well.”

      “You have, but others have not.”

      Hyza began to make his way through the garden. Every so often, he would pause and sniff at the flowers and as he did, there was something almost human about the gesture.

      The more Tolan stared, the more certain he was that he recognized it.

      “What can I do to help?”

      “You can continue to do what you have been doing, Tolan Ethar.”

      Tolan paused. “You know my name.”

      “Of course, I know your name.”

      “How?”

      “You and I have connected.”

      The elemental said it simply and then turned away, heading deeper into the garden. Tolan was forced to trail after, to hurry toward the elemental, and when he reached him, he found him sniffing at the flowers; he was moving around but there was something there Tolan still didn’t understand. He focused on the elemental.

      When he did, there came a stirring within him.

      It was the same sort of stirring he often had when he was attempting to shape, but the stirring came from a sense deep within the elemental. The same place he had tried reaching in the waste.

      He reached for that stirring. As he did, there was a sense of power coming from it, and it radiated across the distance, across whatever connection had formed.

      The elemental turned his head, watching him, as if he wanted Tolan to do what he was doing, but why?

      Heat surged within Tolan.

      It was a connection of flame, but it was a different connection than he had with the element bond, different even than his usual shaping.

      When he had reached for the elements before, he had often used the image of the elementals, and it had seemed as if he had pulled the elements and the elementals out of the bond, but in this case, he was doing something different.

      He was drawing upon the energy of the elemental.

      “We’re connected,” Tolan whispered.

      Hyza turned toward him, looking up at him. There was a flicker of flames within the elemental’s eyes. Behind that came a surge of orange and a hint of blue. They were flames swirling deep within the elemental’s eyes.

      “When you first freed me, you connected to me.”

      “How did I free you?”

      “When you were learning.”

      “You’re the same elemental?”

      “You have freed many elementals, Tolan Ethar. We know you.”

      “Is there any danger in that?”

      “Only if you attempt to use us.”

      “If we’re connected, then you know I wouldn’t.”

      “It’s because we are connected that I know you won’t. It is because we are connected that I have come to you.”

      Tolan took a breath. He inhaled the sense of the flowers around him, the sense of the heat around him, and he inhaled the sense of power he could feel surging within him. It was a strange sensation, but the more he focused, the more certain he was that he needed to use that power, that he needed to call upon it, and he had to wonder if that was what the elemental wanted from him.

      If he could use that, if he could connect to hyza, then perhaps that was what was going to be able to free him, to keep him safe.

      “What did I encounter in the waste?”

      “You encountered danger.”

      “I understand that, but what was it?”

      “You came across the Lost.”

      “The Lost?”

      “A powerful elemental that has been separated from the light and brought toward the darkness.”

      “I’ve seen the darkness.”

      “I know you have. And know it’s more than just those who shape the darkness that you have to fear.”

      “I have to fear this elemental?”

      “Only that which has corrupted him. He can be saved.”

      “I’ve tried saving others. I know what happens.” A memory of his mother came to mind. Despite using the Convergence, he hadn’t been able to save her. He wanted to find a way, but perhaps there wasn’t one. “My mother was saved. She was separated from that darkness, but I still haven’t been able to rescue her.”

      “There will be no rescue,” the elemental said.

      “How?”

      “Until the corruption is removed, there can be no rescue.”

      “Can she be saved?” Having seen his mother, having known exactly what she was and having known she had willingly gone toward the darkness and willingly been corrupted, he hadn’t allowed himself the chance to even hope; but if it was possible she could be returned, he wanted to do whatever it would take.

      “All can be saved, though all may not choose to do so.”

      “What about the elemental?”

      “The same is true.”

      “What happens if he can’t? Or won’t?”

      Hyza turned away, heading along the garden, pausing every so often to sniff at the flowers.

      Tolan trailed after him, watching and leaning toward him. “What about the elemental?”

      Hyza paused, looking up at Tolan. “Then the rest of the elementals will suffer.”

      The elemental turned away and headed along the garden.

      Tolan followed, watching as hyza prowled, though he didn’t move very quickly.

      “Why do you think you are in this place?” hyza asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “This place. You call it a vision, but why do you think you’re here?”

      “Because…”

      Tolan shook his head, looking all around. Hyza had made it sound as if he hadn’t been here before, that this was someplace that could be. In the past when he had visions, they had always been something he had seen. By unlocking those visions, Tolan had unlocked something within himself.

      Hyza wanted him to know. As Tolan looked around, focusing on the sense of the ground, the garden, the energy within this place that consisted of all of the elementals, he didn’t have any idea.

      “I don’t know why I’m here.”

      “You’re here because I have permitted it,” hyza said.

      “You permitted it?”

      “Because I have permitted it,” the elemental said again.

      Tolan looked around, focusing on everything he could see, and a different understanding came to him. If it was because the elemental had permitted it, then perhaps it was because of a connection to him. And if that was the case, then…

      “This is within your mind,” Tolan said. “Where is this?”

      “This is what could be,” hyza said softly, turning toward him.

      A sense of heat and energy radiated off hyza. And for a moment, dozens of images flickered in Tolan’s mind. They came one after another, a series of images, as if they were memories. He wondered if there was any way to slow them down, to piece them together to better understand just what hyza was trying to show him, but those images drifted, focusing in and out, quicker and quicker, and then they faded.

      “What was that?” Tolan whispered.

      “That is what could be as well.”

      “I didn’t see any of it.”

      “You will.”

      “This corrupted creature, this elemental I encountered. Is there any way of stopping it?”

      “As I said, you must save it. You must save all. That is why you are here.”

      Tolan didn’t want to admit that wasn’t the full reason he’d come. He’d come because of his mother, but the Convergence and what he suspected existed out in the waste was a part of that.

      As he looked at the elemental, he suspected hyza already knew.

      “And if it can’t be saved, how am I to do anything? It was siphoning off my connection to the elements.”

      “Was it?” the elemental asked.

      Tolan focused on what he had experienced within the garden, with what he’d experienced so far while within hyza’s mind, and he thought about the sense of the flowers, the wind, the running water, and even the earth all around him. As he did, he realized what the elemental was trying to get him to acknowledge. The creature hadn’t siphoned all that from him. It might have taken some of it, but it hadn’t taken everything.

      He still had the ability to sense, and because he had reached for hyza, he still had the ability to shape. It had perhaps weakened him, but it hadn’t destroyed it altogether.

      “How long will it take for me to recover?”

      “I have brought you here so you can recover.”

      “How long has that been?”

      “Long enough.”

      With that, hyza turned away and stalked out of the garden.

      Tolan attempted to follow, but there was a resistance.

      The elemental began to grow increasingly distant. It began to fade from the back of his mind to the point where there was nothing left of it. Tolan strained for that sense, but there was nothing there.

      He gave up. Instead, he turned and looked around the garden, searching for understanding and looking to see if there was anything here he might be able to use, but there was nothing.

      He looked around, smelling the flowers again, feeling the energy of this place, feeling the power radiating through it, and he breathed it in. There was that sense of power, there was that sense of energy, and through it all, he could feel something more. He took a seat in the center of the garden, drawing in that power, that energy, and he focused on it.

      It was earth, wind, water, and fire.

      All that swirled around him.

      What about spirit?

      As he focused on spirit, that sense within him, he could feel the distant connection to hyza.

      And as he did, he realized something else.

      Spirit had always been there. Hyza had always been there. The elemental had remained within him, connected, and because of that, he could stay bound to the elemental.

      Perhaps that was the message the elemental wanted him to know. And if that was the case, there had to be some way to use that message. Could he find a way to help the strange dark creature he’d encountered in the waste?

      Tolan focused on those powers within him, and he turned them inward. As he did, he came awake.
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      Darkness still drifted around, and he took a deep breath, steadying himself. There was a sense of achiness, but it wasn’t nearly what he had experienced before drifting off to sleep. The achiness was more of a stiffness, one that came from inactivity rather than from injury. As he breathed in, he focused on the energy around him. He tried to see if any of that energy could be useful, but he couldn’t tell.

      He focused on his shaping ability, that sense of everything deep within him.

      He steadied his breathing, steadying the sense of the heartbeat pounding within him, and he focused on the air, the warmth, and the stone around him. In doing so, he was able to reach for power.

      It fluttered within him and then burst through him.

      Tolan breathed in and then released it.

      He looked around. Where was Ferrah?

      He found her a few paces away, curled up on the ground, and he left her resting. He got to his feet, unsheathing his sword, and realized he didn’t remember even resheathing it in the first place. Ferrah must’ve stuffed it back into the sheath, and he was thankful she had. He didn’t want to abandon the sword, not the bondar that might provide a benefit to them out here in the darkness and in everything they were going to have to deal with.

      He looked out into the night.

      The corrupted elemental was out there.

      He was certain of it. He might not be able to feel it, but he was certain he could find the sense of it again. It had not taken his power. That had been his fear, and he was thankful to know the elemental hadn’t taken everything from him, though it had taken enough of his stamina to weaken him. And if it done that once, he had to worry it might able to do it again, and he had to figure out some way to prevent it from doing so.

      The memory of what hyza told him came through.

      More than just the memory, there was a feeling of need. When he had been in the vision, he hadn’t noticed that feeling, though now he was back out here, he could feel nothing else but that sensation of need, that desire for the elementals to find a way to freedom, to help each other, to ensure they were safe.

      He had to find the elementals, and he had to find some way to protect them.

      Wasn’t that his role all along?

      Ever since he had come into his power, he had been serving the elementals in some way. Even seeing the Draasin Lord had connected him to the elementals.

      Maybe that was the key. Ever since he had gone across the mountains, ever since he had encountered the Draasin Lord, he hadn’t learned anything more about the elementals and their need to be released from the bond. And the Draasin Lord was still out there, its power still there. He could reach for it.

      He had to find the Draasin Lord.

      Perhaps he had to find other Draasin Lords.

      Tolan hesitated, wary of drawing upon his shaping energy again. That was the risk, and the more he thought about it, the more certain he was that he needed to be careful with shaping. At least in this place, and at least while the danger of the corrupted elementals lingered.

      Ferrah stirred and got to her feet, noticing him. She turned to him, and in the faint moonlight, he could see her frowning. “How are you?” she asked.

      “I think I’m fine.”

      “Fine?”

      “I had a vision.”

      “What sort of vision?” She started toward him but paused in front of him, studying him.

      “I had a vision of hyza and a garden, and I was told what happened out here.”

      “Tolan—”

      “I know you don’t believe me, and I know the elementals aren’t the same to you as they are me, but I believe what I saw was necessary and that we need to do everything in our power to try to help, and I can’t help but feel as if we need to do more than what I’ve done so far.”

      “We came out here because of your mother.”

      “We came because of the Convergence. Figuring out what my mother might have done is a part of that. And this elemental is tied to it, as well. We have to take care of all of this.”

      He didn’t know how.

      There had been no sign of his mother, nothing that would indicate where she might have gone. There was only the emptiness of the waste. The strange attack.

      Eventually, if he were to do what hyza suggested, Tolan would have to draw the corrupted elemental to him. He would have to find a way to save it.

      “We should keep moving,” Ferrah said.

      “I’m not sure walking is the right strategy,” he said.

      “I thought you used too much energy already.”

      “I have, but I wonder if I could use connections to the elementals in order to draw power.”

      “What sort of connections to the elementals? There aren’t any elementals out here, and when you try to summon them—”

      “It’s not a matter of summoning them; it’s using power I’ve already connected to.”

      And it wasn’t just hyza, but there were other elementals he had connected to, weren’t there? In the time he had been working with them, he had found those connections. He had felt them.

      It was hyza, it was saa, it was ara, and jinnar. It was each of the elementals, from each of the element bonds. The key was in trying to find out how to reach for them and do so in a way that would allow him to access their power.

      He looked into the distance and focused on himself, on the sense of earth, on the sense of movement around him, and thought back to what he had encountered within the vision, the way he had seen the garden, the power of the flowers, and the connection he had with hyza. The elemental was a mixture of fire and earth, and because of that, he was able to use its power through their connection in order to draw it. In doing so, he was able to feel the earth stretching out in front of them. Tolan held onto that sense, focusing on everything around him. As he did, he sensed.

      It was an amazing thing to be aware of everything around him in the waste. Having come here before, knowing the danger of the waste, and having known the way it separated him from the element bonds, he had never believed he would be able to sense in the waste, but here he was, pushing outward, focusing on the ground and on everything around him, and he could feel the earth beneath him. He could feel it stretching outward. He searched, focusing on everything he could detect, searching for any sign of the elementals, of anything that might be out here.

      There was Ferrah, the distant sense of her, near enough that he could feel her, and he was aware of a little bit more than just Ferrah. He was aware of the way she stood there, and as he focused, he could feel her heartbeat, the blood within her. He could feel the energy within her.

      He wished he was able to unlock that, that he could find some way to help her shape, that he could help her understand the nature of her power, and if he could, she wouldn’t be helpless out here either.

      It might be that she was only connected to the bonds and not to shaping directly. And unless she was able to reach for the element bonds, unless she was able to have some access to it, then she wouldn’t be able to access direct shaping.

      He sensed outward again.

      The rumbling came. The corrupted elemental.

      It was aware of what he was doing.

      He continued to focus outward, thinking about the earth around him. Tolan sent his connection beyond, pushing. He ignored the sense of the elemental and the fear coursing through him, and instead he sent his awareness outward, searching for anything else.

      There had to be something more. The Convergence had to be here.

      His mother had to be here.

      It was going to take continuing to push, continuing to use his ability to sense, to stretch outward, to reach across the distance. If he could do that, he thought he might be able to find the Convergence.

      The rumbling came again, closer.

      This time, he turned his focus toward it, sending his earth-sensing sweeping toward the distant sense of the corrupted elemental. Ferrah was there, squeezing his hand, a presence upon him.

      He didn’t want to harm her, and he didn’t want to linger here any longer than was necessary. If he made a mistake, if the corrupted elemental reached him, was he going to be able to push it away?

      He doubted it. More than that, he doubted he would be effective in holding it back. It was possible he might not even survive long enough to do anything. If he was knocked out again, if the elemental tried to feed on him, he would never get to the Convergence and solve the puzzle of his mother.

      How often would hyza be able to restore him?

      It was possible the elemental had already used every bit of power it possessed in order to help him so far, but he needed to know. Tolan held onto the connection, focusing on everything beyond him and wanting to use everything he could.

      There was no sense of anything else.

      Ferrah squeezed his hand, and the rumbling came again.

      It was getting closer. The longer he waited, the more likely they were going to run out of time. He needed to hurry, but not move too quickly.

      The rumbling came again, even closer.

      He couldn’t take any more time.

      It was dangerous to wait when it came to that corrupt elemental. If he waited too long, he was going to have to have a confrontation, something he didn’t want to do, at least not until he had a better understanding of whether there was any way to prevent the elemental from harming him.

      The only other thing he could think of doing at this point was traveling by the warrior shaping. If he carried them far enough forward, they might be able to avoid an encounter.

      Whatever else happened, he was going to need to use a powerful shaping to get them out of here. He worried he wasn’t going to have that strength if he waited much longer, and reached for Ferrah.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      The sense of the corrupted elemental was close.

      There was a shimmering of the air, a sense of heat and steam, enough that he wasn’t entirely sure if it was just the corrupt elemental or whether it was something else.

      “Hyza told me it was a corrupt elemental affected by the same thing that influenced my mother.”

      He grabbed Ferrah and pulled on a sense of each of the elements, wrapping them together. Lightning crackled. The corrupted elemental lunged toward them.

      Tolan felt it as a shifting of energy. He was aware of it, but worried he wasn’t fast enough. The lightning was coming toward them, the energy along his skin surging, the heat and explosion enough to know he needed to wait, but if the lightning didn’t reach him in time, the corrupted elemental would.

      And the lightning struck.

      As it often did when it struck, there was a sense of calm. It was a strange thing to feel when lightning was coming to him, cascading around him, filling him with light and energy and almost a hint of pain. It lifted them.

      The corrupted elemental got caught up in the shaping, and was carried along too.

      Tolan glanced down. He could feel the elemental holding on to the shaping.

      It was a strange thing to be aware of, but the elemental was there, as if it was trying to drag itself along.

      He focused, turning himself downward, looking at the outline of the elemental. He couldn’t make out any details, only that it was large and rising and it seemed to radiate a sense of heat. As it did, Tolan knew he would need to find a way to keep it from reaching them. He pointed his sword down, sending a blast of shaped elements at it.

      It was an unfocused blast and he used everything he could, whatever else was remaining within him, pushing it into a violent streak of power and not wanting to have any sort of hold over it, just trying to dislodge it.

      There was a sense of pain when the shaping struck, and then the elemental was knocked free.

      The lightning shot them up and carried them a distance before setting them back on the ground. Tolan breathed out and held onto Ferrah, holding onto the sword, and he looked around at where they were.

      As far as he could tell, there wasn’t anything else around. It was nothing more than the bleak landscape of the waste, but they had gotten away.

      He waited, worried there would be the sense of the corrupted elemental and that there might be something more coming. His own shaping ability was beginning to fade, draining out of him, and in a short time, there would be nothing left. He staggered, dropping to his knees, trying to stay upright and focused, but he’d already used so much energy.

      Distantly, he was aware of a faint fluttering within himself.

      It was a stirring, but it wasn’t a stirring reminding him of what he could use when he was shaping on his own. This was a different sort, and it seemed to come from another place.

      Hyza.

      That connection filled him.

      It was a sense of strength, and it solidified within him. Tolan drew upon it.

      As he did, he was able to let that sense roll into him and fill him. He took a deep breath and nodded to Ferrah.

      “Will you be okay?” she asked.

      She kept her voice at a soft whisper, little more than that, and Tolan understood. Out here in the emptiness of the waste, even though there were no other sounds, there was still the concern that anything they might do or say would be heard. Whether it was the corrupted elemental or something else, he needed to be careful.

      “It takes quite a bit of strength to use that shaping,” he said. He licked his lips, finding they were dry, and he grabbed for his water bottle, tipping it back and taking a long drink. “At least here. In Terndahl…” It was different. Easier. Here it was as if he was fighting against some great power.

      “The last time you did a shaping of much power, you were out for almost a day.”

      It had been a day? Tolan hadn’t been aware it had been that long. The only thing he’d known was that he had needed to recover.

      “It’s not going to take me that long to recover this time. The elemental gives me strength.”

      “How?”

      “Through a connection between us.”

      She shook her head. “Oh, Tolan.”

      “It’s not like that,” he said.

      “I don’t know what it’s like, but I’m concerned about all of this.”

      Tolan turned behind him, looking at the waste, toward the direction from which they’d come. As he did, he could feel the energy of the corrupted elemental. It would be drawn to them, he was certain of it, and the longer they waited, the more certain he was they were going to have to find some way to stay ahead of it. It would mean he would have to avoid shaping. Shaping seemed to draw that elemental, to call to it. If they didn’t stay ahead of it, he would run the risk of the elemental knowing where they were and what they were doing. And if it knew that, would it call to others?

      Until he knew they were safe, he had to avoid using his ability to shape, anything that might attract the attention of the corrupted elemental.

      Tolan kept his arm around Ferrah’s waist, supporting himself. Every so often, she would glance over at him, and she did nothing to mask the worry in her eyes. She feared the elementals. She had lived in Par and within Terndahl long enough and had known the danger of the elementals long enough that she feared them.

      Tolan had lived within Terndahl for his entire life, and though he probably should fear the elementals—at least more than he did—he also recognized a need for their power, and knew what he felt when he was working with them. There was a danger to them that was undeniable, but there was something more, something he thought they needed to understand and be able to utilize.

      He forced a smile and continued forward, leaning on Ferrah.

      They needed to reach deeper into the waste to find the location of the Convergence. Until he had his strength returned so he could use earth sensing, they would have to trudge onward, stay ahead of the corrupted elemental, and plunge deeper in the waste than anyone had ever gone.
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      The day passed quietly. Tolan and Ferrah found a small outcropping of rock to rest against, staying as much in the shadows as they could. There were limits to how many shadows they could find, and without having much in the way of the tall fingers of rock they’d used before, there was no way to keep out of the heat.

      Still, it was better to rest during the daytime. It was hot, almost impossibly so. It seemed to be hotter than it had been before, and the longer they wandered, the more the heat began to overpower him. With a shaping of fire, Tolan suspected he would be able to tolerate it, but as it was, he was barely able to withstand it.

      Ferrah did much better. Then again, Ferrah was strong, and she seemed to be trying to prove that to him, almost as if she didn’t want to reveal just how hard this was for her.

      They had enough water, but even that was beginning to grow scarce. Tolan thought they had brought enough supplies, and yet, the longer they were here, the harder it was to know if he should refrain from drinking. He wasn’t as hungry as he had expected. They should have brought less food and much more water. He could use a warrior shaping to return, but how much strength would that take?

      As he stirred awake, he looked around. The sun was beginning to fall, dipping lower in the sky. It wasn’t nearly as blasted hot as it had been. He shifted his cloak, keeping it around him, shielding his body from the rest of the sun, but he was sweltering within it. Given how far to the north they were, he would’ve expected it would be cooler, but it was still incredibly unpleasant.

      Ferrah sat up, looking around.

      “How long do you think we slept?” She looked up at the sky, her mouth pressed together in a tight line, and it seemed to Tolan that she was trying to work through the duration they’d been here.

      It was hard to know just how long it had been, but he suspected they’d managed to get in at least several hours. It hadn’t been a restful time. He had awoken every few hours, or perhaps even less, each time looking up at the sky and trying to ensure they were safe, trying to determine if he could detect anything of the corrupted elemental. So far, there hadn’t been anything, but that didn’t mean they would be safe indefinitely. The elemental was still out there.

      “Not long enough,” he said.

      “You haven’t recovered enough to use a shaping?”

      Tolan focused deep within himself. The sense of hyza was there, stirring deep within him. It surprised him that he was able to detect it so quickly. The more he pulled upon that sense, the more certain he was that it was there for him to use. If he were to reach for hyza and draw upon the elemental, he couldn’t help but feel as if he was doing something similar to what the corrupted elemental had been doing to him. It had drawn off his energy, pulling on him, draining him. If he did that to hyza, would he be sapping the strength of the elemental?

      Of course, the elemental had a different nature, a different connection to power, and it was possible hyza had an almost indefinite store of power. Even if he were to take a little bit of energy from the elemental, it might still have plenty to spare. Though he worried about overwhelming it, knowing the elementals had lived such a long life and they were so connected to the core power of the elements, he had to wonder if there was anything he would even be able to do to harm it. He didn’t want to tap into the strength of the elemental, but also didn’t want to be weakened.

      His own strength was there. He thought he might be able to call to each of the elements, and perhaps even to spirit, and in doing so, he thought that he might be able to use a warrior shaping to transport them if it came down to it.

      As that would draw the corrupted elemental, he didn’t know they wanted to do that quite yet. What he needed instead was to find a way to use earth sensing to track his way through the waste. He would have to be careful not to draw the attention of the corrupted elemental, but the more he thought about it, the more he began to wonder if he might be able to use the connection to hyza. The elemental had granted him that connection, and it was different than using his own shaping power.

      If he were to draw upon the elemental and use what he could of that connection, it was possible he might be able to reach for earth. Hyza was a mixture of earth and fire, and that connection should be enough.

      “Tolan? You’ve been quiet.”

      He shook his head, turning back to Ferrah. “I’m sorry. I’ve been thinking about the shaping. I told you about the connection to hyza, and how it lends me power.”

      “I don’t know that using the elemental energy is the right thing.”

      “The elemental wants me to use that connection,” he said.

      He was convinced hyza wanted him to share in that connection and that the elemental wanted him to use it. He pushed away everything else in his mind. He pushed away everything he feared. He pushed away the visions that lingered in his mind.

      The only thing he was left with was that deep stirring sensation, that connection to the elemental he felt within himself.

      Tolan held onto that sense, focusing on it, and drew upon that power.

      Thanks to the vision, he had the understanding and knowledge of what he needed to do. That lingered within him—if only he could remember enough to use it.

      It surged within him, filling him with an overwhelming sense of energy.

      Tolan continued to draw upon it, focusing, and he sent out an earth shaping.

      It was different than anything he had ever used on his own. This was something else, something grander than he would ever be able to manage without the elemental.

      Whereas his shapings were directed by what he had learned at the Academy, this was something that seemed to be deeper, a power that understood the earth, that understood everything around him, and it streaked away from him.

      It plunged into the waste, rolling outward. As it did, Tolan focused on what he was able to detect. There was a sense of energy out there.

      Surprisingly, the explosion of earth shaping that he used had been almost a circle. It created a ring around him, sweeping all around, and he was able to find the corrupted elemental. As the shaping passed over the corrupted elemental, he held his breath, worried that it might suddenly be aware of what he was doing.

      The corrupted elemental was behind them, but much closer than Tolan had expected. It was moving, though not along a straight path. The longer Tolan focused on it, the more certain he was he could trail after that sense, and he wanted to ensure he had a way of keeping track of the elemental.

      By using his connection to hyza, he thought he could hold onto it in a way that would enable him to keep tabs on the corrupted elemental. But that wasn’t all he needed to accomplish with hyza’s help.

      He shifted his focus, turning it outward, looking for any sense of the Convergence. There would have to be something out there, and he thought if anything would know where to find it, it would be the elemental.

      They were tied to the Convergence, drawn to it in a way he was not, and so it would have to be something hyza would know about. Had he thought about it in the vision, he would have asked.

      As the shaping slipped away from him, growing increasingly distant, he worried he wouldn’t be able to find it.

      And then he felt it.

      It was faint, a slight jarring on his senses, and yet he was certain that was what it was.

      There was a sense of power to it, of energy within it, and yet there was something else he detected about it, something troubling.

      He opened his eyes and said to Ferrah, “I found it.”

      “You found the Convergence?”

      He nodded. “I found it. And once we reach it—”

      Power exploded around them.

      He looked up, searching for evidence of the corrupted elemental, but there was nothing. The corrupted elemental was behind them, and yet, he still felt that sense of shaping energy.

      That meant it was something other than the corrupted elemental.

      He glanced over at Ferrah.

      She seemed to recognize something was taking place, and she scanned the horizon, though as he followed her, there was nothing he was able to make out. Whatever else was out there was beyond his ability to determine.

      It was power—he was able to feel that much at least, but he wasn’t entirely sure what the source of it was.

      He was sure it wasn’t the elemental. As he focused on earth, maintaining his connection to hyza, he could still feel the elemental behind him. It had not neared, and the longer he focused on whatever else was out there, the more certain he was that he was picking up on something else.

      Ferrah edged closer to him.

      He unsheathed the warrior sword and held it ready, prepared for whatever was coming. Looking around, he couldn’t see what it could be, and though he could feel the energy, he didn’t know where it was coming from.

      Ferrah shook her head. “I feel it, but I don’t see anything.”

      “I don’t see anything either.”

      “Can you sense anything?”

      Tolan pushed out with another connection to earth, using the shaping as he had the last time. Typically, when using earth in this way, there was no purpose for a shaping, but right then, he wanted to know if there was anything there and if he didn’t push outward with enough strength, he wasn’t sure he would be able to determine that. In the case of what he was trying to do, he needed to have access to all the energy he could.

      The shaping washed away from him, but he didn’t feel anything.

      The only thing he detected was the corrupted elemental. It was still there and making its way toward them, moving in a generally direct path. The corrupted elemental knew where they were.

      There was still something else out there.

      Could it mean there were other elementals? There was certainly the possibility other corrupted elementals had escaped, but hyza’s message had been about more than just corrupted elementals. There was something else he was supposed to know, and although he knew that, he also didn’t know just what that something was.

      What he needed was a different sort of power. For it to work, he’d need it to be tied to the elemental, not through him.

      Fire.

      If he used fire, he had to believe there would be some way to let it radiate out from him. Normally when he was using fire, there was no attempt to detect anything else within it, but in this case, Tolan didn’t know there was any other option.

      If he were in Terndahl or at the Academy, he might draw upon the other elements, including wind and water. Instead, he had to focus on the connection he shared with hyza, the flames burning within the elemental, and let that power wash outward in a blast of energy that struck the air, heating it.

      It streaked outward, flowing in waves and ripples of heat. The rippling energy reminded him of what the corrupted elemental had done.

      He focused on where that energy struck and whether there was anything in the air he might be able to pick up on. Tolan held onto that energy and felt it wash outward. He mixed in a hint of his own shaping, a touch of wind, and it burst away from him.

      That was a mistake. He wasn’t able to pick up on anything.

      What he needed instead was spirit.

      He pushed outward with fire again, but this time as he added wind, he also added a hint of spirit. He didn’t use anything more than a hint, slipping deep within himself, pulling upon that power, and it exploded outward.

      It radiated away from him. With spirit, there came a different sort of understanding.

      There was a sense of Ferrah near him, but also a sense of something else.

      The corrupted elemental was out there. They couldn’t linger. He would have to use the warrior shaping.

      He readied his shaping, focusing on the various elements, mixing them together within himself. The corrupted elementals surrounded them, but so far, they weren’t aggressive. There was a sense of power and energy, along with a sense of something more, almost as if they were trying to edge closer to him and Ferrah, but Tolan wasn’t willing to let them get too close. He stayed away, distant, and prepared for anything he might need to do.

      Ferrah grabbed him.

      He mixed the elements together, adding a hint of spirit, and drew through the connection to hyza. He pulled on that power, mixing it as quickly as he could. He prayed to the Great Mother he would be quick enough.

      The energy surged. The shaping struck.

      Lightning exploded from the sky, streaking down to the ground. It happened faster than the last time. The energy around them began to collapse, coming toward them. If they waited too much longer, that energy would reach them.

      Tolan pulled on that warrior shaping, letting it consume him.

      As it struck, he focused on where he wanted to go.

      When it carried them, it did so quickly—far more quickly than the last shaping had done. This time, Tolan was almost out of control with it.

      They landed, striking the ground.

      He got to his feet, holding out the sword, pulling on the connection to hyza, reaching through it for fire and earth, knowing his own abilities would be wiped out, almost depleted.

      There was nothing.

      He pushed out through earth, sensing, avoiding any shaping.

      If he were to shape, he knew he would be detected, and he didn’t want to draw the unnecessary attention, but the corrupted elemental wasn’t here.

      Yet.

      It wasn’t going to be long before it reached him. It seemed to know where he was, the same way he was able to find where they were.

      And if it continued to track him, following him, he had to worry that he and Ferrah wouldn’t be able to stay ahead of it for long. If there were other corrupted elementals, he was going have to figure out some way to stay far ahead of them that would keep him and Ferrah safe.

      He started to sag, the effort of the shaping and the energy he’d been using growing almost too much. He dropped to his knees, holding onto the sword.

      Ferrah was there, grabbing him. She pulled him forward. He wouldn’t have been able to do this without her.

      She propped him up against a rock and he rested his head back, looking up at her.

      “We should really return,” he said.

      “Now you want to go back?”

      “Not really, but I wonder if maybe this is a mistake.”

      There came a sense of energy, of heat, and he stirred himself to alertness. He drew upon the energy of hyza, calling to it, using that, and it flowed into him, filling him. As it did, he jerked to his feet, holding the sword out.

      “There’s something out here,” he said as he noticed Ferrah looking at him.

      He focused on earth, adding a hint of spirit, and in doing so, he was able to push outward, using that connection in order to determine just what he was picking up on. It was faint and subtle.

      Power. Worse: whatever was there was strong.
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      Tolan pushed Ferrah behind him and focused on the sense of the elemental. The longer he did, the more he became aware the elemental was there, watching. As he pushed earth and spirit outward, there was another sense to it, one that surprised him.

      It wasn’t corrupted.

      It was different than what he had detected from the other elemental out here. He had come to expect the elementals would all be corrupted. In this case, what he had picked up on was different.

      It was powerful and completely invisible.

      It was almost as if the elemental didn’t want to be seen, and yet it wanted to be felt.

      He pushed outward using a hint of earth, but added fire to it as well, mixing with spirit. Then he had a sense of understanding.

      Tolan grabbed Ferrah, holding her with him as he started forward.

      He headed across the waste, away from the sense of the Convergence he knew was nearby.

      He held onto earth and fire with a little bit of spirit, but not much more than that. Tolan wasn’t sure how much more spirit he would be able to use. His own strength was flagging and were it not for the energy he borrowed from hyza, Tolan wasn’t sure he was going to be able to stay on his feet. If it were not necessary to keep going, he didn’t know if he would even be able to do so.

      Ferrah remained quiet, keeping close to him, staying behind him.

      It was at times like these when he wished they both had the ability to shape here. If she would have been able to shape, what might she have done when it came to the corrupted elementals? There wasn’t any shaping she would have been able to use on them. There wasn’t any shaping he thought he wanted her to use on them. Until they had a better understanding of them, it was better to simply run from them.

      “Where are we going?” she whispered.

      “There’s something we need to see.”

      “Is it another elemental?”

      He nodded slowly.

      “Like the last one?”

      He shook his head. “Not like the last one. This is different.”

      “Are you sure? If it is…”

      “I’m sure.”

      He continued forward, focused on the energy he was able to feel. It told him the direction of the elemental. He was drawn to it, compelled to go to it, almost as if fire itself were calling to him.

      In the case of the draasin, of course it would be.

      Tolan found a strange-looking boulder near a ridge. As he approached it, a shimmering heat radiated from it, as if the sun had been beating on it directly throughout the entire day. There was something quite unusual about it.

      Tolan paused in front of it, looking at it, watching to see if there might be something he might be able to uncover about it, but he didn’t see anything.

      “I know you’re there,” he said.

      He held his breath, holding onto the sense of earth and fire, using spirit as much as he could, and he waited.

      The stone remained unmoving.

      The heat radiating off it called to him and Tolan waited, listening to that sense, focused on it. The more he focused on it, the more he recognized what it was. But how was he going to unleash it?

      The only thing he really needed to do was find a way to reach the draasin.

      He couldn’t tell if it was the same draasin he had encountered when he’d been with his father, but he had a sense it was. The Draasin Lord. There was something distinctive about it, massive, and given the nature of the stone, he could tell the draasin was there, wanting him to find it.

      “What is it?” Ferrah asked.

      “This is the Draasin Lord,” he said.

      “This? This is a rock.”

      Tolan shook his head, heading closer to it.

      He didn’t have any malevolent sense from it, not the way he did with the corrupted elementals. All he had from this was a sense of power and heat, and that of fire. That sense came through his connection to hyza, and with it all, he was able to feel what was inside the rock. He was able to determine this was something more than he could see with his eyes.

      “I know you’re there,” he said again.

      He stepped forward again, and as he did, he held onto fire and earth, using spirit.

      And then he let go of fire and earth.

      If there was some way to communicate with the draasin, to reach it, it would be spirit. He stepped forward, out of the shadows, and could feel the energy of the elemental, the energy of the power the draasin radiated.

      He waited.

      It uncurled.

      He was an enormous creature, his head tucked down into his wings, which were wrapped around his body, his tail curling all around him. Somehow, the draasin made all of itself look as if it was nothing more than a cluster of massive rocks.

      Ferrah gasped and staggered back a few steps.

      Tolan reached for her, keeping her from running.

      He understood the instinct, as he had had it before.

      The draasin opened its wings, setting them down and leaning forward. It was massive. The entire body of the draasin was the size of a building within Terndahl. Massive spikes protruded from its back. Heat radiated from it, giving off a shimmering around each of the spikes. His wings were thick leather, and seemed to glow with the heat now they were unfurled. The tail stretched out, curling around, and it still looked something like stone resting on the waste.

      “You found me,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “Were you trying to hide from me?”

      “Not hide from you. That is not my purpose here.”

      It seemed to Tolan there was something the draasin wasn’t telling him, but he didn’t know what it was. Perhaps it didn’t matter. “I found the corrupted elemental.”

      “That is unfortunate.”

      “Is there anything we can do for him? Hyza tried to show me I need to help him, but I’m not sure what it will take for me to do so.”

      “Hyza is more optimistic than some.”

      “You don’t think anything can be done?”

      “Hyza is more optimistic than most.”

      Tolan looked up, meeting the Draasin Lord’s eyes. They were golden and glowed, looking so different than hyza, but similar as well. When he had been looking at hyza, there had been a mixture of orange and blue, a swirling sense of heat and power, but as he looked upon the Draasin Lord, there was nothing but the bright golden eyes. Intelligence shone behind them and burned within him, searing him, almost a warning.

      He was acutely aware of just how powerful and old this creature was. This was a creature which had lived at a time when the shapers knew shaping differently. This was a creature that had been alive in a time before the elementals had been forced into the element bonds. Because of that, he knew to respect the Draasin Lord. He knew to fear him.

      “You brought another,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “This is Ferrah,” Tolan said, stepping off to the side. “She’s a friend.”

      The draasin chuckled, if a creature like that could laugh. It was a strange and throaty sound, as if fire crackled. “A friend? If I called my mate a friend, I am quite certain she would be displeased.”

      A flush worked through Tolan, but he said nothing. He wasn’t about to argue with the Draasin Lord. He wouldn’t call Ferrah his mate, either. She might be just as angry, and he didn’t know whether he should irritate the Draasin Lord or Ferrah more at this point.

      “Why are you here?” Tolan asked.

      “This has been my responsibility.”

      “The waste?”

      The draasin stood upright and swung his massive head, peering all along the entirety of the waste before lowering back down. He curled his wings back around him, his tail sweeping behind, making the rest of his body look nothing more than the stone he was trying to blend into. The only things that stood out were his head and his eyes. As Tolan looked at him, he couldn’t help but feel the energy from the Draasin Lord, the way the creature looked outward, and the energy he was able to make out.

      “The waste is something more than just the waste.”

      “I’ve encountered others touched by this darkness. That’s what you wanted me to help with.”

      “It must be done,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “Hyza tells me I have to help the elemental.”

      “And I told you hyza is more optimistic than most.”

      “You think the other elemental should be destroyed?”

      There was a hesitation within the Draasin Lord, and for a moment, Tolan wondered why he would even be aware of it, but the more he stared at the Draasin Lord, the more he realized something else was taking place.

      He had a connection to the Draasin Lord.

      It was different than what he shared with hyza, as there was no sense of power or energy radiating from the Draasin Lord the way it did with hyza, but there was a connection there. There was power. Tolan could feel it.

      Did that mean he could use it?

      If he could, then drawing upon the energy of the draasin might be even more powerful than anything else he could do. And if he were able to do it, he could easily imagine being able to use even more power.

      And if he could do that, then…

      Tolan had to push those thoughts out of his mind. He wasn’t going to use the Draasin Lord. He wasn’t going to misuse that power, either.

      Perhaps he shared the same optimism hyza did. He recognized there was a need for them to work together, to find some way to help the elementals, and in doing so, he thought he could do something, find some way to help free them.

      He had done so before. He had helped free his mother, but when he had, what had remained of her? Would it be the same with the elementals? The challenge he faced now was in understanding just what was left, and just what they needed to do.

      “Have you obtained what you need?” the Draasin Lord asked.

      “You knew?”

      “You were testing the connection.”

      “How is it we are connected?”

      “You are bound to spirit. As I am.”

      “How am I bound to spirit?”

      The draasin leaned his head forward, nothing else of his body even moving. It unsettled Tolan.

      He looked over at Ferrah, checking to see what she was doing, but she simply stared. Every bit of her was tensed, and he worried about her. What might she do?

      Seeing the Draasin Lord for the first time was a different experience. In Tolan’s case, he had been prepared for it, having been exposed to various elementals, recognizing the need to help them and work with them, but Ferrah had a very different experience with the elementals. While she understood they were powerful, she also had some of the traditional Terndahl fear of them.

      Would she be thinking they would need to do something to suppress the elementals? Would she think they would need to do something to force the Draasin Lord back into the bond? When Tolan looked at the Draasin Lord, he didn’t think there was any way to do that. How could they force the draasin into the element bond? The elemental was incredibly powerful, and far too massive to be pushed into any element bond.

      “Ferrah?”

      She stirred and shook her head, but then she suddenly dropped to her knees, leaning forward, and bowing to the Draasin Lord.

      The Draasin Lord chuckled again, the sound of crackling flames.

      “Ferrah, you have to get up. He’s not going to hurt you.”

      “This is the Draasin Lord,” she whispered.

      “The Draasin Lord, but I think he calls himself that because he has been working on behalf of the elementals for over a thousand years.”

      Ferrah cocked an eye at him. “The Draasin Lord has been active for over a thousand years?”

      “The real Draasin Lord has,” Tolan said. He leaned down, grabbing Ferrah, helping her to her feet. How much of this had he already shared with her? He thought he’d shared all of it so she didn’t have to question, but then again, there were things he had been careful about revealing, not wanting anyone to know the dangers of the Draasin Lord and the dangers of what might be out there.

      Given what they had experienced, that wasn’t an unusual expectation. There was a possibility others might be motivated to try to harm the draasin—and the other elementals.

      “Others have used the title of the Draasin Lord to try to bring about various changes over the years,” Tolan said. “In the case of my mother and those working with her, they have used the draasin to create antagonism against the draasin and the rest of the elementals.” He turned to the draasin. “Why, though?”

      “There are other powers in the world, Tolan Ethar.”

      “I have seen other powers. There was one that infected my mother and I thought it was removed from her by the Convergence.”

      “That darkness cannot be easily removed,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “I don’t know that it was easy at all. I pushed her into the Convergence, and I think it was mostly removed from her, but…”

      What was left was so different than she had been before. Tolan didn’t even know what to make of the memories he had of her. He had no idea how much of the woman he recalled was real and how much of her was artificial. As far as he knew, everything he had remembered of his mother was not real at all. It was possible everything she had done, all of the things she had said to him, were artificial memories she had planted within him.

      And perhaps that was the hardest thing to grasp. It was painful to think about the fact his mother might have been deceiving him her entire life. She had used his father, wanting to create someone like Tolan.

      At least, that was what she’d said.

      He still didn’t know how much of that was even accurate, and how much was said to try to serve whoever she served. At that time, the darkness still filled her, and he hoped it was not real, but he didn’t know.

      Having her as a mother, and what she had done to him, had harmed him. It had changed him, twisting him, and it had made it so his ability to reach for shaping was stunted. Had he never been shaped by her, and had she never prevented him from reaching for his power, he might have developed much faster.

      It was possible he would have developed a different ability. It was possible the Inquisitors would have claimed him, and he might not have understood his ability to reach the elementals.

      “What can we do for the corrupted elemental?”

      “There is little that can be done other than what I am doing.”

      “What about the Convergence?”

      “Getting an elemental to the Convergence is quite a bit different than getting a human,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “What about the Convergence here?”

      “It has been protected,” the Draasin Lord said. “That is why I am here.”

      Tolan glanced behind them, but there was nothing but the vast expanse of the waste. He had no idea where exactly that Convergence was, though as he pushed out with a sense of earth, he thought he might be able to pick up on it. It was out there, a sense of it practically waiting for him.

      If it was tainted, then maybe he could restore it. Wasn’t that why he’d come? He’d chased his mother, but he’d also tried to understand more about the Convergence. If he could, then he might be able to end what had happened. And if he could restore the Convergence, perhaps they could work on the next step—restoring the waste.

      “I can feel it,” he said.

      “If you can feel it, then you know to stay away from it.”

      “Why must I stay away from it?”

      “You have grown strong, Tolan Ethar, but you are not meant to intervene here.”

      Tolan turned away from the Draasin Lord, focusing on the distant sense of the Convergence. Because of the other elemental out there, the corrupted one, Tolan knew there had to be some other reason for the Draasin Lord to have revealed himself here.

      “You’re guarding it.”

      The Draasin Lord bowed his head. “I have been here for many years.”

      “What about my mother? How did she reach it?” When the Draasin Lord didn’t answer, Tolan thought he understood. “You weren’t here then, were you?”

      The Draasin Lord breathed out, and there was a hint of frustration in the way he did.

      “You don’t always stay here,” Tolan said. “Because when I first encountered you, it was in the mountains.”

      “There are times I must be gone. When I am, the others that are here suffice.”

      “Others?”

      The Draasin Lord turned and breathed his flame out into the waste. “The Guardians. The others.”

      Tolan focused on spirit, pushing it outward. There were other elementals out there. One for each element, and powerful.

      “Are they twisted?” he asked.

      “They cannot be,” the Draasin Lord said.

      There was a silence between them. Finally, Tolan turned toward the sense of the Convergence.  “I need to see it.”

      “I can’t allow that, Tolan Ethar.”

      “Why?”

      “You do not understand its purpose.”

      “If it’s tainted, I’m not going to fall to it. There isn’t anything it will do to compel me.”

      “You might be surprised at what this place is capable of doing, Tolan Ethar.”

      “I have withstood temptation before.”

      “This is a very different sort of temptation.”

      “I need to go there, Draasin Lord. That’s why I was sent here. I can cleanse the Convergence.”

      “I know why you think you were sent here, Tolan Ethar. And I know you have survived crossing this place, and in doing so, you’ve proven something to me that I suspected but was not sure of. That you truly do serve the elementals.”

      “You knew I served the elementals.”

      “I knew you claimed to serve the elementals, and with everything I had seen from you, I believed you had believed it, but in this case, that you were able to reach this, that you were able to reach me, tells me you are more than I had even hoped.”

      “If you believe that, then you need to let me reach for this Convergence.”

      Tolan felt strongly that he needed to do that. The more he thought about it, the more certain he was that there was something he would need to find. If he could, he believed he could discover some way to heal it.

      As Tolan looked at the Draasin Lord, he couldn’t help but know that if the Draasin Lord wanted to, he would be able to prevent Tolan from doing anything. The Draasin Lord was far too powerful, and if he had been responsible for protecting this place of Convergence, keeping anyone or anything else from reaching it, then there was nothing Tolan would able to do.

      Yet he had to believe there would be some way.

      Heat began to surge along the Draasin Lord’s body, and there was an ongoing sense of energy, but there was something else to it as well. There was a sense of understanding.

      Even if Tolan were to go to the Convergence, what did he hope to find?

      The Draasin Lord looked at him, heat radiating off his body, the sense of energy that was there leaving Tolan thinking he had made a mistake.

      All of this was because he had followed his mother, coming across the waste, searching for answers on behalf of the Circle, and now he felt as if there were additional answers he didn’t have and more information they needed. After having seen the elemental twisted and tainted by this darkness, perhaps this was not meant for him. He had a different role.

      “You begin to understand,” the draasin said.

      “I’m not ready for the Convergence.”

      “What you seek is there, but even if you were to approach it, there is nothing you can do to change it. This is my responsibility.”

      Out on the waste, with the power and energy that was here, the sense of emptiness, he couldn’t help but feel as if he needed to have a different responsibility, a role greater than he’d already taken on, and he had to believe whatever else he did would be for the right reason.

      “Is my mother here?”

      The Draasin Lord breathed out, a hint of steam and fire within his breath. It was interesting to experience that, especially since Tolan had long believed no elementals could survive out on the waste. No one was supposed to be able to shape out on the waste, either.

      “In a way,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “And what way is that?”

      “What have you experienced in your time out here?”

      Tolan thought about what he had experienced, the way he had felt the strangeness of the elemental as it had pursued them, and the way he had very nearly not survived. It had attempted to draw from him, attempting to siphon power from him, and were it not for luck, perhaps something else, he wasn’t sure he would have survived.

      “The only thing I’ve experienced out here was the tainted elemental.”

      “That isn’t the only thing,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “The connection to hyza?”

      “You begin to understand.”

      “But I don’t.”

      The draasin settled his head back down, resting it as he breathed out a streamer of heat that blended into the distance. “The Guardians grow tired, Tolan Ethar. This is our responsibility. We will control this, but you have another responsibility.”

      “What responsibility is that? I thought that coming here, trying to remove the influence from the waste was my responsibility.”

      “One man cannot remove the influence from the waste.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “You need to find it within yourself. Understand yourself. Understand the connections you have made and how those connections make you stronger. Once you do…”

      The Draasin Lord settled fully onto the ground, and he breathed out again.

      Tolan waited for him to say something more, but he had a sense from the Draasin Lord that he was not going to, as though anything more he might want to say had already been said.
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      Tolan looked over at Ferrah. Her entire body was rigid, her gaze locked on the draasin. Tolan understood. He’d felt that way when he’d first seen the draasin as well.

      “He doesn’t want me to go to the Convergence.”

      “What would he do if you did?”

      “I… I guess I don’t know.”

      Tolan looked over at the Draasin Lord, and then considered his surroundings. From here, there was a sense of the waste, a sense of its energy, but more than that, he could practically sense the Convergence. Having been in one, and having seen more than one, he recognized that sense.

      Looking over at the Draasin Lord, he considered staying here, or even leaving as the Draasin Lord wanted, but that wasn’t what he needed to do. Instead, he motioned for Ferrah to follow. The two started out across the waste, heading deeper into it.

      “What did he mean by Guardians?”

      “I suspect there are other elementals much like him.”

      “Another draasin?”

      “Perhaps.” But would that even be right? If what Tolan suspected was accurate, it wasn’t that there were other draasin out here. Instead, there were other elementals representing each of the other elements. That type of guardianship would be enough to protect this place in a way something else would not. And if there were other elementals, Tolan had to wonder if there was a way to connect to them, too.

      He had a connection to the Draasin Lord, and he had a connection to hyza, but he was able to speak to those elementals, at least in a way allowing him to use those connections.

      If he could use other connections, if he were able to find some way to understand just what it was he was capable of doing, a way he could use the power that was out here, then perhaps he could convince the other Guardians of what he needed to do.

      The problem was that Tolan wasn’t entirely sure what he needed to do.

      All of this had begun with a pursuit of his mother, and she wasn’t here.

      Even as he strained, using earth and water and wind, adding fire and even spirit, he didn’t have a sense of her.

      She might have started by coming out across the waste, but she didn’t remain here.

      This was a ruse.

      Tolan stopped, turning and looking all around.

      Why would she have used a ruse like that?

      “What is it?”

      “I have been struggling with something.”

      “Ever since we got out here, we’ve been both struggling with something.”

      “This is a little bit different. In the time that we came out here, I’ve been trying to get a better sense of where my mother was going, and have been chasing the sense of her, trying to see if there was anything we might be able to uncover about where she has gone, but even as I chased that sense, it became more distant.”

      “Tolan. We’re out on the waste. There is no sense of anything out here.”

      “That would be what she would have expected as well. I think she would have anticipated we would have been out here and that we wouldn’t have found any answers.”

      “We haven’t any answers.”

      “Only more questions,” Tolan said, grinning. “Only she wouldn’t have known I have the ability to use shaping out here.”

      Without having that ability to shape, and without his mother knowing about that, he had to think more like her. He would have to focus, trying to come up with what she would have done, the reason she would have brought him out here.

      And that reason was to distract him.

      What did he know about her?

      His experience with her had been limited. Tolan had memories of her, but he no longer knew how many of those memories were accurate or how many had been placed into his mind as fabrications. She was a powerful spirit shaper, and that meant it was entirely plausible she might have placed certain memories into his mind to force him to think about her in certain ways. What he needed to do was to focus on what he knew of her.

      What he knew of her now was limited, but it was about a pursuit of power.

      She had found it. She had that darkness—that chaos—and because of that pursuit of power, she had gathered up the Inquisitors, turning them against the Academy.

      What else did he know about her?

      It was more than about her pursuit of power. She had used his father. She had placed a shaping on him, having him place and create bondars that had required considerable power, and that would have given her control over the elements—and the elementals.

      It had to be more than that.

      When he went back further, thinking deeper into his past, deeper into the past of a mother he never really knew, he came up with other answers.

      There were answers out there, and as he thought about what he knew, he recognized those answers were still there.

      She had gone across the waste.

      That was the first truth he knew about her.

      It was more than just being the daughter of the Grand Inquisitor. This was a fact of what he knew about her. She had studied at the Academy, she had trained as an Inquisitor, but what he now knew about her suggested everything she had done had been a pursuit of power.

      She knew how to navigate the waste.

      And if she knew how to navigate the waste, and she knew what was out here, including knowing about the tainted elementals, then she would have known he was a danger to her.

      “I keep thinking she wanted me out here for some reason.”

      “You don’t know her. She’s not the person you think she is.”

      Tolan turned Ferrah, taking her hands and locking eyes with her. “I know. I might be her son, but she isn’t the mother I believed her to be. That’s not what I’m getting at, though. She came out across the waste and she searched for power until she found it. She found the Convergence.”

      They had been walking while they were talking, and as they did, a sense came to him, a steady building of energy that suggested they were nearing some place of additional power. He could feel it around him, and he could feel that sense rising from someplace deep beneath the ground.

      The Convergence was nearby.

      There was nothing other than a vast expanse all around him. There were rocks stacked almost as if they had been tossed, and there were aspects of the waste that left him thinking this place had once had life within it, especially knowing the Convergence was here. Now there was nothing but an emptiness.

      It was that emptiness that called to him.

      That emptiness had once called to his mother.

      She must have known how to find power. If it was here, and if he could feel it, then he had little doubt she had felt something similar. Knowing what he did of her, the way she had pursued that power, he couldn’t help but feel as if she had found what she was looking for out here in this location.

      This was where the Draasin Lord didn’t want him to go.

      Standing where he was, he could feel a sense of energy pressing in upon him, not just from beneath him. That sense of energy came from a deep source far beneath the ground.

      It was the Convergence, but what he felt around him was not.

      The Guardians.

      “It’s here,” he said.

      “What is here?”

      “The Convergence.” He closed his eyes, focusing on what he could sense of it. “I can feel it. It is somewhere deep beneath us.”

      “Similar to how it is in Par and within Amitan,” she said.

      Tolan nodded. Within those places, the sense of the Convergence had been muted, something he wasn’t aware of until he had reached the chamber containing it.

      Out here, there didn’t seem to be anything restricting his awareness of the power that was present. It was almost as if that power was meant for him to detect, something seeping up from everywhere all around him.

      Would that be what it was like in Amitan and Par had the towers not been there?

      Both of the towers had similar features. They both had runes marked along the surface of the buildings, drawing power from all around. Both were in places of considerable elemental energy as well, though he wondered how many people knew that or whether it was only him now.

      The only reason Tolan knew that was because of what he had read in many of the works Master Minden had shared with him.

      He shook his head, opening his eyes. “It’s here, and yet, I think the reason we don’t feel it anywhere else beyond here is because of the Guardians.”

      “You think they’re holding onto the power of the Convergence?”

      “They’re holding onto something, though I’m not entirely sure what it is they’re doing.”

      “You could ask him,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan smiled. “You were there. I asked the Draasin Lord already, but I have a sense he thinks this is something I should stay out of.”

      “How are you getting on regarding your mother?”

      Tolan frowned, bringing his thoughts back around. “I was just thinking about what she might have done. I was thinking about the nature of what she knows. She was able to navigate through the waste in a way few others have been able to do and survive. Not only that, but she is connected to this sense of chaos. What if she has an ability others don’t?”

      “Which is?”

      “To be able to shape out here.”

      “You have that ability,” she said.

      “I do, which is why I think she wanted to bring me out here.”

      “Why?”

      Tolan turned in place, and while he did, he couldn’t help but wonder.

      There were questions, but he didn’t have answers.

      More than that, he had to wonder if perhaps he had been guided here, and not only guided, but used.

      “I think we need to return to the Academy,” he said.

      “I thought you wanted to find your mother.”

      “I don’t think she’s here.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “I can’t be sure. Not entirely, but I think she had another reason for having me come to this Convergence.” Tolan turned in place, looking around, feeling the energy of the Guardians.

      This was a Convergence, but he suspected there were only a few reasons they were protecting it. It was possible it was twisted and tainted, the same way his mother had been twisted and tainted. It was also possible they were guarding it, trying to defend it against the possibility of influence.

      What had his mother told him?

      She had wanted him. Maybe not him particularly, but she’d wanted his unique combination of gifts. It was why she had married his father. She had had a child as a way to reach for power she wouldn’t have otherwise. She had done so as a way of trying to force a combination of shaping abilities that didn’t exist otherwise.

      He could shape here.

      And it was more than just his ability to shape here, but his ability to connect to the elementals, and to use the bondars, and to reach for the power of the Convergence. Because of that, he had to wonder if all of this was part of some grand plan of hers.

      Only… It wasn’t her plan.

      Tolan frowned, focusing on what he could detect, and reached for Ferrah.

      Drawing through that strange connection to hyza, reaching for his own ability to shape, he bound the elements together, adding spirit, and with a flash of lightning, transported them back to Amitan.
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      The sudden change was jarring. Element and elemental energy pressed upon Tolan, surging through him in a way that left him staggering. He stumbled forward on the rooftop of the Academy, trying to suppress the nearly overwhelming sense of power that blasted through him. It was something he could scarcely hold onto, a sense of energy that was beyond anything he had experienced before.

      “It’s too much,” Ferrah moaned.

      He blinked open his eyes to see her lying on the ground, curled up, trembling.

      “Just try to relax,” a voice said.

      Who was that?

      Tolan looked up, trying to focus on who was there, whether there was any reason for them to be concerned, but it was only Master Minden.

      He let out a sigh, pushing back and down on the sudden sense of the elements and elementals that was threatening to overcome him. It was all around, more than he was able to withstand.

      Master Minden was there, tapping him on the side, trying to comfort him.

      “Ferrah,” he said.

      The librarian nodded, turning to Ferrah, and spirit seeped out of her.

      Tolan was far more acutely aware of the sense of spirit than he had been before. He suspected it was because of the change, the suddenness of the transition, but he didn’t know if that was the case or not. It was equally possible something had happened while they were away. He had bonded to hyza after all, whatever that might mean.

      Gradually, he was able to tamp down the sense that rolled through him, trying to find a peace, but even as he did, it was almost too much for him to bear.

      “What happened?” Master Minden asked.

      Tolan looked over at Ferrah. She appeared to be resting, her eyes closed, her breathing steady. She was calm and hopefully recovering.

      “Was that because of the transition from having no sense of the elements to having nothing but a sense of the elements?”

      “It can be unsettling,” Master Minden said.

      “I wasn’t expecting anything quite like that,” he said.

      “Most who transition from the waste do so gradually. They step out of it, and there is a threshold. As a student, few are aware of the nature of that threshold, and few can recognize how it gradually allows them an increased connection to the elements again. In your case, having traveled on that warrior shaping, you bypassed that threshold.”

      “I was able to shape on the waste.”

      “It worked?”

      He nodded slowly. “It did, but I think we were wrong.”

      “Wrong?”

      “About the Convergence.” Tolan told Master Minden what he had encountered, the twisted elementals, the Guardians around the Convergence, and his feeling his mother had guided him. Through it all, she stood for a moment with her fingers pressed together, her lips pressed into a tight frown.

      When he was done, she nodded. “Help me with Master Changen.”

      Tolan lifted Ferrah and carried her into the Academy. Master Minden guided him to one of the rooms, though not one they would have used prior to the attack that had destroyed a section of the Academy. When he settled her on the bed, he brushed hair away from her forehead. “How long will she sleep?”

      “As long as she needs. We can wait until she comes around, or we can speak now.”

      Ferrah would likely want him to wait until she awoke. She wanted to be a part of it, and given her knowledge and skill, he wanted her to be a part of it as well.

      “Will it harm her if we wake her now?”

      Master Minden shook her head. “Nothing more than what has already occurred. It’s really the transition that’s the hardest. Sleeping allows a more natural recovery, and in time, I suspect she would have rebounded regardless, but I thought to ease it for her.”

      Master Minden touched Ferrah on the forehead. There was another hint of spirit shaping trickling out, and when it struck Ferrah, she took in a slow breath before opening her eyes.

      Ferrah sat up, looking around.

      “How long was I out?”

      Tolan shook his head. “Only a few moments. We returned, and Master Minden was there to help you.”

      She sighed. “I thought maybe you had gone away again.”

      “Not this time,” he said. He looked over at Master Minden. “Is there a good place for us to talk?”

      “You don’t think this would be ideal?” She asked it with a hint of a smile and motioned for them to follow.

      As Tolan helped Ferrah off the bed, she looked down, almost as if she didn’t trust she had only been out for a few moments before following him down the hallway. He paused as he looked at the portraits, once again seeing more painting along them than he had before. Each time he came through here, something seemed to change. Occasionally, it was added details to one of the paintings, and other times entire paintings appearing to him that hadn’t before.

      There were only a few that he was not able to adequately see quite yet.

      Within those few, he had to wonder if there was something more he needed to learn before he would be able to see what existed in them.

      Master Minden continued along the hallway, waiting for them at the end near the stairs.

      “Did you find anything new?”

      “Did you expect I might?”

      She sent her gaze skimming along the portraits. “It’s difficult to tell. I’ve spent considerable time in these halls, and each time I pass through here, I feel as if I pick up on a new detail. Perhaps that’s little more than my imagination, but I think something changes for me each time.”

      “Mine definitely are changing,” he said.

      “What do you see?” Ferrah asked.

      “A change in the paintings,” he said.

      “Paintings? I thought these were just blank canvas.” She glanced from Tolan to Master Minden. “I’ve often wondered why you spent so much time in here.”

      “You don’t see anything?” Tolan asked.

      “There’s nothing to see.”

      “Perhaps in time, there will be. You’re now a master shaper, so it is possible you will develop enough of a connection enabling you to see what is to be seen here.”

      Master Minden made her way down the stairs, and Ferrah took his wrist.

      “What do you see?”

      “The first time I came here, I didn’t see much. I thought the portraits were much like what you see, but each time I come, there’s more detail revealed.”

      “How is that even possible?”

      “I’m not really sure, to be honest. I think it has something to do with how they were painted and who painted them.” He hadn’t given enough thought to that, but he did believe there was something tied to the painters. The portraits were old, all of them incredibly ancient, and made during a time when the elementals were still free. It was within those portraits that he felt a sense of energy and power, and he felt as if there was something there that he could find if only he could grasp what it was.

      “Most of them depict the elementals.”

      “Maybe that’s why I can’t see it,” Ferrah said softly. “Maybe they don’t want me to see them.”

      “I’m not sure that’s it,” Tolan said.

      “Really? I haven’t given the elementals nearly the same consideration you have. I think they don’t view me in the same way as they view you.”

      “I wonder if it’s possible for you to have a connection to them.”

      “I don’t know if I want one.”

      “Even after everything we’ve seen together?”

      “I don’t know,” Ferrah said.

      Her gaze lingered on the paintings for a moment, and Tolan considered staying here with her before deciding to pull her along with him. Master Minden needed to know what they had seen and experienced, and they needed to talk through what else they would need to do.

      When they reached the main level of the Academy, he expected to find Master Minden waiting for them, but she wasn’t there.

      Tolan used a hint of spirit, questing out with it, and as he did, he detected her farther down the stairs.

      That was unusual.

      He nodded to Ferrah and they continued down the staircase, descending into the depths of the Academy.

      They had held Daniels in this part of the Academy, keeping him trapped while he was questioned. That wasn’t where Master Minden guided them.

      An ornate doorway blocked him as he followed her sense. The wood was heavily oiled, and the runes on the surface marked each of the elements. There were other carvings along the door that took Tolan a few more moments to identify. Elementals.

      There were many of them.

      He pressed his hand on the door, testing it to see if there was a shaping within it, but he detected nothing.

      It was unlocked, and once he stepped through, a massive room spread out in front of them. He froze in place. It had a high ceiling, easily twice his height, and the stone was almost perfectly smooth. Shaped stone. Markings along the walls reminded him of something from his vision with hyza, symbols and runes that filled the space.

      Tolan’s breath caught as he looked around.

      All of this was considerable power.

      There were shelves lining one end of the room, and a table occupied the center of it, with chairs around it. More paintings hung on the free walls, all of them faint and faded, something a little bit more difficult for him to see. Small orbs set into the walls served as lanterns, shaped light drifting from them.

      Master Minden waited near the table.

      “What is this place?” he asked.

      “You have been asking about the Circle,” she said.

      “I have been, but you have said that we—”

      She waved her hand. “I thought we could avoid bringing you too far into the Circle, but unfortunately it seems as if that is not to be. Now you’re master shapers…”

      That had been what she’d been waiting for. “This is within the Academy?”

      “It’s easy enough for us to reach. Very few people come to the lower levels. Nearby, as I suppose you recall, are the prisons, though they aren’t occupied all that often.”

      “Not that often,” Tolan said.

      Master Minden smiled sadly at him. “Ah, yes. Your own Inquisition. Think about what you learned during that Inquisition.”

      “Are you really arguing that I benefited from it?”

      “You benefit from all experiences, Master Ethar. Even painful ones. Perhaps especially then.”

      He glanced back at the door, having not noticed it had swung closed on its own. As he looked, it started to open again, and the Grand Master appeared. He looked thin and frail, almost as if he had been through some sort of torment in the time since Tolan had seen him last. It hadn’t been all that long, but still, Tolan had a sense he had suffered.

      “I received the summons, Asmane.”

      “We will wait for the others,” Master Minden said.

      “Others?” Ferrah mouthed to Tolan.

      He shrugged.

      “I can only surmise this has something to do with the return of Master Ethar and Master Changen?”

      Master Minden nodded. “They returned from the waste.”

      “I can see that.”

      “You can, but it’s the way they returned from the waste that is important.”

      “Could you do it?” the Grand Master asked, turning to Tolan.

      “I could shape,” he said.

      “You could,” he said, breathing out. “None has ever been able to shape out on the waste. What was it like?”

      “We should wait,” Master Minden said.

      “Who else are you expecting?”

      “There are others who should arrive.”

      The door opened and his grandmother entered. Irina looked at him, flicking her gaze from him to Ferrah before turning to Master Minden and then the Grand Master. She said nothing as she strode into the room, taking a seat at the table.

      That meant one other.

      Everyone here so far was somebody Tolan had already known or suspected was a part of the Circle of Warriors. There were more chairs around the table than people, and if they were only waiting for one more, then he had to wonder why.

      Were no others expected to come?

      Still, he waited.

      Ferrah stayed near him, and neither of them spoke. It was almost as if the silence were necessary, though Master Minden and the Grand Master were speaking softly to each other on the far side of the room. Every so often, one of them would look in their direction.

      The door didn’t open again.

      Master Minden finally cleared her throat, turning to the table. “I thought…” She shook her head. “Perhaps it doesn’t matter what I thought. All that matters is that we have who is here. We need to discuss matters of the Circle.”

      “Does it need to be quite so formal?” Irina asked.

      “In this case, I believe it does. Master Ethar has returned from the waste, and he brings troubling news.”

      “Why is it troubling?” Irina asked.

      “We have long believed the waste is tied to a place of power, and when we started learning about how that power has been corrupted, we began to think there was a possibility we could restore it. What Tolan brings to us is news that perhaps that is not the case.”

      She turned to him, leveling her gaze on him, and waited.

      The other two glanced in his direction.

      Tolan cleared his throat nervously before telling them about the Guardians and the Convergence, adding toward the end what he had detected of the twisted elemental.

      He wasn’t sure how that news would be taken. That was the part of it worrying him the most. The people in this room, these people, understood his view about the elementals, but he didn’t know if they shared it. Master Minden did. He had even begun to think that perhaps the Grand Master shared his understanding of the elementals. The one he didn’t really know was his grandmother. Would Irina view the elementals as creatures worth saving and protecting?

      “If the Convergence isn’t the way she grasped power, it means there’s something else,” Irina said.

      Tolan nodded. “That was my thinking too. She kept telling me I was needed for something, and I wasn’t entirely sure what it was. Even now, I don’t really know what exactly it was. Only, when I was out there, focusing on the sense of the waste, I began to question whether or not what she wanted from me was some way of being able to detect the Convergence out there.”

      “Why would she need the Convergence?” Irina asked.

      “Possibly the same reason she’s been pursuing the Convergences all around Terndahl.”

      “We have uncovered several of them, but there are bound to be more,” Irina said.

      That was Tolan’s suspicion as well. The more he learned about the Convergences and how often they were found, the way they were connected to the world and the sense of spirit, along with that of the other elements, the more he began to think places like that couldn’t be all that rare. Perhaps they had believed they were rare, and the ones beneath Amitan and the Academy were isolated, but he had now visited three of them, and Irina knew of two others.

      “That doesn’t answer who she’s been working with,” the Grand Master said.

      “It’s possible she isn’t working with anyone else,” Irina said.

      “There has to be someone else,” Tolan said.

      They all turned toward him, looking in his direction, and he glanced at Ferrah. A worried expression crossed her face, and though he couldn’t read what she was trying to get at, he could feel through his connection to spirit that there was uncertainty within her.

      That was a new connection for him. Not spirit, necessarily, but the ability to detect any emotion because of spirit. Why would he suddenly be so aware of that from her?

      “I think of what she said when she was captured here. Something suggested to me that she not only was working with someone else, but they have something greater planned.”

      “Greater than tainting the Convergences?” Irina asked.

      Tolan frowned. It had to be more than that, didn’t it?

      He thought about what he knew about the Convergences, and the way she had attempted to taint them. He thought about what he knew from the way she had influenced shapers, first in Ephra and then other places, possibly influencing even other Inquisitors. He even thought about what he knew from what she had done while trying to twist the place of Convergence.

      There had to be some purpose behind it.

      “The elementals,” he said.

      “What?” Ferrah asked.

      “The elementals. We encountered just one of the tainted elementals, but the Draasin Lord suggested there were others. That’s what this has been about.”

      “If she was trying to twist elementals, there would’ve been an opportunity to do so before,” Ferrah said.

      “What are the two of you getting on about?” Irina asked.

      Tolan turned toward the others. “When we were in the waste, we detected a twisted elemental. It was the only one, but I have a sense there were others. The Draasin Lord suggested to us it was twisted by its exposure to the waste, and it wasn’t able to tolerate that, but I have to wonder if perhaps there was something more to it.”

      “You think your mother is somehow responsible for twisting the elementals?” The Grand Master asked.

      “Perhaps indirectly. Or perhaps even directly.” Tolan thought about what he knew and what his experience had been.

      Maybe she really was responsible for that.

      “There might be a way to find out.”

      “How would you propose it?” The Grand Master asked.

      “We need to visit the only other place that has free elementals.”
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      The energy of the mountains was all around him, and Tolan marveled at the sense of it. He could feel the source of elemental energy, that of the elements, the powers mingling in a way they didn’t anywhere else all throughout Terndahl. There was an overwhelming sense of it, reminding him of the suddenness of power that had assaulted him when he had returned to Amitan following his time in the waste.

      Pushing out with each of the elements, Tolan sent a shaping sweeping around him. It was slow, subtle, but the energy began to build, rolling away from him. When it did, he focused on what he could detect. He wasn’t certain if his suspicion was accurate, though he thought it had to be. All of this made more sense if that were the case.

      He turned to Ferrah, taking a deep breath. She scanned the horizon, her eyes widening as she looked at the mountains, likely detecting the elemental energy.

      Irina stood stiff. Tolan had to wonder how his grandmother might respond to coming to a place like this, a place filled with the power of the elementals, but he began to be satisfied their coming here had been necessary.

      “This is it?” Ferrah’s voice was a whisper as she looked all around.

      “I thought you said there would be free elementals here,” Irina said.

      “There will be,” Tolan said, guiding them forward.

      He had brought them all here on a shaping of power, using the warrior shaping to carry them. Now they were here, and now Irina was looking all around, he worried he was making a mistake. Revealing this place to anyone else within the Academy placed a danger to the people and the elementals that were here. There was a sense of peace and safety here otherwise, and by bringing others here, he ran the risk of sacrificing that safety.

      It was necessary. If what he began to suspect was accurate, then it meant there was a greater danger than he had expected.

      Tolan started forward. He used a hint of wind, mixing it with water, holding himself above the ground as he drifted along the road. It was a rocky path that would lead toward the village in the distance.

      “Why here?” Ferrah asked.

      “I thought this was a place of freedom for the elementals, but I start to wonder if perhaps there is something else here.”

      “What is it?”

      “A test.”

      As they started forward, he began to see evidence of the elementals.

      Part of it was in the way that ara floated, the wind elemental barely visible, nothing more than a hint of translucent energy. How many others would see that? Tolan did because he had summoned the elemental enough times and had a sense of just what was involved in bringing that elemental here, but part of it was related to his familiarity with the elements and the elementals.

      Throughout the land, there were other aspects of elementals. He could see earth elementals, that of grosn and jinnar and cilika. All of them were free, and all of them were mingled within the landscape. Water and fire were there, equally present, equally free, and so different than what he found within Terndahl.

      “What is that?”

      Tolan glanced over at Irina. She had frozen in place and was pointing in the distance. There was a mound of heaped rock, but it was moving slowly.

      “That is jinnar.”

      “I have seen jinnar, and that is not one of the jinnar elementals.”

      Tolan motioned for her to follow, and the three of them headed toward jinnar.

      They took to the air, floating, and from above, the contours of the earth elemental were far easier to determine. Jinnar was a strange elemental, a stack of stones somehow able to move, sliding along the ground. When it released its energy, it would settle down, and it would appear as if it was nothing more than a pile of rock.

      “That is jinnar.”

      “Why is it moving so slowly?” Ferrah asked.

      “How would you expect it to move?”

      “I don’t know. When we encountered a jinnar elemental in the Academy, it was wild and violent.”

      “It was,” Tolan said.

      “And this one?”

      Tolan looked at the other two. They shared all of Terndahl’s view of the elementals. It was one Tolan had learned to move past, a view of the elementals he had evolved beyond.

      He could only think of one way that would help them see the truth about jinnar.

      He lowered himself to the ground.

      Ferrah called after him, but Tolan ignored her.

      He paused in front of jinnar. From this vantage, the elemental was massive. From above, it was easy to believe the elemental was smaller, but up close, it towered nearly three times his size, looking like some giant of a creature.

      Tolan pushed out, holding onto a sense of spirit and earth, using that in a combination as he wrapped it together, letting that sense of energy flow through him.

      In doing so, he connected to the elemental.

      There was a faint sense of rumbling.

      Tolan recognized that sense. He had felt it often enough that he thought he could use it but wondered whether or not he would be able to speak to the elemental.

      It was possible he could. Many of the elementals he’d connected to had a way of speaking to him, but there were some that didn’t seem to have that voice. It might only be his inability to reach them, and it might be that until he had a better understanding of his connection to the elementals, and a better understanding of whether there was any way for him to reach for the power that would allow him to delve into their minds, he wouldn’t be able to speak to them.

      “I’m Tolan,” he said, standing in front of the elemental, pushing out the thought with earth and spirit. The connection was the key. All he needed was to be able to reach for that connection, to push across that distance, and try to latch onto the elemental. “Do you understand me?”

      There came a rumbling. It was soft at first, but it built with a surge of earth that came across the distance toward him.

      Within it was something deep. The earth itself shook, but that wasn’t all he recognized. There were words within it.

      Tolan had suspected he would be able to connect to jinnar, but he hadn’t been certain.

      “You do understand me,” he said.

      Jinnar rumbled again and settled lower, looking toward him.

      “I’m not here to harm you. I just wanted to prove you aren’t what they believe.”

      The elemental straightened, and Tolan looked overhead. He focused on both Ferrah and Irina; both seemed to tense. He recognized it across the distance, through his sense of spirit and he had to wonder if perhaps something had changed for him in his time within the waste. He never would have been able to detect that much with spirit before.

      Irina dropped to the ground. “What are you doing with it? I can detect a shaping.”

      “Earth and spirit,” Tolan said, keeping his eyes on the elemental. “By using the two of them, I can connect to him, but…”

      She started to shape, and the two elements burst out from her, heading toward the elemental.

      Tolan intervened, throwing himself in front of her shaping.

      When it struck, it threw him back, slamming him into jinnar.

      The elemental rumbled, and an angry sense began to come from it.

      Tolan took a deep breath, using a shaping of water, and set it washing through the elemental to restore as much as he could, not certain whether or not he had enough energy with which to do so, but needing to try something.

      Getting to his feet, he glowered at Irina. “Not like that.”

      “What were you thinking? I could’ve killed you,” she said.

      “I was thinking you were trying to kill the elemental.”

      “I thought you said you used earth and spirit?”

      “I used earth and spirit, but I used it as I tried to communicate with him. I used it as I was attempting to speak to him, not in some way to try to bind him or harm him. That’s how you speak to the elemental. You have to focus on the element form, use spirit…”

      Tolan had no idea whether she would even try what he suggested, though it didn’t matter so long as she didn’t attempt to attack.

      The elemental continued to rumble.

      Tolan turned toward him, holding his hands up. “She is still learning.”

      The elemental rumbled again, and though he questioned whether or not the elemental would recognize what he was doing, he felt the shifting, the way the energy started to change and the stirring of agitation began to fade.

      “There are going to be many other elementals here. The longer you’re in this land, the more you’re going to have to recognize there are these creatures of power. Most of them are like this jinnar. They are free and separated from the bond, but that doesn’t mean they don’t remember what it was like.”

      “What are you getting at?” Irina asked.

      “I’m getting at the fact the elementals don’t care for the bond.”

      “Don’t care for it? What makes you think that? The elementals are meant for the bond. Safer for them—and us.”

      “What do you see when you go to the hall of portraits?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “It’s just a question. What do you see?”

      “I see blank canvases. A few have elementals on them, so I know what Master Minden is getting at when she tells me the hall of portraits does represent a time before we separated ourselves from the elementals.”

      “What do you think is the purpose of the free elementals in those paintings?”

      “There is no purpose,” she said.

      “But there is,” he said. “There was a time when our people were connected to the elementals, and that’s a time most have forgotten.”

      “Not those who study at the Academy,” Irina said.

      “I would argue that most who study at the Academy have absolutely forgotten that time. Think about your experience and what you know of the elementals. You believe they need to be within the bond. You believe they are dangerous.” Tolan swept his hand around them. “You may not see them, but there are hundreds of free elementals here. How many of them do you see acting dangerously?” He let the words hang in the air. “How many of them do you think are violent?”

      Irina frowned. She pushed out with spirit, though Tolan wondered if she would be able to detect anything using the single element alone.

      As the shaping of spirit swept away from her, her eyes narrowed.

      She must have detected something.

      “How are there so many?”

      “This is a place of safety for them. I don’t know that it still is.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “What else do you detect within them?” Tolan looked at her, locking eyes with her. “This place is more than just a place of free elementals. I’ve been trying to piece together what I know of my mother, and while I can’t be certain of all of the facts around her, especially as I have no idea what is real and what is not within my memories, there are certain pieces I know are accurate. There are certain things I am sure happened.”

      “You can piece through your memory and then determine what was real and what’s not,” Irina said.

      “I’ve tried, and even as I do, there are aspects that feel as if they were touched by spirit. Everything in my mind is touched by spirit.”

      Irina looked at him, frowning. “That is unfortunate.”

      If he was hoping for some sense of warmth from her, he wasn’t going to get it. She might be his grandmother, but in that regard, she was no more family to him than his mother was at this point.

      “Instead of trying to use memories, I’ve started to focus on what I know of the facts around my mother. There are certain things that are undeniable. She left Ephra. She came here. Eventually, she left here, disappearing beyond here. She chased power.” He glanced at Irina. “And then she attacked Amitan. Those are facts.”

      “How does this fit into it?” Irina asked.

      “You think there’s a Convergence here,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan nodded. “When I first came here, there was a sense of power. I thought I saw my mother, but it was a shaping. Energy. It’s that sense that I think is here. But it’s that sense that I think would have drawn her. She wanted to know if what she intended would even work.”

      “Why do you think this has anything to do with the elementals?”

      “Feel them,” he said.

      Irina pushed out with spirit again, and she waited.

      Tolan didn’t need to say anything. There was nothing to say. The energy she was sweeping out would give her all the answers. Irina was incredibly gifted when it came to spirit, much more so than Tolan was, and Tolan had a growing skill with it.

      Her breath caught. “There is an influence here.”

      “There is.”

      “When did you discover it?”

      “Not until we returned. I didn’t even think there would be. I thought the elementals here were protected. That they were safe, but now I don’t know.”

      As he looked around, he began to wonder if perhaps there was something more he could understand. It would involve going to his father. After the time within the Academy, within Terndahl, his father had returned here. It was safer for him. It was the only place he knew.

      Tolan motioned for them to follow and they did, though Irina moved more slowly. She held onto a shaping, wrapping considerable energy around herself as if she was worried one of the elementals would suddenly attack her. Even though the elementals might be influenced by something, that influence was subtle. As he looked around, none of the elementals seemed to suffer from it, not the way he would have expected.

      It was that subtlety he needed to understand.

      With a shaping of earth and wind, he carried himself to his father’s home. Ferrah and Irina followed, landing alongside him.

      It was a simple stone building, though there was a powerful sense of earth to it, along with runes running on the side, as if the building itself had been created to be a bondar. Knowing his father’s connection to the bondars, Tolan had to wonder if that was the case. If so, he thought it interesting his father would have used such power on a simple building.

      Something else about those runes struck him. They reminded him of what he had seen in the vision with hyza—along with what he had seen within the Academy and the nature of the runes that were there, representing whatever power the Circle served.

      “This is the place?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan nodded, taking a deep breath before knocking.

      When the door opened, his father stood there. He had a thick, graying beard and his eyes were dark. Lines around them suggested fatigue. He glanced from Tolan to Ferrah, finally to Irina, his mouth tightening with each shift of his gaze. After a moment, he merely nodded and stepped to the side, motioning them in. Tolan did so, and when he reached the inside of the home, its warmth washed over him.

      “I wasn’t expecting a visitor today.” His father glanced at the other two. “Or three.”

      “Is this not a good time?”

      Irina frowned as Tolan spoke, and he could imagine just what she might have said were she the one doing the questioning. As the Grand Inquisitor, she was accustomed to asking the questions. Perhaps he should have allowed her to take control.

      “Of course not. You’re always welcome. I didn’t realize you were going to reveal the presence of this place to those from the Academy.”

      “I wouldn’t unless it was necessary.”

      “Why?” His father turned to the flame crackling in the hearth, heading to a pot and pouring several cups before carrying them over.

      Tolan took one and held it, though he wasn’t entirely sure what was in it or whether he could trust it. Had it been only a month ago, he would have willingly drunk from the cup, but now, and with what he had detected coming here, he had to wonder.

      “We lost Mother,” he said.

      “You lost her.” His father glanced at Irina. “I thought the Academy would have adequate containment for someone even like her.”

      “She had help,” Tolan said hurriedly, speaking before Irina became upset. He could feel the rising irritation within her. Maybe it was only because she wasn’t leading the conversation, but he suspected there was more to it, though he didn’t know what else would trouble her. “Daniels, along with others, came for her. She used my testing as an opportunity to escape.”

      Testing?” His father cocked his head to the side, frowning, then glanced from Tolan to Ferrah. “I see. You’re both master shapers now. I suppose congratulations are in order.”

      “It was necessary.”

      “Were you ready?”

      “We passed.”

      “That doesn’t answer the question.”

      “I was ready. For me to do what I wanted to do—what I thought I needed to do—I had to be more than just the student.”

      “Once you become a master shaper, it limits what you are able to learn.”

      “Do you believe learning ceases the moment the student becomes the teacher?” Irina asked, stepping forward. “There are many things that still can be learned, even though you move beyond the classroom.”

      His father regarded her warily. “I’m aware of lessons life can teach, but there are certain protections available within the Academy that aren’t available elsewhere. By allowing him to test for master shaper, he no longer has those protections.”

      “It was my choice,” Tolan said.

      His father turned toward him, locking eyes. “Yours?”

      “That’s how testing for master shaper happens. The student must decide when they’re ready. I asked to be tested.”

      His father took a deep breath. “Then perhaps you truly were ready. Is that what you came to tell me?”

      “Not entirely.” He wouldn’t have come if it was not necessary, and he certainly wouldn’t have come to tell his father he had passed testing for master shaper. His father might appreciate that, but there was so much more that was necessary other than just revealing his new status. “I came because of the question I have about the elementals.”

      Tolan closed his eyes and could feel the energy of the elementals all around him. Even within this place, he could feel them.

      “I needed the free elementals. I needed to show Irina and Ferrah the free elementals. And I needed to know whether they were influenced.”

      “You have already been through here, Tolan. You know there was no influence.”

      “I thought there wasn’t,” he said.

      Tolan pushed out, focusing on that sense. As he did, he was able to push power outward. It was subtle, and by letting it wash over his father, he could detect it. It flowed outward. When it struck his father, he recognized just a hint of that darkness within him. Chaos.

      He had tested his father before. When he had been here before, he had tested everything, trying to ensure there was no other touch, but now when he pushed that sense of spirit and probed at him gently, there was a part of him that wasn’t even sure if the touch of chaos was real. It was only because of the time he had spent with his father, time he had once believed he would never have, that he was able to recognize the darkness and its influence.

      How many others would’ve been influenced in such a way?

      “You detect it?”

      “Detect what?” His father glanced from Tolan to Irina.

      Spirit built from her, and it washed over his father, sweeping through him. It happened rapidly, and there was a subtlety to it that Tolan didn’t possess. “It’s there. I thought you said he had been cleansed.”

      “We thought my mother had been cleansed as well.”

      “If not, perhaps Ferrah is still touched.”

      Tolan turned toward her. He hadn’t considered that, but the idea was troubling. By probing her, using spirit, he felt for the possible influence of chaos, but when he did, there was no sense of it.

      “I don’t detect it from her.”

      “Why him?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it was the duration of the influence.”

      “What are you talking about? There is no influence within me.”

      Tolan ignored him as he thought about Ephra and the attack on the Academy. He thought about what he had noticed from people he had known. Tanner. Others from within the city. He and Irina had believed there was a spirit shaping upon them, but as they had peeled shapings away, there had been nothing. At the time, he hadn’t known enough to be able to probe for chaos and could have detected.

      What if there was an influence?

      Maybe he could remove it, but as he probed at it, using his connection to spirit, he couldn’t find it. There was no way to peel it off, not as there had been with Ferrah. Whatever had happened here had been far more subtle.

      “I can’t do anything with it,” he said.

      “Perhaps not here.”

      “Perhaps not,” Tolan said.

      “You thought there was a place of Convergence here.”

      Tolan turned to his father. “We need to see where you brought me the first time.”

      “I’m afraid I am not going to be able to allow that.”

      “Father—”

      “I was willing to entertain some of this when you first arrived. You did us a great service by stopping your mother and proving what had happened to me, but you have the Grand Inquisitor with you, Tolan. You are now a master shaper. You are fully integrated into the Academy.”

      “I am.”

      “I know how the Academy views the elementals. This place is a place of the elementals.”

      “It is.”

      “Then why should I permit you to reach for the most sacred part of this land?”

      “Because it’s the only way that might save the elementals. Not just the elementals you have known and worked with, but all of them.”

      His father stared at him, and then he took a deep breath. “I don’t know what you will find there.”

      “I don’t either, but if it’s a place of Convergence like the others, I need to understand.”

      This was a different land than Terndahl. The Convergence was different. The elementals were different. And though he felt the touch of that darkness on his father, he didn’t sense anything from within him that would make him think his father was a threat. Even though he could sense that darkness within the other elementals, there was nothing here that was a danger.

      What had changed?

      His mother had come here for a purpose, and that purpose was what he needed to uncover.

      “I don’t need your permission. I’m only asking as a courtesy,” he said.

      He hated the way it sounded, how harsh and brutal the words were, but he also didn’t want to do anything that would cause any additional danger to the elementals. In order to better understand what was taking place here, he needed to be able to know more about the Convergence that was here.

      “Then go without me.”

      Tolan glanced at Ferrah, and she nodded to him. “You don’t have to do it like this,” she whispered.

      “We need to investigate it.”

      “He’s been through as much as you,” she said.

      Tolan sighed. That was the part that was difficult for him. As much as he kept telling himself he didn’t know his memories, what must his father be thinking?

      He was no different than Tolan when it came to that. He didn’t know and couldn’t trust his memories, either. With the way his mother was able to use spirit, the way she was able to place memories within their minds, he recognized he wasn’t as alone as he had believed.

      Tolan turned to his father. “She’s going to keep hurting people. My goal is to help ensure others don’t get hurt, but also to ensure the elementals are safe. I went looking for her and I found something that leaves me to believe whatever she did here, and whatever she experienced here, taught her something that has guided her along the path of where she’s going and what she might do.”

      “She’s not here,” his father said.

      “I know she’s not here, but there is still a touch on you that’s not on others. It’s different here than it is in Terndahl. I need to understand that difference.”

      “And you think you can only learn that by going to the Convergence?”

      “I don’t know. I think I can learn more by going to the Convergence.”

      His father looked at him, glancing from Tolan and then to Ferrah, finally settling his gaze on Irina. “If you promise you’re doing this for the right reasons.”

      “I’m doing it for the elementals. There is no better reason.”
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      Tolan didn’t need his father to guide him to the building housing the Convergence, but he also didn’t want to have to force his way there. There would be others who would question his presence, and he didn’t want to give anyone a reason not to permit him and Ferrah, along with Irina, to make their way toward the Convergence. And as he approached, he could feel its energy. He pushed outward with spirit, trying to use it in order to connect to the sense of the Convergence, and there was a faint sense of something he’d detected before to it. It was soft and subtle, but it was definitely there.

      What, though?

      Tolan could almost place it. If he were to shape into it…

      Ferrah held onto his arm. “What do you hope to uncover here?”

      “All of this is strange,” Tolan said. He looked around, his gaze sweeping the landscape. There were elementals here, and he didn’t even need to use his connection to spirit to understand something about them was different here than how they had been when they escaped from the bond. He could feel it.

      The effect was subtle, though when he pushed out with spirit, he was able to detect the shifting change, and to know just what it was he could detect.

      “What is it you’re concerned about?”

      “My mother was here. That fact I know.” He looked at her, locking eyes with her.

      “Just because this is one of them doesn’t mean you’ll learn anything here. She wasn’t here all that long.”

      Tolan didn’t think she had been, either. His father would have had different memories, and though they were a jumble, it seemed to Tolan it would be difficult for his mother to have changed so much that others would not have picked up on it.

      “I know, it’s just…”

      He didn’t have a good answer other than that he believed this was where they needed to go, and a place that had been important to his mother, at least early on when she had been working to better understand the elementals and what the connection to them meant. If Tolan could grasp that, he might get a sense for what she had done and what she was trying to hide from him.

      They reached the building, and his father paused in front of it. “You will not harm this place,” he said.

      “I don’t intend to harm it,” Tolan said.

      “We came here to get away from the Academy. We came here to try to understand the elementals.”

      “You came here because Mother wanted you to come here.”

      His father nodded slowly. “That might be why we initially came, but I’m not talking about her and me.” His gaze drifted to some of the other villagers around them. They were watching him, tension within their posture. “There are others here, Tolan. Now you’re a master shaper, they will be distrustful of you.”

      “I know the people here aren’t with the so-called Draasin Lord.”

      “You do, but what of the others?”

      “Irina knows that as well,” Tolan said.

      “She can speak for herself,” Irina said. She crossed her arms over her chest, locking eyes with Tolan’s father. “I have been the Grand Inquisitor long enough that I can recognize someone who means to harm Terndahl and anyone who lived within it.”

      “And?”

      She breathed out. “Your mind is too confused for you to be of much use.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “If I had any doubt about whether my daughter had her touch upon you, it’s answered by what I detect here. It’s different than what I detect when questioning the others.”

      She hadn’t shared that with Tolan. The only other he knew about was Master Daniels, and yet, Tolan didn’t have a sense of much from him, either. Master Daniels had attacked, working with his mother, but much like his mother, there was no ongoing influence within his mind. He had been used, but at the same time, he had been used willingly. Even now, it seemed to Tolan that Master Daniels embraced the way he had been used.

      “It’s okay,” Tolan said.

      His father took a deep breath and pushed open the door.

      It was better he did that than force Tolan to push his way inside. Not that he would’ve hesitated. In order to know, to be able to test the Convergence as he thought he needed to do, he had to come inside.

      The room was as he remembered. When he had come here before, everything had been overwhelming. He had struggled with the idea his father was still alive, struggled with the idea he was asked to spy on behalf of the Academy, and he had struggled with what he had seen and experienced while he’d been here. They had shown him his mother, but that had been an illusion, a way of giving him comfort, almost a way of shaping him.

      Now that he’d returned, he wondered whether or not that had been something his mother had influenced.

      She was skilled with spirit, and he wouldn’t put it past her to be able to use spirit in such a way that would be almost untraceable. It was possible she could have left her influence here, upon the Convergence, in such a way that none would have even known that she had done so.

      “I have never seen sculptures like this,” Ferrah said as she entered the room. She made a circle around one, and a shaping of fire crept out from her.

      Tolan swept his gaze around, noting the way the elementals he detected within here reacted to her shaping. Would she notice the way the elementals seemed to curve toward her shaping, or would that be something she remained oblivious to?

      It might even be that she wasn’t necessarily oblivious to it. Knowing what he did about her view of the elementals, she just might not see them the same way he did. She might be able to recognize the elementals, but she might not pay attention to them in the way he did.

      Tolan headed toward the center of the room. When he been here before, he remembered the figure coming out of the darkness. The Draasin Lord had given him that illusion, but perhaps there had been a reason behind it.

      Tolan had spent some time with the Draasin Lord, and he knew the draasin was not influenced in the same way as the other elementals. It was possible he had been touched, though now Tolan was here, he didn’t know if that was the case or not.

      Focusing on the Convergence, he could feel it.

      Much like when he had been in the heart of the waste, Tolan had been aware of the sense of that Convergence. He could feel it even then.

      This Convergence was somewhere deep below him. Tolan pushed outward with spirit, letting that sense connect to it. It hummed within him, a deep awareness that vibrated. He added the other elements, sweeping downward. The mixture was powerful, and in this place, he added a touch of his connection to the elementals. The only piece he wasn’t able to reach was a connection to the runes. There might be some way to do so, but he would have to search for any runes physically present here.

      Tolan looked over at his father. “Are there runes upon this building?”

      “There are runes on all buildings here.”

      “Are there any that are distinct?”

      Ferrah and Irina were watching him, and there was a question burning in Ferrah’s eyes, but it was one Tolan didn’t know how to answer quite yet. He was certain there were runes on each of the places of Convergence.

      His father shook his head. “Nothing that would be different. We settled here because it was an ancient place, one of power. The elementals guided us.”

      Which meant what was here might be so old that his father wouldn’t even know. Maybe his mother hadn’t even known.

      Tolan shifted the nature of his shaping, letting it sweep away from him. No longer did he focus it down toward the Convergence deep beneath the ground, but instead let it spread all around him, trying to find whether there was any other influence he might be able to uncover. He didn’t find anything.

      He couldn’t find it with shaping, and without delving into the Convergence itself, he might not be able to find it.

      There was a way.

      He turned toward the hidden earth elemental. Jinnar was there, hiding in the darkness. Ever since they had arrived within these lands, jinnar had followed them.

      “I need to know where the markings of power would be found.”

      He spoke it slowly and added earth and spirit, sending it toward the earth elemental. The combination rolled outward.

      When it reached jinnar, there was a deep rumble, but nothing more.

      If the elemental knew, there wasn’t going to be any way to communicate with him.

      Tolan turned in place, looking around the inside of the room as he searched for anything that would help him find answers. In order to do so, he would need to reach for one of these elementals to see what they might know.

      Tolan stopped. Did it have to be one of these elementals?

      It was possible he could approach a different elemental. Hyza had been to these lands, he was certain of it.

      Tolan froze, turning back and looking all around him. He let that sense continue to flow, and this time he focused on spirit and fire, which he turned inward, reaching for the vague and faint connection to hyza that he knew existed within his mind. It was subtle, but ever since that vision and the connection he had formed between the elemental and himself, he had known it was there.

      He could draw upon it.

      Closing his eyes, he sent forth the connection.

      Are there runes here?

      When hyza answered, it came from some place deep in his mind. There are patterns everywhere.

      Can you show me?

      You already know where they are.

      Tolan tried to think about what he had seen, and yet as he looked around, he didn’t find anything. If he already knew what they were and where they were, how was he going to find them?

      An image flashed in his mind, coming from hyza. Tolan recognized it immediately.

      He headed out of the chamber, stepping back out into the bright sunlight. Ferrah and Irina joined him, and Tolan took to the air on a shaping of wind, hovering there. For a moment, he was reminded of how absurd something like what he was doing would’ve seemed even a little while ago. The idea he would have such control over the elements and even over the elementals would have been impossible to believe.

      As he looked over the village spread out below him, he grew angry. His understanding of his connection to the elements had been kept from him. His mother had prevented him from knowing that side of himself. Had he only had the opportunity to know who he was and what that connection meant, he would have been able to learn how to shape sooner.

      Even if he had learned how to shape sooner, would it have changed anything? Tolan had needed to go through what he had in order to reach his connection to not only the elements, but also to the elementals. Because of the way he had learned to shape, because of the trials and pain he had gone through, he had learned a control of his power that he might not have gained otherwise. He thought of people he knew within the Academy, their experiences of coming to the Academy already having power and not needing to chase it in the same way he had. Because of his ignorance, and because of the fact that when he had first presented himself for Selection, he had been an outsider and had pushed himself in order to try to better understand whether his connection to the elements was even possible.

      “What are you hoping to find?” Ferrah asked.

      “Hyza tells me everything I need is already within me.”

      “It sounds to me that hyza is playing a game with you,” she said.

      Tolan glanced at her. “He is the reason we survived the waste.”

      “Then maybe not playing a game with you, but why would he talk in riddles?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I’m looking for runes.”

      “You said that, but why do you believe there would be runes around the Convergence?” Irina asked.

      “Because at the Academy and then again in Par, there were runes around them.”

      “Are there runes on the other places of Convergence we have uncovered?” She watched him, something almost eager in her eyes.

      “I suspect there are but we just haven’t found them.”

      “What if you’re wrong?” Irina asked.

      Tolan ignored her, looking down at the ground. He didn’t see anything obvious, but everything within him told him there would have to be a rune here for each of the elements, especially with the nature of the structure that had been formed here. Why have this over a place of Convergence if there weren’t the markings that were needed in order to help control that power?

      “Do you see that?” Ferrah asked.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “Everything.”

      She frowned as she studied the ground, her mouth turned in concentration, and Tolan stared, trying to get a sense of what she was getting at. There wasn’t anything he saw.

      She noticed something, though.

      Ferrah pushed higher into the air and Tolan followed, chasing her.

      When he looked down this time, he could see the Convergence was in the center of the city. Arranged around it were buildings, but it was not the buildings that caught his attention. It was the street that wound around them.

      “There are runes here,” he breathed out. He looked over at Ferrah. “How did you see that so quickly?”

      “I have been looking for places of Convergence my entire life.”

      “That’s exactly what we need.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t really know. I’m still trying to understand just what my mother thought she would find here.”

      Tolan dropped to the ground, Ferrah and Irina following him. He headed back into the chamber, and once at the center of it, he pushed out with spirit along with each of the other elements.

      This time, he added a hint from the runes surrounding the building.

      The power built and swept through him, and he pushed it down toward the Convergence.

      The room began to shift.

      Somewhere nearby, someone gasped.

      The center of the chamber, the stones he was standing on, started to spin, sliding in a spiraling pattern.

      Tolan shaped, taking to the air and holding himself in place.

      As he hovered there, the ground where he had been standing opened up beneath him.

      The Convergence was down in the darkness.

      Tolan lowered himself toward it, the air shifting and becoming cooler as he did. There was a hint of something within it. Musty, almost. He breathed it in, and while doing so, wind whipped through, whisking away his attempt to try to understand.

      Elemental wind.

      Power swirled around him in a different way.

      Tolan looked over. The translucent forms of several different wind elementals were there, all working around him, almost as if they were trying to protect him.

      Warning him.

      He turned to Ferrah. “I get the sense we aren’t supposed to breathe in the air here.”

      “The wind elementals?”

      He nodded, pointing to where they swirled, though he wasn’t sure if she could even see them. His ability to make out the wind elementals was limited, mostly because of how difficult they were to see, as translucent as they were.

      Turning his attention to the Convergence, he could tell it looked no different than the others he’d seen. There was a sense of power, a rippling of grayish liquid, all surrounded by stone. Tolan made a circle of it, noting the runes placed in the stone, some of them so small he was barely able to see them. The nature of the work that had gone into creating these runes was incredible. It was unlike any other pattern he had seen before. Even in the other places of Convergence, the intricacy of the work was not nearly like this.

      “When you found the other places of Convergence, did they have anything like this?” he asked Irina.

      She stared at it, crouching down in front of one section of the pool, tracing her fingers above the surface. She used a hint of shaped energy as she did, letting it flow out from her, and as it touched the stone, it began to glow, spreading out in a sweeping arc all the way around it.

      “Nothing like this,” Irina said.

      “What do you think the purpose of it is?”

      “A bondar,” his father said as he descended what had become stairs. The stone that formed the flooring from up above was now a wide stairway. He stared at the pool, his gaze drifting from that and to the runes, shaking his head. “We knew there was something powerful here, but we never saw it.”

      “What do you mean that you never saw it?”

      “We didn’t know this was here.”

      “Then why were you here?”

      “The elementals were always drawn to it. We thought it was important to them and because of that, it was important to us.”

      Tolan frowned. Could they really have been so ignorant?

      He had seen ignorance even in Terndahl when it came to the elementals.

      “We call these places of Convergence. At first, we believed they were infrequent. Rare. There is one within the Academy in Amitan, and another within Par, along with two others Irina has uncovered, but none of them like this. They tap into something deeper. Something greater.”

      His father crouched down, tracing his hand along the surface. “The detail to this bondar is like nothing I’ve ever encountered.”

      “It’s more than just runes?” Irina asked.

      “What is a bondar other than just runes?”

      “I thought you said the bondars were designed in order to help connect to the element bonds.”

      “They do, but they tap into the power of the runes in order to connect to the bond itself.”

      His father continued to trace his hand along the surface of the stone, almost as if he was able to feel something beneath it. Given his father’s ability with creating bondars, it was possible he was able to do that.

      Tolan had made bondars. He understood what was involved, and he had some experience with doing so, but even with that experience, even with that knowledge, creating something like this would have taken an enormous amount of time.

      “Are they shaped?” Ferrah asked.

      “Even if they are, the concentration that would have been involved in shaping these would have been more than what anyone alive today would be able to do,” Irina said.

      “They had a different kind of knowledge,” his father said.

      Tolan continued his circling around the Convergence, but he didn’t detect anything.

      If this was a bondar, then it would be tapping into a greater source of energy than any other bondar he had found. When he had formed the sword, that bondar had been incredibly powerful.

      Why here and nowhere else?

      The only thing different here was the free elementals.

      That had to be connected somehow.

      “Was Mother ever here?” he asked his father.

      His father looked over, getting to his feet. “I don’t even know.”

      “Can you find anything?” Tolan asked Irina.

      She glanced at him, studying him for a moment before shaking her head. “I can use spirit in many ways, and I can sort through your memories, but what you’re asking is beyond me. She has created a jumble. Not only in his mind, but also your own. I suspect if we find our way around the entirety of the city, we will find the same. Her influence is everywhere.”

      Maybe there was a way to find out. He had to reach for the elementals, but so far, there was only one he could consistently speak with, at least at any given time.

      Tolan focused on hyza, calling that awareness of the fire elemental to him, letting that sense flow within him. Filling him.

      Was she here?

      She was unable to find this place. It eluded her.

      She knew what was here.

      She recognized the keys to power. Much like you did.

      His mother had come here, and she had been searching for the Convergence, but she had failed to find it.

      At least as far as hyza had said.

      What would have happened had she found it?

      You see the way it is concentrated. She would have been able to use this place.

      Use it? How so?

      Do you believe fire is separated from fire?

      I believe there are elementals that are separated.

      Separated, but that does not mean separate. Fire is fire. What is heat but fire? What is steam but an extension of the flame? What is smoke but the remnants of fire? All of it is connected.

      You’re saying this place is connected to other places of Convergence?

      There are some places that are useful in ways others are not. You would not call to smoke when you wanted to cook. You would not call to the mist when you wanted to drink.

      How are those other places used?

      They are no longer used the way they were meant to be.

      How are they meant to be used?

      What do you see here?

      I see the power. I see the bondar. I see the runes.

      What else do you see?

      Elementals.

      That is the difference.

      Hyza retreated, and within his mind, Tolan could practically feel the elemental disappearing. The bondar was meant to provide a certain power to the elementals.

      Why here, though?

      This land was separated from the others, made difficult to reach, and it was a place where the elementals were allowed to be free.

      Separated from the bond.

      Many of the wild elementals had come here, but what if there had never been elementals bound within the bond in this place?

      Could that be the key?

      The bondar was nothing but a way to reach for the element bond.

      And in this place, the elementals were drawn here.

      Tolan opened his eyes and looked over at his father. “Have you seen the elementals coming here frequently?”

      “As far as we can tell, the elementals always come here. Why?”

      That had to be the key. “I think this ties the elementals to the element bonds. I’m not sure why that’s important. Yet.”

      There was still the matter of the hint of darkness he saw within the elementals. It was subtle and was no different than the hint of the darkness he saw within his father. Still, even though that darkness was there, he didn’t behave as if he was somehow influenced. He might have been touched by it and knowing the way his mother had used him, she most certainly had done something to him, but perhaps it had more to do with this land than anything else.

      It was an answer he didn’t have, but what he did know was that his mother had not reached this.

      “I think we need to head back to the Academy,” Tolan said.

      “I have not gotten what I need,” Irina said.

      “What do you need?”

      “I would ask your father’s permission to remain behind and study this place.”

      His father frowned. “What do you intend to do?”

      “I find all of this fascinating. With Master Ethar and Master Changen now fully capable of assisting the Academy, I think my time would be best served here.”

      Tolan wanted to argue, but perhaps it would be best if she stayed. Irina might find something that would help her understand the nature of what was here—and perhaps she would uncover something Tolan had overlooked. He might have a connection to the bondars, and he might be able to effectively use spirit, and he most certainly had opened up the space to allow them access to this place of Convergence, but he didn’t have the necessary patience Irina would have.

      Tolan still wasn’t entirely sure what it was that his mother was after, but more than ever, he was convinced it was tied to places of Convergence.

      She had come here thinking she might be able to find an answer, and when she had failed, she had disappeared for a time.

      Where had she gone in that time?

      That was the answer he didn’t have, and that was the answer he thought he needed to uncover.

      The only question was whether or not he could do so before she succeeded.
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      The warrior shaping brought them back to Amitan in a flash of lightning.

      When they landed on the rooftop, Tolan hurried through the building, passing along the wall of portraits, pausing for a moment. Now there were different elementals than he had seen before. In one of the portraits, he saw three draasin flying in the sky, their shadows stretching along the ground. In another, there was something looking like a serpent made out of water, swirling through it, and in another, he saw something that looked similar to jinnar, though larger, if possible.

      “What is it?” Ferrah asked.

      “Just another modification to the portraits.”

      “I still don’t see anything.”

      “I still think that in time, you will.”

      “What happens if I don’t?”

      “Then perhaps you weren’t meant to connect to the elementals.”

      “I know you want me to.”

      “It’s not so much a matter of wanting, as I am beginning to wonder whether or not we all need to connect to them.”

      “Why would we need to? You’ve seen the way the elementals can attack. I know what you experienced over there, and the Great Mother knows I experienced something similar, but over here? The elementals have been violent.”

      Tolan nodded as he continued along the hallway, staring at the portraits before pausing and looking back at her. “What was that?”

      “You’ve seen it. You know the reason the Academy has trained to suppress the elementals back into the element bonds. You’ve seen the violence out of them.”

      He had seen it, and that was his concern when he’d been around things like the Keystone. When he had freed the elementals, he had worried about how people might react. Even before he had done that, there had been wild elementals. He thought back to what he had seen at the edge of the waste when he and Ferrah had started their journey what seemed like ages ago. He had found hyza then, sending it to the free lands.

      That seemed significant, though as Tolan thought about it, he wasn’t entirely sure why that should be. The elementals had been more agitated when they were freed from the bond here, though would they be just as agitated in the other land?

      If they weren’t, why not?

      He could imagine a connection between the bondar around the Convergence having some impact on it, but what else would there be?

      They started down the stairs, Tolan still lost in thought, and when they stepped out into the main hall, he crashed into someone, catching himself briefly to look up.

      “I’m sorry about that,” he said, stepping back.

      Almost too late, he realized it was Draln. He shoved Tolan, forcing him back.

      “Ethar. What are you doing? You and Changen have been missing your classes lately. I thought you’d finally gotten kicked out of the Academy for your failure to adequately shape.”

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah, smiling at each other. “That’s Master Ethar. And Master Changen.”

      “Master?” he sneered. “Neither of you would be able to test for master. They would have announced the testing.”

      “Would they? Perhaps they only announced it to those they deemed ready.” Ferrah grinned at Draln.

      Tolan turned his full attention to Draln. “Now I’m a master shaper, I do think you need to be a little more careful, Draln. You wouldn’t want me to be the one to set a punishment for you.”

      Draln looked at them for a moment before shaking his head. “Neither of you are—”

      “Master Ethar. I would speak with you; do you have a moment?”

      Tolan looked down the hall. Master Minden was there, standing near a small alcove shadowed by a sculpture.

      Tolan flashed a smile at Draln before heading past him.

      As they were out of earshot, Ferrah leaned close. “How long do you think it will be before he requests his own testing?”

      “Not long. Draln will likely figure out what’s required.”

      “He’s probably going to pass.”

      Tolan looked over his shoulder. Draln watched them, irritation on his face. It wasn’t that the other man was unskilled. Far from it. Draln was an incredibly gifted shaper, and because of that, he was likely to be promoted to master shaper quickly. It was just that Tolan worried about what would happen when he was.

      “I hope he chooses to leave the Academy when all is done,” Tolan said.

      “What does it matter?”

      “I suppose it doesn’t.”

      “After you find your mother, what do you intend to do?”

      There was more within the question than just what she asked, and he knew she was trying to find if his plans involved her, but right now it was hard to think of anything other than simply figuring out what had happened to his mother and what she was planning on doing.

      When he reached Master Minden, she had a stack of books in one arm, and the milky film over her eyes seemed to have cleared a little bit. “I wasn’t expecting you to return quite so soon,” she said.

      “We wouldn’t have, but I don’t have any real answers.” He looked around the hallway. There were other students making their way through the hall, many of them first-level students, though some were older. In the distance, Tolan caught sight of another student he would much rather not have any interactions with. He’d had enough of Velthan when they were in Ephra. He was surrounded by three others, all of them looking as if they hung on his words.

      Maybe he should go over to Velthan and torment him with the fact he was a master shaper. Velthan wasn’t nearly as gifted as Draln, and Tolan at least had the hope he wouldn’t be promoted to master shaper. “I can tell you about it, but perhaps not here?”

      Master Minden nodded and motioned for them to follow.

      Once again, she guided them down, sweeping toward the lower level and into the room where the Circle would meet.

      She used a shaping to open the door, which came open slowly with a soft hiss, a sense of power radiating out from it as it did.

      When they stepped inside, the lanterns gave off enough light for them to see by, but this time, they were alone. She closed the door, turning toward them and pushing outward with a shaping of wind and water, sealing off the entirety of the room.

      “You’re not expecting anyone else this time?”

      “Not this time,” she said. “I’ve been putting out feelers to find the other members of the Circle.”

      “Who are you missing?”

      She took a deep breath, setting the stack of books onto the table. “I suppose now you are a part of the Circle, it only makes sense that you know. There had been thirteen of us.”

      “Had been?”

      She nodded. “Had been. We have brought others in over time, wanting to involve as many as we could that we thought were trustworthy. They were shapers, mostly, though I have advocated for the inclusion of other librarians. As you have discovered, the master librarians have a unique skill set.”

      Tolan smiled. “There were only three members of the circle.”

      “Three that were here. Two more that were not. The others…”

      “What happened to the others?”

      “Over the years, we’ve lost them. Some have disappeared while trying to find information about the Draasin Lord. It’s part of the reason the effort to chase down as much as we can about the Draasin Lord has been as aggressive as it has. There have been others who have disappeared while searching for information on behalf of the Circle.”

      “You’ve lost eight members?” Tolan asked.

      “Not all at once. The last attack on the Academy, the last real attack on Terndahl, was decades ago. There hasn’t been the same sense of urgency to reform the Circle as there once was. Those we have lost have not been replaced as aggressively as we probably should have. We thought we had time.” She took a seat and looked up at him. “Until your mother reared her head.”

      Tolan took a seat across from her, looking over the table. The thirteen chairs made sense, and they all looked inward. Was the Grand Master in charge of the Circle? Perhaps within the Circle, no one was really in charge.

      “But you knew the Draasin Lord wasn’t quite what you thought.”

      “Some of us did. And yet, the challenge was convincing the others. We understood the draasin, and the other elementals, for that matter, would not attack the way many believed. It took all of our focus in order to convince others the attack was made by a shaper and not by someone using the elementals.”

      “My mother.”

      “Your mother, at least recently, though perhaps not the entire time.”

      “She was working with someone else,” Tolan said.

      “I’m certain of it,” Master Minden said. “Only, we have not seen any evidence of this other. Whoever they are has remained hidden enough that it has been difficult. They have influenced events from behind the scenes, making it difficult for us to know who they are. Uncovering your mother and her influence over the Inquisitors was the first break we’d had in all of this. Understanding her connection to the Draasin Lord, at least the Draasin Lord as we within Terndahl understood it, was another piece, but I fear it’s not the last.”

      “What is she after?” Ferrah asked.

      “We know what she’s after,” Master Minden said. “She made that clear when she demonstrated her control over power. I don’t know if she intended to do so quite so openly, or if it was out of a necessity because of what we managed to do.” She turned her gaze to Tolan. “I think you intervened in a way that forced her hand. Perhaps forced the hand of the one she serves, whoever that might be. Either way, it revealed something we had not known.”

      “She’s the key, isn’t she?”

      Master Minden locked eyes with him. “She’s the key. The others…” She glanced toward the door, and Tolan didn’t have to use a spirit shaping in order to know what she was thinking. He could practically feel the connection that had formed and knew where she was looking—and why.

      On the other side of those doors was the cell, and within there was Master Daniels. He, along with others, had served his mother. They were a part of it, but she was the head of what they were after.

      “The others are following her, but it’s a matter of finding what she was after,” Tolan said.

      Master Minden smiled tightly. “I’m afraid what she was after is probably no more complicated than it appeared at first blush. Your mother wanted power. When she was here, still held captive, there was little doubt in my mind as to what she pursued. She practically radiated her thirst for power. Even after we removed the connection to that darkness, she still radiated that sense,” she said. She leaned forward, clasping her hands together and looking across the table at Tolan. “We don’t know who helped her. What we don’t know is how they helped her.”

      “Or why,” Ferrah said.

      “Or why,” the other woman agreed.

      “It was chaos,” Tolan said.

      “Perhaps, but are we so certain this is something tangible? She used power, but she had to have learned of that power from someone. That is what we need.”

      Tolan closed his eyes, resting his elbows on the table as he leaned forward, thinking about everything they had seen and everything he’d experienced. He remembered the image of the waste, when he had been there with Ferrah, when they had looked out over it. And when he had stepped into the middle of the Guardians, feeling the power all around them, pressing downward to try to probe for the Convergence, he thought he had found the key.

      When they had gone out into the heart of the waste, that was what he had believed they would uncover. That there would be answers there. That he would find something, some way of tapping into the power his mother had gone after, and perhaps he would find some way of undoing what had been done. Even undoing what had happened to her.

      Despite everything else, that longing remained within him. He wanted to save her.

      It was possible there was no way of saving her. When she had been captured within the Academy, she had still chosen her path. She had made her plans known. She had chosen to attack, and because of that, she had nearly harmed others here.

      “We could force Daniels to talk,” he said.

      “We could try, but even as I’ve attempted to influence him, there has been no way of getting past what has been done to him.” She smiled sadly. “Your mother is a skilled spirit shaper. When she was here, Irina made it entirely clear she was one of the most gifted spirit shapers she had ever worked with. Losing her had nearly broken Irina.”

      Tolan had some experience with how gifted his mother was with spirit. Even when he thought he was able to overpower her, she still had enough talent in order to defend against what he could do. Despite everything, she was incredibly gifted.

      “What about using the Convergence?”

      “I’m not without my abilities, Master Ethar,” Master Minden said.

      “I didn’t say that—”

      “I know you didn’t, but you should know the power of the Academy is available within it. That includes the Convergence, once I’m inside the Academy buildings. I can use the runes, the Convergence, and all of the shaped ability that I have.” She smiled at him slightly. “As you undoubtedly know.”

      “That’s how I passed my testing for master shaper.”

      “A test unlike any ever given before, at least according to the Grand Master. He was most surprised by your connection to each of the elements, but even more surprised by how well you were able to reach for the kind of power he did not think you would be able to access. I imagine he has spoken to you about his request?”

      “What request?”

      “Eventually, all of this will be over. When it is, the Academy will need someone of your talents.”

      Tolan frowned. “I’m not so sure I’m suited to teach at the Academy.”

      “Perhaps you don’t think so, but I imagine you would be more capable than you realize. If not teaching at first, maybe you take on a different role.”

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah, but the master librarian chuckled softly.

      “I’m sure we could have a role for Master Changen as well.”

      Tolan sighed. “After this is over.”

      Master Minden nodded. “After. Unfortunately, I’m afraid this will occupy much of our time. You will need to continue to work, to see what you can uncover, and as you have discovered, your learning is not yet over. There is much you will need to learn. Some of it can only be taught outside the Academy. Which is why it’s for the best that you continue to explore your abilities.” She turned to Ferrah. “And you as well.”

      “I don’t know where to go next. We need to find her. If only to better understand what she intends,” Tolan said.

      “We do,” Master Minden said, watching him.

      It always unsettled him the way she was able to look at him through her cloudy eyes. Ever since he had come to the Academy, he’d known Master Minden was not nearly as blind as she appeared, given the film over her eyes.

      “I’ve been trying to think through what I know of my mother, trying to get to the bottom of what she would want. It’s been difficult because I don’t know that I can trust my memories.”

      Master Minden leaned forward, and a gentle spirit shaping washed off her, slowly drifting toward him. It was soft and faint, and the kind of spirit shaping that was even gentler than what Irina used, though quite a bit less potent. Irina had been incredibly strong with her spirit shaping when he been around her recently.

      “Your memories are your own, Tolan Ethar. I know you don’t trust them, and given what you’ve been through, I suspect you will never be able to trust them, at least when they pertain to your mother. From what I can tell, she influenced far more than you even know.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I can tell. I’ve tried to reach into my mind to sort out the visions I’ve had that have helped me understand my past with a greater clarity, but even within those visions, I haven’t been able to find anything. When we were with the free elementals, there was a sense of something similar within my father.”

      “His mind would be as jumbled as yours.”

      “There was something else I detected.”

      “What?”

      “A hint of darkness. It was within my father, along with every other person that was in those lands. Not only that, but I detect it even within the elementals.” He looked up at her, holding her gaze. “I didn’t expect to find that. It seems to me there shouldn’t be that influence there, not if they haven’t been somehow touched by that dark power.”

      “How did the elementals seem?”

      “That’s just it. They didn’t seem anything different.” He glanced over at Ferrah. “I can’t really piece it together. I can’t get over the idea that my mother’s after the Convergences, but Irina made certain that some of them she has uncovered are protected, and we know the Convergence here and within Par are safe. The one in the free elementals land has been untouched. She didn’t find it. When we were in Par, I was convinced she was trying to use the same influence to change the Convergence.”

      “Are you no longer convinced of that?” Master Minden asked.

      “When it comes to my mother, I don’t even know.” He smiled sadly, shaking his head. “It’s terrible, but I can’t even trust my own memories. What if she was shaping me even then?”

      “It is possible.”

      Even if she had not been shaping him then, there had been plenty of other opportunities for her to have done so. When he had confronted her here, she could have shaped him. He might not even have known it. With her control over spirit, and the way she was able to use it, it was far too likely she had some way of holding onto it and manipulating it—and him.

      “Initially, I thought it was about power,” Tolan said.

      “Don’t you know?” Master Minden asked.

      “I don’t know if it is power. With what she was able to do, it seemed she had power. What she wanted was a different kind of power, but even in that, I don’t even know if was what I thought it was.” He looked up, glancing from Master Minden to Ferrah, who had been silent. Ever since her attack in Par, something had remained a bit off for her. Was it a spirit shaping? Even if it was, Tolan didn’t know if he would be able to help her through it, other than by staying with her. “I keep asking myself what I know. And what I know about my mother is that she has used people over time. First, she used my father. Then she used me. Why? What purpose is there behind it?”

      “It might require you find your mother in order to find that answer.”

      “Even when we find her, I’m not sure I will get what I need.”

      “Perhaps not. We still need to find her. We need to understand what she’s after, and more than that, we need to understand what the person she serves is after.”

      “Why would she have been gone for so long?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan looked over at her, frowning.

      Ferrah shrugged. “Your mother. She was gone for years. If this was about the Convergences, why would she simply have disappeared for all that time? It wasn’t until recently that she reappeared.”

      “Her influence was here,” Tolan said.

      “Her influence was here, but it seems to me there was something else taking place. She had people serving her, attacking as if she were the Draasin Lord and targeting things, but for what reason?”

      Tolan sat back, thinking through it, but he had no better answer. The only thing he could come up with was that she had wanted to harm the Academy, but even that was too simple. When it came to his mother, she was anything but simple. Everything she had done had involved planning and forethought and strategy. None of it was done impulsively.

      What did he know?

      He kept coming back to that, but each time he did, he had no new answers.

      Tolan got to his feet, heading toward the door. “I need to speak with Daniels,” he said.

      “Do you think that will help?” Master Minden asked. “He hasn’t spoken to any of the guards. He’s refused to answer any questions.”

      “I don’t know.”

      Tolan stepped out into the hall and headed toward the cell. When he reached it, he made his way along into the darkness. He sent a surge of fire out from him, using enough of it to illuminate his way.

      He stopped in front of Daniels’ cell, looking inside. There was no movement in there, though he could see the shadowed form of Daniels along the back wall.

      “I know you’re there.”

      Daniel said nothing and Tolan grabbed the bars of the cell, leaning forward.

      “What is my mother after? What’s she really after?”

      There was a hint of movement. Daniels got to his feet, but as he approached the bar of the cell, he stayed in the shadows and the darkness, just out of reach.

      “I know she’s after something.” Tolan looked at him for a moment. “You were always good to me. You didn’t have to be. When my parents left, even though you were serving her, you didn’t have to be kind to me, but you were.” That was another thing he knew. Daniels could have abused him, but he didn’t. At least, not while Tolan was working with him.

      Tolan hadn’t given it much thought before now, and as he stood gripping the bars, he wondered about that. If Daniels was somehow working with his mother, and he had no doubt that he was, why would he have been kind to him?

      Because his mother had needed him.

      Another thing he knew.

      What for?

      There had to be some reason his mother had needed him, and she had needed him to be guided. She claimed she wanted to use him and his connection not only to the element bonds, but the elementals. Why, though?

      It was in service to this person she served.

      That was what he really needed to know. Not only about himself, but about what she intended for him.

      “Will you talk to me?”

      Daniels stepped forward, grabbing the bars. Tolan didn’t move. The other man opened his mouth, but no words came out. He tipped his head to the side, frowning, and when he did, he realized Daniels couldn’t talk.

      Using spirit, he sent a shaping through him and found a film over his mind.

      It was a complicated shaping, far more complicated than anything Tolan was able to use. He had begun to understand spirit, but not so well he would be able to use it quite like that.

      Someone had gotten to him.

      Was it an Inquisitor?

      All of the Inquisitors had been tested. The Grand Master himself had seen to it, along with Irina. They should be safe.

      How, then?

      Tolan turned away. He wasn’t going be able to get the answers he wanted out of Master Daniels, but there might be someone who could.

      He waited in the hallway until Ferrah joined him. When she saw his expression, she raised an eyebrow. “What is it?”

      “We need to find the Grand Master.”

      “Why?”

      When he told her about Master Daniels, she nodded. They hurried out and up the stairs and reached the Grand Master’s room. Knocking at the door, the other man took only a moment before pulling the door open and motioning for them to join him inside.

      When they were, he glanced from Tolan to Ferrah. “Did you uncover anything?”

      “We did, but first I’m going to need you to go and check on Master Daniels.”

      “Why?”

      “He has a spirit shaping over his mind.”

      Understanding rolled through the Grand Master. “That’s why he’s not speaking.”

      “That’s what I think. Somebody got to him. There must’ve been an Inquisitor that was missed.”

      His brow furrowed and his expression darkened. “There shouldn’t have been, but… There also shouldn’t have been Inquisitors working against the Academy. I will look into it.” He looked up at Tolan. “What else did you uncover? Did you find the Convergence with the free elementals?”

      “We did, though it’s different.”

      “Different how?”

      “Only that there happens to be a bondar around it.”

      “A bondar?” The Grand Master frowned, pressing his hands together. “That would be unusual. None of the others have a bondar around them.”

      “That’s what Irina thought as well. She stayed behind in order to try to better understand it, but—”

      “She stayed behind?”

      Tolan nodded. “She was trying to better understand the nature of the bondar there.”

      The Grand Master shook his head. “Irina wouldn’t have stayed behind. She would have intended to dedicate more of her time to the search for the other Convergences. Her assignment wasn’t over.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, other than that she stayed. We were trying to better understand just what my mother had done there, trying to come up with what I knew about her, knowing she had…”

      Tolan hesitated.

      Everything started to fall into place in his mind.

      “Oh, no.”

      “What is it?” Ferrah asked.

      “We need to return to the free elementals.”
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      Thunderclouds darkened the sky and the scent of rain hung in the air, but none of that fully drew Tolan’s attention. He looked around, searching for any of the elementals that had been here, but there was no sign of any of them. All of the free elementals were missing.

      “So close, and yet we never looked here,” the Grand Master said.

      It was only the three of them: Tolan, Ferrah, and the Grand Master. Coming back here, bringing the Grand Master, the head of the Academy, felt somewhat like a violation. At least it had. Now Tolan had to think they were underprepared.

      “What happened?” Ferrah asked.

      “They’re all gone,” Tolan said.

      “All of them?”

      As he probed with spirit, he didn’t detect anything. Not only were the elementals gone, but the people who had filled the city were gone as well.

      And it was his fault.

      His mother hadn’t found what she wanted. Not until he had come here.

      Tolan strode forward, using wind and earth along with fire to propel himself. There was a sense of energy that was here, but it was an unusual sense. Tolan wasn’t able to determine just what it was, only that he could feel it pressing against him.

      It wasn’t elemental energy. It wasn’t even the power of the element bonds.

      What was it, though?

      As he neared the Convergence, he did so with trepidation.

      Would his mother have influenced it? That was what she had seemed like she was doing in Par, but perhaps he had been misguided in what he believed her to be doing. Given how confused everything was when it came to her, he could only think he had been mistaken.

      They neared the entrance and the Grand Master grabbed his wrist, stopping him.

      “Careful,” he said.

      “Do you detect anything?” Tolan said.

      “This is where you think your mother was posing as your grandmother?”

      Tolan nodded. It was the only answer that made sense. He had given thought to it, and worse, he had seen his mother doing something like that before. When she had been captive, she had changed her appearance, demonstrating what she was capable of doing, using the subtlest of shapings. That had been so quick, so minor at the time, something that had seemed like she was trying to torment him, but it had to have had a different meaning.

      She wouldn’t have expected him to have detected her.

      And he hadn’t.

      That was the worst part of it. With everything she had done, she had hidden in plain sight all along. More than that, she had used him.

      “If this was where she was going, she might’ve laid some sort of trap to capture you when you come in here. We should trigger anything before you go in.”

      “I’m not sure I’ll be able to do that,” Tolan said.

      “Then let me.”

      The Grand Master closed his eyes, and there came a powerful surge of energy from him, a shaping that was potent. Tolan realized he was drawing from the runes and wondered at first how he would have known about them before remembering he had shared with the Grand Master about the runes on their journey here. He used that power, and the stone around the entirety of the Convergence separated, peeling away. It opened like a shell, and he pulled it up, opening it, and then with a burst of energy, he sent those fragments flying outward.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” Tolan said.

      “It was the only way. There was a barrier present around it. A shame,” he whispered. “I can only imagine Asmane would have enjoyed exploring the structure.”

      “Why would Master Minden want to see that?” Ferrah asked.

      “She has a connection to some of these older buildings. Consider her something of an archaeologist.”

      The Grand Master strode forward, though he had a powerful shaping wrapped around him as he did, drawing on energy with each step, holding it wrapped around him.

      Something crackled in the air, but when it hit the shaping the Grand Master held onto, it bounced off.

      It was a trap.

      His mother had set something for him. Or if not for him, then for whoever would come here.

      Had the Grand Master not come with him, Tolan would’ve gone inside, and he would’ve sprung the trap on himself.

      She would’ve expected that.

      Would she have expected the Grand Master to have come?

      Possibly.

      She knew about the Circle. She knew who was there. She had even come to the Circle meeting.

      “I can feel the trap,” the Grand Master said.

      “Not far from here,” Tolan said, pointing.

      It was his turn to draw upon the elements and the element bonds, along with the runes. He didn’t have the power of the elementals as he had before, but for what he needed, he didn’t need them. He used that connection, lifting the stones, freeing the covering that obscured the Convergence.

      When he did, the cavern opened below them.

      The Grand Master watched him, a hint of a smile on his face. “You are a quick study, Master Ethar. There aren’t many shapers who would be able to replicate that shaping quite as quickly, and fewer still who would be able to do what you just did.”

      Tolan just nodded. He didn’t have the heart to tell the Grand Master he hadn’t replicated anything. He had simply done what he felt. Lately, that had been his approach. It was different than what he had done when he was training within the Academy. Learning shapings from his instructors had been a matter of memorization and repetition, but none of that really mattered when he had an ability to connect to the elements, the elementals, and the element bonds. He was able to do anything that he imagined, if only he had the right connection.

      With a shaping of wind and earth, they dropped down near the Convergence.

      Tolan hesitated as he did, approaching it with trepidation. He pushed out with spirit, probing, worried that there would be some sort of influence here, the way that he had felt his mother had intended to influence the Convergence within Par, but as he pushed out with spirit along with the other elements, he didn’t have that sensation.

      Whatever she had done was not an influence here.

      What was it, then?

      “The Convergence isn’t tainted,” he said.

      “Are you sure?” Ferrah asked.

      “It’s not. I can feel the sense of it, and I can feel what she was doing here, but…” As he said it, he realized that it was true. He could feel what she was trying to do, even if he didn’t know entirely what that was. There was a touch here, an influence, something that she was trying to accomplish, though as he probed at it, he wasn’t able to come up with answers as to what it was. “She wanted to use it.”

      He could feel the residual energy of the shaping that she had held. It was a bondar, and that was the key. His father had been here, and his knowledge of the bondars would have been crucial for it.

      He had left her with everything she had needed in order to be able to reach and access that power here. It was his fault, but at the same time, he knew he couldn’t blame himself. She was incredibly gifted, and with her shaping, there was no way to have uncovered what she was doing. There was no way to have known how she was summoning that power. There was no way to have stopped her.

      She was after the elementals. She was after the people. But why?

      She had been here before. When she had come before, she hadn’t found what she wanted. She would’ve gone away, searching. That would’ve been her reason for disappearing. What had she gone after?

      Knowledge and understanding.

      When she had been here the first time, she hadn’t been quite as twisted. She had been powerful, and she had wanted more power, but at the time, she had not yet become the person she now was.

      It wasn’t until after she had left here that she had changed. Which meant that whatever she had uncovered here had led her somewhere else.

      It was the time following her first departure that he needed to better understand. If he could know what she had been doing in that time, what had prompted her to go after the other places of Convergence, then perhaps he might be able to know just what she was after.

      Perhaps she hadn’t known there was a Convergence here. Or she might have known there was one, but reaching it was a different matter.

      Could that be why she had wanted him?

      That didn’t seem quite right.

      He had to find a way to understand just what she had done.

      Before the attack on this place, he would’ve gone to the elementals. He would have seen if there was anything that he might be able to determine from them, but the elementals were gone.

      It was like Terndahl.

      Tolan turned to Ferrah. She looked at everything with an appraising eye, but she said nothing. What was there for her to say? With what had happened here, the change that he saw, that he could feel, he didn’t know if there was anything Ferrah could even say.

      The Grand Master continued to stride around the circle, looking at everything.

      Tolan closed his eyes.

      When he did, he focused on the sense of hyza. The elemental was there. The sense of him was there. It was distant and faded, but when closing his eyes—especially when closing his eyes—he could feel the connection between them.

      Are you there?

      Tolan hadn’t known whether or not hyza would be present. Perhaps hyza would have been chased off by whatever had happened here. It was possible hyza had been caught up in whatever had taken place, but Tolan didn’t think the hyza he had connected to was actually here. Somewhere else, though Tolan didn’t know where. Hyza existed mostly within his vision, mostly within his mind, and the connection, though real, was also mostly there.

      I remain.

      What happened here?

      She has used the Convergence.

      Something about the way hyza said it suggested to Tolan that it was more than her using the Convergence. Something about it suggested hyza had a different name for the Convergence.

      If only he were able to better connect to the elemental, he might be able to know what it was, but perhaps it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that his mother had come and had used the Convergence.

      I didn’t know it was her. She used some shaping that had masked her presence. I—

      The elementals weren’t aware of her until the bond was broken.

      Bond?

      For a moment, there was an image, but it was not so much the image that mattered as the feeling. It was a feeling Tolan recognized. That of power. That of a Convergence.

      Had his mother brought the elementals here to a different place of Convergence?

      There was an emptiness within that feeling, and he recognized which Convergence the elemental intended for him to see—the Convergence within the waste. It was one Tolan had felt but not seen, one surrounded by… the Guardians.

      Tolan thought about what he knew about his mother. He thought about what she had done in the time since leaving here.

      What was indisputable was that she had ventured across the waste. Irina had known that his mother had gone looking for something. She had found power, and Tolan had come to believe that she had found power within one of the Convergences, but perhaps that wasn’t at all what she had done. Perhaps she had been looking for the Convergence in the waste.

      Is this about the Guardians?

      They are among the oldest.

      They never entered the bond, Tolan said across the connection with hyza.

      They were the Guardians.

      The Guardians. They had served as something of a protector. They were powerful. Ancient. Elementals of considerable energy and strength. The Draasin Lord might be tired, and when Tolan had visited with him, he had seemed as if he had wanted nothing more than to rest, but what would happen if someone like his mother—or whoever it was she now served—gained control over them?

      Tolan had seen her capability. With what she was able to do, he had little doubt there was someone equally capable, someone who would be able to do much like his mother, someone who would try and attempt to control the elementals. With someone like that, he had to believe they would use their power and torment those elementals.

      Perhaps it was more than tormenting them.

      Tolan had believed she wanted control over the Convergence but had that been the case, she had that here. This Convergence was now open to her.

      What can she do with the Guardians?

      That was what he suspected this was about. Could she want to control the Draasin Lord? That would make sense, given what he knew of his mother. There were other Guardians there, so would that even be possible?

      Hyza didn’t answer for a moment, and Tolan wasn’t sure if it was because hyza didn’t know the answer or if it was because hyza was troubled by the answer. When it came, the elemental’s voice, that connection that came across the distance, was faint and muted. Troubled.

      They are connected to the source of great power.

      The Convergence.

      Yes.

      Was that the key?

      It was all about the elementals. It was all about control. And it was all about the element bonds.

      His mother had wanted his father for a reason.

      It was more than just about Tolan. It was his understanding of bondars.

      He looked down at the Convergence, the bondars that were there. That was a level of control as well. The elementals that were here, that were free…

      Were they ever free?

      They existed out in the open, and he had believed that his mother had failed in this land, but perhaps that wasn’t it. Perhaps this was a test.

      If that were the case, what had changed?

      His father had claimed the bondar was one of the most intricate he had ever seen.

      Tolan had seen his father’s carving. He had seen him working. He had those visions, and it was those visions which had helped him find an understanding of who his father was and the nature of the work his father had done. As Tolan shifted his focus, thinking back to those visions and what it had been like when his father had worked within the shop at their home in Ephra, he saw detail.

      This wasn’t beyond his father. Had he known Irina wasn’t Irina? Could he have known his mother was here?

      If so, what was he hoping to accomplish by not alerting Tolan to that truth?

      Tolan thought of his ring for spirit. The level of detail on it was incredible. His father had made that.

      Crouching over the space around the Convergence, Tolan trailed his hand around it.

      It was the only one that had been like this.

      Did my father make this?

      Not him, but he understands the connection to the bond.

      He can’t shape.

      One does not need to shape to understand the bond. Certainly, you recognize that, Tolan Ethar.

      And he did.

      He had to try to connect to this bondar.

      He didn’t necessarily want to, and there was a part of him that hesitated at the idea of trying to push power out through it, not knowing what it might do, but the bondar was the key. It surrounded this place of Convergence.

      Whoever had made it had done it as a way to protect the elementals.

      Why wouldn’t his father have revealed that to his mother, though?

      Even though his father had been influenced by his mother, part of him had always remained free. That was something else that Tolan knew. He had made the spirit ring, not for his mother, but for Tolan. Despite her best effort at controlling his father, she had failed. She hadn’t been able to control him the way that she had wanted to.

      A shaping began to build within him. He mixed each of the elements, reaching through the element bonds before hesitating.

      That wasn’t the kind of shaping that would be particular to him.

      Others could shape through the element bonds. Not many could shape the way that he could.

      He connected to the elements themselves.

      “What are you doing?” Ferrah asked.

      “There’s a message here.”

      “A message?”

      He looked over. “When we were here before, we saw this bondar and we questioned why it was so different than any others. I think that my father is responsible for creating the bondar.”

      “Your father said that he wasn’t.”

      “My father said that he wasn’t, but I wonder if a part of him was aware that Irina wasn’t who she appeared to be.” His mind was a jumble. Wasn’t that what Irina—his mother—had kept saying?

      Tolan had to believe that jumble would make it difficult for his father to be able to do anything. And it was possible his mother was continuing to shape him, making it so that he would ignore the strangeness within her. It was possible his mother had been making his mind even more jumbled.

      Much like he had when Tolan had been younger, some deep part of him had rebelled.

      That was what he had to better understand.

      It was why she had wanted to stay behind.

      His mother had known that his father had done something. Rather than revealing herself before she was ready, she took the opportunity to do it alone.

      He pushed those elements into the bondar.

      They began to glow. Everything about them surged with a certain sort of energy, washing toward him, but only briefly. For a moment, it hovered, hanging there, but then that sense of energy shifted, rolling inward and toward the Convergence.

      The sense of the Convergence was there.

      As he focused on it, something about the bondar troubled him. He wasn’t entirely sure what it was, only that something seemed off.

      The bondar was damaged.

      When he had been here before, he hadn’t probed it, but Tolan had enough experience with bondars to recognize when something was amiss. In this case, he couldn’t help but feel how it had changed.

      What had his mother done?

      The bondar didn’t reach into the element bonds the way others did. It connected to the Convergence itself. It spread outward, up into the structure around them, and out throughout all of this land.

      There was a reverberation within him.

      Tolan could feel that reverberation. It was an echoing. It rang from some place deep within him, connecting to another source.

      Another bondar.

      With a gasp, Tolan thought he understood.

      He grabbed for Ferrah, lifting her into the air, and they hovered there. He hung onto his concentration. The sense of the bondar continued to fill him, rolling through him, as did the answering call. When he pointed, he could feel it down below.

      “Everything here is a bondar,” he whispered.

      “Everything? All I see is the rune.”

      “The rune is formed along the streets, but the buildings… those are the bondars.”

      “How did your father create something like this?”

      “I don’t think he did.”

      “You were just saying—”

      “I don’t think he created all of this. I keep coming back to what I know. What I actually know, and not what was instilled within me by a shaping. I know that my father had learned the creation of bondars because of his parents.” He searched around the area. “All of this was because of my family, I think. Those that came before them.” Tolan hadn’t taken the opportunity to better understand the village here, but perhaps he should have. If they all were capable of creating bondars, was that what they were doing here?

      The symbols on the buildings took on a different meaning, and he understood the nature of the power that was here.

      It was all directed toward the Convergence, and all meant to spread outward, to help protect the elementals.

      He lowered himself back to the Convergence. If his father hadn’t done that, and he hadn’t built the bondar at the Convergence, what had he done?

      His home.

      Using a warrior shaping, he appeared in front of his father’s home. He pushed outward with a shaping, trying to gain an understanding of what was here. The building had hundreds upon hundreds of rune markings along it. The runes were incredibly powerful, and when he had first seen them when he had come here, he had believed them nothing more than an attempt to fortify his father’s home.

      This was a bondar. His bondar.

      Even when he had returned to his father, his father had attempted to keep working. His father had used the symbols and continued adding to the bondar.

      Could Tolan use it now?

      Shaping energy into it, he could feel the echoing sense, that power that his father had attempted to store within the bondar. It surged and spread outward from his home to the other homes.

      They were connected.

      Protected.

      He started laughing softly.

      “When we were here, we detected a hint of the darkness still within my father and the others. I detected that hint of the darkness within the elementals, and I thought that we had failed, but maybe that’s not it at all. I think they were protecting themselves. They knew enough with their connection to the bondars and the way they were able to shape them that they could use them to defend themselves.”

      “All of this was meant to do what?”

      “To suppress the chaos.” That had to be the purpose of the Guardians, though how would they hold it here? Now he thought about it, he realized that was the familiar sense of what he’d felt at the Convergence. That was here. Suppressed by the Guardians. Held in place. “Whatever it is that my mother is trying to unleash.”

      “Why did she need to come back here?”

      “Answers,” Tolan said.

      “What kind of… She needed to know how to break the bondar,” Ferrah said.

      It made sense. It would explain what his mother was trying to do and the way that she intended to act, but where? What was it that she needed?

      Hyza might have the answer.

      Tolan closed his eyes, focusing and thinking about the nature of the elements and the elementals, along with the bondars that were here. They were subtly done, the control over the power so exquisite that it managed to hold everything within it. This was the kind of power even his mother wouldn’t have been able to overwhelm.

      Only, as he pushed outward using his control over the elements, he could feel that something had shifted here. It was the way the elements had changed. The elementals had been moved, and in some sense, so had the village itself.

      She had uncovered that answer.

      She had learned to break the bondars.

      Thinking about hyza, he summoned his connection between the elemental, calling him.

      This was about the bondars.

      The connection is powerful, hyza agreed.

      There was no doubt in Tolan’s mind that the connection was powerful, and he could feel it, especially within his father’s home. There was power, even if it was damaged.

      Now that she has learned to break bondars, what would she do? Where would she go?

      She will bring them to a place beyond.

      Beyond what?

      Beyond.

      An image started to form in his mind, and though it was something of a vision, Tolan understood.

      There was a flash, a memory, something that he had seen.

      In part of it, Tolan saw the waste, but in another part of it, there was something else. The rocky outline of the waste was there, and through the vision the elemental gave him, there was something else within it. He could feel the presence of the waste and the nature of that emptiness as it pressed upon him. Even within that, he could feel the wild and tormented elemental that had attacked him. It was twisted.

      A place beyond.

      Beyond what?

      Within the image was the waste. Tolan had ventured as far as anyone across the waste, and by finding the place of Convergence there at the heart of it, he had found something he believed existed, but it didn’t explain everything.

      There were aspects to it that were not quite right.

      The elemental wasn’t guiding him toward the waste, but beyond the waste.

      She was dragging others with her.

      Hyza had told him something else. The Guardians protected the elementals.

      What would happen if the Guardians were removed?

      The Guardians would not be removed.

      He had seen that the Draasin Lord could move, but what if they all were removed?

      Tolan was convinced there was a Convergence there, and if something happened, and if that power were somehow tapped into, released by whatever it was his mother intended, then he had to understand it.

      What would happen if they were removed? Tolan frowned. There was something else about the way that hyza had answered that left him questioning. He said the Guardians would not be removed. Not that they wouldn’t move. Are they tied there somehow?

      The Guardians serve as a protection.

      Why there?

      A great danger exists where they are. One of many.

      With the realization, Tolan knew what he had to do.

      He turned to Ferrah and met her gaze. “We have to return to the waste.” He looked past her, toward the Convergence and the Grand Master. “And we need to find others who can help us.”
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      The top of the Academy tower was empty. Dark clouds smeared across the sky and occasional thunder rumbled, suiting Tolan’s mood. There was an energy to the air, mixing with the scent of coming rain, and the sporadic shaping all around left him wishing that there would be others who had this ability within the waste. Unfortunately, heading to the waste would be a journey taken without the numbers they needed to adequately protect themselves—or the elementals.

      “What if no one else helps?”

      It was a significant ask, trying to convince others who did not necessarily view the elementals in the same way to venture across the waste in order to try to protect them. How many others would be willing? He hoped the master librarians would, and it was the reason Tolan and Ferrah had come here, hoping that with the librarians’ knowledge and their ability to shape, they could offer something, but even in that, Tolan remained unsure.

      “They will help,” Ferrah said.

      “They don’t want to fight.”

      The idea of coming here and asking the master librarians for help seemed absurd. They were scholars, not fighters, but where they were going and what they needed to do required someone who had the ability to shape in a place where no one else could shape. It required those possessing a capability no one else had—not even the greatest of the master shapers—help save Terndahl.

      When he had suggested it to the Grand Master, he’d been unhappy at the suggestion, but how much of that was because Irina had opposed it?

      The librarians were valuable in this situation. Tolan needed them to join him, even though they still might find it difficult. Tolan believed they would be able to find some willing to help.

      The door at the top of the tower opened and Master Minden appeared along with the Grand Master. Master Jensen and Master Stole followed, but if Tolan expected others to come behind them, he was mistaken.

      “This is it?” Master Minden didn’t answer at first, and Tolan frowned. “What is it?”

      “Others have gone missing.”

      “My mother,” he said.

      Master Minden nodded. “Unfortunately, I fear that’s true. She must’ve realized the librarians posed a threat to her.”

      “Irina—my mother—has been gone for a while. If the others are missing—”

      “It means there remains someone within the Academy who was working on her behalf,” the Grand Master said. “Perhaps many someones.” He took a deep breath, letting it out slowly before motioning for Master Jensen and Master Stole to take a seat. “I’ve filled them in as much as I can, but we aren’t sure we can even do this.”

      “I can carry us there,” Tolan said.

      “You can shape across the waste?” Master Jensen looked at him, a deep frown creasing his brow.

      “It’s a matter of recognizing that the difference in that land is a separation from the element bond, but it’s not a separation from the connection to the elements within you.”

      He didn’t like the idea of sitting here and discussing it. Every moment that passed, his mother was penetrating deeper into the waste. The only part of it that gave him reason to pause was that she would have to transport all the people that she had taken from the village, along with the elementals. Hopefully, that process would take too long to do quickly. If not, then she would reach the Guardians.

      “I don’t think the six of us will be enough,” he said.

      “I’m hopeful others will join us,” the Grand Master said.

      Slowly, the door opened, and others did emerge. They were master shapers, all of them. Master Sartan. Master Rorn. Master Shorav. Even master Wassa. All of the element masters from within the Academy. There were a few others Tolan didn’t know that well, though they were masters as well.

      Tolan smiled, but even with the new arrivals, he didn’t know if this would be adequate.

      “They understand the reason we’re going?”

      The Grand Master smiled at him. “I have been having conversations in your absence, Master Ethar. They understand. They won’t be able to shape, but…”

      “If we reach the Convergence, we should be able to,” Tolan said. “At least, that’s what I hope.”

      The Grand Master nodded. “That is my hope as well.”

      “Are we ready to depart?”

      Tolan nodded, looking around at the others with him, and he took a deep breath. The next step was going to be on him. He wasn’t confident they had the numbers they needed, and even if they did, he wasn’t confident that they would even be strong enough. His mother was powerful, and she had ways of using shaping that those within the Academy didn’t fully understand. He didn’t want them to overlook her ability, and he certainly didn’t want them to overlook what she might plan. She could harm them.

      “It’s going to be jarring,” he said.

      “All of us have gone into the waste before, Master Ethar,” Master Shorav said condescendingly.

      “To the heart of the waste?” He sent his gaze sweeping around them. “It’s different there. I suspect the librarians will be able to reach for some shaping energy within themselves, but the others… It’s going to be unsettling. The faster you adjust, the better equipped for this that you will be.”

      With that, he drew upon the energy around him.

      In order to do this, he was going to have to use a single shaping. It was going to be a warrior shaping, but it was going to be one that drew upon not just the shaped energy he possessed, that of the elements and the element bonds, but also that of the runes surrounding the tower and the Convergence below it. He would use all of that to bridge the distance. The moment they reached the edge of the waste, everything would shift. He had to connect to something else, something deeper, so he didn’t grow weakened before he completed his task.

      Taking a deep breath, Tolan breathed it out and connected to the elements, wrapping them around him. A surge of power swirled, and it carried him.

      The warrior shaping was unique. With that shaping, he was able to transport great distances, often in little more than a blink of an eye. In this case, it happened quickly until he reached the edge of the waste. With as many people as he transported, he was aware of that transition point, and he could feel the nature of it shifting.

      He continued to draw from the Academy, from the runes and the Convergence, but the edge of the waste separated him from that power. Then he began to draw from the elementals. He could feel hyza feeding him power, and it was just enough to finish the task.

      He landed in the heart of the waste.

      Heat struck him.

      The others gasped and he looked around, worried the sudden jarring nature of coming this far into the waste would be more than they could tolerate.

      The Grand Master took a deep breath and, surprisingly, smiled. “I’ve never been this deep into the waste. Prior to you, Master Ethar, there weren’t many students who were willing to venture very far into it. There were some. The Academy, and Terndahl, have often sent people out into the waste to search for signs of what was beyond, but we never uncovered anything.”

      The idea of finding something beyond triggered a memory within Tolan. It reminded him of what hyza had told him, and of the nature of what the elemental had suggested his mother was trying to do.

      “You feel the Convergence is here?” Master Minden asked.

      “It is here,” Tolan said. He made a circle, and when he did, he could feel that energy deep beneath him. It was far below the ground.

      If hyza was right, the Guardians were serving as a protection against something. But against what?

      “We won’t be able to remain here for long, Grand Master,” Master Sartan said.

      The Grand Master nodded. They didn’t have supplies for a lengthy stay. He suspected they all had food and water, much the way that Tolan did in case something happened, and they needed time to recover and to prepare for whatever else they might have to face, but not enough to return by foot to the Academy. It was going to require him to get them back. If he failed…

      Tolan wasn’t going to think about what would happen if he failed. If he did, that meant his mother succeeded, and that whatever she planned, whoever she was serving, had succeeded.

      “We need to ensure the safety of the Guardians,” Tolan said.

      “How do you expect—”

      The Grand Master didn’t have an opportunity to finish. There was a burst of shaping energy that came from somewhere nearby.

      Tolan turned toward it, using the sweeping form of earth in order to defend against the sudden shift of shaped energy. He wasn’t going to be able to draw upon power that often, and certainly not with much strength. The nature of the waste was such that it would deplete him rapidly.

      Someone was able to shape out here.

      He knew that he wasn’t going to be the only person with that shaping ability, but he hadn’t expected that his mother was going to be the one.

      Someone joined him, and the power of shaping energy flowed from them. Tolan glanced over and saw Master Minden holding her hand out in front of her, her wrinkled face tense in concentration.

      “Go. Find out what it is.”

      “She shouldn’t have been able to reach us yet.”

      “She has outmaneuvered us all along,” Master Minden said.

      Tolan glanced at the others. “We need to find the Guardians. The draasin, along with the other three. That’s the key here.”

      “I can find one,” Ferrah said.

      “And I will do what I can,” Master Minden said. “You need to see if there’s anything you can do.”

      “I will go.”

      With that, Tolan took to the air, shaping himself forward.

      He held onto power, drawing it from himself, from the connection to hyza, but it was not going to be enough. Even as he traveled toward the sense of shaped energy he was able to detect, he was all too aware that the power he was calling upon was inadequate for what he suspected he might face. There was considerable energy here. Despite his best efforts, he wasn’t going to have enough strength. It was going to require reaching for the Convergence, but what if that was a mistake? If he opened the Convergence for his mother as he had within the free elemental land, would he be exposing something for her that she needed?

      He was the reason she had accessed the Convergence there, and he wasn’t going to be the reason that she was able to access the Convergence here.

      Not that she wouldn’t know about it, otherwise. She had ventured out into the waste, and likely had encountered the Guardians, and that was what kept her away.

      Tolan had to stop her. He had to prevent her from achieving her goal, but it was going to be more than that.

      There were elementals that needed his help. They were trapped within her influence. There were people who were still trapped within her influence. Somehow, he was going to need to find a way to protect them and offer them healing.

      He had no idea what that was going to take, only that it would require power.

      Out in the waste, power was at a premium.

      Three people looked up at him.

      Tolan hovered, focusing on them, feeling a surge of energy from them, and he recognized a shaping coming from them.

      How were they able to shape? When he had come here, it had required all of his skill in order to figure out how. In all of the time that shapers had been coming out here, they had been trying to uncover some way of shaping but had failed. What had changed that had allowed these men the ability to do so?

      Something glowed in one of the men’s hands.

      Tolan used an earth shaping and drew earth up, trapping them. He hit them with wind, fire, and then tapped into spirit, holding them in place.

      He dropped to the ground in front of them.

      They stood motionless, though they were fighting. He recognized their dress as people from within his father’s village, but there was a look of rage on each of their faces. They were fighting him, they were straining to get away, and they were straining to attack.

      How were they shaping?

      Even now, there was a sense of shaped energy coming from them. It was considerable energy, and it continued to build, sweeping outward.

      They were holding onto something.

      Tolan grabbed for the glowing item. It was spherical, some sort of orb, and filled with shaped energy.

      He looked at the other two. They held something similar.

      That was how they were shaping?

      Tolan studied one of them. There were markings along the surface, tiny runes that forced some sort of energy inward.

      He tapped into the orb he held, and power started to flow outward. He gripped it tightly, holding on to it, worried that he might harm himself, but needing to understand. If these orbs would somehow allow shaping, he was going to need to know how.

      Power surged. It was a bondar, only different than the ones he’d used. Rather than tapping into some almost infinite source of power, Tolan was aware of the limitations of it.

      By taking these orbs from these three, they wouldn’t be able to shape.

      That didn’t mean they were harmless. More than anything, he realized if his mother had influence over them, there was still danger.

      Somehow, he would have to find a way to release that influence. Either that or return them to their village, where the bondars had offered a certain protection.

      He shaped, landing back near the Convergence. Master Minden was there, crouching, holding onto a shaping, and there was another assault. It was considerable power, swirling toward her, and he could see her doing all that she could in order to withstand the nature of the attack. She held her hands outward, forcing the shaping away, and her thin arms trembled under the force.

      “They’re using bondars,” he said.

      She looked over, and there was an intensity in her gaze. “They shouldn’t be able to reach the element bonds with bondars out here.”

      “These are a different kind of bondar. These bondars hold power.”

      He looked over at the Grand Master and then Ferrah. He handed one to the Grand Master and one to Ferrah, and then waited. “They can be shaped through. Treat it like a bondar. There’s one more, and if whoever is attacking us can be stopped, we should be able to get more of these.”

      The Grand Master handed the remaining bondar to Master Sartan. “Do what you can.”

      Tolan realized that Master Jensen and Master Stole were standing in the center of the waste, though neither of them were appearing to move. Surprisingly, he could feel shaped energy coming from them. They were adding to what Master Minden was doing. The master librarians were fighting.

      Tolan focused on the source of the attack. If there were people under his mother’s influence, and if they all had bondars like this—something Tolan thought was incredibly likely, considering how they were using power—then if he could take that from them, it would limit their ability to attack.

      He shaped himself into the air.

      Someone was with him. He looked over to see Ferrah joining him. “You aren’t doing this yourself.”

      “The bondar’s power is finite,” he said.

      She squeezed it. “When it starts to fade, I will refill it.”

      “How?”

      “Just trust that I will.”

      They shaped toward the source of the attack. The Grand Master was there as well, and the shaping that he was using was exquisite, a tightly controlled sort of energy, so different than the blast of explosive power that Tolan held onto. Even knowing he was now a master shaper, he still had a considerable amount to learn.

      He found seven people arranged in a line, all angled toward the Convergence. All of them held the same glowing orb. Power was bursting from them, and it was targeting Tolan, Ferrah, and the Grand Master.

      Tolan had a different source of power than the other two, but given the numbers, they were facing something difficult. Possibly dangerous.

      He had to work quickly.

      If they could incapacitate these seven, they could outfit the other master shapers with the orbs, and then they might have enough energy with which to battle.

      Tolan used spirit. He tried to suppress the nature of the attack but suppressing all of them at one time was too much.

      He had to try a different tactic.

      One at a time.

      Holding onto his connection to fire, he used that, and he blasted the nearest of the attackers.

      Tolan didn’t like the idea of attacking blindly, and he certainly didn’t care for the idea that he was going to harm someone who was under his mother’s influence, but they needed to stop this.

      With a surge of fire and spirit, the attacker was thrown.

      Tolan streaked toward them, grabbing the sphere before they had a chance to recover, and as he took to the air, something struck him.

      Tolan fell.

      He hit the ground harder than he intended, and pain washed through him.

      It exploded within him.

      Something shattered, though Tolan couldn’t figure out what it was. It was all he could do to focus on anything other than the pain. It rolled through him, an agony unlike anything that he had ever felt. Other shaped energy began to blast at him, stone encasing him, fire swirling around him, even the sense of hot mist filling him, making it difficult for him to breathe. And then the wind was sucked out of his lungs.

      He struggled but holding onto his connection to shaping proved to be almost impossible.

      He faded. If only he could reach for a shaping, he might be able to recover from this, but they turned their focus on him, recognizing that he was a threat. It was possible his mother directed them, knowing that if he were removed, the others would have a harder time. Little did she know that Master Minden was there. Tolan thought she would be able to counter his mother, if no one else could. The Grand Master had an orb, and he would be able to help. Even Ferrah. She was powerful and holding onto an orb meant she would be able to help fight, to combat the attack from these others.

      He tried to take another breath. He tried to focus on the elements, to connect to hyza, but all of that faded away. There was too much pressure. Too much element energy upon him. Blackness called to him.
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      A bright white light surrounded him and for a moment, Tolan thought he was in the afterlife, now with the Great Mother. It was almost enough to let him smile, but a memory of what he had encountered before appearing in this place took that from him. It wasn’t his time. His people needed him. His friends needed him. His father needed him to help stop his mother.

      The white light filled everything around him. He struggled against it. He wondered if there was any way for the Great Mother to return him if he shared with her what he’d been doing. Fighting on her behalf, working with the elements and the element bonds, along with the elementals—surely, she would recognize that he was serving her.

      Then he felt pain.

      It rolled through him, the same agony he’d known before he had faded.

      This couldn’t be the afterlife if he was feeling pain.

      Where was he then?

      Nothing but white around him.

      It was the white of the pain that he felt.

      Tolan focused, thinking about what had happened to him. The attack had crushed him under the earth, stealing the breath from his lungs, burning him from the inside with the hot steam of a water shaping, but all of that was familiar. It was a dangerous sort of shaping, but none of them were too complex.

      It was simply the overwhelming nature of it. The fact that out here on the waste he was unable to call upon his own power, to augment it with other power, was what left him weakened.

      He could reach for hyza.

      The elemental had supplemented his strength more than once, and in order to even have come out onto the waste, he had needed for hyza to be a part of it. Hyza had restored him, letting him connect to the elemental’s power, but that power wasn’t infinite.

      The elemental was connected to the element bond, though.

      Some distant part of Tolan knew that. He was aware of how the elementals were connected to the bond, even though they wanted to be parted from it. They didn’t want to live within the bond, but they were still part of it.

      Could hyza grant him strength now?

      The pain continued to build.

      Tolan needed to draw on that strength.

      Hyza was fire, but hyza wasn’t only fire. Hyza was earth, a hint of it, and a part of both bonds.

      How had he not considered that before?

      Because he had never been dying like this before.

      Are you there?

      Tolan didn’t know if hyza would answer, or whether the elemental would even be able to answer. Given the pressure upon him, the way the elements were squeezing him, trying to kill him, he didn’t know how much time he had. It was possible it was already too late and that he was actively dying. The pain within him suggested he was far enough along that he might not be able to survive this.

      I am with you, always.

      Tolan wanted to take a deep breath, but he knew that he couldn’t. Not only that, but he shouldn’t. With the way they were using water shaping against him, it would have burned his lungs.

      I’m dying.

      There is no death. Only a cycle of life.

      I don’t want my cycle to end.

      There is no end to the cycle.

      My friends need me. I need to stop whatever she’s planning.

      Then take what you need.

      I’m injured.

      Your body is, but then, your body is nothing but a vessel. Draw what you need. Restore the vessel.

      Hyza retreated, but the sense of power didn’t.

      There were two element bonds he could call upon, knowing he was bound to hyza, though not what it meant to be bound to the elemental like that. He used fire and earth, wishing for water, though wondering whether it would even matter. Water would heal him, restore him, but somehow, he would have to use these two element bonds in order to draw upon what would heal him.

      Tolan let the sense of fire fill him first. It burned through him, roiling with a power. Fire was that which gave him warmth, gave the power of the sun. Fire was life.

      Earth was there. Earth was everything. It was life. Death. It was everything.

      He could use both to heal himself.

      Each of the elements was a part of the world. Each of the elements was a part of life. And Tolan could use that.

      He drew that power within him.

      The pain remained, but it became muted and distant.

      He could feel the pressure bearing down on him, and it was almost too much, but he pushed against it, letting the power explode away from him.

      Then he was free.

      The pressure eased, and as it did, something grabbed at him, hands pulling upon him, trying to move him.

      Tolan used earth to slide them away.

      Distantly, he heard his name called. Lights still surrounded everything, a pale white light that was almost overwhelming, but he didn’t know if that light was dangerous or if that light was merely the sun.

      Life.

      As he focused, he examined his surroundings. There was a sense of power. There was that sense of energy, and all he needed was to draw it in.

      Fighting around him caught his attention, and he pushed against that.

      Tolan tried to stand. Pain still worked through him but gradually faded. He took a breath, hesitating as he did, not knowing whether or not his lungs would tolerate it, but with the wind shaping having retreated and the heat around him no longer nearly what it had been, he thought that he could.

      His body was a vessel.

      It was a strange way to view things, but it made a certain sort of sense. The elements and the element bonds could restore him.

      He let that power fill him. He breathed it in.

      Everything began to clear.

      Ferrah was there, standing above him, holding an orb and trying to get down to him. Tolan realized he was in some sort of pit, though that had likely formed during the attack, trying to crush him beneath the weight of stone. The Grand Master joined Ferrah at the pit’s edge. He held onto an orb and the two of them watched him, struggling to reach him.

      Using earth and fire, the two element bonds that he held onto for now, he carried himself up. He landed next to them.

      “How did you survive that?” Ferrah asked.

      “My connection to hyza.”

      “What do you mean a connection?” the Grand Master asked.

      Tolan looked around the waste. There was a section that had just been blasted by him, he supposed. There was a sense of power here, and he could see where he had tossed rock, and there were bodies that had been scattered, likely by his shaping as he had struggled for freedom. Orbs rested on the ground near them, and Tolan strode toward them, grabbing them. They didn’t hold nearly the power the first three had, and he realized what it had taken from the other attackers to try to suppress him.

      “When we were here before, I had a vision of hyza, and I was able to draw upon his power.”

      “A particular elemental?”

      Tolan looked over at the Grand Master before nodding. “It’s the same hyza each time.”

      “Why do you think that is?” Ferrah asked.

      “There was a time when people would bond to particular elementals. It granted them a different sort of strength.”

      “Bond?”

      “It was a connection. It was beneficial to both, at least according to the records.”

      “Is that why the elementals were pushed into the element bonds?” the Grand Master asked.

      “Tolan —”

      He shook his head. “I think we need to understand that. We need to understand whether or not the element bonds are beneficial, or whether the power that we gain by having access to them has taken something from the world.”

      He took a deep breath and looked toward the heart of the waste, toward the Convergence. There was other shaping nearby. He could feel it, and knew he needed to do something to stop it. His mother could have recruited dozens of attackers. Here he thought they’d risked being outnumbered, but that risk was not at all what he had feared. He would never have imagined his mother had some way of shaping out on the waste. It wasn’t something he had even considered. He thought that it was rare enough that he was able to shape out here.

      “There are too many,” he whispered.

      “Then we should go,” Ferrah said.

      “If we go, she succeeds.”

      “Tolan, we don’t even know what she is after.”

      Tolan turned toward her. “We know what she’s after. She’s after the waste. She’s after the Convergence here. She’s after…” As he trailed off, he thought about what it was that she was after.

      The answer was there.

      The elementals.

      More than that. It was the Guardians, which would then give her access to other elementals.

      “I know where I need to go.”

      “Then go. We will hold them back,” the Grand Master said, motioning for Ferrah to follow. “We will take these bondars to keep shaping.”

      Tolan looked at Ferrah a moment, and then drew upon a shaping.

      The warrior shaping blasted him, carrying him toward the draasin.

      When he landed, he was not alone.

      There were a dozen shapers, all of them holding orbs, and all of them facing the draasin. The draasin lay motionless, tired. He didn’t try to fight, and Tolan didn’t even know if he would be able to fight. He breathed heavily, steam drifting from his nostrils, heat radiating from his sides, but nothing more than that.

      Tolan pushed out with spirit. He sent it sweeping over the draasin, and when he did, he felt the anger within the draasin, the violence and the attempt to fight, but there was nothing he could do. Being out on the waste, serving as the Guardian, had taken so much out of him that he was barely able to do anything.

      With a sudden understanding, Tolan realized why the draasin had been in the free elemental land when he had seen him. He looked around, knowing the other three Guardians were here. Had they done something similar from time to time? They couldn’t exist out on the waste indefinitely. Being here drained them.

      He had a moment, possibly not much more than that, before these dozen orb shapers knew that he was here. Tolan would have to draw upon the necessary power in order to stop them, but what could he use?

      How could he draw on what he needed in order to overwhelm this many at one time? They were calling upon power from orbs, not from anything else.

      That meant their power was limited. Tolan was able to tap into power through hyza, reaching for fire and earth, drawing from the element itself. By connecting through hyza, through that bond, he would be able to call upon enough power that he could and should be able to overwhelm the attack.

      Tolan exploded.

      He used both fire and earth, and he did so in a ring around the draasin, sending power shattering upward. The shapers were tossed away, and he pushed with that explosion, letting it swirl outward. The heat blasted them away from the draasin, freeing him.

      Tolan landed near the draasin, reaching for him. “You need to wake up.”

      The draasin didn’t react. Tolan worried about him. He pushed fire through the draasin, letting that sense of energy flow through him. There was a surge. The draasin bubbled with that energy, but nothing more than that.

      The draasin was drained. Whatever they were doing had been pulling power from him.

      Could that be how they were filling their orbs to continue to fight?

      Tolan needed help him.

      It would require power but going down to the Convergence wasn’t going to be the answer. He needed another option, and Tolan wasn’t exactly sure what that was.

      Short of bringing the draasin someplace where he could restore himself, he didn’t know what he might be able to do.

      Could he, though?

      The draasin was enormous, and the idea of trying to use the warrior shaping to transfer him, to bring him somewhere, seemed impossible, but in order for the draasin to recover, he needed help.

      Tolan started pulling upon fire and earth, drawing those through the connection to hyza, and let that sense build within him. He called to wind and water, holding onto that sense as well. And then spirit. As he added all of them, he grabbed onto the draasin and pulled that shaping.

      He had no idea if it would even work. Most of the power was coming from fire and earth, and most of it was coming through hyza, but he had to try.

      The shaping enveloped him.

      It was unusual in the way that it struck. The lightning bolt slammed into him first, then slammed into the draasin, and it lifted them.

      They hovered for a moment.

      As they did, Tolan feared he’d made a mistake. If he wasn’t strong enough, he would crash back to the ground, all of his strength expended, and then his mother and her attackers would succeed.

      He pulled on even more power.

      That energy continued to build within him.

      It exploded away.

      They were carried, and when they reached the edge of the waste, Tolan could feel it, and suddenly power filled him in a way that it hadn’t, and he reached for the Academy, using the Convergence there, the runes around it, and drew even more strength.

      That energy filled him and they landed in the free elemental land.

      He looked over at the draasin.

      The massive creature curled on the ground, not moving.

      The draasin needed power. He needed strength and energy, and he needed to find some way to call it through him.

      He let those elements fill him. The power of the Convergence was here, and though the bondar around it had been damaged, Tolan could still tap into that Convergence. He used earth, dragging the draasin with him, and brought him toward the Convergence, down into the cavern where the Convergence was found, and settled the draasin’s tail into it. It was the only part of the creature that he was able to move at this point. His strength faded, and he tried not to think about how the others—his friends—were dealing with his mother right now.

      The draasin took a deep breath.

      Tolan held his.

      Power began to build within the draasin.

      Tolan could feel it and could feel the connection forming between the draasin and the Convergence, and he could feel the energy bubbling up within it. It was an incredible sense.

      The draasin rumbled.

      Heat began to glow along his leathery skin. The spikes along his back started to burst with fire and heat. It was so much that Tolan had to back away. He shaped himself back up to the city, looking down at the draasin. Heat and fire continued to fill the draasin, and then an enormous roar exploded from the creature’s mouth.

      The draasin leaped forward.

      He made a circle, looking around the village, a steady rumbling echoing within him.

      “Are you better?”

      “You risked much bringing me here.”

      “It was necessary. I don’t know what they were doing, but they were weakening you.”

      “They were drawing my power off. That place already taps my reserves, and they were taking what remained.”

      “Are you better?”

      “As better as I can be.”

      “I have to return. There are others there.”

      “I have to return,” the Draasin Lord said. “The remaining Guardians need my help.”

      “What happens if the Guardians are removed?”

      “The waste will fall.”

      “I thought you were securing the Convergence.”

      “The Convergence protects everything.”

      Tolan looked over at the draasin, drawing on the power of the runes, that of the Convergence here, and breathing in the power of the elements and the element bonds that existed all around him. In doing so, he could feel that power, and he could feel that energy swirling and surging. As it did, he wondered if it would be enough. He needed the strength of this place in order to recover, but he didn’t know if it was going to be enough. If he was going to be enough.

      As he started to draw upon each of the elements, he looked at the draasin. “Can you get yourself back there?”

      The draasin rumbled, and he breathed out a massive streamer of fire. “I think I can manage.”

      Tolan smiled. “Good.”

      With that, the warrior shaping slammed into him with a bolt of lightning called from the sky, and it carried him out and toward the waste. It carried him toward violence. It carried him toward danger.

      That was where he needed to go. That was where the others were, and where he had to be. In order to help the other Academy shapers, to stop his mother, he was going to have to head into that violence—and find a way to stop whatever his mother planned.
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      Landing once again within the heart of the waste, the Convergence beneath him, Tolan could feel that something had changed. It took him a moment to realize what it was.

      Master Minden was nearby, holding her hands in the air as she shaped. There was power flowing from her, though he worried that she was draining too quickly. He had to believe that there were limits to how much power Master Minden had.

      “Did you rescue him?”

      “You knew what I was doing?”

      “I could feel it. It was an impressive use of power.”

      “They were drawing power off of him. I had to do what I could in order to save him.”

      “Did you?”

      “I brought him to a Convergence.”

      She clenched her jaw as another attack surged toward her. Tolan fortified it with earth and fire, reverting to the two easiest elements to reach within the waste. Somehow, he wanted to find a way to grasp water and wind as easily, but for now, he would have to focus on the two elements that he could hold onto.

      “It’s unfortunate that we have not uncovered the key to making these bondars before,” Master Minden said.

      “What would have changed?” He looked over at her. “Would shapers have come out here, found the Guardian elementals, and attacked them then?”

      She pressed her lips together in a frown, using a surge of water as she pushed outward. “Perhaps it is for the best.”

      “If this is targeting the Guardians, then I need to go and see if I can help the others.”

      “There may not be much that can be done,” she said.

      “I have to try.”

      He drew upon a shaping, lifting himself into the air, and then pushed out with spirit.

      Spirit was the element that was going to be the most limited here. It was one that was going to come from him exclusively, but he needed it in order to know where the other Guardians were. Surprisingly, awareness flowed into him, coming from a source that he hadn’t considered.

      Hyza pushed that sense to him, giving him an understanding of how to find the other Guardians. They were situated around the Convergence, forming a ring around it.

      All that was missing was spirit.

      What if there was a spirit Guardian?

      He headed toward the earth Guardian.

      Without having as much of a connection to water and wind, he thought that going to earth was the best solution first. At least with that, he could draw through hyza, using the earth bond in order to augment whatever he needed to do.

      The earth elemental was strange. It was a mound of stone, shifted into a pile of rocks that reminded him something of jinnar, though much more massive. Moss grew along the rock, something that was unusual out in the waste. There were other scraps of earth and dirt and even grasses that grew along it, revealing that it was an earth elemental.

      Much like with the draasin, a ring of shapers surrounded the elemental.

      This time, they didn’t wait for him to get settled. They turned their attack to him.

      All of them held an orb, and power burst from them as they turned upon Tolan, but he was prepared.

      They were drawing upon earth, so he used fire.

      Opposites, at least according to what he had always been taught at the Academy. They were contrast, but he knew how they could coexist.

      Hopefully, they did not.

      When the attack struck, Tolan turned it, forcing it downward, into the ground where it exploded.

      It came unrelentingly.

      They were continuing to draw upon the Guardian.

      He had to try a different approach.

      Could he turn the attack back toward the Guardian, returning some of that power into the elemental?

      If he could turn the nature of the attack inward, focusing it there rather than upward, toward the elemental itself, then he had to think there would be a way to repair what had been done. As the attackers circled and focused on the earth elemental, they drained more power off it, and eventually, he worried the elemental would be harmed in the same way the Draasin Lord had.

      Tolan didn’t have enough strength to be able to transport this elemental to the place of Convergence if it were necessary. He had barely managed to bring the Draasin Lord. If he had to do the same again, he worried that he wouldn’t be able to return.

      Calling upon fire and earth, he used the combination, linking them in the same way as hyza was linked within his mind, the bond that had formed within him. By doing so, he was able to use fire to help combat the nature of earth coming at him, and he was able to twist it, turning it outward.

      Toward the elemental.

      When it struck, Tolan could feel it as it bounced free.

      That wasn’t going to be the key.

      Somehow, he had to turn that power back into the elemental.

      Spirit.

      It was the only element that seemed to connect in a way that would make sense for this to work. He had to find something for it to hold, and if he were to hold onto a shaping of spirit, then perhaps he might be able to twist it, turning it toward the elemental.

      He focused on spirit, holding onto fire and earth, and with the three elements joined, power flooded into the Guardian.

      The effect was startling.

      There was a drawing sensation, and all of a sudden, power continued to pull free from Tolan, tearing out of him.

      He’d felt something like that before.

      It was the twisted elemental.

      When that elemental had attacked, it had drained him, tearing power from him, leaving him almost dead. This was similar, though not the same.

      In this case, there was no wildness to it. At first, there seemed to be some of that, but as Tolan held onto the connection to fire and earth, holding on to what he could detect through hyza, he recognized that the nature of the Guardian latched onto that bond rather than on him. In doing so, Tolan was able to send more power out, and he was able to direct it into the Guardian.

      The elemental rose up.

      It was enormous. Powerful. The massive earth elemental swung something of an arm outward, sweeping across the shapers, knocking them down.

      Orbs went flying.

      Tolan swept down, grabbing for those orbs, reaching for them before the shapers were able to recover and use them again.

      The earth Guardian lumbered toward them, smashing at the shapers.

      They were controlled, and he didn’t think they deserved to die. Not like that.

      He needed to delay this.

      Using wind, Tolan swept them away and tapped on them with a spirit shaping, knocking them unconscious.

      At least they wouldn’t fight.

      “They don’t know what they’re doing,” he said, hovering in front of the earth Guardian.

      The earth elemental rumbled a response to him, though Tolan was only able to make out one thing of what he said: Guardian.

      Tolan could feel the other Guardians, and he could feel the pressure from them, and he recognized that sense and that energy. The other attackers were targeting the two remaining Guardians. So far, the Draasin Lord still had not returned.

      Was that what the earth Guardian was concerned about?

      “I helped the draasin. I did what I could to restore him. He will return.”

      The earth elemental rumbled again, and for a moment, Tolan understood. Guardian.

      Through the connection that had formed with spirit, Tolan felt something else.

      It was an image. It was a fluttering, little more than that, but as it came to him, he recognized the key.

      The Guardian.

      The Draasin Lord wasn’t the fire Guardian.

      With a start, he thought he understood.

      Tolan had experienced that other Guardian, and he had nearly died when he had faced it before. That was what the Draasin Lord had been concerned about. That was why he didn’t want to speak about the nature of the twisted elemental.

      And that had to be what his mother had done when she had been out here before.

      With a shaping, Tolan brought himself back to the heart of the waste, near the Convergence. Master Minden was there, and she was still battling along with Master Jensen and Master Stole, though the attack wasn’t nearly as vigorous as it had been. The Grand Master was there, and Tolan handed him the orbs that he had claimed, though all of them were powered by the earth Guardian, so they would be of limited use.

      “I know what she’s after,” Tolan said.

      Ferrah glanced over at him. “What is she after?”

      “The twisted elemental. When we were here before, it attacked us. I thought it was something about the waste, but I don’t think that’s it at all. I think the twisted elemental was the original fire Guardian until my mother came here.”

      A dark shadow began to loom over the sky. It was the draasin—the Draasin Lord.

      Tolan focused on him, using a connection to spirit, and sent that shaping toward the Draasin Lord. “You haven’t always been the fourth Guardian.” The draasin rumbled from up above, and fire streamed from his massive jaw. “It was the twisted elemental we encountered, wasn’t it?”

      “There is nothing that can be done for him.”

      “You can’t stay here.”

      “I stay as long as I can,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “This wasn’t your task, though.”

      “I do what’s necessary,” the draasin said.

      Tolan thought he understood. The Draasin Lord had left from time to time, and when he did, it weakened whatever it was that they were trying to protect here at the heart of the waste. At the same time, the Draasin Lord was needed. Still, Tolan had seen what happened to the Draasin Lord. Over time, he became weakened, his strength depleted, and he had to return to a place of restoration.

      The other Guardians didn’t have that need.

      Why not?

      That was the key that he needed to understand.

      “What did she do when she attacked here before?”

      “She separated the Guardian from the bond,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “Why did you decide to take a place here?”

      “I am connected to the bond.”

      There was an arrogance to the way that he said it, but he wasn’t completely truthful. The draasin was connected to the bond—Tolan could practically feel the way that fire burned between them—but there was something different about the Guardians.

      That was what he had to find.

      With a shaping of fire and earth, he took to the sky and focused on the earth Guardian. He pressed downward, using each of the elements, needing to better understand and wanting to know just what it was that had allowed his mother to attack before.

      A connection to the bond.

      What did he know about his mother?

      She’d come here before. She had sought out his father. She had wanted power, bondars.

      That was what it was.

      The bondars.

      There had to be something similar here, but where was it?

      He didn’t see it near the earth elemental, so Tolan brought himself over toward where he had seen fire before, where the Draasin Lord had rested. As he looked at it, there was nothing on the ground that he could determine. At least, not with his eyes.

      What about with a sensing of the elements?

      Pushing outward with spirit, Tolan probed at the ground, and he felt it.

      There was a fragment of power there. It was considerable, otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to detect it, but even as he focused on it, he could feel that fragment, the way that it sat there, damaged. It was where the Draasin Lord had rested. There was power, and, Tolan suspected, a bondar had been there at one time. Now it was destroyed.

      What about the other elements?

      If there was something similar, that was likely what his mother was after. He could see her wanting to destroy the bondars, though he wasn’t entirely sure what she hoped to gain by it.

      “What would happen if the Guardians are gone?”

      Tolan had believed that all of this was about gaining the power of the Convergence, but this Convergence was different. There was no life around here. There were no elementals. Whatever had been done here, whatever purpose there was for the Guardians, suggested to him that something had taken place here long ago that involved considerable power.

      Why, though?

      “A danger,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “What sort of danger?”

      “One that could destroy the elementals.”

      A vision flashed into his mind, an image of something that the Draasin Lord had seen. In it, the elementals were attacked by the shaper, subjugated. Bonded. It was different than the way he was forming a bond with hyza—and possibly even the Draasin Lord. In this image, the bond was taken forcefully and given to a shaper. It augmented them, giving them strength, but it also damaged the elemental.

      The images came faster and faster. Within those images, he saw the elementals freed, but briefly. Then he saw them changed, twisted in some way, though not in the dangerous way he saw from the Guardian. Finally, there was something else, the bonding of the elementals. That was how the Draasin Lord viewed it, and it was almost as if the elementals were sweeping down into the element bond, but for what purpose?

      As Tolan looked around, he confirmed that the waste was a separation. His people had never been beyond it. Whatever the Draasin Lord feared was on the other side of the waste.

      “That’s what it is, isn’t it?” He thought about what hyza had told him, the way that there was something beyond. Whatever was beyond was what hyza feared. It was what the Draasin Lord feared. “Why can’t you tell me?”

      “Because the memory has been lost.”

      “How?”

      “The Great Mother has taken the pain from us.”

      Spirit shaped.

      There was something beyond, that much Tolan at least knew. And his mother had discovered what it was. By freeing the Guardians, the separation that the waste formed, the division that existed, would be gone. The power of the Convergence would be released.

      That was what the elementals feared.

      That was the purpose of the Guardians.

      That was what his mother wanted.

      Tolan turned to the other Guardians. They were under attack, and somehow, they would have to stop it, but how? He could feel the energy in the air. It was coming from shaped power all around him.

      The orbs and the orb shapers were far more numerous than he had realized at first.

      “Can you help?” Tolan asked the Draasin Lord. “If we need to stop her, if we want to keep her from releasing this separation between here and what’s beyond, then I’m going to need your help.”

      The Draasin Lord roared, and he dove toward Tolan.

      It happened so fast that Tolan wasn’t even able to react. Suddenly, Tolan found himself sitting on the Draasin Lord’s back.

      There was heat that radiated from him, and through that heat, there was a sense of connection, a bridging from the fire that flowed through the Draasin Lord and into Tolan.

      A connection to the bond.

      When the Draasin Lord said that he was connected to the element bond, Tolan hadn’t known it would be nearly so powerful and potent. As he felt it, it surged up through him, a source of connection that was far greater than anything that he had been able to tap into on his own, short of standing within the Convergence.

      Power flooded him.

      The draasin swooped down, streaking toward the earth Guardian. Flames streaked from his mouth, shooting outward. Fire shot across the waste, scorching the already broken land.

      Tolan could do nothing more than hold on.

      A burst of power streaked toward him.

      Tolan twisted and realized that he and the Draasin Lord were under attack.

      A dark shape came toward them. It was sweeping at them, surging up from the ground in a serpentine fashion. An image of what Tolan could only think was another draasin, but how was that even possible?

      He tapped the Draasin Lord, who roared, twisting, angling backward. When he did, Tolan got a look at the creature.

      Power began to flow out of him.

      It happened faster than his reaction could keep up with, but there was a familiarity to it.

      The creature leapt up toward the Draasin Lord.

      The Draasin Lord shot up into the sky, but he wasn’t fast enough. The creature slammed into the bottom of the Draasin Lord, and they twisted, tumbling.

      Tolan fell.

      It took everything that he could focus on in order to prevent himself from crashing into the ground. Only through his connection to hyza and the joint bond of earth and fire was he able to cushion the blow.

      Tolan came to a stop at the edge of the circle that had formed around the Convergence. He looked up. The Draasin Lord battled a dark creature with his mother sitting astride it.

      This was the twisted elemental.

      This was the fourth Guardian.

      When Tolan had first met the Draasin Lord, he had believed he was the most powerful elemental that he had ever experienced. When he had worked with the Keystone, first beginning to gain an understanding of the elementals and how to free them from the element bonds, forming their image in his mind, Tolan had experimented by drawing upon the draasin. When he had done so, he had believed that the draasin was the most powerful of the elementals. Seeing this creature, whatever this snakelike elemental was, left him questioning whether that was accurate or not. The elemental somehow stayed in the air, even though he didn’t have wings. He attacked the Draasin Lord, opening a massive jaw that snapped at the Draasin Lord. He attacked with violence that the Draasin Lord simply didn’t have, mostly, Tolan thought, because he was still weakened from his time serving as the Guardian.

      The Draasin Lord needed his help.

      Worse, his mother sat atop the other elemental, commanding it.

      There was something in her hand.

      A bondar.

      That was the key.

      Tolan raced forward until he found Master Minden and the Grand Master. He pointed, but they were already nodding.

      “We need to get the bondar from her, and we need to figure out what it will take to restore that elemental.”

      “Restore?” the Grand Master asked.

      “That is the fire Guardian. Not the Draasin Lord.”

      Master Minden frowned. “I sense a great darkness within that elemental, Tolan. I don’t know if there’s anything we can do to save it.”

      That was the same thing that the Draasin Lord had said. Perhaps that was why the Draasin Lord had been so willing to sacrifice himself, to remain within the waste.

      There would have to be something. They would have to try.

      If his mother was controlling it with the bondar, perhaps a bondar would be the key.

      Bondar.

      That was it.

      Tolan found Ferrah. She had three orbs in her hands, shaping with them as she created a barrier that prevented any of the other attackers from reaching them. Even that wasn’t necessary. If they were able to stop his mother, he suspected that the rest of this attack would end.

      “Find my father. Get him to the Convergence where the free elementals were.”

      “Why?”

      “He needs to restore the bondar that’s there.”

      “Tolan?”

      “Trust me. I think that’s what we need to do in order to protect the elementals.”

      All of that free elemental village had been about protecting elementals. They had been safe there. There might’ve been a hint of the darkness within them, but none of them had been violent or wild. None of them had been twisted. If he could get this elemental to that Convergence, using the bondar there, he had to think that it was possible he could save it.

      And if not?

      It might already be too late.

      “What do you plan to do?”

      “First I have to stop my mother, but then I’m going to draw the elemental away and toward it.”

      He expected her to argue, but she didn’t. She wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tightly, and then kissed him. With a nod, she took to the air on a shaping and began to search.

      Hopefully his father would be able to help. Hopefully Ferrah could free him from the nature of the attack. He tried not to think about what else she would have to do in order to succeed. When he reached Master Minden, she glanced over at him.

      “She will need help,” Master Minden said.

      “You know what she’s doing?”

      “I heard what you said. I think that your father will require a touch of spirit. Unfortunately, Master Changen does not have the connection to spirit yet.” With that, Master Minden disappeared on a burst of lightning.

      It left Tolan looking around. The master shapers all around were continuing to battle, and it seemed almost too much for them, but what he needed was to target his mother. He would have only a limited strength. His mother was connected to something. The bondar was somehow tapping into power beyond what she should be able to reach out here on the waste, and it gave her enough strength to control that other elemental.

      Which meant that it was likely a spirit bondar.

      Of course, it would be. Knowing his mother, knowing the type of power she had and the kind of power that she wanted, he wasn’t at all surprised that she would use spirit. He wasn’t at all surprised that she would have some way of tapping into that spirit, of using a bondar that would grant her even more strength than what she should have.

      Holding onto each of the elements, Tolan shaped. He wrapped that power toward him, pulled on a warrior shaping, and landed atop the Draasin Lord.

      The Draasin Lord roared.

      “I’m going to go after my mother,” Tolan said. “I need you to keep the elemental busy.”

      “I will do what I can.”

      “I think there’s a way to help him.”

      “There is no way to restore him. We have tried.”

      “I haven’t.”

      Tolan realized how arrogant that sounded, but the Draasin Lord rumbled his approval.

      Turning his attention toward his mother, he focused on the warrior shaping. His strength was getting weaker, and he could feel the way that it was starting to fade. He wouldn’t have much time remaining.

      It was going to take a blast.

      His mother wasn’t able to shape the same way he could. She’d made clear time and again that she had wanted him because of his different shaping ability.

      There had to be some way to use that in order to get to her.

      It had to be the warrior shaping.

      That was one thing that she wouldn’t be able to do. She could shape spirit, and she could use the bondars, but from what he had seen from his mother, she didn’t have a connection to the warrior shaping.

      Tolan focused on the power. He had to shift as much as he could to fire and earth because they were still potent for him, and he worried that if he didn’t latch on with enough strength, he would fail.

      Wind and water were growing distant to him. Spirit remained there, a pool of power that filled him.

      He would find the strength within himself.

      Drawing on the elements, he used a warrior shaping and burst into the air.

      It brought him down immediately next to his mother.

      The strange elemental writhed beneath him. There was heat and something else—a connection to earth, of all things. His mother turned toward him, and a spirit shaping started toward him, but Tolan reached for her, wrapping his arms around her.

      With a burst of power, he carried them up, the warrior shaping lifting them into the air, and then he slammed them back down where he and Ferrah had rested near the fingers of rock on the waste.

      It separated him and her from the elementals. It separated them from everyone else. Most of all, it separated her from the strange and twisted elemental.

      She took a step back, glaring at him. “Do you think I can’t call to him even here?”

      “I’m sure you can.” Tolan focused on trying to protect his mind from a spirit shaping. He used everything that he could in order to do so, but he feared that she was already slipping beneath his protections. She had done it so many times that he no longer trusted himself when it came to what he saw and experienced around her. With her connection and her power, it was likely that she would be able to overwhelm him. He had to act quickly.

      Rather than conversing with her, Tolan pushed on earth, wrapping it around her.

      She smoothed it back out, stepping forward.

      Wind and water had to be preserved, so Tolan focused on fire, adding heat to the earth connection, but as he twisted it around her, she twisted it back.

      She was connected to the other elemental.

      She smiled at him. “You recognize what has happened.”

      “How?”

      “There is a way of connecting to elementals. It took me some time to learn to force it. I am impressed that you learned at nearly the same rate as I did.”

      “I haven’t forced anything.” His connection to the elementals was by choice, not by force.

      “I must thank you for helping me find him. When I freed kaas from the bondar all those years ago, I thought I would be able to connect to him then. Unfortunately, the separation had some detrimental effects. Not only for him, but for me.”

      She was stalling, and he could feel her spirit shaping working around him. He pushed back, but his store of spirit wasn’t nearly as strong as hers.

      He tried to fight, tried to take a step toward her, and found that he couldn’t move.

      She grinned at him again. “It has taken me a long time to uncover the key to releasing the others. Your father and the others protected it. That bondar was hidden. The one I needed to find. Now that connection is gone…”

      “What’s beyond?”

      She smiled at him. “There was a time when I would’ve shared that freely with you. Now I think you only want to know so that you can stop me.”

      “I will stop you.”

      “You have grown far more capable than I would’ve expected.”

      She took a step toward him. Tolan struggled, trying to draw on fire and earth, but the connection to them wasn’t enough to be able to step free of it.

      “Do you even realize you are the reason I was able to find him again?”

      With a dawning understanding, he realized that even when it came to this, she had used him in a certain way. She had needed him to find the wild and twisted elemental. His mother had used his ability to connect to the elementals, his ability to shape in the waste, and had borrowed that.

      He was how she had uncovered the serpent elemental. Had he not come out onto the waste she never would’ve found him.

      But then, Tolan wouldn’t have learned of the Guardians. He wouldn’t have realized there was something that had happened here, some twisting to that elemental. And he believed that he would be able to do something to help the elemental. All it would take would be stopping his mother first.

      She took another step toward him. Spirit was building. The sense of it was seeping down into his mind, flowing through him.

      It was powerful and more than he could withstand.

      He needed that orb.

      He might have enough strength to leave. That would be all that he had, though.

      “Who do you serve?”

      “What makes you think that I serve anyone?”

      “You wouldn’t have learned all of this on your own.”

      She grinned at him again. “You really do take after me at times. You’re right. I didn’t know about any of this before venturing out. My mother believed that my journey across the waste was in fact a waste. I knew better. The Academy never really believed there was anything beyond the waste. They never really wanted to know.” She stepped toward him. “I did.”

      “Because you wanted power.”

      “I wanted understanding,” she snapped. “There is a reason for all of this. There’s a reason for the waste.”

      “It protects us.”

      “Much like the bonds protect the elementals?” she sneered.

      Tolan tensed. She had stopped across from him but was still near enough that he thought he could reach out to her. All he wanted was the opportunity to grab at her, to keep her from using the spirit orb on him.

      “Who is your master?”

      “When this is all over, everyone will come to know who the true Draasin Lord is,” she said, smiling.

      “That’s what this is about? You want to control the elementals?”

      “I want everyone to know the truth. Sometimes, the truth is painful.” She took another step toward him.

      “They sent you to do this all by yourself?”

      “When it’s done, there will be no need for me to do anything by myself. You will see.”

      She was close.

      Her touch of spirit was strong, subtle, but he could also tell that the way she was using it was trying to force him to think that he didn’t have enough power. It was because of her that he had believed that wind and water were too weak for him to be able to reach in the waste. That sense of the elements was still there. All Tolan had to do was reach for it.

      When she was close, he called upon the warrior shaping.

      It was a burst of power. It carried him up and immediately back down so that he slammed to the ground next to her.

      He grabbed the orb from her before she had a chance to react. She staggered back, attempting to shape, but without the orb, Tolan knew that she had no way to do so.

      “It’s over. You are over.”

      “You don’t understand anything, Tolan.”

      She reached into her pocket and grabbed for something, pulling it out.

      He pushed outward, probing to see what she was using.

      A strange bondar. It was nothing like anything that his father had ever made or used. She squeezed it in her hand.

      A dark bolt of lightning streaked from the sky, and it carried her away.

      Tolan stood fixed in place.

      He had stopped her. He had learned about the Guardians. And he had uncovered this place at the heart of the waste—along with the purpose of the waste. Then she had escaped.

      Still, there was something that needed to be done.

      Holding onto the orb for spirit, he tested it, pushing a shaping through it.

      His mother had wanted to use it against him, but now he thought that he might be able to use it for another reason.
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      It didn’t take long before a sense of movement came toward him. Tolan hadn’t wanted to leave where he was and had hesitated to do so. The rocky ground was familiar from when he and Ferrah had come through here, still rife with the lingering stench that he remembered from their passage. The rumbling sense echoed across the waste, a powerful surge of energy that rippled toward him. The Draasin Lord flew overhead, his shadow sweeping across the ground.

      As the strange serpent elemental approached, Tolan pushed out through the spirit orb, trying to soothe the elemental.

      It wasn’t going to be enough; the strange elemental was powerful.

      Somehow, his mother had bound it, forcing it to serve her, and he would have to find a way to overwhelm that. Not only overwhelm it, but he needed to draw the serpent elemental toward the Convergence.

      The Draasin Lord could do it.

      Tolan used a warrior shaping—probably the last one that he would be able to do until he left the waste—and landed atop the Draasin Lord.

      “We need to head toward the Convergence.”

      “Are you sure that’s safe? The Guardian remains confused.”

      Tolan nodded. “I think we can save him.”

      The Draasin Lord roared and started flying, though he did so slowly enough that the serpent elemental could keep up. Tolan held onto the spirit orb, focusing a shaping through it. As he did, he realized that the elemental was trying to latch onto the power coming from that orb. Trying to feed on it.

      It made sense. He thought that he understood what would be needed.

      The elemental was twisted, but it was also separated from the bonds in a way that made it so that he would not be able to serve as the Guardian.

      Once this was done, he would have to find a way to restore the bondar, to restore the Guardian, and then…

      Tolan glanced out over the boundary of the waste. From there, he thought that he knew what would need to happen. Always before, it had been a challenge of heading across the waste, of trying to see what existed out on it and whether there was a reason for it. Now that he had a sense of the reason, he thought that he would have to find out what was beyond. He would have to find why his mother had wanted to remove the separation that protected the people of Terndahl from whatever was there.

      The elemental trailed after them. When they crossed over the border of the waste, Tolan breathed in, the surge of power flowing into him once again. He pushed outward, holding onto a connection to the twisted elemental and feeding it.

      It continued to follow, but it slowed.

      “This isn’t going to work,” Tolan said.

      The Draasin Lord roared. “Then I will have to try something different.”

      He dove.

      It happened suddenly, barely giving Tolan a chance to react. The Draasin Lord streaked toward this strange elemental, and with talons spread, he grabbed the elemental. The Draasin Lord slapped his enormous wings, taking to the air, and the elemental writhed, trying to get free. The Draasin Lord held tightly, and they rocked from side to side as they flew, streaking toward the elemental village.

      It was visible in the distance.

      Hopefully Ferrah had completed the restoration of the bondar.

      “I’m going ahead to see if everything is prepared.”

      The Draasin Lord roared.

      Tolan used a warrior shaping and took off in a burst of lightning before coming to land within the free elemental village.

      Ferrah was there. He could feel her through his connection to spirit, and he hurried toward her. She was near the Convergence, and she wasn’t alone. Master Minden was there, looking down into the opening.

      “Did you find him?”

      “We did, but he doesn’t know that he can restore this. This wasn’t his bondar,” Ferrah said.

      Master Minden tipped her head to the side before looking back. “We don’t have much time.”

      Tolan glanced down into the cavern opening up to the Convergence. He was going to have to help.

      Landing next to his father, he looked at him. “Can you fix this?”

      He pushed out with spirit, testing to see whether his mind was clear of his mother’s touch, and was reassured that it was.

      “I’m trying, but there is too much damage. Your mother was thorough when she came here. She needed to separate this. Why did she care so much about damaging this bondar? All this does is augment power. I suspect that is why the elementals have been drawn here.”

      A broken bondar, along with the Guardians attacked in the waste, left Tolan thinking they were connected. That was what his mother had said. She had needed to damage this Convergence to free the Guardians. To truly stop her, he would have to repair it.

      Tolan pushed out with spirit, trying to probe and see if there was anything that he might be able to uncover from the damaged bondar, but even as he did, he could tell there wasn’t anything that he thought he could do to fix it.

      What they needed was people who understood the bondars.

      He thought that he knew what they could do. Jumping to the top of the opening, he called to Master Minden. “We need to find as many of the villagers as we can. They all know how to work with bondars.”

      She glanced at the sky again. “We won’t have much time.”

      Tolan followed the direction of her gaze. The Draasin Lord was sweeping toward them, flying gradually toward the village, though he was moving slowly, not nearly as quickly as he had before, perhaps because the strange serpent elemental clutched in his claws still struggled to get free. How much longer would the Draasin Lord be able to hold him?

      “This is what we need to do.”

      He nodded to Master Minden and the two of them disappeared on a warrior shaping.

      When they landed in the heart of the waste, the other master shapers were there, gathering the villagers together.

      Tolan stepped forward. “Who of you are the best with bondars?”

      The villagers had a dazed look to their eyes, and some of them were battered, injured, with blood coming from wounds on their heads or arms. Slowly, a few hands came up.

      Tolan grabbed them, surging on a burst of warrior shaping lightning.

      He landed back near the Convergence. “Help him,” he said.

      The others took a moment to adjust to the sudden change, and then they turned toward the Convergence.

      Master Minden appeared, five others with her.

      There were a dozen people working on the Convergence, all of them trying to repair the bondar.

      Tolan was going to have to help. He didn’t know as much about the bondars as the rest, but he understood the purpose of the bondar here, and because of that, he thought that he could contribute to the restoration of this particular bondar.

      “Show me what I need to do,” he said to his father.

      “It is going to be difficult to show you.”

      Even with the others, it was going too slowly. They were injured. Weakened. Tired.

      The only way would be if he knew what they knew.

      There was a way to do that. It would be difficult, but it wasn’t beyond him. He had seen shapings like that before, and he believed he could do it. Now that he had the spirit orb, he might even have enough power. Even without it, he had the Convergence.

      Tolan grabbed for the spirit bondar and pushed out through it, connecting to his father, connecting to the others. “Show me.”

      Understanding flashed in his mind. The villagers, along with his father, all had a knowledge of bondars that was far greater than what he had gained in the short period of time that Tolan had been working with them. He could see what needed to be done, but he could also see just how much work it would take in order for them to accomplish it.

      They wouldn’t be able to do it before the Draasin Lord appeared.

      There was one possibility.

      If he were to shape it.

      Doing so would take considerable power, but perhaps that was the key.

      Tolan stepped into the Convergence.

      He ignored the shout of someone behind him—possibly Ferrah or Master Minden. He could feel power flowing through him. In doing so, he let it fill him, replenishing him in a way that he needed. After the attack, and after having spent as much time in the waste as he had, he needed that restoration. He could scarcely imagine what it must’ve been like for the Draasin Lord to have spent so much time out on the waste, separated from the elements and the element bonds in the way that he had been.

      Tolan let that power fill him, and he pushed it away from himself. He used the knowledge from all of the villagers, from his father, and it filled his mind. The understanding of the bondar, along with the memory of what he had seen when he had been here initially and had uncovered the bondar around the Convergence, gave him what he needed.

      He pushed outward, using a shaping of each of the elements, adding spirit to it. There was resistance.

      As it faded, something changed within the Convergence.

      It was a powerful connection.

      Tolan felt as if he were tapping into something different—something greater. When he had stepped into the Convergence before, he had a sense of power, but he didn’t have a sense of anything like this, certainly nothing like he did now. It was almost as if he could speak to the Great Mother.

      That power connected not only to the Convergence here, but spread beyond, away from here, stretching toward something else. Understanding filled him, overwhelming him, and he tried to reach for it…

      Darkness came near him.

      Tolan opened his eyes, and the Draasin Lord dropped the serpent.

      His father and the others would be in danger. Tolan used a surge of the Convergence, sending it shooting up toward the elemental. It captured it on a fountain of power. Holding onto that, Tolan could feel the way that the serpent was twisted, torn free from the bonds. With the understanding gained by standing within this Convergence, he knew what needed to happen. Fire and earth. He forced them into the elemental, bridging that connection again, and the fighting ceased. Power flooded into the elemental.

      The Draasin Lord hovered above him, and the fountain of Convergence struck the Draasin Lord as well. That power filled the Draasin Lord.

      Tolan held onto it, uncertain how long he needed to do so.

      A little longer, a voice from some distant place said. It seemed to come from the Convergence itself, almost as if the Great Mother was speaking to him.

      Tolan held onto it and felt a nudge when he needed to release that power.

      He did so slowly, the fountain of the Convergence drawing back toward him. The Draasin Lord grabbed the serpent elemental, carrying it back above, and settled to the ground.

      Tolan remained standing within the Convergence for a moment, and then took a deep breath.

      He stepped free. His father was there, handing him a robe, and Tolan nodded to him gratefully. He looked around. The others stared at him, but he ignored them, turning to his father.

      “I’ve never seen a bondar formed in that way,” his father said.

      “I wasn’t sure if it would work, but we needed to work quickly.”

      “I wonder if that is how it was formed in the first place.”

      Tolan sighed, wondering the same. Now that he understood, and more than that, now that he knew the nature of forming that bondar, he wondered if he could do something similar in Amitan and elsewhere.

      There was a reason for this bondar. That was what mattered. If he could understand the purpose behind the bondar, why it connected to the waste—a place without power—and understand the reason why there was so much power concentrated in this place of Convergence, perhaps he would know whether or not forming a bondar like that was the right decision.

      For now, he felt as if they had succeeded.

      “She forced us to help,” his father said softly. “I remember flashes of it. Nothing more. Bondars that hold power.” He shook his head. “Worse, I wanted to help. She made me want to help.”

      “We stopped her for now, but she got away,” he said.

      His father sighed. “I don’t know if her escaping or you being forced to destroy her is the better outcome.”

      “She’s not done with what she’s planning.”

      “I will help. We all will. This time willingly.”

      “It might mean you can no longer remain separated from Amitan and the rest.”

      “If that’s what’s required, perhaps it’s time.”

      Tolan glanced up. “There’s something else that I’m going to need your help with.”

      “What is it?”

      “Reforming an ancient bondar.” He glanced over at the Convergence, thinking about the Guardians. They would have to understand what had been damaged there, but even in the spot where the Draasin Lord had rested, there had been a residual of power. “Seeing as how you have done that once already, this should be no problem.”

      He shaped himself out of the cavern and came to land near Master Minden and Ferrah. They were both standing near the Draasin Lord. He stood over the serpent elemental, which remained motionless.

      Tolan started toward the elemental. “Didn’t it work?”

      “The draasin hasn’t moved since you finished whatever shaping you were doing,” Master Minden said.

      “I was just recreating the shaping that had been used around the Convergence before. I didn’t do anything more than that.”

      “It was a powerful shaping. You have now stepped within two Convergences. Most never experience even one.”

      “It was necessary,” Tolan said, feeling as if he had to defend himself.

      “I suspect that it was.”

      Ferrah took his hand, and they approached the serpent elemental. His mother had given a name to it, but everything had been so confusing that he hadn’t been able to focus on that.

      The Draasin Lord stood over top of the elemental, looking down at it.

      “Will he survive?”

      “He is adjusting to the connection.”

      “The connection?”

      “He has been separated for quite some time.”

      “I know what that’s like,” Ferrah said.

      The Draasin Lord looked at her and snorted. “It is difficult.”

      “We will restore the bondar for him. That is, if he is willing to resume his role as Guardian.”

      There was a stirring and the serpent elemental swiveled, turning toward Tolan. He had glowing eyes that reminded him of the draasin, and there was a sense of incredible power from him. Tolan thought that he understood why this creature would have been chosen.

      “I will retake my place if they will have me.”

      The Draasin Lord roared.

      There was a moment when Tolan didn’t know what to say, but then the Draasin Lord took to the air, circling overhead. The serpent disappeared, diving into the ground and then shooting back up, flames streaking along its body. The two of them headed away from the village. Toward the waste.

      A bolt of lightning appeared, and the Grand Master joined them with each of the master shapers who had gone into the waste with them. They looked around, their eyes wide. Tolan scanned the village around him and realized that the elementals were starting to return.

      Restoring the Convergence was bringing them back.

      His mother had used the villagers, not the elementals. They had disappeared when the Convergence had been damaged. It tied to the Convergence on the waste, but also to these elementals. Tolan would have to learn why.

      There was much he would have to learn.

      The Grand Master looked at Tolan, who sighed and said, “This isn’t over.”

      “She’s gone, Master Ethar.”

      “She’s gone, but I know what she plans now. I don’t know who she’s with, I don’t know what purpose they have, but I know what she intends.”

      He looked out over the waste. For so long, the waste had been viewed as something dangerous. Something deadly.

      Could it be that it was actually something helpful—even protective?

      Until he discovered who his mother was working with and what they wanted, he would have to protect the waste. He would have to defend it.

      They all would.

      Now they knew about these bondar orbs that would allow shaping out there on the waste, he at least had a glimmer of hope they would succeed.

      Eventually, he would have to move beyond the waste. He would have to find his mother. And he would have to find who she served.

      He feared those answers.

      Ferrah squeezed his hand and he turned away, looking at the elementals, the shapers all around him, and he thought that for now, they could have this moment.
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      The last book in the Elemental Academy series: The Elements Bond
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      The key to finding the one responsible for the attack on Terndahl involves crossing the waste, but is Tolan willing to risk the tenuous peace they've achieved for revenge?

      Now a master shaper, Tolan must serve the Academy but he understands the risk his mother poses. While others want to study the power out on the waste, Tolan sees the need to look beyond Terndahl. His mother remains at large, and they still don’t know her ultimate goal.

      When a chance encounter while traveling with the Draasin Lord reveals something unexpected, Tolan realizes he must expedite the plan to explore beyond the waste. What he finds there changes everything he knows about the elements—and the elementals.

      The final book in Elemental Academy series.
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      Looking for a new series?

      The Dragon Misfits series begins with Ice Dragon!

      When a mysterious stranger brings word of a dragon, Jason’s whole world changes.
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      The northern mountain village offers protection from the threat of dragons, but is a difficult place, especially for a misfit like Jason Dreshen. His days are spent hunting for food for his family, praying for warmth, and trying to hide his strange silver eye that grants him dragon sight.

      When a stranger visits during the local Freedom Festival searching for a different kind of dragon, everything changes.

      Forced down the mountainside, Jason learns the truth of powers he’d only heard about in rumors. While running from deadly Dragon Souls, he finds he might have more of a connection to magic than only dragon sight. In order to save himself and stop the Dragon Souls, he must learn a truth about himself that leads him closer to the one thing he fears above all others: dragons.

      Somehow, he might be the only one able to protect them from the Dragon Souls, but how can he protect what he hates?

      Ice Dragon is the first book in The Dragon Misfits fantasy adventure series.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Chaos Rises. 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.

      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!

      Review link HERE.

      

      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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