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      Tolan Ethar borrowed from a shaping, using it to carry him through the halls of the Academy within Amitan. The halls were wide, empty, and the black stone seemed far more imposing than usual. Mostly that had to do with his mood, though perhaps the lanterns didn’t glow quite as brightly as before. There didn’t seem to be quite as much shaped fire in them as usual.

      He was connected to earth and wind as he navigated through the halls, and each of those elements suffused everything within the hallways, along with the warmth radiating through the halls, though not so much the lanterns. There was moisture here, as well, water that tickled against his distant awareness, and he tried to ignore it much like he tried to ignore all the elements around him. These days, Tolan found it much more difficult to ignore the elements.

      He attempted to walk, wanting to put pressure on his legs, but they throbbed. They always throbbed these days.

      By using the shaping, he could ignore that throbbing, if only for a little while. He could let the power of the shaping carry him farther, letting it do most of the work so he didn’t have to.

      The halls were empty. The sound of his breathing filled his ears; the ongoing pressure of a shaping filling his mind.

      There was no other sound around him.

      That silence came from his shaping. He floated, drifting above the ground. If he were to walk through here, his feet would drag on the ground, across the stone, making an awful sound.

      Instead, Tolan focused on holding onto the shaping.

      These days, it was increasingly easy to do. He could maintain that shaping, holding onto the power of it within him. These days, Tolan held onto that shaping constantly. It wasn’t something he had much choice in. Were he to relax his grip on the shaping, he would find that some part of him would struggle.

      He’d had enough trouble with everything else that he didn’t want to lose this shaping. Were he to lose control over the shaping that allowed him to essentially walk, he would fall over, likely collapse, and be dependent upon somebody else to carry him through the halls of the Academy. He did not want to be seen as some invalid, though there were times when he felt like one. Times when he felt like he belonged in the hospital ward of the water tower, waiting for somebody to come to him and figure out how to restore him. Considering there had been no restoration, and there probably would not be one, Tolan had long ago given up waiting.

      Heading down the stairs, he used a combination of wind and earth, holding himself above the ground. That combination allowed him to float, carrying him down the stairs in a way he found strangely frustrating. There was a time not all that long ago when he would have longed for the ability to shape and carry himself in such a way. These days, he wanted nothing more than to find the ability to navigate the stairs on his own.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Ferrah waited. Her bright red hair cascaded down past her shoulders and she had on a flowing green dress with a loop of silver hanging around her neck, the color of the fabric matching her eyes. Her arms crossed over her chest and she tapped one foot, glaring up at him. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I’m shaping my way through the halls.”

      She pressed her lips together in a tight frown, glaring at him even more deeply than before. “I know that. What I’m asking is what do you think you’re doing by coming here?”

      Tolan forced a smile. “Where else should I be going?” He looked along the hallway. Portraits lined this hallway, all of them painted by forgotten shapers from long ago, imbued with the power of their shaping and turned into something greater. All of them depicted scenes of elementals; places Tolan could enter with the right shaping.

      “Not here.”

      “You don’t have to worry that I’m going to do something foolish.”

      She glared at him again. “Don’t I? I’ve gotten accustomed to you doing things that are ridiculous, Tolan. Don’t think I don’t know you might plan on—”

      “I don’t plan on doing anything.”

      She let out a frustrated sigh, holding out her arm and linking it into his. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Tolan turned to one of the paintings. It was the one that scared him the most. Within that painting—what seemed to be nothing more than a pleasant field of green dotted by some trees, with a hint of an earth elemental in the background—there was a promise. Tolan couldn’t see that promise, not without staring deeply into it, but he knew it was there.

      Rory made sure he knew it was there. Despite what Tolan had done to stop him, he knew that Rory had continued to hold onto power and made a point of flashing more power into it, ensuring Tolan was fully aware of his presence. All it would take would be for Tolan to pull on a shaping, to wrap that power around himself, and he would be able to step into the portrait.

      “Eventually I have to go back,” he said.

      “If you have to go back, you have to be strong enough to be able to oppose him.”

      “I am strong enough.”

      “Physically strong enough,” she said.

      Tolan let out a frustrated grunt.

      That was the challenge. He was strong enough. He could feel that strength, but it was a shaping strength, not strength that came from anything he did. All it would take would be for him to hold onto these elements, for the power that flowed through him from all throughout Amitan to feed him the energy he needed.

      Only he couldn’t use all of it.

      Not in The Lands Beyond. That was what mattered. That other place separated him from the element bonds. The only way he’d defeated Rory before had been through his connection to the elementals, and Tolan had freed them. He would have no such support were he to go back.

      Returning would be dangerous. Returning would be dangerous for any of them. Tolan suspected that any who would go with him would be lost. He feared that, and he feared what might happen were they to do so.

      Ferrah knew all of that. Some of it came from a connection they shared with spirit. Tolan had formed that connection, linking them in a way that allowed her to know him in ways that no one else did, but part of it came from her simply knowing him.

      “I hate not being strong enough.” He looked down at his legs. As far as he could tell, he still had the physical strength he should, but there was some part of him that had failed. It was some connection within him, some aspect that had been severed and that made it difficult to use his limbs the way he wanted to. The way he feared he would need to when he faced Rory.

      Had he his physical strength, there would be no question about what he would need to do. There would be no doubt in his mind that he would need to head beyond the waste, to find a way toward that sense of power, and to use that power to try to target Rory.

      The other elemental had to be removed. There was no doubt in Tolan’s mind that Rory had to be separated from all of the things that he intended to do; from the torment that he intended to inflict upon the others of that land. It was something that Tolan needed to do.

      Others needed him.

      For the first time since he had come to the Academy, he was focused on people and not the elementals. It was a strange irony that it was people he didn’t know, not at all like the people within Amitan and all of Terndahl.

      “Jonas is trying, and you know—”

      “I know Jonas is trying, much like I know he doesn’t think there’s anything that can be done for me beyond what he has already done.”

      “He has other things he has yet to try. He’s told us that.”

      Tolan shot her a look. “Has he told us that?”

      Ferrah ignored the irritation in his voice. These days, there was always some sense of irritation within him. “He told us that,” she said again.

      Tolan looked at the painting. Subtle aspects of it had shifted ever since he had come out of it. As far as he knew, Rory hadn’t attempted to step through it, though there was some part of Tolan that worried he wouldn’t even know if the elemental did. He might. Despite having placed a seal around the painting, a barrier that would hopefully prevent Rory from passing through, he thought there should be some way to prevent the elemental from stepping through without his knowing.

      The only problem was that Rory was powerful, powered by the energy of elementals. He was a warrior elemental and connected to each of the elements. He was something Tolan had not seen before.

      Not that he wasn’t powerful as well. Tolan had gifts of his own, and in his time at the Academy, he’d continued to hone those gifts, gaining skill and power with them, getting to the point where he could use those abilities in ways so many others could not. Which was why Tolan struggled with everything else. It was why he struggled with what he might need to do.

      “There’s something else you can try,” she said.

      “I doubt it’s going to work.”

      “You haven’t asked.”

      “I haven’t asked.”

      She watched him, opening her mouth as if to say something else before shaking her head. “If you go through there, know I’m coming after you.”

      “You don’t know how to come after me,” he said softly.

      She took his arm, holding onto it. “I don’t, but others do. Think about the promise you made.”

      Tolan looked up at her. There was pain in her pale green eyes; pain he had caused. He hated that he was the one to inflict that agony on her—and hated he couldn’t do anything to take it away.

      That wasn’t quite true. The one way he could take it away from her would be for him to finally face his fears and go after Rory, recognizing the elemental was something he needed to stop. If he did, then he would finally be able to move on.

      Even when he did that, Tolan wondered if he would ever truly be able to move on. The barrier in that land served to separate him from power, and without it he worried his lack of physical strength would always hold him back. As Tolan looked over at Ferrah, something crossed her face, an expression of sadness and understanding—an expression of knowledge.

      “There you are,” she whispered.

      “I haven’t gone anywhere,” he said.

      “Every once a while, I can see something changing within you. It’s strange. I recognize it, and I can feel it.”

      “I should never have shared spirit with you.”

      She squeezed his arm. “If you make comments like that, know I’m going to shape other things around you.”

      He grinned. This time, it wasn’t forced. He wanted to have her help him.

      That was the promise, anyway. With everything else that had happened, he had agreed she would be able to help, and he had agreed that her power—the ability she had—would be beneficial with everything they might have to do.

      “You want to come with me?” he asked.

      “Are you going to go?”

      “It’s time for me to try.”

      “Then I will go.”

      She linked her hand into his, holding her fingers around his, and guided him along the hall. Tolan looked down the hall, sweeping his gaze along the paintings, taking one last look as he did. There was something in those paintings he thought he might be able to find, but he had to tear his gaze away. He worried about lingering here for too long.

      Ferrah watched him, then pulled on his arm, tearing him away.

      As she did, he followed her down the stairs. He used a shaping to guide him, though as he often did, he wished he didn’t need to. He maintained that power, holding onto it within him. They headed into the library, which he found unoccupied other than a few master librarians. Even the students weren’t out at this time of day. Not that he would’ve expected otherwise. It was late and Ferrah must’ve known he’d slipped away. He nodded politely to Master Jensen and to Master Stole before heading behind the dais.

      Once there, Tolan and Ferrah started down the stairs. It didn’t take long to reach the chamber where the Convergence was located. There was a time when he would have been able to float down there, back when he had been separated from his body. He thought about that more often than he cared to admit. It was so much easier in that form, and so much easier to travel in a way that allowed him to maneuver between spaces. In that form, he was much more equipped to follow where he was going and what he was doing.

      In that form, the only limitation he had was that he wasn’t human.

      Looking over at Ferrah, he knew his choice had been the right one, but he couldn’t help feel as if there were aspects of it that he had lost. Taking a deep breath, Tolan headed into the chamber holding the Convergence.

      They weren’t alone here.

      A soft glow radiated from the far side of the Convergence.

      Warmth filtered all around the draasin, filling the room. He was small, much smaller than the Draasin Lord, but based on his appearance, it was easy to see how he would one day grow and evolve, becoming similar in size and scale to the Draasin Lord. He certainly had a power that suggested that he would one day rival him. Perhaps not rival, but at least he had energy and a connection to the elements that filled him and reminded Tolan of the Draasin Lord.

      His small leathery wings were folded in, curled around his body as they often were. Tolan had never seen him stretch out his wings, as if he feared doing so. Either that or he was simply not prepared to fly yet. His stubby forelegs gripped the stone. His hind legs were thicker, more massive, and Tolan could imagine him standing on them, as if to use only two legs like a person. Thick scales covered the entirety of his body, and the heat radiating off him made his entire body glow softly.

      Tolan should have known that the draasin was here. He had a connection to the draasin, a connection that allowed him to feel power from the creature. Their connection allowed the two of them to borrow energy from each other, washing from one to the other, and there was an understanding between them as well.

      The draasin looked up as they entered, swinging his head toward Tolan. “You seem troubled,” the draasin said.

      “I’m not any more troubled than I normally am.”

      Ferrah laughed softly. “That’s not true, and he knows it.”

      Tolan looked over at her. “How do you know what he knows?”

      “You forget that by bonding to me, you’ve bonded me to everyone within you.”

      He turned and looked over at the draasin. “Is that true?”

      “That is why she’s able to understand me.”

      Strange. It was something Tolan should’ve figured out before now. He hadn’t given it much thought, but now that Ferrah had said something, it did make sense. He wondered if there was anything she could tell from the other elementals that Tolan had some connection to. He had bonded to hyza as well, though his connection to hyza had been different lately; not nearly as potent as it once had been. That seemed to come from the fact that Tolan had bonded—or at least connected in some more profound way than he had to other elementals—to the draasin. The connection he shared with the draasin was nothing like what he shared with hyza. With hyza, the elemental could lend him power, but it was a one-way sharing, not like what he had with the draasin, which was that he and the elemental could call power back and forth between them.

      Because of that shared nature of power, something within the elemental had started to change. Tolan could feel it. He could feel the very elemental nature of the draasin, and he could feel the way he shifted, some aspect of him changing. It wasn’t only fire. It was because Tolan had access to water and wind along with earth.

      Not that the draasin struggled with any of those elements. When it came to the draasin, it was fire and wind; elements that were both potent for a creature able to fly.

      “She wants me to try to reach her,” Tolan said, thinking about the bonds and what power happens when one cycles back into the bond.

      “I think that’s wise.”

      “You’re too young to think anything is wise.”

      “I’m older than you.”

      “That’s what you want me to believe.”

      Tolan circled around the outside of the Convergence. The silver liquid had a strange rippling to it, as it always did. There was a sense of thickness to that liquid, a sense of power that rolled through it. He wondered what might happen if he were to just dip his hand into it and scoop it through him.

      In the time since his injury, he had come to the Convergence often, and had even submerged himself in it once. When he had done so, there still had been no change within him. It was because of the lack of change from the Convergence that Tolan believed nothing would change for him. If there would be a change, he would have detected it by now. He no longer thought that it was even possible.

      Ferrah watched him. She stood a step back from the Convergence, looking over the edge, toward the liquid. He could tell something through the spirit bond between them, a sense of uncertainty and unease, though she needn’t feel that way. Because of their connection, he suspected she would be fine if she were to step into the liquid.

      “I am older than you,” the draasin said. “There aren’t many truths that I remember, but that one strikes me as true.” He breathed out and a hint of smoke and steam radiated from his nostrils.

      Tolan shook his head, smiling at the draasin, feeling a sense of amusement at the massive creature. There was something about him that had changed in other ways as well. He was taking on more of a personality than he had when he had first hatched.

      “Do you think she’ll answer?”

      The draasin sat on his back legs, stretching his wings. He had grown considerably in the last month, filling with power and growing in general. He was still not nearly the same size of the Draasin Lord, though Tolan wondered if he ever would be. The Draasin Lord was such a unique creature, such an ancient and powerful being, that he didn’t know if there would be any way for this draasin to ever rival him.

      “You carried her here. She will answer you.”

      Tolan wondered if that would even be true.

      In the time since he’d returned, he had made no effort to try to reach for Master Minden, but the sense of her had to be down there, and if only he were able to reach for her through the power within the Convergence, he thought he might be able to ask her some questions.

      He believed she would know something. She would have to have answers, understanding, and if he could figure out what she knew, maybe he could find a way to heal himself. More than anything else, Tolan began to suspect that he would have to be the one to heal himself.

      He leaned forward.

      When he did, he held onto a sense of each of the elements, letting that power flow into him. There was a considerable sense of power and energy, and it rolled outward, more than he had ever been able to reach before.

      There was power coming from him, power that came from not just the elements, and not just from the elementals, but from the Convergence and the way that the runes around the Academy were formed. Those runes created a separation, some way of holding onto power that Tolan couldn’t grasp otherwise.

      He focused on those runes and thought about that power, and he harnessed it.

      Spirit came easily to him. These days, spirit came the most easily of any of the elements. Partly that came from the power his mother had gifted him, but partly that came from something else. Tolan held onto that energy, letting it flow outward and into him, and then he poured it toward the Convergence.

      “Master Minden,” he whispered. He held on to spirit as he did, letting that sense flow out, letting it carry toward Master Minden, toward the spirit bonds buried within each of the element bonds and using the Convergence.

      Though spirit was wrapped within each of the element bonds, he had no idea which of the bonds Master Minden would’ve gone to, only that she would have joined with one of them. Or all of them.

      It was possible she wouldn’t be able to answer him. Given what he knew of the bonds, the danger that existed within them, and the fact that the lizard—an elemental of light and spirit that had helped him despite what he’d believed at the time—lurked within those bonds, he worried on her behalf.

      He let the shaping form.

      He held onto it, drawing as much spirit as he could, using the energy from all around him to try to harness power. By holding onto that, he could focus on the power around him. If nothing else, he wanted to know whether there was anything far below him.

      There was no sense of Master Minden, and as much as he pulled upon the power around him, he couldn’t find anything within that energy that suggested she was there. There was nothing. He waited, lingering near the edge, holding onto the sense of power, but he felt nothing.

      The draasin loomed behind him. Tolan was vaguely aware of the heat coming off the draasin, the energy the massive creature radiated, trying to press that outward so that Tolan could continue to feel the sense of the bonds, but even within that sense, there was something he was missing.

      It had to do with Master Minden, but in particular it had to do with her response.

      She was there. He knew she was within the bond, and all he had to do was find a way to tap into it to find her. Given her time within the bond, he had to believe she would have learned something beneficial to him, but the more he probed and pushed, the harder it was to feel or detect anything of any use.

      After a while, Tolan moved back. He put some weight on his legs and crumpled to the ground. Ferrah leaped forward, helping him up with a shaping of water and earth, scooping him off the tile, but Tolan reached for the elements, shaping through them in order to help raise himself.

      “I couldn’t get to her,” he said.

      “If she’s deep in the bond, you might not be able to call to her,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan could only nod. Ferrah couldn’t know what he knew about the bonds.

      How could she when she can’t reach into the bond the same way that I can?

      The reason that Master Minden didn’t come was because she didn’t want to.

      He hated that he felt that way, but the more he focused on the sense of Master Minden, the more certain he was that was the case. She was down there within the spirit bond, and she had no interest in returning.

      If the situation were reversed, would I? At what point would the influence of everything in this world be so minimal compared to the power of the element bonds?

      It was the same reason that so many of the elementals preferred to stay within the bond, no longer wanting to emerge. It was the same reason Tolan understood he wasn’t going to be able to save anything or anyone who didn’t want to be saved.

      He leaned back, still trying to hold onto the sense of power within him, and he looked over at the draasin. The draasin watched him, staring at him, and said nothing. There was nothing to be said.

      “Let me get you back upstairs. You need to rest.”

      Tolan didn’t argue as Ferrah carried him. He added a hint of shaping to make it easier for her, but that was the only thing he did.

      As they headed upstairs, he looked all around, searching for any sign of anyone else, but there was none. At least no one would see her carrying him like this. At least no one would see him so helpless.
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      Tolan stepped forward. Rather, he floated. These days, he didn’t do a whole lot of stepping. Most of the time, it involved him using his shaping of earth and wind, the wind allowing him to float, the joint effort of the two elements enough that he managed to navigate through the halls, but never enough that he began to feel a sense of normalcy.

      He had started to question whether he would ever find that normalcy again.

      He left the Academy, standing out in the bright sunlight, and took a deep breath. The plaza outside the Academy carried its own distinct signature, though these days, Tolan increasingly felt an understanding of the distinct signature of every place that he visited. There was energy everywhere. In Terndahl, and in Amitan specifically, the energy around him flowed with a significant burst of power, and it was that significant burst that Tolan thought he was connected to.

      He had always been connected to the elements. At least, ever since coming to Amitan, he had known the connection to the elements, and yet since returning to his body, however injured he might still be, his understanding of what he detected around him had shifted and changed, becoming something more than it had once been.

      He could feel the heat within the plaza. There was a distinct energy there, a shimmering of power that radiated toward him, and it mixed with the breath of wind that slipped along the stones, giving him both wind and earth together, along with the dampness buried beneath the stones from the rainfall that had come the night before. All of those elements mingled together, all of them binding in a way that Tolan felt deeply within him, and all of them working in such a way as to carry with them the power and energy of this place.

      He breathed it in.

      There were times when he neglected the opportunity to simply enjoy the power of the elements. He had to stay connected to them better than he had been doing. What he needed more than anything was to recognize that his connection, and his power, granted him a way of understanding the world that others did not have. What he needed was to hold that power deep within him, squeezing it down so that he recognized just what was out there, and that he recognized what he might be able to do.

      Ferrah intruded upon his reverie, an awareness of her drifting through his connection, as if she sought to intrude upon him, though he didn’t think that was intentional. Anything that Ferrah did was unintentional; more than anything else. She wanted to reach him, and she wanted to know where he was and what he was doing, but at the same time, she didn’t come looking for him.

      Thankfully, at least.

      He started off.

      Most of his time these days was spent within the halls of the Academy. Less and less time was spent within the spirit tower. Tolan had handed off some of those responsibilities to others who could teach, filling in for him as he still recovered.

      Despite what he had done, the Academy had to keep moving.

      Just because he had been injured didn’t mean that the Academy had changed. It didn’t mean that there wasn’t still the same need for others to keep working, learning, and understanding what they needed to do. Just because he had struggled didn’t mean that the students should struggle.

      The Academy was bigger than him.

      He hadn’t gone very far from it when he turned back to look.

      From the street, the Academy was a massive structure. The five towers rose high over the rest of it, though it was the central part of the building where Tolan did most of his shaping. It didn’t rise nearly as high as the towers for each of the elements, but it was the part of the Academy that he often he emerged from when he shaped to and from Amitan. That was where he carried himself on the warrior shaping.

      What was I thinking, walking through the street, anyway?

      Maybe it was because walking felt normal, in a way. After everything that he’d gone through, having a sense of normalcy was needed. He thought that he could use a little bit of the normality of making a journey through the city.

      He found himself in a familiar section, though it was a little bit damp, a little bit darker as the streets had narrowed, and there was the energy of shapers all around him.

      It was a particular shaping energy that Tolan started toward.

      He could feel that energy and he gradually made his way toward it, gliding along the cobblestones until he reached Jonas’ home. It was a simple structure, but it suited him.

      He knocked, stepping back and waiting.

      It didn’t take long before the door came open. Jonas poked his head out, his hair wild as it had often been when they were younger—though they really weren’t all that much older than they had been when they had been at the Academy. Jonas took one look at him and his wide face spread in a grin. It was an expression that he had not shared with Tolan up until recently.

      “What are you doing here?” Jonas asked.

      “I wanted to stop and visit an old friend.”

      “Are you sure?” He looked along the street. “Where is Ferrah?”

      “She is back in the Academy.”

      “She keeps trying to get me to come into the Academy, as well. Now that I’m a master of water, she wants me to teach.” Jonah shook his head. “I still can’t believe it.”

      Tolan just smiled. “I can.”

      “I still can’t believe that I blamed you all these years.”

      “I’m sorry for it,” he said.

      “You don’t have anything to apologize for. And to be honest, I don’t know if I was ready before. Isn’t that sad to admit?” Jonas asked.

      “It’s not sad to admit. I never really understood it before, but I have come to appreciate that we all come around in our own time. And our own way. Each of us is ready when we are ready—and not before.”

      “I was getting ready to leave, but would you like to come in?”

      “I don’t need to keep you if you were going to leave.”

      “It’s fine, Tolan. What did you need?”

      Tolan glanced along the street before turning his attention back to Jonas. “I didn’t need anything.”

      Jonas arched a brow. “No? From the way that it seems, you do need something.”

      “Maybe it’s not a matter of what I need but more a matter of wanting someone to talk to.”

      “That I can do. I have a pair of good ears, after all.”

      “I know you do.”

      Jonas motioned for Tolan to follow him inside so he did, taking a seat at a small table, looking around the inside of the home. It was a simple home, fitting a lifestyle that Tolan never would’ve expected out of Jonas when he had been in the Academy. Jonas had always wanted more, though to be honest, when they had come to the Academy, they had all wanted something more. They had wanted to get to the point where they could shape, where they could call upon power, and where they could use it in ways that would help Amitan, but it was more than just that.

      Tolan sometimes felt like everything that he had done had a measure of failure mixed within it. Even when he had succeeded, something had gone wrong.

      “You’re still suffering with that, aren’t you?”

      Jonas sat across from him, leaning on the table. His belly had gotten larger than before and the robes that he now wore draped around him, surrounding him in a way that left Tolan chuckling to himself, but only a little bit. Jonas wouldn’t care for it if he knew that Tolan was laughing. And it wasn’t even Tolan laughing at his size, but how the elements and the shaper tended to work together, determining the characteristics they took on. Fire shapers tended to be heated and quick-tempered, wind shapers tended to be thin and wispy, much like the wind they reached for. Earth shapers tended to be powerful and strong, and water shapers ended up being large and heavy set, with ripples all throughout their bodies. It was a bit of a stereotype, but Tolan had seen it far too often for it to be anything but true. Most who shaped one of those elements that strongly and then took on characteristics of their element didn’t mind. There was a point of pride in assuming the look.

      Jonas would be no different.

      “That’s not why I came,” Tolan said.

      “Let me try,” Jonas said.

      “Jonas—”

      Jonas scooted his chair closer. “It might not have been why you thought you were coming, but you’re here, and I can tell even without you revealing anything that something still bothers you. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t know if I will be able to do anything about it, but…” Jonas shrugged. “If you don’t let me try, we won’t know if it’s going to work.”

      If he didn’t try, then Tolan wouldn’t know if it was going to fail, either.

      At this point, that was what he expected.

      He hated that was the way that he thought, but unfortunately, more often than not, Tolan had anticipated shapings failing for him. He had seen it happening too many times.

      “Master Wassa attempted to heal me recently.”

      “Wassa is gifted, but he became rigid in his thinking as he got older.” Jonas shrugged. “You could look at me like that all you want, but I’m telling you my experience with him. He knows his healing, but at the same time, there are aspects to it that he has not yet mastered. You have to have seen it. The Great Mother knows that we all saw it when we were in the Academy.”

      Tolan had seen it and knew exactly what Jonas meant, but it was interesting to hear Jonas talking about it; to speak about one of the other master shapers in such a way that seemed almost dismissive.

      “I still can’t use my legs quite right,” Tolan said.

      “Is that why you were shaping when you came in here?”

      “You knew it?”

      “I could feel that you were shaping, even if I couldn’t tell which elements you were using.” He shook his head. “Not all of us are like you, Tolan. Not all of us can detect when a shaper is using power as quickly as you do, but that’s not to say we all can’t detect it somewhat.”

      He grabbed Tolan’s arm and, without giving him a chance, a powerful water shaping worked through him. Tolan had experienced water shapings many times in the months since he had returned from The Lands Beyond. Each time that somebody realized that he suffered, they thought to attempt a shaping, thinking that they could use some aspect of it to help heal him, but each time he had felt the same.

      Jonas’ shaping was powerful, but it wasn’t really all that different than so many others.

      The way that the shaping washed through him happened quickly, rolling into him, and there was a mixture of something else within it; a mingling of a different sort of power, a hint of not just water, but each of the elements touched together in a way that left Tolan wondering how much of it Jonas even knew that he was doing. The way that he mingled the elements was what mattered. It was a considerable energy; a considerable blast of power, and as they linked together, there came a flicker of power through him and a flicker of understanding; an awareness of the way Jonas intended to heal him.

      Tolan’s breath caught and he waited, letting Jonas continue to work.

      The shaping itself was cold. There were too many shapings Tolan would describe in such a way, but this one was very distinct in how it felt as it washed over him. It was like he stepped into a frigid pool of water. The shaping flowed; drifting through him and attempting to overpower any resistance within him. Tolan tracked the shaping as it rolled through him, tracking its power and focusing on how it slammed through him, and then it touched upon something else. Some other part of him.

      Tolan didn’t need Jonas to guide him through the disconnect.

      It was a separation. Some part of his being had separated from some part of his body.

      Until he managed to link the two, Tolan feared that he wouldn’t be able to reconnect.

      “There is something here,” Jonas whispered softly as he continued pushing the shaping through Tolan. His eyes were closed, and the jowls that had formed over the years started to tremble. “Every so often, I can almost grasp at it, but the more that I wrap power toward it, the more I feel a hint of something pushing against me.” He opened his eyes, locking them with Tolan’s. “I imagine you feel this.”

      “I feel the shaping you’re using. I’ve tried turning one on myself, but it hasn’t—”

      “What do you mean that you’ve tried turning a shaping on yourself?”

      “I have tried to heal myself.”

      “Tolan, that’s dangerous.”

      Tolan started to laugh. “I think everything that I have done is dangerous to a certain extent,” he said. “Including what got me into the situation in the very first place.”

      Jonas squeezed again, more of the shaping washing through Tolan. “I suppose you’re right. Have you considered trying to separate again and rejoining to see what would happen?”

      “I’m not sure that is safe.”

      “You don’t think that you can do it?”

      “It’s not a matter of whether I can do it.”

      Though to be honest with himself, Tolan did question whether or not he had the ability to separate again. Partly it was fear. He worried about what would happen if he were to attempt to separate from himself again, worrying what might occur were he to do so, and were he to lose control over it. This time, he had returned, and though he had mostly restored himself, it wasn’t complete.

      What would happen if I felt my legs not working at all?

      He could shape himself from place to place now, but doing so required strength and power, and eventually, he feared that he would get too weak to be able to do it easily.

      If I had to use a shaping to move my body altogether, what was the point?

      “Maybe it’s best if you don’t. Besides, I can heal you a little bit. I can feel something is off. It’s not even a disconnect the way that I thought it was before; this is more as if some part of you has separated from another part of you.”

      “You do understand that’s exactly what happened,” Tolan said, chuckling.

      “I realize that, but I shouldn’t be able to detect it. Strangely enough, this time I can.” He looked up. “Have you tried separating a little bit just to see what happens?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I guess what I mean is have you tried to peel part of yourself away? Not entirely like you did the last time, but just enough that there is some presence that separates you.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I haven’t tried anything yet. I don’t know that I want to.”

      Jonas nodded. “Maybe that’s for the best. I don’t know what would happen, anyway. And I’m just throwing out ideas. Not that I want you to try it.” He frowned, gripping Tolan’s leg for a moment, squeezing it. “Maybe if you try attaching yourself again. That might work.”

      “First you think I should separate and now you think I should attach?”

      “Well, given what we know about you and your shaping, you should have far more control over some things than others.”

      “I don’t know that we know anything about me and my shaping.”

      “We know that your shaping is different than others. You can essentially turn yourself into an elemental.”

      “I don’t think that’s how we want to refer to me.”

      “I don’t know how we want to refer to you. All I know is that you became something different. Maybe not an elemental, but certainly not any traditional shaper, either. And if you used some aspect that was elemental-like, maybe using some other aspect to return to your previous form might help.”

      Tolan frowned. “I don’t follow.”

      “Well, think about some of the elementals that you’ve been around. They can pass through things.”

      “I could pass through things when I was in that form.”

      “What if you could do it now?”

      Tolan chuckled. “I’m not so sure it works like that. I do have a body, after all.”

      “What is your body but each of the elements? Weren’t you the one who tried to teach us about signatures of a place? What if your body has its own sort of signature? You could use fire and earth and water and wind—the constituent elements—and pull yourself into those, and then even spirit, holding it together, and then shift from one place to another.” Jonah leaned back, grabbing his belly and laughing. “Maybe that sounds little bit wild. Still, I can’t help but think that even if you are able to do something like that, it would be amazing.”

      “It would be amazing,” Tolan agreed.

      Jonah released him and the shaping tapered off, drifting toward nothing. “I’m sorry I can’t help you any better than that, Tolan. I’d love to try to change things for you, make it so that you aren’t suffering the way that you have been, but…”

      “You’ve done more than you know.”

      “I don’t know about that, but…” He took a deep breath, letting it out and shrugging. “I’m sorry.”

      “You shouldn’t be sorry. Where were you heading?”

      “I was just going to the temple.”

      “I didn’t realize you visited the temple.”

      “I didn’t always go regularly, but my parents were pretty consistent with it, and lately I feel like I have needed some guidance. Ever since I started visiting the temple, things have felt better.” He shook his head. “I’m not so sure you would understand. You have a different way of understanding the elements and the power within them.”

      “I understand looking for something more.”

      “And sometimes I can almost feel like the Great Mother listens. Have you ever felt that way?”

      Tolan smiled. “You know, I have tried to reach for the Great Mother many times. When I stepped into the Convergence, I felt like I should be close to her, as if the understanding of her should be right there, easy for me to reach, but for whatever reason… when I’m there, it’s almost as if she doesn’t want to answer.”

      “Or maybe she provides you with a different answer,” Jonas said.

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m not sure. Each of us would receive the Great Mother in her own way. You connect to her through all of the elements, along with the element bonds, and because of that, you—more than anybody—have a proximity to the Great Mother. Maybe I should be asking you.”

      “I wish I had an answer for you.”

      “Me too.” Jonas laughed. “Would you want to come to the temple with me?”

      Tolan almost said no but realized that maybe Jonas had a point. Maybe he didn’t need to see whether there was anything that he could learn from the Great Mother. Perhaps spending time at the temple would help.

      He had never been a religious person. He had never had any reason to be, but lately, he had started to wonder if perhaps that lack of religiousness had hindered him more than he realized.

      “Sure. I will go with you.”

      “Good, because otherwise I was going to have to kick you out of my home as I left. This way, I could just say that I was bringing you with me.” Jonas grinned and guided Tolan to the door, and they walked in silence through the alley, heading toward the temple of the Great Mother. The temple was in the center of the city, surrounded by dozens of smaller buildings and homes, many of them designed to call to the power of the other elements. The Great Mother stood over them all.

      Tolan had never felt a significant connection to her, though maybe that was a mistake. The Great Mother was there, buried within each of the elements. At least in part. He had no idea whether there was anything real to it, only that what he felt when he traveled through the elements, through the element bonds, and when he attached himself to spirit and through the Convergence told him that there was something more.

      More than that, the elementals believed.

      As they neared the temple, Tolan breathed out, letting it out slowly before glancing over at Jonas, who had remained silent.

      What if I never recover?

      Tolan had to think differently. It wasn’t so much about recovery. It was about adjusting.

      Perhaps that was the lesson.

      He had changed. His life had changed.

      Now he had to find a way to deal with what had changed and to be prepared for what would come next. Perhaps the Great Mother would help him find that answer.
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      Tolan looked around the spirit tower, barely able to stand. It required energy, a shaping of earth and wind and even a bit of water to maintain his footing, but as he stood there, looking around him, he felt out of place.

      He had only taught a few times since mostly recovering.

      Even now, the spirit tower wasn’t empty.

      “Velthan,” he said, glancing over at the tall, lean shaper. Velthan had drawn upon spirit, and had a natural affinity for it. Tolan had worked with him, guiding him through his earliest days of reaching spirit until he had begun to master it.

      Velthan turned slowly, looking at him. “Master Ethar. I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “I’m only here to gather a few things.”

      “It is still your spirit tower.”

      He smiled sadly.

      Is it, though?

      These days, he no longer knew if that was the case. These days, he had begun to think that perhaps he needed more, perhaps time, or perhaps something else. Either way, Tolan didn’t know what it was.

      “I appreciate you saying that, much like I appreciate all of the time you’ve spent here while I’ve been preoccupied.”

      “I hear you are feeling better.” He studied Tolan, and there was a probing of spirit. It was skillfully done, though not delicate.

      Tolan braced for the shaping and immediately put up a barrier to prevent Velthan from reaching too quickly.

      As soon as Velthan reached that barrier, he withdrew, as if realizing that Tolan didn’t want anyone probing at him quite like that.

      “I’m feeling a bit better. Each day is a little more than the one before it, though I think that I will need more time than I anticipated to recover.”

      “You were sick.”

      “I was very sick,” Tolan agreed.

      “What exactly happened?” Velthan looked around the spirit tower, and Tolan followed the direction of his gaze. The spirit tower itself was fairly simple. There was a desk near the back where Tolan kept many of his belongings, including many books, along with the spirit bondars that he had made. The shelves were mostly empty, other than the box for the bondars. The center of the room had the spirit rune and nothing else. It was different than many of the other element towers, where the students had desks and chairs and places to work and study. Within the spirit tower, the study was of an assortment to try to learn from each other, to understand the elements, but little more than that.

      “You understand that I separated from my body.”

      “I was there,” Velthan said. “And even if I weren’t, rumors of what happened have spread throughout the Academy.”

      Tolan smiled tightly. He should have expected that there would be rumors, but he should also have addressed them. That was his failing.

      “I’m sorry didn’t come to you before. The rumors were mostly accurate.” Tolan shrugged. “I don’t know what the rumors involved, so I can’t say with any certainty if they were completely accurate, but rumors have a way of embellishing.”

      “Well, considering one of the rumors said that you died and came back, I suppose that is true.”

      “In some ways, I suppose you could argue that I did die.” He looked over, grinning at Velthan. “But death is overrated.”

      “Sometimes life is,” Velthan said, laughing.

      “How have the students been doing?”

      “They continue to take to their lessons. I understand you’re going to be returning to teaching.”

      “When I can,” Tolan agreed.

      “I really don’t mind teaching. Actually, I enjoy it more than I ever would’ve expected.”

      “I do as well,” Tolan said. “And yet, my concern in giving it up isn’t so much the lessons.” He smiled at Velthan. “I know that you or any of the Inquisitors could teach, especially now that you all share a similar knowledge base with spirit. It has more to do with the other part that I tried offer students.”

      “You want to make sure that they understand the elementals.”

      “At least in a way that’s different than other instructors.” Tolan shrugged. “I know that not everybody feels the same way as I do about the elementals, but I can’t help thinking that if I were not the one to teach about the elementals, and if I were not the one to explain what I know, then others would miss out.” The times when he had worked with teaching and understanding and explaining the elementals, Tolan had found the students receptive. There were a few times when they had not been, but sometimes that had more to do with the way that he taught and less than with the actual elementals. “I think if I find somebody who is willing to have an open mind with the elementals, I won’t even be needed.”

      Velthan chuckled. “I remember the first elemental that I ever saw.”

      “Hyza in Ephra?”

      Velthan’s brow furrowed. “Not that one. That frightened me, if I am honest.”

      “It frightened me, too.”

      “And you didn’t even have any ability to shape at the time. I couldn’t believe that you were out there.”

      “I think ignorance has carried me far in my life.”

      “Or luck,” he said.

      Tolan shrugged. “Luck and ignorance are often intertwined, aren’t they?”

      “I don’t know. In your case, I think that your luck is tied to something that you don’t always know that you have. It’s usually tied to your connection to the elementals.”

      “More often than I realized,” Tolan agreed. “If it wasn’t hyza, then what was the first elemental that you ever encountered?”

      “It was a wind elemental. At least, I’m sure that it was. We had gone for a walk in the forest outside of Ephra. We got lost. I was probably nine or ten, no more than that, and had started to develop with my shaping, though I was pretty skilled at sensing.” Even after all these years, Velthan still carried the same confidence that he had before. At the time when he was younger, Tolan had hated it, and even now, there was a part of him that felt irritated with it. “When the wind picked up, my sister ran. She went back to the house. She claimed that she could feel the wind elemental, and me being who I am—always a bit stubborn—I ran toward it.”

      “That seems dangerous,” Tolan said.

      “As a nine-year-old, I didn’t really know better. Even if I had, I wonder if I would’ve gone after it. I know myself.”

      Tolan chuckled. “I would hope so.”

      “Well, it was more a matter of wanting to know if it really was an elemental. I didn’t know. I couldn’t feel any elemental on the wind, though my sister sure seemed to think so. I ran at it. The wind picked up, whipping at me, a violent tornado of power.”

      “That would be droel.”

      “I think so. In hindsight, it probably wasn’t even a very large one, but when you are little and still coming into your own when it comes to the elementals, it seemed big enough.”

      “What happened?” Tolan hadn’t heard the story and hadn’t known about a wild wind elemental around Ephra. The idea that there would have been one out and that there would have not been any shapers to confine it surprised him.

      More surprising was that Velthan hadn’t shared anything about this before.

      “It left me alone.” Velthan shrugged, looking around the inside of the room. “At the time, I believed that it wasn’t scared of me. I did try shaping water at it, so how was I supposed to know that it wasn’t terrified of a nine-year-old boy?” He smiled. “The more that I think about it, the more I think it was simply scared. Not of me, but just scared in general.”

      “You’re probably right,” Tolan said.

      “I never learned what happened to it. If it escaped from the bond, I didn’t hear any stories of any of the shapers going after an escaped elemental around that time, but there were never any other stories of the wind causing damage. My sister never spoke of it, and I think she didn’t because she feared that people wouldn’t believe her. I never spoke of it because I didn’t know what to think of it.”

      Tolan nodded. It was more than just not knowing what to think of it. It was more that he didn’t speak of it because the elemental had not been captured. Had it been captured, it would’ve been easier for Velthan to have claimed he had a hand in its captivity.

      “What do you think now?”

      “I think…” He shook his head. “I think until I came to the Academy and began to work with you, I didn’t really understand the elementals. Even now, I don’t know if I really understand them, but I think there is more to them than we ever really appreciated.”

      “There is,” Tolan said.

      “It’s sad, isn’t it?”

      “What is?”

      “That we have lived so long so close to the elementals, but we have feared them all this time.”

      “That is sad,” Tolan said.

      Velthan stared off in the distance for a while. Tolan touched him faintly, using a bit of spirit, but barely a touch of it, and when he did, he detected a slight surge of connection to him; a hint of confusion. Introspection.

      “Will you take the next class?”

      Velthan just nodded.

      Tolan left him. He could tell Velthan needed time for his introspection, but more than that, Tolan also needed time to have some introspection.

      He had come to believe that he was needed to teach these classes, that he was the one to help guide students through the transition into not only understanding spirit, but in learning about the elementals in a way that was meaningful, but maybe he was not.

      If I didn’t have to be the Master of Spirit, what would become of me?

      His time at the Temple of the Great Mother had not given him any great insight. Tolan had spent time there, celebrating with all of the worshipers, feeling each of the elements surging around him, but hadn’t come any closer to knowing the answer. The only thing that he had come to terms with was that he didn’t know anything.

      Perhaps if he stepped into the Convergence, he might find something more, but even within the Convergence, there weren’t the answers that he wanted or needed.

      He made his way through the Academy, through the hall of portraits, where he paused for a minute to skim along, until he reached the top of the tower. Using the warrior shaping, he carried himself up and away, landing out at the edge of the waste. From here, he could feel the vast nothingness that was the waste, the energy that flowed, leaving him with a drawing of power, a surge of energy that flowed to him, though it was unusual.

      All it would take would be for him to use the warrior shaping and he could travel across the waste. He could visit The Lands Beyond, and he could try to understand just what Rory intended.

      “Are you leaving?”

      Tolan turned, looking down, and was unsurprised to see the small draasin with him. The sunlight shone down on him, giving a hint of reddish coloration to his otherwise dark-scaled body. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m just trying to find myself.”

      “Have you found it?”

      Tolan chuckled. “You know that I haven’t.”

      “How would I know?”

      “Because you know what I know.”

      Regardless of how he might share spirit with Ferrah, he didn’t have any way to stay separate from this small draasin. They shared knowledge and understanding, and they shared something more than Tolan could imagine having shared with any other elemental before. They shared power.

      Even when it had come to hyza, to the elemental Thoren who still remained out there, vague and distant, Tolan had only borrowed power. He had never been able to give it.

      His connection to the draasin was something else. Different. Powerful.

      He couldn’t help but feel as if his connection was unique in a way.

      “I feel like I need to go back.”

      “She knows that you do.”

      “Ferrah?”

      “Perhaps.”

      Tolan glanced over at the draasin, smiling. “Or do you mean the Great Mother?”

      “You find that something to mock?”

      “I would never mock the idea of the Great Mother. It’s just that I don’t know if I can get behind it.”

      “What is there for you to get behind?”

      “I suppose nothing.” Tolan shook his head, turning to stare out into the vast emptiness. “I keep thinking that I’m needed here in Terndahl, but the more I learn, the more I begin to think that perhaps I don’t need to stay the way I once thought I did.” He turned to look at the draasin. “Isn’t that strange?”

      “All of us change.”

      “I feel like I change faster than most.”

      “Perhaps you do, or perhaps you are simply ready to change more than most.”

      The draasin headed out into the waste, unmindful of the sudden barrier that would strip him from his connection to the bonds, but perhaps that wasn’t surprising at all. This was a creature that had been born in a place that had no connection to the element bonds, so heading out into the waste—into a land where the element bonds had been stripped away; a place that was designed to create a barrier between Terndahl and The Lands Beyond—fit with the draasin.

      He lay down, stretching out on the rock.

      Tolan hesitated before heading out to him. “Would you come?”

      “I’m not the only one who has questions,” the draasin said.

      “You mean me.”

      The draasin looked up at him. There was something in those golden eyes that glowed, a sort of understanding that Tolan couldn’t quite piece together. There were times when he thought that the draasin had a far greater understanding than he should have, given his short life so far. There were other times when Tolan felt like he still had the immaturity of a newborn. It was a strange dichotomy.

      “There are others besides you.”

      They stared out into the distance. “How have they adjusted?” Tolan asked.

      “You can reach them if you like.”

      “I’ve left them alone intentionally.”

      “I know.”

      Tolan glanced over at him. “You don’t think that I should have?”

      The draasin lay himself down again, resting his head on the rock. He breathed out and heat radiated from his body, washing away from him and into the stone. “I don’t think it’s necessary. You have done nothing to harm them.”

      “They’ve been bound for long enough. They need to know what it’s like to simply be an elemental.”

      “You placed them into the bonds.”

      “I did, but not many of them stayed.”

      Which was strange, though Tolan didn’t know why they had stayed in the bonds. He thought there needed to be something to it, some reason that the elementals would have come free of the bonds so quickly. Otherwise, they should have stayed there, reconnecting to their element power and finding a way to grow.

      “It was not their time.”

      “The elementals have a time when they should join the bond?”

      “All things have a time when they should join the bond.”

      Tolan chuckled. “I wonder who you were before.”

      The draasin looked up at him.

      “You obviously have been through the world before. You have cycled in before. Were you a draasin before?”

      “The draasin is fire,” the draasin said.

      “The draasin are fire, but you are something else. You’re connected to other elements.”

      He had a strange idea, and he wondered if perhaps the draasin might have once been a shaper. He could easily imagine a powerful shaper cycling through, coming back up and living again. If so, what would it mean for a powerful shaper to take on an elemental form?

      What did it mean that I had the ability to take on an elemental form?

      Maybe he had once been an elemental that had cycled back through.

      The draasin looked over at him, almost as if knowing his thoughts, and watched him with a hint of amusement in his eyes.

      “We have to return,” Tolan said.

      “We do.”

      “I’m not ready yet.”

      “You are not.”

      “What will it take?” Tolan asked, reaching for each of the elements. Even though he was in the waste, drawing on each of the elements was something he could do, but it meant that he pulled from his own power and not at all from the element bonds. Perhaps there was some way that he could draw upon those bonds, yet Tolan had not yet mastered it. Not out here.

      “The same as it takes all things, Tolan Ethar.”

      “Time?”

      “Change.”

      “I’ve already changed.”

      “Not enough. Not nearly enough.”
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      The top of the tower was quiet. The sun shone down, hot and almost burning across his skin. Tolan felt the fluttering of a breeze, recognizing the power within it, and nothing else. He knew he shouldn’t linger here too long. The longer he did, the more likely it was that Ferrah would discover what he intended, and knowing her, she would find a way to stop him. He didn’t want to stop. He didn’t want to do anything other than get to where he intended to go.

      Drawing on a spirit shaping, he mixed it with a shaping of each of the elements until that power swirled around him, and it exploded outward. As it did, he burst forward on a lightning bolt, a warrior shaping that carried him from Amitan to mountains in the far distance.

      When he stepped free, or shaped himself free as he wasn’t stepping, he floated forward, feeling the power all around him. There was considerable energy here, and he focused on that sense of power, heading toward it.

      Heat and fire emanated from somewhere in the distance.

      There was a part in the back of his mind that surged with frustration.

      Was that Ferrah? Perhaps it was the draasin.

      Between the two of them, Tolan was connected in ways he sometimes regretted. He had to find a way to shut it off, to prevent them from knowing exactly what he was doing, but he didn’t think he knew enough to do that.

      Tolan found the Draasin Lord curled up around a boulder, his head resting atop it. His wings settled, draped along the ground, giving him the appearance of some massive bird, though there was something else about him that seemed off.

      As he approached, the Draasin Lord opened one eye, looking at Tolan through it. “It’s taken you long enough.”

      “I’ve come looking for you before.”

      “Have you? If you would have come looking for me, you would’ve found me. I’m not so difficult to find.”

      Tolan smiled to himself. He knew that he wasn’t. He and the Draasin Lord had a unique connection, and because of that connection, he would have been able to find the Draasin Lord had he really gone looking. In the time that he had been back from his last adventure, he had not wanted to go looking for the Draasin Lord. There was a part of him that feared doing so.

      “Do you know about the other draasin?”

      “I could feel the effect of fire.”

      “Have you seen him?”

      “Yes.”

      Strange. Through all of the connections that Tolan shared with the other draasin, he still hadn’t known that he had come to the Draasin Lord. Not that Tolan would be surprised by that. The other draasin would’ve wanted to know more about the Draasin Lord, and he would’ve wanted to know more about the power Tolan shared with him, wanting to know if there was anything that he could learn from him. The Draasin Lord was an impressive and majestic elemental, one who had lived for hundreds—possibly thousands—of years. Long enough that he had influenced the world in ways so many other elementals had not.

      Tolan leaned forward, touching the Draasin Lord. His hand burned a little bit where he did, and he pushed fire out, holding onto that connection so he could touch the massive creature.

      “You look tired,” he said to the Draasin Lord.

      “I’m always tired,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “Always?”

      “These days, I’m always tired.”

      “There are other eggs.”

      The Draasin Lord rested his head back, closing his eyes. He breathed softly for a few moments before he opened one of his eyes again. “I know.”

      “I saved them.”

      “I know.”

      “I think they need to hatch, but I don’t know when or if I should be the one to do it.”

      “They need to hatch, but you need to ensure that the world is ready for them.”

      “Why wouldn’t the world be ready for them?”

      With this, the Draasin Lord pushed himself off the ground, propping his wings underneath him as he perched forward. There was something almost droopy about his spine, and it rolled into his wings, along with his tail. “Think about how few of the elementals are safe in this world. You have done everything you can to protect them, but even you have limits, Tolan Ethar. You have protected the elementals here, but your protection only extends so far. Your people have not fully embraced the idea of elementals existing in the world once again.”

      Tolan nodded. As much as he wished it were otherwise, they had not. He struggled with that, wishing that perhaps there was something different that he could do, something that he could offer, but there wasn’t anything. The elementals needed to remain hidden. The only place that they didn’t have to do that was within the free elemental village, and even there, they hesitated.

      “I could bring them to the free village,” Tolan said.

      “Do you think the draasin will remain in a village?”

      Tolan looked down the mountainside, and from where he was, he could feel the energy of the free elemental village. It stemmed from the Convergence that existed down there, and it stemmed from the elementals there, but it was also the people. Ever since separating from his body, needing to draw upon power to return, he was far more aware of the elements within people. It was almost as if he was drawn to them, compelled by the power within them. Tolan thought that he could call to that power, using it and embracing it if it came down to it.

      If I did, then what would I find?

      Tolan had no idea what he would find, and he had no idea if there was anything that he needed to find. The only thing he knew was that he was holding onto the sense coming from them.

      “No. I don’t think they will want to stay in a village.”

      The draasin breathed out, smoke streaming from his nostrils as he settled back down to the ground. He did so in a flop of power, his wings fluttering around him, and his head rested on another boulder. “No. They would not want that.”

      “I don’t want them to remain as eggs if they could hatch.”

      “It’s good they are freed.”

      Tolan frowned. “What can you detect from the eggs?”

      “They have been touched by fire in a way that hasn’t been seen in quite some time.”

      “Will they be powerful?”

      “They are draasin.”

      “That doesn’t answer the question.”

      “They should be able to find power,” the draasin said.

      “Should be able to?”

      The draasin growled softly, stretching and settling back to the ground. “Should be able to.”

      Tolan sighed, turning back to the draasin. “I need to return.”

      “Then return.”

      “My body isn’t what it used to be.”

      “Neither is mine.”

      Tolan smiled, stepping forward and running his hand along the draasin’s surface. “That’s not quite what I mean.”

      “No. It’s not quite what I mean, either.”

      Tolan tried to reach across the distance between them using the sense of spirit. As it always was with the Draasin Lord, there was a strange sense that rolled away from him. It was power, but it was mixed with something else. The Draasin Lord was power, and he was the sense of fire, but within that sense of fire and the Draasin Lord there was a mixture of spirit and wind. There might even be water and earth.

      “Is it impacting the young draasin that I use power from each of the elements around him?”

      “You feel the draasin would not be able to tolerate that?”

      “I don’t know whether he would or not. All I know is that it feels as if he is drawing power off, and with my connection to each of the elements, I worry he’ll be altered by it.”

      The Draasin Lord breathed out a streamer of fire from his nostrils and turned his head to look over at Tolan. “The draasin may be changed. He will still be draasin.”

      Tolan could only nod. He hoped that would be the case.

      What would happen if it were?

      He didn’t know. And perhaps none of that even mattered. Perhaps all that mattered was that he could save other draasin.

      Tolan could rescue them, but it would involve trying to hatch them. After having seen what he had, and having heard what he had, he didn’t know if that was what he was supposed to be doing. Perhaps it was not.

      Either way, he didn’t think it mattered.

      “Is there anything you need?”

      “Rest,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “Have others been disturbing your rest?”

      “None but you.”

      “Do you need help hunting?”

      With that, the Draasin Lord roared, a rumbling sound coming out of his mouth, echoing toward Tolan. “Do you need help breathing?”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “Is it not?”

      Tolan tapped the Draasin Lord on the side, feeling the power flowing from him. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to help.”

      “You have done much, Tolan Ethar.”

      For a moment, through the connection that they shared, Tolan was aware of something from the Draasin Lord. It was a sense of contentment, a sense he never had from the Draasin Lord, at least not these days. By focusing on that sense, he could feel the energy coming from the Draasin Lord and he could feel the way the Draasin Lord was trying to press that power out from him, wanting Tolan to know just what it was that he could feel. It was almost as if the Draasin Lord intended for Tolan to be aware of everything.

      Perhaps that was what it was. Perhaps that was what the Draasin Lord wanted for him and from him. If so, then Tolan thought he could and should take in the sense of the shared connection, recognizing the power that existed there, and he thought he could and should hold onto that power, wrapping it around himself, thinking about the nature of it and thinking about what it would take for him to truly know the Draasin Lord the way he once would have.

      He wasn’t sure what it would take. He wasn’t sure what he should know from the Draasin Lord. The only thing that he knew was that the Draasin Lord was tired. That sense radiated across the spirit bond between them. The Draasin Lord was exhausted.

      His time was coming to an end.

      Tolan didn’t know how to feel about it.

      The Draasin Lord had outlived so many others in his life, and he had done so much on behalf of the elements and the elementals, but he had also lived such a long time.

      Would it have been better for the Draasin Lord to have been killed by a predator, or for him to fade in this way?

      As he watched the Draasin Lord, the great beast looked back at him, a question burning in his eyes. Even the Draasin Lord didn’t know the answer.

      Tolan sighed and nodded to himself.

      He started forward, heading away from the Draasin Lord, pushing out a sense that he shared with the Draasin Lord, wanting only to connect to him, wanting for the Draasin Lord to know what he was trying to tell him, to share with him, and wanting the Draasin Lord to know that he could be called any time he was needed. He could feel that understanding from the Draasin Lord. Their bond was still strong enough for that.

      Tolan smiled to himself. After everything else he’d been through, it seemed that his connection to the Draasin Lord was the one thing he valued in ways he didn’t really even understand himself. He valued the opportunity to work with the Draasin Lord, to try to know him, and for the Draasin Lord to know Tolan. He valued the opportunity for him to understand just what existed in The Lands Beyond. It was the one place the Draasin Lord was no longer able—or willing—to go.

      Tolan stared over the mountainside, focusing on the village in the distance. From here, he was tempted to go and visit his father. It had been a while since he had done so and his father only vaguely knew about what happened to him, not the full details, certainly not how Tolan still struggled.

      He didn’t really want to go back to the Academy, either.

      Not that there wasn’t anything back at the Academy for him. There was plenty for him to do there, and there were others who intended to continue working with him, thinking they might be able to find a way to heal him and using water in order to do so. Tolan had a sneaking suspicion Jonas was right and more than just water would be required to restore him.

      He debated whether or not he should stay here and visit with the Draasin Lord some more, but the Draasin Lord was tired. The Draasin Lord was ready for him to move on.

      So Tolan moved on.

      Using the shaping of wind and fire, he carried himself down to the village. It had been heavily rebuilt. There was power here, bondars that consumed every bit of the buildings, turning the entire village into a storage place for each of the elements, using power that hadn’t existed before.

      Tolan stared at those buildings. He could feel the energy here. It would take very little for him to touch that power, for him to use it, and for him to see if there was anything more that he might be able to discover about what these villagers had done.

      As he floated through the streets, looking at the bondars, he realized something. He had seen bondars like this before. Not the bondars per se, but the runes upon them.

      Why had I never made that connection before?

      “Tolan?”

      Tolan turned. His father stood behind him, heading down the street, satchel over one shoulder, a pair of small tools in his hand. He was working, and though he was working, there was something about him that struck Tolan as off. He was an older man, with long silver hair, deep wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, and his skin tanned from all the time in the street. He was dressed no differently than any other time when Tolan had visited, in simple brown pants and a jacket, the elbows and knees worn.

      “Hello Father.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I came… I don’t know why I came.”

      “You don’t look well.”

      “Don’t I?”

      “There’s something that’s off about you.”

      Tolan frowned, surprised his father would have detected anything like that. He didn’t know his father well enough, and his father certainly didn’t know him well enough to know whether or not there might be something off about him. In all of the time they’d been spending together, there had been mostly a focus on the bondars and on trying to share their understanding of them; trying to work through everything that had been lost. Unfortunately, both of them had lost something. It was because of his mother that they had lost so many of their memories, but through that loss, there was something that had been gained.

      It was hard for him to recognize that something had been gained, but he did know he could call on power he hadn’t known before. Because of what his mother had done, how she had betrayed her people, he had learned to shape spirit in ways that would not have been possible otherwise.

      “I’m injured.”

      “You don’t look injured.”

      “It’s a strange injury.”

      “Does this have anything to do with what happened to you when you were gone?”

      Tolan nodded slowly. “It has everything to do with that.”

      “Is that why you came here?”

      Tolan smiled sadly. “No.”

      “Then why?”

      “Because I wanted to see how you were doing.”

      His father glanced behind him, sweeping his gaze all around the inside of the village before turning back to Tolan. “That’s kind of you, but you don’t need to. You don’t need to be concerned about me.”

      Tolan wished he were concerned about his father, but here in the village, surrounded by the elements and the elementals and all of this power, he simply was not. He didn’t need to tell his father that, either. He didn’t need to know. He only needed to believe that he did.

      “I’ve seen bondars like these,” he said, nodding to the buildings.

      “You’ve been here before.”

      “I have, but the bondars your people have begun to place are different than what they had before.”

      “They continue to hone them.”

      “This is more than just honing them,” Tolan said.

      Even as he looked at them, he could tell that there was something different about them, some unique connection that hadn’t been there before. He could feel that, even if he couldn’t determine what that feeling meant.

      Tolan studied the nearest building. His father joined him, leaning forward.

      “When I was in The Lands Beyond, I saw shapings like this.”

      “These aren’t shapings, Tolan.”

      “Runes. Bondars. Shapings. They’re all connected,” Tolan said.

      “Were they just like this?”

      Tolan frowned as he studied the nearest wall of markings. “Not just like this, but similar enough.”

      “What are you getting at?”

      Tolan stood up, smiling at his father. “I’m not getting at anything. I’m just remarking on how I noticed something.”

      His father nodded. “Our people have always been skilled with the bondars.”

      “They have,” Tolan said. He had that sense from them, when he had shaped spirit upon them, borrowing the knowledge that he had needed in order to restore the bondars for the Guardians. That knowledge still lingered within him, and the longer he had it, the more deeply seated it became, enough so that Tolan could feel that power. He could recognize that there was something within it that he might be able to draw upon.

      Not that he wanted to draw upon it, anyway. The only thing he wanted to do was to try to understand the nature of these bondars.

      Why were they so similar to those Beyond?

      “Where did our people come from?”

      “Why?”

      “Where were they originally from?”

      “You don’t think they’re from Terndahl?”

      Tolan shook his head. “If they were from Terndahl, they would have been afraid of the elementals. They would’ve been afraid of the power that existed there.”

      They wouldn’t have known nearly as much about the bondars either.

      Now that Tolan had been to The Lands Beyond, now that he had seen what he had seen, he couldn’t help but feel as if the answer was there, right at the edge of his understanding. All it would take would be for him to grasp at it. When he did, then he had to believe that there would be something within it that he might be able to understand, some aspect of that power that he might be able to master, and perhaps he might be able to find some way to overpower Rory.

      Could the key be here?

      It was something Tolan had never considered before.

      He pushed off a shaping, saying nothing to his father as he floated into the air, using the vantage to look down upon the village, to see the power all around him. From up above, he could feel that power, but he was aware of something else as well.

      Strange that it would take this vantage for him to realize that.

      There were the bondars down there, a power that was there, but not only was it there, it was familiar in a way he had not expected. He had seen it before. Not only seen it, but felt it. The effect of the bondar, the effect of everything done to him, was there. Tolan held onto that power, focusing on it, feeling the way it rolled outward.

      Lowering himself back to the ground, he turned to his father. “Do you have any records?”

      “I’m afraid not. Everything we had was lost long ago.”

      “There’s nothing?”

      “There might be something, but I don’t know how helpful it would be for you.”

      “Anything might benefit me. After what I’ve been through, I can’t help but feel as if there might be something more that I might able to understand about it.”

      His father frowned at him, staring for a moment, but then he nodded.

      He started through the village, and Tolan thought they might stop at one of the buildings, but he didn’t. He continued beyond, to a place Tolan had gone before, and then even farther. Tolan watched him, shaping himself along, thankful he didn’t have to be limited by how far he could walk. As he continued to travel with his father, he felt the power here, the energy around him, and realized something.

      He detected a shaping power, and a different one than he had detected before.

      His father stopped at a cave leading into the mountainside. It was a wide cave, with a darkened entrance heading deep into the mountainside. Tolan glanced in either direction but didn’t see any other caves similar to this. He breathed in deeply, noticing stale air, and yet there was some energy to it as well; something that struck him as shaped power within it. He approached carefully, probing with each of the elements, but couldn’t determine what radiated outward toward him. He stepped inside, holding onto fire, using that to illuminate everything around him. There were markings on the walls.

      “What is this?” Tolan asked.

      His father shook his head. “This is something we don’t talk about much, though I suppose we should.” He frowned as he said it, looking everywhere. “I don’t really know why we don’t talk about it, only that those of us from the village always feel as if we can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Tolan stood in the middle of the chamber. That power came from bondars etched all along the walls. There was a series of them, sequenced, and they marched in a pattern. He focused on those markings, trying to see if there was anything he might be able to understand, but even as he focused on it, he couldn’t tell if there was. That power was there; the pressure that was existing within that power was there…

      But was it from the energy of the bondars, or was it from something else?

      Tolan held onto the sense of power here. The bondars were familiar.

      He pressed outward, using spirit.

      Only a touch, little more than that, not enough that he would be in danger, but as he pushed spirit outward, he could feel something within those bondars and he was aware of something there to grasp.

      Power.

      Power flowed outward, rolling through those bondars.

      They were connected. That was the reason his father couldn’t remember. The bondars wanted others to forget.

      He turned to his father, frowning. “How do you remember to find it?”

      “We know where it is. We just… I don’t know what to say. I’m sorry I didn’t share this with you sooner.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t know that you could have.”

      “Why not?”

      “This place is designed for you to forget. It forces spirit upon you.”

      “Spirit?”

      Tolan continued to push spirit outward, and he noticed the echoing sense of it, the way that it worked through him, the sense of power that continued to flow, giving him an awareness of everything that was here. There would be no way for them to have been able to release that power. There would have been no way for them to do anything other than to understand that there was something here.

      Would the same thing happen to me?

      Tolan wrapped the elements around his mind, forming a powerful pattern, and he tried to hold onto it in such a way that he could keep himself safe.

      He maintained that connection, holding it, and something started to happen. He could feel spirit pushing upon him, but there wasn’t so much that he couldn’t overwhelm it, but it was enough that he could feel it within him.

      Strange.

      Tolan held onto that power, pushing it out from him and maintaining the pressure around his mind. He took a step back toward the entrance of the cave, and then another.

      When he stepped free of the cave, the image within the cave lingered.

      It didn’t disappear, which he was thankful for. He had worried that by using the shaping and by leaving here, something would be taken from him. In exchange, there was a memory of all of the bondars. A memory of the power etched into the wall.

      Could I use that?

      Tolan didn’t know. It might involve using spirit on himself, trying to delve deep within, to use whatever power that he had borrowed from the people of the village in the first place.

      His father stepped out, joining him, taking Tolan by the arm, guiding him away.

      The sense of the spirit bondars was there, washing through his mind. Tolan smiled to himself.

      “Where are you guiding me?”

      “You had something you wanted to tell me?”

      “You don’t want to show me anything?”

      His father looked around, frowning. “Tolan, there’s nothing I can show you out here.”

      Interesting. That was something Tolan would have to figure out.

      Would it even matter?

      What he needed was some way of defeating Rory, and if it came from using the bondars that existed here, then he would do it. He didn’t know if they would be here, and he didn’t know if he would have enough strength within that knowledge to find that answer, but he was determined to uncover something.

      Taking a deep breath, he followed his father back to his home, but his mind kept wandering, drifting back toward the cave and the bondars that were there, and he kept thinking about what he’d seen.

      It was a place to which he would have to return, only he didn’t know if he could return on his own. He would need help. The sense of energy within him, a surge of power from spirit, flowed through him, and he realized that Ferrah was there, pressing on him.

      She approved.
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      “Do you see any of these you recognize?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan looked around the inside of the cavern. He struggled. In the days since he had first come here, he hadn’t seen anything helpful. The bondars were there, the runes were there, and there was some sense of the pattern he thought significant, but Tolan couldn’t determine what that sense was or why it should be so significant to him. Only that it seemed like it was.

      “I don’t see anything. But there’s a pattern here I think is important.”

      “There’s a pattern.”

      Ferrah stepped toward the nearest of the cave walls and the draasin followed her, illuminating them. He had refused to stay away, especially now that Tolan knew that he had interacted with the Draasin Lord. It was almost as if the draasin had hesitated to share that with Tolan.

      That was strange. There was no reason the draasin could not interact with the Draasin Lord. He wanted the draasin to know the Draasin Lord, to be able to understand that power, and to learn what it meant to be a draasin.

      “Look here,” Ferrah said. “This one repeats.”

      He stepped forward and frowned. “I don’t see anything repeating.”

      “Look at this one,” she said, tapping one of the symbols. It was a series of interlocking triangles, and within that were small circular shapes. It was a rune for each of the elements, and the way it interlocked, the way it intersected, suggested that each of the elements was tied together. It did repeat across the wall, but he didn’t see anything about that repeating pattern that he thought would be of much use. The pattern existed, but he couldn’t tell anything more about it.

      “Count it out,” she said.

      Tolan smiled at her. “Count it out?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Count it out. Count the different shapes you see.”

      Tolan shrugged and then began to count. From the first symbol to the next one like it, there were four in between. From that it was five, then seven, then nine, then four.

      Tolan started paying attention.

      It did repeat.

      Given what he knew of things when it came to elements and the elementals, he had to believe that the pattern itself was significant.

      How could it not be?

      Tolan focused on the pattern and swept his gaze around the wall, looking at the shapes. It wasn’t the only one. There were other runes with similar patterns.

      It wasn’t a straightforward pattern, but it was definitely repeating.

      Interesting.

      Could I find something in that?

      “I don’t know what it means,” Ferrah said. “So don’t ask me, but I’m just telling you there is something to it.”

      “We should write it down,” he said. “Maybe we could get one of the master librarians to come out here.”

      This was exactly the kind of thing the master librarians would have been thrilled to find. They would love seeing patterns like this and they would love to know there was something that they might be able to uncover. Master Jensen in particular.

      “That’s a good idea. They understand most of the runes, and they have an eye for patterns.”

      “I don’t know if it could help us at all.”

      “It might,” she said.

      Even if it did, it would take time for them to be able to uncover anything. It would take time for them to search through those patterns to find anything useful, and in that time, others would suffer.

      Then again, with time, Tolan could continue to work on trying to find whether or not there was anything that he might be able to learn about the injury he’d sustained. If he were able to understand it, he might find a way to heal himself. That was what he needed.

      “I can see you worry about how long it will take.”

      “I didn’t say—”

      “You don’t need to say anything. I can tell from your face what you’re thinking. You’re right. This will take some time, and I don’t know if we have enough time to keep digging into this. You keep suggesting we have a limited timeline, and you keep thinking that if we don’t act soon, we’re going to end up facing an attack we aren’t prepared for.”

      “I don’t know what Rory might do.”

      “He doesn’t even know how to get to us.”

      “I know.”

      Tolan had not yet determined how Rory would be able to get out of the painting. The last time Tolan had seen and detected Rory, he had been trapped within the painting, and Tolan had hoped that he would’ve had more time to delay him. He needed time to try to understand what Rory and the others might do, and how to defeat them and keep them from harming the people of Terndahl.

      For now, the waste remained enough of a barrier that Rory couldn’t cross it. By not having a connection to an element bond, he had to rely upon his own power, and if there was one thing Tolan knew from the time that he had spent with Rory, it was that he feared being separated from his connection.

      “We can work quickly,” she said.

      “I know we can,” he said.

      “I’m sure that several of the master librarians would be willing to come here.”

      Tolan nodded. It would be similar to when they had gone out to the center of the waste, searching for answers. This wouldn’t be about the Guardians or even a Convergence. Instead, now the master librarians would have to search for something even more important.

      Tolan looked around, pushing out with a hint of spirit to find answers.

      What if I tried each of the elements?

      He pushed outward with a shaping of each of the elements, adding spirit, and he began to probe, sweeping that shaping through the walls. The runes started to glow. They did so slowly, with a soft energy, but they definitely were glowing.

      Tolan continued to hold onto a focus with all the elements, letting that power surround him. There was a strong connection here. He drew not only from himself, but from this land and from everything around him. He drew from the sense of the Convergence, as well as from the elementals.

      There was a message within those bondars, and Tolan could feel it.

      Ferrah stayed near him, tracing her hand along the wall, running her fingers along the different runes. She shaped, though her shaping was quite a bit different than Tolan’s.

      “Do you see anything?” he asked.

      “Anything you can’t?” She shook her head. “I doubt I will. You’re the one most connected to these runes anyway.”

      She used each of the other elements, other than spirit, and shaped them at the walls, wrapping them in much the same way that Tolan did. It added to what he was doing, but something else was taking place as well.

      She was drawing through him.

      That was strange.

      It reminded him of what the draasin did when calling upon power from Tolan, not by drawing on his own. Ferrah did something similar.

      “Do you know what you’re doing?”

      She looked back at him. “I think I have some experience here, Tolan,” she snapped.

      Tolan held her gaze, watching her for a moment. “It’s not that. It’s the way that you’re calling upon power. I can feel it.”

      “I know that you can feel it. I know you have your way of detecting power.”

      “This is different. This is me able to feel what you’re doing, almost as if you’re drawing some of it through me.” The draasin moved forward, rubbing up against Tolan. He had expected that would get the draasin’s attention.

      Ferrah continued her shaping, calling power through her, but also through Tolan. “I don’t know.”

      “Is it the spirit bond?” he asked the draasin.

      “It’s possible, but I would’ve expected that someone like her would have done that.”

      “What do you mean someone like her?” Ferrah asked.

      “What he describes is a connection to elemental.”

      “Sort of how I’m connected to you.”

      The draasin rumbled softly, steam emanating from his nostrils. “Similar. I wouldn’t have expected her to be able to bond you with a similar connection. The fact that she could…”

      Tolan frowned, but there was no doubt that she was calling upon power from him.

      What did it mean that Ferrah was drawing power out of me? Could it be that I’m the elemental in this scenario? It was strange, but what else could it be?

      When he had been separated from himself, tearing his spirit self from his body, he had become something else. That something different might have been elemental enough that Ferrah would’ve been able to bond to him.

      Even stranger still was that it had taken them this long to recognize it.

      Then again, in the time since he’d returned, there had been no need for either of them to draw upon that much power. They had been calling upon it, but they hadn’t found anything. They had not had the need to do so.

      Ferrah continued shaping, and Tolan withdrew.

      In doing so, he wanted to see whether there was anything Ferrah might do that he would be able to feel differently. As he withdrew from the shaping, she continued to call power from him. There was something else happening, though.

      It wasn’t just calling power from him. It was the way she was calling power. There was a hint of something different within it. Spirit.

      Tolan smiled to himself. “Can you feel that?”

      “What am I supposed to feel?”

      “Feel the fifth element.”

      Her shaping faltered for a moment. She turned to him, frowning, but she held onto the power she was using. She mixed all of the elements together, binding them and twisting them into a tight pattern of power. That pattern continued to mix, continuing to spiral, and then she started to push it outward.

      Spirit came with it.

      This must’ve been what it was like when he was drawing from hyza.

      When he bonded to the draasin, the bond was different than what he had with hyza. The draasin was a sharing, almost as if the two of them were passing power back and forth. With Ferrah, there was a definite one-sided nature to it. Strange that it would be like that, but stranger still that he was reassured she would have that connection.

      “Try it again,” Tolan said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Keep trying. Keep pulling upon that power.”

      “How else should I do it?”

      Tolan didn’t know. He wanted for her to be able to maintain a connection that would be useful. More than that, it would be useful to both of them. Having Ferrah have a connection to spirit would open things up to her in a way she had not experienced before. In all the time that he had been with her, that was the one piece Ferrah had been missing.

      Strange that it would be him.

      Perhaps not so strange.

      She started shaping again, clenching her jaw and studying him.

      The power flowing out of her was enormous, but not all of it was coming from her. She started to mix each of the elements deliberately, using one after another, and when it came down to spirit, she started more tentatively.

      Tolan gave a soft knowledge.

      Barely more than that. He didn’t want to have to shove too much of that power upon her, wanting her to explore on her own and knowing that if she were to do so, it would grant her an opportunity to better know the elements. By giving her that gentle connection, a slight shove of power, she wouldn’t need him to do anything different. Ferrah’s eyes opened slightly and she continued to pull upon power. This time, she was pulling upon it with spirit. It was mingling and mixing and drawing from her.

      The draasin rubbed up against Tolan, staying near him. Heat radiated from him. The draasin was on edge.

      “It’s okay,” Tolan said.

      “I’m sure it is,” the draasin said.

      There was something about the way he said it that told Tolan he wasn’t quite sure about it. There was something in the draasin’s posture that suggested it was more than just concern that had him there.

      “What is it?”

      “This is unusual.”

      “For a baby, you sure seem to know quite a bit about what’s unusual.”

      The draasin growled softly and steam drifted away from his nostrils. “Sometimes you are the baby.”

      Tolan smiled, pushing spirit out. Ferrah wrapped around it.

      She didn’t have the knowledge to shape it, but did that mean she couldn’t have it?

      Tolan had it, and if they were connected, then that knowledge was there; able for her to borrow.

      He used the connection between them and opened that part of his mind to her. In doing so, he forced out the understanding of how to use spirit. Her shaping suddenly shifted. It became more complicated and she drew upon spirit in a way that she hadn’t before. As she did, she started to laugh, tapping her foot as she continued to draw upon power.

      “How is this possible?” she whispered.

      “Our connection,” Tolan said.

      “I’ve never heard of anyone having a connection like this.”

      From the draasin, Tolan had the sense he hadn’t either, and from the draasin, he had the sense the elemental was troubled by what had formed. Regardless, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they had a connection and Tolan could draw upon the power—but so could Ferrah.

      He called upon the Convergence. He let that power fill him, flowing outward.

      It solidified the bond between them, linking them.

      For the first time since the attack, something good had come out of what had taken place. Not that something good had not happened before. With everything else, Tolan at least understood that there was something to The Lands Beyond, and that there were some people in the Beyond.

      He understood Roland might have acted for a reason. It was a reason he almost wished the other man had lived long enough to share. Then again, had he lived, Tolan wasn’t sure the man would have been forthright. Roland was willing to risk much, to try much, to control the kind of power he thought he needed.

      It was more than that, though. Tolan suspected that Roland’s motivation was not simply to try to escape from the draw of what the others were doing. It was about trying to control power and to reach the power needed to overwhelm Rory and the others. Had he succeeded, Tolan had little doubt that Roland would have been the one ruling.

      Taking a deep breath, he pushed power out through the walls, using each of the elements and spirit, and could feel Ferrah doing the same. “Now that we’ve established that, we should turn our attention back to what we were doing before. This is what we need to focus on,” he said.

      “I’d like to keep practicing with spirit,” Ferrah said.

      “You draw off me,” he said. “When you call upon spirit, it’s calling through me. There are limits to the power I have.”

      She leaned toward him. “Limits? To the great Tolan Ethar?”

      “Even Tolan Ethar has limits to the power he can access. I tried to draw through the element bonds so I don’t limit myself.”

      “If you’re saying that so I won’t draw too much power off you, then I won’t.”

      Tolan nodded. He didn’t know if there would be some way to limit how much power he allowed her. It was something he would have to work on with hyza and the draasin. Then again, with the draasin, Tolan wasn’t sure he would be able to teach him how to set limits.

      Tolan searched the cavern, sweeping his gaze around. The bondars didn’t give him any answers. Not that he expected them to. In here, there was simply the power of this place pushing against him. Surprisingly, there wasn’t anything more to it.

      He thought there would be more here. Especially if this was a place where the people that had come from The Lands Beyond had eventually settled.

      More and more, Tolan had that suspicion. The people of The Lands Beyond had left, at least some of them. Knowing what he did about the barriers within the Beyond, the power that was there, it would explain what had happened to these people and why they had knowledge but not the same ability to shape. It had been stripped from them as they had gone through the barrier.

      Could they have left recently?

      It was possible that his father wouldn’t have known. It was possible that some of these people would not have known. Maybe there was something he could find from the individual villagers. All of that involved taking time, and all of that involved searching and spending time he knew they didn’t have. It wasn’t going to take him knowing the history of his land. That would come later when they were trying to work with those people.

      He released his shaping.

      Ferrah continued shaping for a while longer, calling upon power from within Tolan, but only a little bit. As she did, he attempted to cut her off, trying to separate her power from his.

      He looked down at the draasin.

      His wings were spread and he leaned forward on them, resting. Power emanated from him, drawing from Tolan in such a way, he barely even recognized it. Some of that power came through the element bonds so that the draasin was not calling upon power directly from Tolan.

      “Is there some way for me to do the same thing with her?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I don’t want to sever the connection.”

      “If you do, I suspect it’s permanent.”

      “Then I definitely don’t want to do that.”

      “It can be dangerous.”

      “Dangerous because I might draw too much.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that why the elementals didn’t like the bond?”

      The draasin rumbled, and Tolan had a sense of frustration from him. “I’m not sure.”

      It was a question for the Draasin Lord.

      “Stay here,” he said to Ferrah.

      She nodded absently, focusing on the walls.

      With that, Tolan stepped free of the cave, used a warrior shaping, and traveled to the Draasin Lord. He was nearby, and he could feel the heat and energy from the Draasin Lord, but there was something that was different.

      The fatigue within him was the primary sense.

      Tolan held onto that sense from the Draasin Lord, the power he could detect from within him. He stepped closer to him, feeling him. There was energy from within him.

      He rested his hand on the Draasin Lord and looked up at the massive creature. “I have a question if you have time.”

      The Draasin Lord stirred, barely opening his eyes. “What is your question, Tolan Ethar?”

      “When the bond is one-sided, do the elementals suffer?”

      “There is danger to the elementals.”

      “Danger because the shaper might pull too much.”

      “Danger,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “What would happen if a shaper were to take too much from an elemental?”

      “Danger,” the Draasin Lord repeated.

      Tolan nodded. “I have that sense, but why?”

      “They must limit it.”

      “If they don’t, what would happen?”

      “There would be a danger of too much power coming off.”

      Tolan focused on that sense of energy, and he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there was something that he needed to better understand.

      “How?”

      The Draasin Lord looked up, raising his massive head, and he swung it toward Tolan. “Elementals are power.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “Power goes toward those who do not have it.”

      “It doesn’t feel the same way with the draasin.”

      “You are both power.”

      Tolan frowned. “But I have access to the element bonds, and I have access to the Convergence, and I have access to the elements…”

      So too did the draasin. That was what the Draasin Lord was trying to tell him. It meant that his bond, and the bond the elementals formed, was one-sided.

      But why?

      “Power is danger,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “Why is it danger? It seems to me those who have power and who can use it in the right way are not dangerous.”

      The Draasin Lord settled his head back down. He breathed slowly, looking out into the distance. “Careful, Tolan Ethar. You are powerful.”

      With that, the Draasin Lord breathed out. Tolan waited for him to say something else, but he didn’t. It was more than that, though. He kept waiting for the Draasin Lord to take another breath, but there was no other breath. The Draasin Lord had stopped breathing.

      Tolan stared at him for a long moment, waiting, but the Draasin Lord had finally become too tired.

      Even as he waited, he was aware the Draasin Lord wouldn’t take a breath. He could feel that through the fire bond. Something surged within the bond, something bright and powerful, and he recognized how it had changed.

      That power filled him, and for a moment, he had a surge of understanding, and a surge of power, and a surge of something more. That something more told him all that he needed to know about what had happened.

      The Draasin Lord was there, filling the fire bond. The Draasin Lord had returned.

      But the Draasin Lord was gone.

      Tolan rested his hand on him, tears streaming down his face.

      “Rest well, old friend.”
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      Tolan stood in place for a long time, keeping his hand resting on the Draasin Lord’s side. Heat radiated from the Draasin Lord, though it already started to fade, the color also disappearing from his side. There had always been a faint radiant glow coming from the Draasin Lord, and now it was gone, much like him. Feeling the heat dissipate made his loss somehow more real—and more painful.

      He swallowed back the lump that formed in his throat. For whatever reason, the Draasin Lord had lasted far longer than Tolan thought he had intended. It was almost as if he had tried to linger until some great feat had been accomplished, though Tolan didn’t think that he had quite accomplished that yet. The Draasin Lord believed that Tolan could do and be more than he had, but Tolan didn’t know whether that was true. He didn’t want to disappoint the Draasin Lord or his memory, much like he didn’t want to disappoint the memory of Master Minden.

      The rocky landscape around him blurred as the power of the elements surged. Tolan ignored it, keeping his hand resting on the Draasin Lord’s side. He ignored everything other than the massive Draasin Lord.

      He was gone.

      He felt for fire, for the fire bond, but if he was there…

      If he was there, he wouldn’t want me reaching for him. Not yet.

      Tolan could feel the power all around him, and gradually he looked up. Elementals started to surround him. They came from the free elemental land, and they came from places out in Terndahl; places where they had been hiding.

      The young draasin arrived, landing next to Tolan and settling near him. Power emanated from him and he breathed out a hint of flame and fire as he stared at the Draasin Lord, sadness brimming in his bright red eyes.

      “It was his time,” Tolan said.

      “It was,” the draasin said.

      “I wish…”

      Tolan shook his head. He didn’t know what he wished. There were things the Draasin Lord would have liked to have done, and things the Draasin Lord would have liked to have known, but he had lived a long time, and in the days he’d had remaining, his life had meaning.

      He had offered Tolan advice toward the end.

      Careful.

      That sort of caution was the kind of thing Tolan worried about. There was some reason behind it, and it had to be more than just caution with power. The caution was something else as well, though Tolan had no idea whether there was anything he might be able to do. As the elementals converged, he remained near the Draasin Lord, and he held onto the power within him.

      He maintained that connection, maintaining that power, and he latched onto it.

      “I wish there was something more I could have done for him,” he said.

      “You did everything you could for him,” the draasin said.

      “What was that?”

      “You gave him hope.” The draasin rumbled and started to call upon fire.

      This time, it wasn’t fire from within Tolan. This time, the fire that the draasin pulled upon was only through the fire bond, and it seemed to fill the draasin, granting him strength and power and a sense of energy that he didn’t otherwise have. The draasin continued to call upon that power, letting it fill him, flowing outward. It was an enormous sense of energy; a surge. At first, Tolan wondered what the draasin was doing, but then he started to understand.

      This was his way of filling himself with the power he was borrowing from the now deceased draasin. By calling on that power, he called upon the energy the Draasin Lord had left.

      Tolan held onto that energy. He could feel the power all around him, and he was aware of the nature of what was there. It was a considerable sense of energy. It came from everything all around him; not only from him.

      A shaping stirred near him and Tolan looked up briefly. Ferrah drifted down from above. She landed next to him, slipping her hand into his, saying nothing. She didn’t need to. She knew. The connection between them, the bond that they had formed, told her everything.

      It would’ve been the same with the draasin, though with the draasin, Tolan wondered if he would even need to say anything. With his connection to the Draasin Lord, and to fire, it was possible he wouldn’t have needed to say anything at all.

      The elementals stirred around them.

      Some of them were elementals Tolan recognized from when he had freed them from The Lands Beyond. Most of them were elementals from this land, from the free elemental village, and from everywhere around here.

      Holding onto that sense, Tolan recognized the elementals, but he also recognized the way they were fluctuating the power they were holding, mixing back and forth between their various forms, drifting between being here and being within the bond.

      It was a strange and powerful sensation, and it filled him with an understanding of the true nature of the elementals and the way they cared for the Draasin Lord.

      They had cared for him.

      It wasn’t just respect and fear, though Tolan had a sense that there was some of that.

      How could there not be when the Draasin Lord was such a majestic and powerful creature?

      This was appreciation. This was an understanding that the Draasin Lord had stood for things they needed and that the Draasin Lord had done everything in his power to try to protect them.

      As the elementals continued to swirl, that power concentrated, congregating here and flowing toward the Draasin Lord. His body started to ripple and change.

      At first, Tolan wasn’t sure what to make of it. He didn’t know if there was anything the elementals were doing that he wanted to resist, even as he didn’t know if there was anything he would be able to resist. He didn’t want the elementals to damage the memory of the Draasin Lord, not that he thought they would.

      Instead, as they continued to send power swirling around them, the Draasin Lord’s body began to shimmer, his massive scales starting to fluctuate with color, and then it began to dissolve, turning to dust. A swirl of heat radiated from it, wafting away.

      Tolan stood there for long moments after his body was gone.

      The other elementals continued to swirl around, though Tolan didn’t pay any attention to them. He could feel them, and he could feel the draasin near them, but he didn’t want to look at them. There was no point in it. At this point, all he cared about was the remnants of the Draasin Lord.

      “I can’t believe he’s gone,” Tolan said.

      “I remember when I first saw him. I remember how scared I was,” Ferrah said.

      “I was scared when I first saw him as well,” Tolan said.

      “You were at least prepared for what you saw.”

      “Because I was connected to the elements?”

      “Because you were working with the elementals. You didn’t view them the same way. I think…” She shook her head, looking up toward the sky, toward the sun, and a hint of a sad smile crossed her face. “I suppose it doesn’t matter what I think.”

      “What is it?”

      “Perhaps it’s best that he is gone. He wanted the world to know the elementals, but he also would have been too much.” She glanced over at the young draasin, who had curled up where the Draasin Lord had been before he had disappeared. Now this small draasin was the last one remaining. At least, he was until Tolan released the other draasins from their eggs, though Tolan didn’t know if doing so would be safe.

      “Why?”

      “Think about how massive he was. If anyone would have seen something that big, they would have been terrified. Only shapers who understood the Draasin Lord and that the elementals aren’t dangerous would have been able to recognize and understand just what he was and what he meant.”

      As much as Tolan wished he could argue with that, there was a sense within it.

      She was right.

      It was part of the reason that the Draasin Lord remained outside Amitan. For that matter, the Draasin Lord had remained mostly outside of Terndahl. Only rarely had he entered Terndahl, and only when he had enough power and a connection to the elements that he could control in such a way that he would be able to conceal himself.

      “I think he knew,” Tolan whispered.

      “I’m sure he knew.” She turned to the small draasin. “What now for him?”

      “He’s stayed with us,” Tolan said.

      “He has, but only because he’s been small. What happens when he gets larger?”

      Tolan didn’t know. He didn’t have any idea how large this draasin would get, and he didn’t know what the draasin might need to attain that size. More than that, he was starting to feel that the draasin could no longer be alone.

      There needed to be others.

      The Draasin Lord had been the only draasin for so many years that Tolan wondered if the isolation had affected him in ways that he could not even understand. How could it not?

      “We have to free the others.”

      “They’re eggs, Tolan.”

      “Eggs, bondars, something along that line. Either way, we have to free them.”

      “Are you sure it’s safe to do?”

      “No,” he said.

      Even though he didn’t know if it was safe, he thought it was necessary. When it came to the elementals, sometimes that was the key.

      He held onto the elements, and he focused on each of them, pushing out a sense of spirit that connected him to the others. He did so briefly, letting it wash away from him, bridging him to the others.

      They reacted, pushing out a response. All of them were mourning. It was sorrow, sadness, and it was a celebration.

      Tolan could feel it. He thought this would be what the Draasin Lord would have wanted.

      “It’s time for us to return to Amitan,” he said.

      “And then what?”

      “We need to still understand the cave. We need to understand whether the people in the Beyond are anything like the people here. And I want to do everything I can for the draasin.”

      Ferrah looked as if she wanted argue, but she closed her mouth, nodding instead.

      It was a strange thing, mostly because he could feel through the connection they shared that she had wanted to argue, but she also recognized the desire within him. He could feel it from her.

      Would we get to the point where we are able to communicate without words?

      He drew on the warrior shaping.

      The draasin crawled near and looked up at Tolan. With a surge of power, the warrior shaping carried them back to Amitan.

      They landed atop the tower, which was flat, circular, and designed to handle the power of shapers. The stone was stout and solid, the presence of earth buried deep within it as if it funneled energy through the Convergence, though Tolan didn’t know if that were the case or not. He had not seen any runes atop the tower to indicate that it channeled each of the elements, other than the runes on the exterior of the different element towers. None of them funneled power back to the central tower, though. They served to access the Convergence, and perhaps the power of the Convergence provided the entirety of the Academy with greater power.

      Strange, the things he would suddenly be aware of.

      These days, Tolan felt increasingly aware of all of the elements, the elementals, and the power that was around him. These days, he felt as if he were drawn away, as if he could simply let that power drag him free and he might find something else. Perhaps not even at the Academy.

      Why should I stay here, injured as I am, unable to teach the way that I once had, when there were so many other options?

      Tolan forced those thoughts down.

      He stood there for a moment, looking out over the city.

      From here, he could sense the people out in the city, the power that was here, and he could sense the connections they shared. There seemed to be something more he might be able to recognize from it, a way the people here had connected to the element bonds, but today it wasn’t nearly as potent as it normally was.

      “What about you?” he looked at the draasin, frowning to himself. “What will you do?”

      “The same as I always do.”

      “What is that?”

      “Feed.”

      With that, the draasin shimmered, becoming a surge of fire, and then he disappeared.

      Ferrah stared after him, holding onto fire, using that as her way of trying to understand just what the draasin had done, but she shook her head. “I can never get over how he’s able to do that.”

      “He is an elemental.”

      “The Draasin Lord was an elemental, but he wasn’t able to do that.”

      “Maybe he could do that before he got older.”

      “You’re saying this is some technique of the younger draasin?”

      Tolan shrugged. “I don’t really know. It might only be because of what we’d done.”

      Or, more accurately, what he had done.

      They headed into the Academy and he paused in the hall of portraits as he often did, lingering a moment. Ferrah stayed with him, giving him space.

      A thought came to him. He turned to her. “Do you see anything here?”

      “Tolan, I have looked at the portraits many times, but I’ve never been able to see anything.”

      “What about now? If you really are bonded to me in some way, and if you really do have a way of reaching for that power, then you should be able to see something.”

      She stepped forward. “I hadn’t considered that.”

      Tolan didn’t know if it would even work. He studied the paintings. On the one nearest him, there were draasin. Three of them were flying in the sky, soaring over a rocky plain. There was a sense of heat radiating everywhere, and Tolan could see that heat practically glowing from within the painting. It was strange to feel that way about a painting, but it was definitely there.

      Ferrah walked along the wall of portraits, studying them.

      Tolan focused on this one. It seemed that there needed to be something that he would understand about the draasin.

      Having lost the Draasin Lord, Tolan wanted to know more. He wanted to know if there was anything more they might be able to learn about the Draasin Lord, and about the other elementals in general.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the fire bond.

      If he went down to the Convergence and entered the fire bond, he thought he might be able to find the Draasin Lord.

      But is that what I really to do? More importantly, is that what the Draasin Lord needed me to do? If I were to do that, I would take away the Draasin Lord’s ability to settle within the bond.

      Tolan had a feeling the Draasin Lord needed that opportunity.

      What would happen if he were pulled out too soon?

      Perhaps nothing. Perhaps everything.

      Tolan opened his eyes and found Ferrah standing in front of one portrait along the end of the hall. “I’ve never seen this before.”

      “What is it?”

      “There is something here.”

      “There’s something on all of these,” he said.

      “I’ve heard you say that, and I believed it, it’s just…” She shook her head, leaning closer. Tolan had done the same thing when he had first been trying to understand the portraits.

      “What are you seeing?” he asked.

      “There’s a river. A man near it. I can almost see something else.”

      Tolan joined her and looked at the painting. This was an impressive one. It was a stone bridge that arched over a river. The river had rapids flowing through it. The water had a steady current to it, and there were flickers of green within it. The elementals were there.

      “It’s in the water,” Tolan whispered.

      “What is?”

      “The elemental.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know. This is a spirit shaping. I suspect if you were to reach into our connection and borrow from me, you might be able to understand just what they did here.”

      Tolan didn’t know whether or not that would even be possible. He suspected that with Ferrah and their connection she might be able to find something.

      But if she couldn’t, what would she do?

      Knowing Ferrah as he did, she might continue to search, to dig; to try to pull power from him until she found the answers that she wanted. Doing that might be dangerous to him. Tolan didn’t know if it would be or not, but her continuing to call upon spirit, trying to find those answers, certainly would pose some risk to him.

      “I think the images will continue to appear to you in time. It takes time.”

      “I want to see them.”

      “You have.”

      “I haven’t, though.”

      Tolan opened his mind, pushing the image out from him. Within that, he showed her all the portraits that he saw.

      She gasped. She started walking along the hall of portraits, looking at each of them, leaning closer, shaking her head at each one.

      “That’s what you see?”

      “I’ve told you that’s what I see.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      They paused, and this time, Ferrah was the one seeing the portraits.

      It would be good for somebody else to have the opportunity to study them. Knowing Ferrah as he did, and knowing the power she could control, along with the inquisitive nature of her mind, he expected that having her looking at the portraits would be beneficial.

      She stopped at another one. This one was an image of the wind.

      It was a difficult one for him to see. Within it, the wind spiraled, but it was faint and faded. Even now, there was little to it. It was almost as if the wind gusted over a grassy plain, swirling out over it. She studied it and leaned close. As she did, she pushed out with a shaping, using wind and adding a hint of spirit, drawing it from Tolan.

      Her connection to spirit was impressive, especially how quickly she had gained mastery over it. Ferrah continued pushing that power outward, and as she did, she let the energy roll away from her.

      “I see it,” she whispered.

      “I’m sure that you can.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because you’re using wind and spirit.”

      She stepped back, clasping her hands behind her back as she stared at the portrait. “Amazing.”

      “Amazing. Dangerous. Powerful. All of those would describe this.”

      “We have to be careful with this, don’t we?”

      “I think so. I don’t really know what Rory could do with these portraits. Or if these portraits are all interconnected.”

      “What if they are?”

      “I’m more concerned about what would happen if they are not.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it means there are other lands, places that might be more like the one Rory came from. It means we might have more to be concerned about than we already realize.”

      Ferrah nodded slowly, staring at the painting. “If they are connected, then he and his others could come through any of them.”

      “They could,” Tolan said.

      “Except you only blocked off one of them.”

      “That was the only one he saw me step out of.”

      “What if he’s aware of the others?”

      “I don’t know that he would be.”

      “You don’t know that he would be, or you don’t want him to be?”

      Tolan frowned. “He was connected to spirit, but I don’t have the sense he could do so in a way that allowed him that knowledge.”

      “You don’t know for sure, though.”

      Tolan shook his head. When it came to Rory, Tolan didn’t really know anything with any certainty. The other elemental had betrayed him, had used power, and had connected to Tolan with spirit. Because of that, Tolan had to wonder if perhaps there was something more that he hadn’t truly understood. If so, then Tolan should focus on trying to protect all of these portraits, not just the one Rory was trapped in.

      If that were the case and I needed to do that, then what would it take? I had sealed off the one portrait, but what if I needed to seal off the others as well?

      He started to create a shaping over them.

      “Now?”

      “I thought it safest,” he said.

      “I can help,” she said.

      “You might need to.”

      Together, they walked along the hall, sealing off all the portraits. On a whim, Tolan added a rune near each one, tapping the wall and placing another shaping. When he was done, he moved back and for a moment, weakness flowed through him.

      He’d been using quite a bit of power, and he had been drawing all of it through the element bonds, not from the Convergence. The weakness was more than just that, though. It was because Ferrah called on him as well.

      He would have to be careful.

      Already he was physically weakened. If he became magically weakened as well, then he wasn’t sure he would have the necessary strength to withstand anything that might happen next.

      “Come on.”

      “What are we doing now?”

      “Now we’re going to free the draasin.”
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      The eggs were arranged around the Convergence. Each of the eggs was small, oblong, and warm. It was easy to see how Tolan had believed them bondars when he had first found them, and easy to recognize the power within them now. Most had a single dark gray to black coloration to them, though several had striations of other colors, either red or green, or one with a pale yellow that swept through it. Each was a promise of a different kind of power. Tolan looked at the eggs, and then over at the draasin, and he focused on the power he could feel from the Convergence.

      This was the most sensible place for him to call upon that power, but at the same time, he wasn’t sure if leaving the draasin within the Convergence was what he wanted, though it might be what they needed.

      “Are you sure about this?” Ferrah asked.

      “No.”

      She started laughing. “At least you’re honest.”

      “Are you ready?” Tolan asked the draasin.

      There was an almost a sense of eagerness within the draasin, and he could tell the elemental was ready for Tolan to free another. He could feel that the power that connected them, the power that flowed between them, needed something else.

      Companionship.

      Even though Tolan and the draasin shared a certain sense of companionship, what the draasin wanted was something different. He wanted a connection and a sense of an elemental that was similar to him. Not that Tolan blamed him. It was the reason he had returned to his body. He didn’t want to stay in the form he’d been in because he had wanted to know his individual power and a sense of himself.

      Had he remained, he would’ve been alone. He would have been able to communicate with others and he would’ve able to connect with them, but it would have been different. That was what the draasin felt.

      Tolan walked along the outside of the Convergence, ignoring the silvery liquid within. He would need that power soon enough.

      He traced power around him, trying to decide which of the eggs would be next.

      Finally, one of them called to him.

      He stepped in front of it.

      Taking a deep breath, he called to the elements, drawing that power together, and then began to push it into the egg. He found Ferrah joining him, power calling through her. At first, Tolan wasn’t sure if her doing that was even safe, but it wasn’t as if she were using power that he wasn’t going to use. Her shaping added to what he did.

      He dipped into the power of the Convergence, drawing it through him. That sense of power continued to build, flowing between them. It worked back and forth, and they added power within the egg.

      It required considerable energy.

      Tolan continued to push, letting the power flow into the egg. It began to glow, and he used each of the elements, the same way he had when he had hatched the other draasin. Slowly, the egg began to take on more color. Heat built within it. Power built within it.

      When he added spirit, the egg shattered.

      As it did, fragments of the shell fell to the ground around it. The creature that came forth was small; though definitely draasin. It had a smallish head, little more than the size of a cat, and its wings were unfurled, still damp from its time within the egg. It slithered as it moved, shaking briefly, and then heat and warmth began to radiate from it. A streak of red ran along its back, interestingly similar in color to Ferrah’s hair.

      The draasin crawled forth.

      It was small, even smaller than the draasin that had been hatched within the building Beyond, but it was filled with the elements. Tolan leaned forward, holding onto power and energy, and he shaped into the draasin.

      “Not you,” the other draasin said.

      He looked up, glancing over, and then frowned. “Who?”

      The draasin nodded to Ferrah. “Her.”

      Ferrah crawled forward, getting down close to the draasin, and she called upon power. She pushed out from her, sending it into the draasin. By doing so, she continued to pull power. Much of it came from Tolan, but he didn’t mind.

      If it meant she was using power that would be going into the draasin, then how could I mind?

      That energy continued to flow out from her, flowing from him to her. He started calling upon the energy of the Convergence, using that to keep him strong. More and more flowed outward, and finally, something clicked. It was faint, and when Ferrah gasped, Tolan suspected what had happened.

      He looked over at the draasin, away from Ferrah. “You wanted her to bond.”

      “I thought it would be necessary.”

      “Why?”

      “Power.”

      “They won’t be connected the same way you and I are.”

      “We aren’t bonded, though,” the draasin said.

      “We aren’t?” Tolan had thought that they were fully bonded. The connection he shared with him was certainly different, though. Not the same as what he shared with hyza.

      “Had you done that, we would have been.”

      “We would have been?”

      “You connected to me when you were in your elemental form.”

      Tolan smiled to himself. “I still don’t think I was an elemental.”

      “You don’t think it, but you were. I could feel power you were holding onto, and I could feel the way you were controlling it. You might not have wanted to be an elemental, but in that moment, and in that place, you were.”

      “What would happen if I were to connect to one of the draasin now?”

      “You would bond to it.”

      “Why does that worry you?” He had a sense from the draasin that it did worry him.

      “I don’t know what it would do to me.”

      It was strange, but he thought he understood. By Tolan being connected in the way he was to the draasin, and the nature of the power that flowed between them, he couldn’t help but wonder if something might change. It would be more than just changing the connection between them. It would be more about the way that the power between them would alter, and whether or not the draasin would be able to call upon power from both of them.

      Perhaps the draasin was right.

      “If these others need to bond, then we would need to find people for them.” There were five other eggs, which meant five others who could be bonded to them.

      “Perhaps.”

      “You don’t think so?”

      “There was a time when not all were bonded.”

      “I’ve heard that, but I also wonder if perhaps the bond has benefits to both sides.”

      “Do you think it does?”

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah. They had a bond, and the nature of the bonds was different than what he had with the draasin. It was different than what he had with hyza. As he felt for that connection, he could feel the sense of Thoren through it and he could feel the way Thoren gave awareness to him. The elemental was not troubled by their bonds. Even more than that, the elemental appreciated the bond.

      Why, though?

      He probed, using the sense of spirit and earth to let him dive deeper into the sense of hyza, and as he did, he could feel something within the element bonds, something that allowed him to know the elemental in a way he hadn’t before.

      Hyza understood.

      In this manner, Tolan was calling upon power from hyza, but there was something hyza received too. It allowed Thoren to know Tolan. To know what it was like to be human. To know what it was like to be separated from the element bonds. The connection allowed Tolan to know the elemental, but it also allowed hyza to know a shaper.

      “Is that what it is?”

      “Both receive something,” the draasin said.

      Strange, but he thought he understood.

      And he thought it was right. That the elemental was telling him the truth.

      And he thought he could grasp that nature. He looked around at the other draasin eggs.

      “Should I hatch them?”

      “I think you must,” the draasin said.

      He looked over at Ferrah. “She needs to stay out of this one, then.”

      “She does.”

      Tolan turned to the next egg and began to pull power through it. Ferrah stepped closer to him but he shook his head. “You have already bonded.”

      “I didn’t—”

      Tolan looked up at her, smiling. “You don’t have to feel bad about it. It’s just that if you were to try to help me with this one, you might bond to the elemental, and I don’t know that that’s what you are supposed to do.”

      Ferrah nodded, and he started to shape. She backed away although every so often, he could feel her trying to reach into what he was doing and he had to gently push her away.

      Power exploded and flowed into the egg.

      Much like last time, as it did, Tolan added spirit. The bondar shattered.

      It was strange to think of the egg as a bondar, but in this case, that was what it was. It was holding the draasin—the elemental—inside. The draasin started to feed on power, the same way the last one had, the same way the very first draasin had. Energy came off the Convergence and Tolan shifted, letting the draasin feed directly.

      When he did, he stepped back and nearly stumbled.

      Ferrah was there, helping him up.

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      “This might be too much for you,” she said.

      “It might be, but it’s necessary.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they had these on a shelf in that place. They were afraid of the draasin.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      If the others had feared the draasin, then Tolan needed to involve the draasin. There was something else too. It wasn’t just that they had feared the draasin. It was the fact that Roland had taken on the form of the draasin.

      When he had faced Roland, there had been the danger to the elementals in The Lands Beyond. At that time, Tolan hadn’t known the truth, and still didn’t know if he knew all of the truth of those lands. What he understood was that the form that Roland had taken on, the illusion he had created, had been of a draasin, and that had intimidated the elementals.

      At the time, Tolan had simply thought that the appearance of the draasin was designed to demonstrate power, as he couldn’t see what else the draasin could be besides power. The more that he had learned, the more he began to question if perhaps there was another reason. Perhaps they feared not only the draasin but the connection to fire the draasin possessed, or perhaps something even more than that.

      That had scared them as well.

      Whatever else Rory was, he was an elemental. The elemental still recognized the power of the draasin. They would be afraid to anger him. Tolan could use that fear.

      Tolan turned to the next egg, and now that he had a sense of what was involved, he started to call that power and shatter the egg, shifting the feeding from him to the Convergence. When he was done, the draasin sat near the edge of the Convergence, drawing power off it. He finished his circuit, and when he was done, there were seven draasin now in the chamber.

      Surprisingly, all of them were of different sizes.

      The draasin he had hatched when he had been fighting Rory was the largest, and from what Tolan could tell from their connection, he was possibly the most powerful, but the others were of varying sizes. They had different colors as well. Some of them were blue with metallic shimmers across them. Others were a deep green, almost black. There was one that had a maroon hue to it. And there was one that was almost a pale yellow that brightened as power was drawn through it.

      All of them were impressive.

      Ferrah stayed near the draasin that he had hatched first here, the one she had bonded. That one had a greenish coloration to him, and there was a sense of energy coming from it and rolling toward Ferrah. He could feel the bond through his connection to her. Perhaps that was what the draasin had wanted for Tolan.

      Because Ferrah had bonded to the draasin, as the draasin became stronger and began to fill with power, Ferrah would be able to call on power from the draasin and wouldn’t need to draw off Tolan quite so much.

      He looked over at the draasin. “That was your plan, wasn’t it?”

      “I thought it necessary,” the draasin said.

      “Necessary, but it might also be dangerous.”

      “Perhaps, but not for the draasin.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can feel it’s not.”

      He didn’t know whether or not that was the case, but he had to believe there was something to it, and he continued to focus on the Convergence, the power the draasin were calling upon, and he let more of that flow out from him, into the draasin. As he did, he could feel the energy building from them, the way that they were holding onto it, and he pushed that sense out from him to find some way to connect more strongly to these others. There was a pushback from within the original draasin.

      “You don’t want me to communicate with them.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “Your sense is too powerful.”

      “How?”

      “You are too powerful.”

      Power. Danger.

      The words the Draasin Lord had said to him. Surprisingly, he didn’t always feel as if he was all that powerful. Especially now, given that his physical health was not what it once had been. Now he felt weak, diminished, and despite everything he could do with shaping, he didn’t feel as if he was nearly as strong as he wanted to be.

      The draasin watched him, and he had a sense from the draasin that perhaps his desire for strength, his desire for power, might not even matter.

      How could it, when I had a connection to the elements?

      Tolan looked over at Ferrah. “We did it.”

      “You did it. I only helped with this one.”

      “Only this one, but you were only meant help with that one.”

      “Meant to?”

      “I have a sense the draasin didn’t want you to be involved with any of the others.”

      She looked over at the draasin, frowning. “Why wouldn’t he have wanted that?”

      “Because you would have attempted to bond to them.”

      “I wouldn’t have done that.”

      “I know that, and you know that, but the draasin doesn’t believe that.”

      Ferrah smiled at him, tucking her hair behind her ears as she began shaping. The connection between them told Tolan immediately the kind of shaping she used, a mixture of fire and wind, as if she were to stretch her wings and take flight. “What now?”

      Tolan sighed. Now he didn’t really know.

      It might be time to coordinate with the Inquisitors.  They were all connected to the elements, but not to the elementals. He worried, though. If they were to go to The Lands Beyond, through the barrier, they would be stripped of their power. They needed to find a different way. Tolan thought about whether they could go through the portraits, but even if they did, he suspected Rory or the other elementals would have them guarded.

      Tolan started to say something to Ferrah when a blast of energy filled him.

      He looked over at the draasin. “Did you feel that?”

      “I did.”

      He reacted, forming a warrior shaping, and it carried him. It burst through the floors of the Academy, somehow bringing him through space in a way that he should not have been able to do, but he had simply reacted, following what he had detected. He pushed through the connection to Ferrah, warning her of what he’d done, and could feel her racing up the stairs, back into the library, and toward the hall of portraits, where he had emerged. Figures moved within the portraits, though they were fluttering along the hall in a way that left Tolan unsettled.

      They weren’t figures. They were elementals.

      Rory had escaped.

      Tolan pulled upon power, reaching for not only the sense of the elements and the element bonds, but also for the Convergence. Rory was at a disadvantage here.

      Tolan started forward.

      Something slammed into him, driving him back. He landed on his backside and scrambled to his feet. One of the elementals was there, darting toward him, using a knife of water and wind, slicing it toward him.

      Tolan brought his hands up and pressed out with each of the elements, blasting back. It threw the elemental away from him, but almost not in time.

      He had to call upon more power.

      Fire suddenly shimmered and the draasin appeared in the middle of the hall of portraits. The elemental turned toward him but the draasin called on the fire bond, radiating it outward. The elementals were forced back.

      They feared the draasin. He could use that.

      And Rory had to be here.

      Unless he wasn’t. Could Rory not have come himself? Why attack?

      Perhaps they’d wanted to feel them out and test their power.

      Tolan lashed out. He mimicked the type of attack the elementals used, forcing his shapings into a weapon, tightening that connection, using it in a band of power to strike outward.

      The elementals were forced back.

      Tolan continued to strike, sweeping at them with blast after blast, using the power within him, striking with as much energy as he could. The shaping energy felt different, though Tolan didn’t know why it should.

      Something was wrong.

      He looked over at the walls. Portraits were missing.

      “We have to keep them from taking the portraits!” he hollered, not sure if it was to the draasin or to Ferrah.

      Either one didn’t matter. Both needed to hear him.

      The draasin roared. He called upon fire, filling with power, and it exploded outward, radiating around the room. Power continued to blast from the draasin, radiating all around him.

      Ferrah stepped forward, striding in on earth and wind. She wrapped water, slashing it against the elementals. She controlled it in a way Tolan had never seen from her before. There was power within her, making her vibrant and alive, and undeniably amazing.

      She threw one of the elementals back, pinning it against the wall, and she held it there. She glanced over at him. “Go!”

      Tolan lunged forward. He grabbed for one of the portraits, but one of the other elementals was there, grabbing it, peeling it off the wall and shoving it into one of the other portraits. They were taking them and disappearing.

      Tolan lunged forward again.

      Ferrah struck at more of the elementals, sweeping power, blasting at them. With each one she blasted, they were thrown back. Tolan scrambled forward, grabbing another portrait, and this time he got to it in time.

      He peeled away, holding onto it, and spun—throwing it down the hall, using a shaping of wind to send it skittering along the ground until it disappeared.

      He could feel the elemental there. He stayed away from it.

      Tolan continued his attack, throwing more power out. There were at least five other elementals, maybe more, and they continued their assault.

      Tolan reached for another portrait but an elemental was there, grabbing it, and it disappeared. One by one, the portraits along the wall began to disappear. Tolan was pushed back as they deflected him. He did everything in his power to overwhelm them but didn’t have enough strength. These elementals were drawing on the element bonds. Tolan could feel their connection to it.

      Rory must have shown them.

      Rory had known Tolan, had known the power Tolan possessed, and Rory would’ve known what Tolan knew.

      There was nothing Tolan would be able to do to keep these elementals from knowing how to use the power of the element bonds. They were drawing on it, using that energy, and they were calling it through them in a way that Tolan wasn’t going to be able to stop. He searched for more power to send energy through him, but there was only a single portrait remaining.

      The elementals backed toward it. Tolan threw power at them, the draasin threw power at them, and Ferrah threw power at them.

      They weren’t enough.

      The elementals continued to back toward the portrait, and one by one, they slipped back inside it. They disappeared, leaving the empty wall of portraits other than the one they’d disappeared through. It was the one with the cave, the one with Light. Tolan couldn’t help but be unsurprised that would be the one that would betray them.

      “They came for the paintings?” Ferrah asked.

      “It was our way of reaching them.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Tolan stared at the painting. “They forced us to take only a single passage.”

      “There’s another way. You reached it that way.”

      Tolan shook his head. The draasin lay curled up along the back wall, heat radiating from his side. He was connected to the fire bond, and that connection radiated energy; a surge of power that flowed off him, far more powerful than Tolan could react to normally.

      “We can’t go that way. If we do, it strips our power from us.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “They have a shaping around the city. That shaping will prevent us from getting in. It will strip our power off us.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Unless he could figure out how to remove that shaping, and to prevent them from stripping power away from them, they wouldn’t be able to reach Rory and his elementals.

      He glanced down the hall. There was still one portrait, and if he had that one portrait, they would have a way to get in. He didn’t know which one it was, but at least with one…

      Tolan hurried down the hall but couldn’t find it. He searched, scrambling, but there was no sign of it.

      Where had it gone?

      “What are you looking for?” Ferrah asked.

      “There should be one here. I used a shaping to send it along the hall.”

      “That was you?” He nodded. “I used a shaping on it.”

      “What shaping?” With the painting missing, he had an idea.

      “Fire.”

      Tolan breathed out. The painting was destroyed. They had lost. Rory had won.

      He felt a sense of defeat he hadn’t felt in quite a while.

      Tolan turned to the portrait the lizard had come through. He could feel the energy from it. It was almost a taunt, almost as if Rory wanted him to try to go into it. Rory wanted to try to prove to him that he was helpless.

      Rory had made a point of telling him that he’d been alive for centuries. He’d been ruling for centuries. Tolan couldn’t do anything against that kind of power.

      He began to place a seal on the portrait, wrapping it in energy, though he had no idea whether it would even work. It had failed them already. He added runes around it, bridging as many as he could think of, before finally stepping back.

      Now he had to find another way.
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      Tolan paused in the hallway. He had been striding along, or at least giving a semblance of that movement, and he held onto a shaping as he moved through the hallway, irritation filling him. Rory had attacked, along with his elementals, and they had been weakened. Now they couldn’t do anything.

      Tolan had known that attack would come. He had been prepared—had thought that he had been, and yet even though he had known it would eventually come, he had not been nearly as prepared as he should have been.

      He nearly ran into Kerry.

      She was walking with three other Inquisitors, and when he practically collided with her, she waved them on and stayed back to talk with him. “Something happened,” she said.

      Tolan shook his head. “I’m not so sure that I can talk about it.”

      “I’m one of the chief Inquisitors,” she said. “If you can’t talk about it with me, then who can you talk about it with?”

      “I didn’t realize that you are one of the chief Inquisitors.”

      “We have reorganized,” she said, glancing along the hall. They were in one of the main halls. Around the corner, Tolan would be able to reach the library, and not far from here were the stairs leading up to the hall of portraits, which meant that he didn’t have very far to go before he headed to his destination. He was determined to see just what Rory had intended, and to continue probing, looking for answers about what he had done and whether there was any way to undo it.

      “Following some of the changes within the Academy,” Kerry continued, “we figured that there needed to be a different structure for the Inquisitors.”

      “You didn’t tell me.”

      “You aren’t an Inquisitor. You could be, though, I suspect.” She smiled at him. “Not that I imagine you would have any interest in it.”

      She brushed her dark hair back behind her head, watching him. There was a heat in her gaze, and Tolan could still feel something radiating from her through spirit. It was a desire to connect to him, to better understand him, and possibly even to use him.

      He understood all of those emotions from her.

      How could I not, as I had shared many of those emotions in the past with others?

      “I don’t think that I would be a very good Inquisitor. I have too many other places where I feel like I need to be active.”

      “That would make it difficult,” she agreed.

      “Besides, we have very skilled Inquisitors the way that it is.”

      “I don’t always feel like we do.”

      Tolan watched her. “Maybe I should share with you what happened.”

      “Don’t bother.”

      “I thought that you—”

      “I know what you thought, Tolan. And at the same time, I feel like, given everything that I have done to help you, you wouldn’t recognize how I could help.”

      Tolan breathed out, feeling like a fool. “I don’t want to diminish the Inquisitors. With what might be coming, the Inquisitors are going to be essential.”

      “What do you mean with what is coming?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t exactly know what I mean. Much like I don’t know what is coming. Only that something is. It’s dangerous, and if we aren’t ready for it…”

      “This is from The Lands Beyond, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      There was no use denying it. At this point, Tolan felt as if he wanted to take action, as if he needed to do something, but at the same time, he had no idea what that something was. He felt on edge. Restless, more than anything else.

      “If they pose a threat, then we need to ensure we keep them from harming us.”

      “Yes,” Tolan said.

      “Do you know anything?”

      “I know that they pose a threat.”

      “Beyond that.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t know anything beyond that.”

      “That is unfortunate.”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps it is, but at the same time…”

      At the same time, The Lands Beyond were still separated. The fact that Rory had needed to come through the portraits suggested that he didn’t have any other way to get to them. Rory wanted to find them, and knowing him—and Tolan thought that he did know Rory—he would want to use anything in his power in order to attack.

      “I will inform the others.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      She frowned at him. “Why are you sorry?”

      Tolan took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. He had been giving this some thought over the last few weeks and months. He had been struggling, and hadn’t really known why. Perhaps it was simply because there were these others out there, ready to attack, or perhaps it was about the others who needed help, people who were subjugated by the elementals, proving the point that so many within Terndahl had claimed all these years that the elementals were dangerous and deadly, but what he really struggled with was that for all of his efforts to bring about change and peace, all he had ended up doing was bringing about the next battle that Terndahl and Amitan faced.

      “When I first came to the Academy, we were in the throes of fears about the Draasin Lord. I remembered what it was like. I remember the fear that people had about the Draasin Lord, and always worrying about what would happen if he were to attack.” Tolan shook his head. “I was at the Academy when the Shapers Paths were targeted and shapers were harmed. I was here when others used the guise of the Draasin Lord in order to target other aspects of the Academy.” He could see those times still in his mind. He remembered how others had thought to gain power, growing stronger and trying to use that excuse in order to attack.

      In hindsight, it had been driven by his mother and by Roland, and by their dark goals, but all the same, it had still been a terrible time.

      “I thought we were past it. The last time we had any attacks like that in the city, or within Terndahl at all, has been more than five years ago. Five years of peace. Five years where we have been able to finally start to teach, to understand and learn what it means to reach for the elements or the elementals, but now…”

      “You blame yourself,” Kerry said, shaking her head. “It’s always you, Tolan Ethar.”

      “It’s not always me.”

      “You put so much upon yourself. It’s unnecessary. Do you think that any of this would’ve happened had you not done what you had done?”

      “We would’ve gotten through Roland and his attacks, but…”

      “But then what?”

      Tolan shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “I was taught when I was younger that change is hard. Painful. But what comes out on the other side is often more beautiful than what we knew before.” Kerry looked along the halls. It was just the two of them standing there, having this strange conversation. She turned back to Tolan. “When I first met you, I thought you a bit eccentric. I think all of the Inquisitors believe that you are a bit eccentric, and to a certain extent, you were. Are?” She shrugged. “Now I see you in a different light. You certainly are eccentric, but I think about the change you have brought about. I think about how much more we have learned about spirit, how to use it, and how it can be beneficial to all of Terndahl. I think about everything that you have taught us about the elements, the element bonds and how they can be accessed, and even about the elementals.”

      “Not everybody’s excited about the elementals.”

      “More than you realize. There are students who come into the Academy now who don’t fear the elementals. That was rare before you, Tolan. It has been change, and it has been hard, and it has been painful. But I think what we find is something much more beautiful than was there before.”

      Tolan grunted. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “For talking some sense into me.”

      “It surprises me that someone else would need to offer you advice.”

      “You’d be surprised. I used to go to Master Minden, but with her gone”—and she might not be fully gone, but inaccessible within the bond—“I don’t have the same person to go to.”

      “Perhaps you should spend more time reaching out to the Grand Master, asking him questions; using him for advice.”

      It wasn’t advice about how to use power. That had never been where Tolan had needed the guidance. It was about experience and trying to understand what he needed to do and what could be done on behalf of Terndahl.

      “I intend to do what I must to protect the Academy, Amitan, and Terndahl,” Kerry said. “I would ask that you do the same.”

      Tolan smiled tightly. “What if I can’t?”

      “You don’t think that you can offer your protection to the Academy?”

      “The Academy needs”—he shook his head—“What if I am needed elsewhere?”

      She frowned at him. “Then go elsewhere.”

      She looked past him, along the hall, and Tolan followed the direction of her gaze to see the other visitors who had been with her were waiting.

      He smiled. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. Just do what you have always done.”

      She hurried off, leaving Tolan alone.

      He stood there and decided that maybe what he really needed to do was to go to the Grand Master and get some advice, the same way that he once would get advice from Master Minden.

      With Rory attacking, Tolan was uncertain about what he needed to do.

      Maybe it was about staying here, defending the Academy, Terndahl, and all of the people and shapers within it. Maybe what Tolan needed to do was to stay here. That could be the message that Master Minden would have given him.

      Only, he struggled with that decision. It didn’t feel like the kind of thing that he normally would do.

      As he limped through the halls, adding a hint of shaping energy through him, he stopped at the Grand Master’s door and knocked. There was no answer.

      He knocked again, waiting, and as before, there was no answer.

      Finally, Tolan turned away.

      He had all of this restless energy and felt like he needed to use it. At the same time, he also felt like he needed to fulfill his obligations to the Academy, and to Amitan and Terndahl.

      That feeling brought him to the spirit tower. He stood in the open entrance of it, sweeping his gaze along the runes marked on the stone, and then used a brief shaping, carrying him up and into the tower itself. The shaping lifted him, and he saw a collection of students.

      Of course there would be a class in progress.

      Velthan was there, getting up from the desk, preparing to teach. When he saw Tolan, he locked eyes and nodded.

      Tolan hurried over to the desk. “I don’t mean to interrupt,” he said to Velthan.

      “It’s your class, Master Ethar.”

      Tolan turned to the students.

      Was it my class?

      These days, he didn’t feel like it was his, not the way that it had once been.

      And perhaps that had to change.

      He didn’t know what to make of what Kerry had said. All he knew was that she had some wisdom in her words, a message and a lesson that he felt like he needed to take from it.

      But what?

      He glanced over at Velthan. “What have you been working on?”

      “We have been focusing on how to use spirit to soothe.”

      Tolan nodded. “A good lesson. I’m sure you have been teaching it skillfully.”

      “I wouldn’t mind a refresher,” Velthan said.

      Tolan held his gaze for a moment, and though he knew Velthan was only saying that for his benefit, it still felt nice to hear.

      Maybe the normalcy of teaching would help him.

      He looked at the gathered students. He nodded at them, noticing familiar faces, and he did his best to hold onto a shaping to ensure that he wasn’t showing his weakness, but at the same time, he knew they would have questions.

      Rumors spread.

      Velthan had said that, and Tolan knew that rumors would spread and the only way to head off rumors was to speak up about them himself.

      What other way could I do it other than teaching?

      “I know that Shaper Velthan has been working with you on your technique on soothing with spirit. I’m sure that he has been an excellent instructor.” He didn’t need to turn to feel Velthan’s reaction through spirit. “I figured that you and I haven’t had much opportunity these days. Certainly not the way that we once had. What questions do you have?”

      He waited, looking around the inside of the room, sweeping his gaze around as he looked at the gathered shapers, but none of them answered.

      He could feel their hesitation, and could feel through spirit that many of them feared this was some sort of setup, as if he were going to react if they asked the questions that were on their minds.

      Tolan tried something different.

      “I can tell that many of you have questions, and I will try to mix answers with a lesson. How does that sound?”

      The students nodded slowly.

      Tolan smiled.

      He glanced back at Velthan. “As you have been learning, spirit can be used to soothe. It’s an accepted use of spirit, unlike compelling somebody. That can also be done, but it’s much more dangerous, and there is the challenge of using spirit in a way that forces somebody to act outside of how they normally would.” He shook his head. “There are times when such a thing may be necessary. I could think of somebody who didn’t realize that they were going to walk off a cliff, for example.” Somebody chuckled. “Or if they were going to fall into a cave.” More chuckles. “And there are times when you need to keep them from doing something dangerous, such as with one of the elements.”

      “How do you know if it’s dangerous?” Jessica asked. She was a younger shaper with a sharp nose and an easy smile.

      Tolan looked over at her, nodding. He was glad that she had spoken up. “That’s a great question. How do you know? Well, when you are a skilled spirit shaper, you will find that you have access to knowledge that others do not. It has made spirit shapers come across as dangerous, but also arrogant over the years.” He smiled. “And I’m including myself in that description. There are people who would likely accuse me of arrogance. And they wouldn’t be that far off. I have done things many times over the years where I have thought it necessary, where I have believed that I knew what was right, and I had taken action thinking that if I did not some great disaster would take place.”

      “Have you ever used a compelling shaping?” Tabor asked. He was a shorter shaper, already with tendencies leaning toward water, and had just a hint of spirit sensing, but no ability to shape it. Yet. That wasn’t to say that he couldn’t reach for it. Tolan remained convinced that there would be a possibility for him to one day reach spirit, and to use it, and like any other student here—to master it.

      “I have. Unfortunately, there has been a time when I needed to use spirit to prevent a greater danger. More often, I have felt a compelling shaping used on me. It is a terrible sensation, and it’s one that told me just how horrible it would be if it were used. Experience guides us.” He glanced over at Velthan, and he could see the slight concern etched in his eyes. “Now, I’m not going to have you create a compelling shaping on each other. Such a thing is distasteful at the best of times, and certainly unnecessary. Instead, what I’d like to do is attempt to use a hint of a soothing shaping, mostly so that you understand how it feels, but also for a different purpose. I won’t do it if you don’t give me permission, though.”

      Gradually, heads around the room began to nod.

      Tolan focused on shaping and pushed outward with a gentle touch of spirit. Such a widespread shaping involved control, consistency, and it involved a gentle touch that helped ensure that he didn’t overwhelm them. At the same time, he had a specific reason behind what he intended.

      He pushed that soothing shaping out.

      As it layered onto them, hands suddenly went up.

      “I heard you died,” Maura said.

      There it was. Tolan needed them to feel comfortable enough to ask the questions, but not compelled in order to do so.

      He glanced over at Velthan and found him frowning.

      “Do you recognize what I did?”

      “You removed our inhibitions,” Terza said.

      She sat near the back, and Tolan nodded. “I removed inhibitions. Some would say that you could go to any tavern and have the same effect as the shaping, but what I wanted was for you to feel comfortable asking your questions. I know that rumors have spread about me, and many people believed that I died. I suppose the funeral that very nearly happened is reason for that, but I did not die. Instead, I had a different experience. One that changed me. And as a friend that I recently spoke to reminded me, change can be helpful, but it can also be painful. In my situation, the change was incredibly painful, but I also think that it benefited me.”

      Other hands went up and Tolan took a deep breath, letting it out. It felt good talking about it, but there was also another feeling mixed in.

      It was one that he didn’t know quite how to react to. There was something about sharing, but something about the fact that he also knew he couldn’t continue teaching.

      At the same time, he didn’t want to give it up just yet.

      Perhaps that was him resisting the change.

      Tolan began answering their questions, explaining to them what happened, how he had used his connection to the elements in ways that others had not yet tried, and the more that he answered, the more questions continued to come. Even Velthan got in on it, asking his own series of questions, which Tolan found amusing, though not at all surprising. Though Tolan hadn’t shaped him to soothe him, the simple act of acknowledging the others’ questions and explaining things to them had freed everyone, even the most hesitant. After a while, the questions veered away from what had happened to him and into deeper matters about the elements, the elementals, and spirit in particular.

      Tolan lost track of time, lost track of himself, and it wasn’t until the Grand Master appeared at the edge of the classroom that Tolan realized that he had gone long beyond what he should have.

      He dismissed the class and headed over to the Grand Master. His thin wire-frame glasses hung low on his nose and his hair seemed a little bit more wispy than it had before.

      “An interesting class,” the Grand Master said.

      “I might have gone into some other subjects other than spirit.”

      “You have always been a unique instructor.”

      “Unique makes it sound like I have done something wrong.”

      “On the contrary, I think the students would all say that you are one of their favorites.”

      “I try to do as much as I can for them.” He glanced over at Velthan. “And I couldn’t do it without people like Velthan and whichever Inquisitors have taken over my classes when I was sick.”

      The Grand Master frowned. “Yes, well, the Academy must proceed, regardless of the availability of any of our shapers.”

      Tolan smiled to himself. He had the same thought. “I’m glad you found me. There has been an occurrence.”

      The Grand Master frowned.

      “Come with me. I will show you.”

      As he headed out of the spirit tower, he could feel Velthan watching, as if he were curious and wanted to follow, but this wasn’t something he was ready for just yet. Tolan used a hint of spirit, soothing him, and felt it as Velthan turned away.

      Maybe that was for the best. What Tolan had to do, the action he had to take, was not something that others needed to suffer through. What was coming, and what had already come, had been his fault. It was up to Tolan to stop it.
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      The hallway seemed empty today, and so different than what Tolan was accustomed to, a strange sense after having spent as much time as he had here. He studied the blank walls before sighing.

      “I would’ve expected to have seen more,” the Grand Master said.

      “There were more. There were elementals here, and power different than anything we’ve ever had here.”

      “I know, but…”

      Tolan shook his head. “There isn’t anything we can do.”

      “Not any longer,” the Grand Master said. “The portraits were always a danger to us.”

      Tolan stared at the single portrait that remained, the taunt Rory had left for them, and he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something to it that he should better understand.

      Were we always a danger?

      They were now, and certainly now that Rory had come, sending his elementals to attack. That was a danger that hadn’t existed before, but he didn’t know if it was the only danger.

      “He wants us to come through there,” Tolan said.

      “Are you sure?” The Grand Master stopped in front of the painting. He traced his hand around the outside, tracing it along the runes Tolan had placed. He pushed out with a hint of a shaping, little more than a bit of energy, enough that Tolan could feel what he did. “What if he only wants us to think that?” He glanced over at Tolan. “You said that he’s been planning for centuries.”

      “He has.”

      “It makes you wonder why he has not acted before now.”

      “It…” Tolan frowned, staring at the single portrait left hanging on the wall and feeling as if the Grand Master was on to something.

      It did make him wonder why Rory hadn’t taken action before now. There had to be some reason, something that had driven him, some explanation as to what had happened. Only… Tolan didn’t have an explanation. The only thing he had was more questions.

      “I could go through the portrait,” he said.

      “If you tried that, you would be immediately in danger,” the Grand Master said.

      “I know.”

      “You would take that risk?”

      Tolan stared at the portrait. It was a cave, and within it had once been the lizard. Light was gone, and the little girl who had been there with him was no longer there either.

      That mattered, somehow.

      Tolan didn’t know whether she was real or whether she was simply some figment of what he saw when he looked at the portrait, but he had a sense there was something to her presence and, now, her disappearance, some energy he might be able to understand. Perhaps this was about more than just Rory.

      If these portraits were some way of linking distant lands, how many other places were connected? How many places did he have to fear were spreading power? How many places did I have to worry about, afraid that Rory would attack again, devastating those lands?

      “I know that place better than him.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Tolan looked over at the Grand Master. “He only knew about getting into the portrait because of me.” That was something that mattered; Tolan was certain of it. It was the one piece Rory hadn’t expected. Which meant it was something he couldn’t control.

      “Ferrah said something to me,” he said.

      “What did Ferrah say?” she asked from the end of the hall. The small draasin was with her, curled around her shoulder. It was tiny, little more than large enough to perch on her shoulder, but even from here, he could feel the bond between them, the power that existed. The draasin was connected to the fire bond, and in the time since he had hatched from the bond, the draasin had grown. It wasn’t significant, but it had started to change.

      There was another thing that Rory wouldn’t be able to control. They had hatched the draasin. More than anything else, Tolan felt as if that were significant.

      “That these portraits matter.”

      “Of course the portraits matter,” she said.

      “But they matter for a different reason. There might be others. When I was in The Lands Beyond, there was another hall of portraits, another place similar to this, and that was how I returned.” Tolan shook his head.

      They had known this, hadn’t they?

      He couldn’t remember what he’d shared with the Grand Master, but at this point, maybe that didn’t matter. “I fear they have used these others.”

      “Others?” the Grand Master asked.

      “That was what Ferrah suggested,” Tolan said.

      He looked over at her and found her frowning at him. Through the sense of spirit between them, he detected a hint of something, almost as if she were probing at him. For all he knew, she was. That hint of something filled him with her questing power of spirit as she used it to dig into his mind to determine what he planned.

      “If we can find these other places, and if we can find other portraits, we might be able to use those to surprise him.”

      “That’s not what I was saying,” Ferrah said.

      “I know that’s not exactly what you were saying, but that’s what you were implying. Think about it, Ferrah. If we can surprise him—”

      “I don’t think that we can risk it, Tolan.”

      He shook his head, staring at the wall. It felt so empty now. “We can’t let him get away with this.”

      “Why not?” When he frowned at her, Ferrah shrugged. “He’s taken away the one way we might be able to get to him. He’s taken away your method of attacking him. At the same time, he’s also taken away any way he might have of attacking us. If we know he can only come through this one portrait, then we know where he might come, the way he might present himself, and we know—”

      “That he remains a threat,” Tolan said.

      “We know,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan sighed. Once again, she would try to convince him to refrain, to avoid attacking, and once again he would have to try to convince her of the opposite. After the attack on the portraits here in the Academy, he felt as if they needed to do something.

      He shifted his gaze to the Grand Master. “What do you think?”

      “I think that Master Changen is not incorrect.”

      “You would have us refrain from doing anything.”

      “They aren’t our people, Master Ethar.”

      “They aren’t our people, but they need our help.”

      “Why?” Ferrah turned to the portrait, staring at it. “Why are they our responsibility?”

      Tolan stared at the portrait the way that he had often stared at all of them, trying to understand what he saw, just as he had when he first had come here. He remembered that time long ago when he had come here, first seeing the portraits and gradually learning that they would show and reveal more and more the better he understood shaping and its power. Now he had a different understanding of these portraits. If they were some connection to a distant land, maybe they revealed themselves to him when he was prepared to find those lands.

      And in The Lands Beyond, there were people targeted by Rory and the other elementals.

      That was why he had to do it.

      He had to understand the reason. He had to stop it, not only to help those people, but to help the elementals.

      How could any elemental ever be free if they carried the stain of Rory’s actions?

      “That doesn’t make it right,” Tolan whispered.

      The draasin on Ferrah’s shoulder began to glow, almost as if he understood what Tolan was saying.

      “We will keep looking,” Ferrah said.

      “Keep looking” meant they would keep trying, but it didn’t mean they would have any success. It meant searching for some other way, but the more that he stared at these portraits, struggling to understand what was here, the more that Tolan began to question whether answers would even be found. Maybe it wasn’t possible to find answers here any longer.

      He might need to chase The Lands Beyond in a different way. He might need to shape himself there.

      Passing through the barrier would strip me of my connection to the elements, but did it have to?

      It was something he needed to do.

      He cared. The other elementals might even care.

      If only Master Minden had survived, she would have cared.

      Tolan used another shaping on the painting. He detected a power there, but it was nothing more than the sense of his failure.

      He let out a frustrated sigh and turned away, looking at the end of the hallway. “I’m going to my classroom.”

      “You have a session now?”

      Tolan glanced over at the Grand Master. “I still have my teaching responsibilities, unless you would take those from me.”

      The Grand Master frowned at him. “I would not take them from you unless you wanted that.”

      The question reflected something Tolan had been considering more of late. When he had first taken up his assignment as Master of Spirit, he had wanted that responsibility, and had valued it. Even now, Tolan still did feel as if it were his responsibility, but there were times when he questioned whether he was the right person to do it.

      Now that I am injured and find myself struggling as much as I do, could I truly be the Master of Spirit?

      Maybe there were others who had the necessary knowledge. He certainly had passed that on to them, helping many others reach spirit in ways that they couldn’t before, turning the Inquisitors into truly gifted shapers, along with others who had not ever had a real connection to spirit.

      But it was more than just what he could teach them about spirit. It was what he had taught about spirit and how it bound them to the elementals.

      That was something Tolan felt only he could really offer.

      “I don’t want that,” he said.

      The Grand Master nodded at him, locking eyes, and a faint spirit shaping washed away from him. When it struck Tolan, he instinctively protected himself, using each of the elements, adding a hint of spirit and winding it around him.

      “What about you, Master Changen?”

      “I’ve been trying to understand these draasin,” she said, patting the one on her shoulder, “but they are difficult for me to better understand. I can feel the power within them, especially within this one, but the others…”

      “The others haven’t bonded,” Tolan said.

      “They have not,” the Grand Master said. “Not for lack of trying. I have spent considerable time with the new draasin to see if there’s anything I might uncover from them, perhaps even bond to one of them.”

      “You would bond to a draasin?” Ferrah asked.

      “I think it would be beneficial. Especially if there is a level of control—”

      “There is no level of control when it comes to a bond,” Tolan said. “The bond only allows you to borrow power from the elemental and nothing else.”

      He said it far more forcefully than he intended and he looked from one to the other, realizing how he sounded. He recognized the irritation within his voice, but at the same time, he didn’t want either of them to think the bond meant they could use that kind of power in a way that could be detrimental to the elementals.

      Tolan thought Ferrah would know, but the way she looked at him and the draasin suggested that perhaps he did not. Tolan had a unique stake in that, now. Especially if he was becoming more like an elemental in how the two of them had bonded. He had to be careful.

      If she called upon my power, using me, how would I defend himself? How would one of the elementals defend itself?

      The answer came from some place deep within him.

      Choice.

      It came from Thoren, and he realized what it meant.

      The elemental was telling him the elementals chose. It was because of that choice that they were able to decide how much power was given to the other. It was because of that power of choice that they were allowed to choose who bonded to them.

      It was the way Tolan had chosen. He’d no qualms about bonding to Ferrah. When it came to the draasin, it would have been a choice as well.

      Only, with the draasin as young as this one was, could it really have been a choice made with all of the necessary information?

      Tolan couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps the draasin didn’t know. Maybe the draasin didn’t have a choice at all.

      “You might not be able to bond to the draasin, anyway,” Tolan said.

      “Why is that?” the Grand Master asked.

      “Because there’s an element to it that requires the draasin choosing you.”

      The Grand Master’s gaze drifted to the draasin on Ferrah’s shoulder, studying it. “The draasin get to choose?”

      The Grand Master likely questioned whether or not there was any way to influence that decision. Knowing there were five other draasin, all of them unbonded, would likely be too much for him.

      How many others would be like that within the Academy? Would it even matter?

      From what Tolan had seen of the young draasin, they had circled within the Convergence chamber, every so often dipping down and touching the power of the Convergence. Each time they did, some aspect of them surged.

      “The draasin get to choose, much like each of the elementals get to choose. You forget that the elementals are a kind of power that is different than any others you know.”

      “I have not forgotten that, Master Ethar. All that I’m trying to understand is the nature of the power that they possess and the reason they would be allowed to choose.”

      “There are allowed to choose because they are independent creatures,” Tolan said.

      “How many elementals have you bonded with?” he asked.

      “What was that?”

      “How many elementals have you bonded with, Master Ethar?”

      “Only one.”

      “Are you sure about that? You did bring a young draasin into the Academy.” The Grand Master smiled, pushing up his thin wire-frame glasses up on his nose, studying Tolan. “Don’t think that I have forgotten about that draasin. I am aware of him every time I sense a surge of fire within the Academy halls. That is more potent than anything that has been here in quite some time. And I know it’s not you, drawing upon the energy of the fire bond, though that had often been difficult to ascertain.”

      “Apparently, I am not bonded to that draasin.” Despite the way it felt to him.

      “Why does it follow you?”

      “We are connected but not bonded.” He shook his head, frowning as he said it. “I don’t really know how to explain it. It’s strange, but we aren’t bonded, not the way Ferrah and this draasin are bonded. And not the same way I’m bonded to hyza.” Or even how he had been somewhat bonded to the Draasin Lord.

      Tolan had never really known whether he had a strong bond with the Draasin Lord, but there had been a connection. The connection had helped him reach the element bonds, but now the connection was something else.

      Tolan looked up, locking eyes with the small draasin. Despite his diminished stature, there was something powerful about him. It was the same as it had been with the other draasin. He might have been newly born, but there was an energy about him, a sense of power. More strangely, there was wisdom behind the draasin’s eyes, though Tolan suspected that wisdom came from the fact that he was a part of the fire bond and that he had emerged, fully formed and filled with power.

      Perhaps his other elementals all had the same power, all reborn in a way that gave them understanding. It was a cycle, at least according to the Draasin Lord.

      The draasin watched him, a hint of amusement within his eyes. Ferrah recognized it, but surprisingly, she didn’t recognize the thoughts rolling through Tolan.

      Could the draasin be shielding them from her?

      “As I said, I am going back to my classroom.”

      Tolan had started to head toward the stairs when Ferrah grabbed his hand. “Is everything alright?”

      “It’s fine. Really it is.”

      He swept his gaze along the hallway once more.

      Eventually, he would have to leave Amitan, and he would have to return to the place beyond, and someone—whether it was him or any of the other elementals—would have to go and try to free the people who were subjected to Rory’s rule.

      Those thoughts lingered with Tolan as he headed down the stairs, and they remained with him as he reached the lower level, all the way to the spirit tower, and all the way up until he stood once more upon the spirit rune. Tolan closed his eyes, focusing on it, thinking of the power, and rocked in place as he tried to better understand the nature of that power, whether there was anything that he might be able to do within it. As he did, there were no answers. There were only more questions.
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      Tolan lost track of how long he had been standing in the center of the room, focusing on spirit. It connected him to the Convergence, and he thought about pulling upon spirit, using that energy to delve deeper into the bonds. By doing so, he thought he could touch the sense of spirit and might be able to uncover something within it, but so far he had not. Eventually, Tolan thought the answers would have to come.

      Could I use the bonds?

      That was a question that Tolan had given much thought to before, but when he had entered the bond, or at least when he had separated from his body before, he had been drawn across the waste.

      Would it be possible for something similar to happen again?

      He focused on the power within him. Ferrah was a distant thought. He could feel her. It was a strange sensation, and it was one that touched upon his awareness. She was there, focusing on the draasin, but focusing on something else too. It was not anything he could determine.

      There was something else intruding on his mind. At first, Tolan thought that it might be Thoren, but he hadn’t visited as much with Thoren lately and didn’t think that was the case. It had to be something else.

      For all he knew, it was the draasin, though he was usually aware of the draasin. He hadn’t seen the elemental in quite some time. Ever since they had fought off the elementals, the draasin had remained distant, hiding, almost as if afraid of coming too close.

      Not that Tolan blamed him. The draasin was still young and had much to learn.  Tolan pushed away from the sense of spirit, opening his eyes. He looked around and realized with a start that the classroom was full of students. There were nearly twenty students here, all more advanced shapers, and all dressed in their best clothes, the way they often did as they came to their various sessions with master shapers. He probed outward with spirit, detecting each of them, knowing them, before withdrawing. The students were arranged in a ring around the room, and they waited for him.

      “How long have you been here?”

      “Master Ethar,” Delia said. “We haven’t been here all that long. We saw you here, obviously shaping, and…” She looked around at the others, but everybody turned their heads away, laughing nervously.

      Wrapped up in a shaping such as he had been, using the element bonds, it was easy for him to lose track of time.

      “Gather around,” he said. He stepped away from the rune. There was a sense of power within it, and he tried to ignore it. He held onto his own shaping, using that to help keep him walking more effectively. He worried about revealing his weakness to his students.  “We can talk about the nature of spirit connections,” he said.

      This was an advanced class, and there were only a dozen or so students, all of them the third level or higher. A few of them actually had the potential to reach spirit on their own, though as far as Tolan could tell, none of them had done so quite yet. Many of them had the ability to sense spirit; something that was a precursor. It was like that for spirit, different than many of the other elements, but it was not surprising. Because spirit was so different, because spirit was bound in a way that the other elements were, he had to treat it differently.

      “We are going to talk about how you can use spirit to link yourself.”

      “Link?”

      This came from Erric, a younger shaper. He had to be one of the earlier third level students, which meant that he was both skilled and advanced. There was a certain arrogance to him as well, which Tolan didn’t care for.

      He had to be careful with that. He didn’t want to put his own prejudices against the students. They all wanted to learn, and his responsibility as the Master of Spirit was to instruct them so they could be as skilled a shaper as possible.

      “Linking involves forming a connection with spirit. This connection can be temporary,” he said, touching on Erric’s mind, doing so very lightly, offering only a hint of what he was thinking. The other young man opened his eyes wide, looking at Tolan.

      He withdrew. He didn’t want to hold that connection for too long, and if they had all worked the way he had instructed, and he suspected most of them had, they would have a way of protecting themselves. He didn’t want to touch their minds without their permission.

      “As I said, this can be temporary, or the link can be permanent.”

      “Why would someone want to make a permanent link?” Jason asked from the back of the classroom. He thin, with ruddy cheeks and wide-set eyes. He was holding onto something, and Tolan realized that it was a bondar.

      They weren’t nearly as scarce as they once had been. Now that the trick of making them—truly making them—had been discovered, the master instructors no longer feared them leaving the classroom. It enabled students without any natural ability with an element to be able to use it so they could learn how to control that power.

      “There are many reasons you may want to have a permanent link. Let’s say you had somebody you cared about. You wanted to know where they were, you wanted to know what they’re thinking, and you wanted to know how to find them.”

      “Isn’t that a violation?” Jessica asked.

      “Perhaps, but if it’s permitted, is it a violation?”

      “I suppose not,” she said.

      “What if it was a link formed to save someone?” he asked.

      “Why would something like that be needed to save someone?” Dillan asked. He was a wide water shaper with a thin beard.

      “It’s hard to say. When it comes to spirit, there are many different ways power is used, and you never know what might be necessary. It might require you call upon power you would never think about using before.”

      “It’s more than just about reading minds?” Erric asked.

      “It’s always about more than reading minds. Even that is little more than a trick. If the shaper is skilled enough, you can block them from your mind.”

      “What about people who aren’t shapers,” Jason asked.

      “Those would have little bit more difficulty, but that is why we train. That is why we protect ourselves. This is why you learn to use spirit.”

      He said it emphatically, though he didn’t really know if all of them would be able to use spirit or not. Some of them could, and if they could, then he wanted to be responsible for demonstrating what they needed to know and that to him, spirit was beautiful, but he recognized that to others, it would not be. To others, there was a danger to spirit, a danger to the way it could be used. It wasn’t just reading minds, it was influencing them.

      That was the part of spirit that troubled so many people. They feared it because they worried others might use it against them, to force them to act and behave in specific ways.

      Tolan recognized it.

      How could I not when I felt that temptation and recognized the power that existed because of spirit, and I recognized the way that spirit could be used if someone were so inclined?

      “Anyway, we will talk about how you can link, but then we will talk about how you can unlink.”

      “I thought you said you would link if you want to do so permanently.”

      “Permanent is somewhat fluid when it comes to this,” Tolan said. “Gather spirit bondars, and then we will work on this.” Not all of the students could reach for spirit, but with the right bondar, any of them could at least have a sense of this and could begin to touch upon the power within spirit, even if they could never reach it on their own. That was why he encouraged the use of the spirits bondars so students could reach that power.

      He demonstrated the shaping, and as he did, he made his way around the students, focusing upon their minds, leaving them briefly before lifting his shaping. With each one, there came a surge of understanding, a surge of knowledge. When he was done, he left them practicing and headed back to his desk at the back of the room. Taking a seat, he looked down at his notes.

      When he had been here last, he had been working on drawings of the portraits. He had done so thinking that he might be able to better understand the nature of the portraits, as if by drawing them, he might be able to learn something from them.

      Tolan looked through them. An idea started to come to him.

      He got to his feet and started pacing, watching the other students. He’d been thinking about this in one way, that they needed to go somewhere to find a way to those portraits…

      But what if I could make one of them?

      Tolan had seen them, and he had shaped into them, and he had some experience with that. If he could do that, they might be able to understand some aspect of the portraits better than they had so far.

      The idea that he could create something like that… He would never have imagined that he had that artistic detail, but at the same time, he had to think there might be some way to do it.

      Everyone gradually began to disappear from the spirit tower.

      It left only a few of the students. They were practicing, much the same way that they often practiced after an instruction. Tolan was impressed. Many of them had been able to reach a hint of spirit with the bondars, enough for them to test and practice on the layering aspect of the shaping.

      When he was alone again, he took a seat back at the desk and started to sort through his drawings. He focused on the nearest of them and he wondered if he could draw something similar to what he found in the hall of portraits. It would be dangerous. If the portrait was a shaping, and if it was a shaping that formed some sort of conduit, then he had to treat it like that.

      Tolan had felt that connection before and had used it.

      There was a shaping he thought might be similar enough to use.

      If he used a warrior shaping as he created the portrait, he thought that maybe they could form the conduit needed. He had no idea whether it would even work. It might not.

      It would have to be something he could test. Entering that space, revealing his presence, would risk opening him to the danger Rory wanted. Rory hoped he would risk himself.

      He started to draw, using a shaping at the same time. He poured power out and into the painting, using the shaping of each of the elements and mixing spirit within it. He focused on someplace far removed from him, but not so far removed that he thought he would have to worry about whether it was accurate. He thought about where the Draasin Lord had perished.

      It was meant to be a conduit. That was what he had to focus on.

      The portrait started to take shape.

      Surprisingly enough, the shaping he poured into it, the power he pushed into it, gave color to it. It was different than what he expected. Rather than a black and white painting, there was an aspect of green and blue and brown. All of it lent an air of beauty to something he was surprised he had the ability to make.

      Tolan sat back when it was done.

      There was a power within it. He could feel that power and had to wonder if perhaps that power was something he might be able to reach and borrow from.

      There was only one way to find out. If it worked, then he might be able to create portraits that would carry him from here and to some distant place.

      He pulled upon that power, and he poured himself through, letting himself flow beyond, into the portrait, and then elsewhere.

      He stood within that portrait.

      Tolan wrapped the energy around him before realizing that something was wrong.

      He had forgotten he needed an endpoint to the conduit.

      Of course.

      He focused on the portrait he’d just made, wrapping his shaping again, and power pulled him once more, carrying him beyond where he was. He stepped back into the spirit tower. He needed to make the other end of the conduit, but if that worked as well, then it might be the answer he needed.

      He sat back, staring at the portrait that he had drawn.

      Getting to his feet, he pulled the paper up and went looking for Ferrah.
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      The Academy was quiet. There was an energy within it that seemed to come from rumors and stories. Tolan knew others would have to have known about the attack. Stories like that often got out, only this one was a little bit different. This one wasn’t an open attack. The only way that anyone would know of this attack would be if he or Ferrah or the Grand Master spoke of it.

      When he glanced inside, he saw Master Jensen sitting up at the dais. Another of the master librarians had her back turned to him along one of the shelves, but Tolan couldn’t see who she was.

      He headed into the library, feeling the shimmering energy that washed over him. He staggered, almost losing control of his shaping, the suddenness that washed over him taking away some of his power. He reached for his own strength, holding it for a moment, quickly reasserting control and shaping so that he could move forward.

      Tolan took a deep breath, looking up at the dais and heading straight for it. When he arrived, Master Jensen looked up, locking eyes with him.

      “May I help you, Master Ethar?”

      “I wanted to have a conversation with you about Master Minden.”

      Master Jensen set his hands down, resting them on the table. Looking over at Tolan, he leaned forward and pressed his lips together in a tight frown. Master Jensen was a balding man, with heavy jowls and ruddy cheeks. There was always a sense of energy from him, much more so these days than there ever had been when Tolan was first learning. It was as if Master Jensen no longer thought to hide his ability within the library.

      Why should he, though?

      It wasn’t as if many people would even know. Most would have no idea that anybody would be able to shape in the library, especially as they weren’t able to shape in here. Tolan had been the first in quite some time, at least as far as he knew. When he had discovered that, he had kept it to himself. If there were others with a similar ability, he suspected they would keep it to themselves as well.

      “I am well aware of what happened to her. The Grand Master shared with us what happened.”

      “I know he did. I just wanted you to know that she was brave.”

      Tolan didn’t know if that was the right way to put it or not. The only thing he could think of was that Master Minden had been more than brave. She’d been powerful at the end. She had gifted him spirit, and in doing so, she had locked some aspect within him and had shown him what he needed to do.

      Even now, Master Minden wasn’t really gone. She had entered the spirit bond, and she had disappeared into a place where she could gain a different kind of power. She wasn’t separated from them forever. Tolan wondered if any of them would ever truly be separated. With their ability to shape, and with the connection that they had, it was possible that there would be no real separation.

      A cycle.

      It was a beautiful thought to think they would cycle, that they would return to some other place and be able to come back into the world.

      When Master Jensen did, what would he come back as? What would any of us come back as? Would we return as ourselves? Would we return as humans, even? Or would we evolve?

      Tolan wouldn’t be surprised to learn if Master Minden had taken on the form of some sort of elemental. She had been bound to many of the elements, including spirit. He could see that she would have some sort of power, and she could use that in order to protect and defend. Tolan wouldn’t be surprised at all if she found some way to reach them.

      “She helped me,” he said.

      “She was always helpful. We miss her here.”

      “I miss her,” Tolan said.

      Master Jensen studied him. There was a hint of spirit that washed out from him, and unlike the way Tolan normally did, he didn’t refuse that sense of spirit. He didn’t avoid it. There was no reason for him to do so. He didn’t have any need to avoid it, knowing exactly what the other man tried to do.

      Master Jensen nodded. “And we miss her as well. She was valued within the library.”

      “Anyway,” Tolan said, starting to turn away, when he felt a shaping come from Master Jensen again. Tolan frowned, brushing it aside, ignoring it.

      “Master Ethar,” Master Jensen said.

      “What is it?”

      “There is something else,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Well, seeing as how she was quite fond of you…”

      “Fond?”

      “She favored you. She did not take interest in very many students, at least these days. I thought that perhaps you might be interested in seeing what she left behind.”

      Tolan frowned to himself. He had gone to her quarters but hadn’t discovered anything. “What is it?”

      “Well, when she passed, there were several of us who made certain she didn’t have anything in her quarters we would need.”

      Was Master Jensen really admitting that they had taken advantage of Master Minden’s belongings?

      “What did you find?”

      “Well, there were some belongings, and there was a trunk…”

      “A trunk?”

      “She was an interesting woman. As you know, she served the Academy a long time, and in that time, there were many things she collected. I thought that perhaps you might be interested in the trunk.”

      Tolan nodded. “You weren’t able to open it, were you?”

      Master Jensen frowned at him. “We tried to take the greatest care with her belongings, wanting to honor her memory.”

      Tolan flashed a smile. He was certain that they did, and he was certain that there was something more to it that they thought they were going to find. They must’ve been concerned that there were going to be aspects of what she had collected that they would lose if they were left behind.

      “What do you think she has in that trunk?”

      “I don’t know,” Master Jensen said.

      “Where is it now?”

      “In the restricted section.”

      Tolan looked up and nodded. As a master shaper, and one of the faculty, he had access to the restricted section, though he rarely went there.

      Master Minden wouldn’t have wanted anything of hers to have ended up in the restricted section. She would’ve wanted it in the hall of portraits. That was where she had been most intrigued.

      What would she have thought about learning that the hall of portraits was a conduit to some other place? She would have been thrilled, Tolan suspected.

      It would been more than that, though. She would’ve been intrigued and motivated to explore. She’d been the one to show him the shaping, but she wouldn’t have known the outlet.

      Tolan climbed the ladder, heading to the restricted section. It was a small room off the main part of the library, and the smell of age permeated it. When he stepped into it, he felt another wave of shaping, all of it wrapping around him. The energy of that shaping was designed to ensure the protection of this place, and to ensure that no one came through here who wasn’t supposed to.

      He swept his gaze around, looking at the rows of books. Many of them were books Master Minden had offered him when he was still an early student. She had never truly restricted him, unlike other master shapers.

      He found the trunk pushed up in one corner.

      It was small, barely two feet by one feet, and only up to his knee. He approached it slowly, feeling for pressure within it. There was a shaping power in it.

      He probed into it, reaching with each of the elements, wrapping spirit into it. A warrior shaping was the only thing that came to mind. He pressed softly into the trunk.

      There was a soft click and the trunk came open with a snap.

      There were books inside. Tolan smiled to himself. He wasn’t surprised at all that Master Minden would value books, and he wasn’t surprised at all that they would be here, in a place and in a trunk that had been hers. What did surprise him was that many of them were handwritten. As he flipped through them, he realized why.

      They were her notes.

      That was unexpected.

      In the years that Tolan had been coming to the library, he’d always known the master librarians to be taking notes and working on some scholarly product of their own. Many of those projects ultimately ended up in the library itself, adding to the knowledge, a way of cataloguing everything that existed here.

      He sorted through the trunk. There was clothing, and at the bottom, he found a ring. It was small, delicate, and made of a pale silver. It was twisted with a symbol upon it that looked like a draasin head. Tolan smiled at that. Runes were etched along the surface of it, and as he studied them, he realized what it was.

      A bondar.

      Tolan pressed a hint of power into it.

      Power exploded.

      Not just a bondar, but a powerful bondar.

      Why would she have kept this in the trunk? If she had something like that, and if she had something that was this potent, why would she have not used it?

      Unless she had thought there wasn’t a need.

      He sorted through for anything else she might have left. There was a medallion, but Tolan had never seen her wearing it. Much like the other, there were runes upon it, markings that suggested a hint of power. It had to be a bondar as well. Tolan didn’t know what kind of bondar it was, but he pocketed it, vowing to explore it later.

      There was one final thing.

      Tolan found it rolled at the bottom of the trunk. It was old. Parchment that frayed and crackled as he touched it. As he lifted it, he recognized a powerful shaping within it.

      He was careful as he lifted it out of the trunk, unrolling it and smoothing it along the ground. He added a hint of each of the elements to ensure it was safe as he did so, mixing them in such a way that he didn’t damage it.

      When it was fully unrolled, he found that the ink on it was faded. It was incredibly old. Impossibly old. As he studied it, he couldn’t help but feel as if this might be one of the oldest things in all of the Academy library.

      Why would Master Minden have kept it in her trunk?

      Unless she knew that it was dangerous. More than that, she might have known that there weren’t many people who would be able to protect and preserve it.

      Anyone else within the library would’ve been able to protect and preserve a parchment like that. They had the ability to shape here, they had that connection to power, and he had little doubt even Master Jensen would have been able to protect it.

      He pressed his shaping into the trunk once again and recognized something else.

      A connection.

      Why hadn’t I noticed that before?

      That connection was there, real, and it surged up within him, filling him with an awareness of it. The connection was linked to him.

      It was almost as if Master Minden had only wanted him to be the one to open it.

      How had she managed to do that?

      Master Minden was incredibly powerful, and it shouldn’t surprise him that she would have some way to do that. He looked down at the stack of her journals, and then down at the parchment, and he had to wonder if perhaps there was something there that she had uncovered that she thought he might benefit from.

      Why wouldn’t she have said it?

      When she had shaped him, adding spirit, she might have been able to use that power, and she might’ve been able to give him something, some sense of knowledge and understanding, but she hadn’t.

      It was because there wasn’t the need. Or there wasn’t any way for her to do it.

      Tolan looked down at the parchment and studied it, trying to read what was there and find anything that might explain why she had put so much care into it. It had to be more than just its age.

      What if I shaped into it?

      Spirit might help here.

      He focused on that and added just a hint, nothing more than that. A touch to allow him to search for something more.

      Slowly, the ink on the parchment began to take a bit more shape.

      Tolan focused on it, studying, and started to see something within it.

      Runes.

      There was a pattern to them.

      Tolan continued to press power outward, letting that power flow through him, and in doing so, he started to feel something shifting. It was within his mind.

      Something on the parchment itself left him speechless. He had felt this shaping before. He had seen these shapes before. Had he not protected his mind when he had gone, he wasn’t sure that he would have known.

      But Master Minden had seen them. She had known them.

      They were here, but she had not had them in her memories?

      The only way that she wouldn’t have would be if it had been shaped, wiped away so that she had forgotten.

      Tolan’s breath caught. He focused on what he saw here, focusing on the power here, and he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more that he needed to understand. All he had to do was link it to what he had seen in the cave in the elemental village. As Tolan focused on that, linking the two together, a sense of understanding came to him.

      Master Minden had seen that cave. These runes were evidence of that. Not only had she seen it, but she had known the key to it. She had known it well enough that she had used that same power to protect her mind in order to wipe those thoughts away, so that she would forget it.

      Could she have been afraid of something?

      Tolan had no idea, but the only thing that he could tell was that this series of runes was the same. He rolled the parchment up, careful with it as he tucked it into the trunk, adding back the stack of journals that Master Minden had left him, and closed the trunk. With his shaping of spirit, mingling all the elements together, he tied it to himself the same way that she had done.

      Now he needed to go to Ferrah.

      More than that, he needed to find Master Minden.

      She might have wanted to have merged with the elements so she could disappear, but Tolan needed her now. He needed to know why she had hidden this, and he needed to know what she knew of The Lands Beyond.

      More than ever, Tolan was certain she had known something. He was certain that she’d been afraid of that knowledge. She had wiped it free, clearing her mind so that she wouldn’t remember, but he needed her to remember. He needed that knowledge from her.
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      Tolan crouched in front of the Convergence, the trunk resting next to him.

      He left it closed, afraid that if anything were to happen to him, he didn’t want just anyone to come across it and find what had been hidden inside. It was more than just that parchment; it was the journals that Master Minden had left for him. Those were equally valuable, though he didn’t know what she had in them.

      Tolan stared into the silver liquid. The draasin was behind him, focused on the power in the Convergence. There was a connection between them, and the draasin remained nearby, using power from Tolan but also serving as something of an anchor.

      “When I step into the bond, I have a tendency to lose myself,” Tolan said.

      “I know,” the draasin said.

      “You know because you can feel it?”

      “I know because you have shared that with me.”

      Tolan smiled to himself. There wasn’t much he hadn’t shared with the draasin, especially now. Now that they had this connection, he could share as much as he wanted. He could feel that knowledge and understanding between himself and the draasin, and there was a power that they shared between them.

      He started to undress.

      In doing so, he focused on Ferrah. She was somewhere in the Academy, somewhere nearby, and he wanted her to know that he was safe.

      “What are you concerned about?” the draasin said.

      “When I step into the Convergence, I’ll be separated from her. She’ll be concerned.”

      “Concerned?”

      “Because she won’t know where I am.”

      “Should I be concerned?”

      “I don’t know if I’m going to be separated from you in the same way.”

      As he held onto that power, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was some connection between himself and the draasin that would change. Regardless, he continued to hold onto it and stepped into the Convergence. Tolan was ready for the burning sensation, but what he wasn’t ready for was the cold.

      It had been a long time since he had stepped into the Convergence, and the last time that he had, he had thought he might find healing, but there had been none. He had gotten to the point where he’d given up on trying to find healing. There was likely to be nothing that would be able to help him.

      He looked over at the draasin and still felt their connection. The sense of Ferrah remained there as well, though it was distant. As soon as he plunged beneath the surface of the Convergence, he suspected that sense of Ferrah would fade altogether. Tolan hoped that he would be able to maintain his connection to the draasin to find his way back.

      “Stay here,” he said.

      “I will.”

      “And if anyone tries to go after the trunk, you have my permission to eat them.”

      The draasin rumbled softly and steam erupted from his nostrils, filling the room with smoke. “Your people don’t take too kindly to draasin eating them.”

      “You have experience with that?”

      “I have memories of it,” the draasin said.

      Tolan stared at him, wondering if that was some sort of joke, but he couldn’t tell. When it came to the draasin and his memories, it seemed as if there were some that were real and some he wanted Tolan to believe were real. And as far as he knew, they all were real.

      He chuckled and plunged deeper into the Convergence. The sense of warmth and cold washed over him. It was a strange swirling sensation. Some parts of him were warm and other parts were cold.

      He didn’t need to use a shaping to move through here. It was almost as if the weakness he’d known ever since his injury began to fade. Tolan embraced that change.

      He plunged beneath the surface of the Convergence. When he did, everything seemed to shift. Time practically stopped.

      Tolan felt power all around him. It was the power of each of the elements, the power of elementals and the bonds. He reached through it; it was a direct connection. Most of the time, when Tolan accessed the Convergence, he did so peripherally. Stepping into power gave him a greater and more direct connection.

      “Master Minden,” he said, sending that connection through him, washing it over himself, trying to send it so that he could feel her within spirit.

      She was there. He had to believe that she was there and all he had to do was find a way to connect to her and draw that sense of her up and out of the buried connection to spirit.

      There was no answer.

      Tolan searched through the element bonds. He wasn’t trying to reach for one of the element bonds; he was trying to reach all of them at once. She had to be there within the element bonds, bound within the spirit bond formed between each.

      He wrapped himself in the power of each of them, using each of the element bonds, accessing spirit wrapped within it. That power was there. Spirit was there. Reaching through the element bonds this way was unique, something that Tolan still didn’t fully understand the way in which it was possible. Each of the element bonds was connected in some way, bound to spirit, which in turn bridged the element bonds in ways that Tolan never would have understood when he first started shaping. By bringing them together, twisting spirit into its own bond, he could reach through it.

      This tightly controlled within it, Tolan could feel spirit in a way he rarely did and now he used it to reach outward. Gradually, there came a soft glowing within his mind. At least, he thought it was within his mind. As he held onto that power, he no longer knew whether was in his mind or if it was real. Within the Convergence, and filled with this power the way he was, any of this could be real, but just as much of it could be trapped within his mind. He held onto that and pushed it outward, using a shaping to find Master Minden within the bonds.

      Gradually, that glowing intensified.

      It was more than just the glowing that intensified, but it was a sense of something else within the glowing. It was a sense of Master Minden. He knew her spirit. Having carried her within him, wrapped up within him while escaping from Rory, Tolan knew that awareness of her in a way he hadn’t known her before.

      Tied up within this power, he almost missed something else.

      There was another sense there.

      Could I be making a mistake by doing this?

      There was spirit. It was an incredible sense of spirit, and Tolan recognized it. Not only did he recognize it, but it terrified him. Light. That was the source of the glowing.

      He almost started to withdraw before remembering the reason why he had come here. He needed the help of Master Minden. He needed her to help guide him.

      She had to be here.

      Tolan focused on Master Minden, traveling along the bonds. Something else shifted.

      And then she was there.

      There was a soft glowing around her, a sense of power and warmth and familiarity. Everything started to shimmer and she wrapped him in a bubble of energy and spirit.

      “Master Ethar,” her voice said, coming across the distance.

      Tolan had wondered if she would even recognize him, had wondered if she would even know him, but then, he had been the one who had carried her away from the other land and he was the reason that she had survived.

      “Master Minden? Is it really you?”

      “Did you think it wouldn’t be?”

      “I didn’t really know. With everything that’s been going on, I no longer know what to believe and what to trust.” The sense of Light was out there, distant, but it seemed to be growing closer.

      What would happen when the lizard got to us?

      “You don’t need to fear spirit. Why have you come to me?”

      “I came because I found something of yours.”

      “Of mine?”

      Tolan nodded. Even in this space, there was something very natural about it, though at the same time, he had also known how to separate, and he had done so before, separating from his body, from himself, to travel like this.

      “You left behind the trunk of your belongings. It seemed as if it was tied to me.”

      “I tied it to the one who would be most responsible for it.”

      “Did you tie it to me, or to that ideal?”

      The glowing sense coming from her came closer. She had a vague form now, almost human, though Tolan couldn’t make anything out the way he wanted to. “Does it matter?”

      He had to wonder. Perhaps it was not tied to him. “There was a parchment within it. It was old. It had symbols on it, runes, and they were older than any others that I had seen before.”

      “That’s not quite true,” she said.

      Tolan had a sense of her using spirit upon him, and had a sense that she was using all of the power within her to know him.

      How much of this conversation was even necessary?

      Wrapped up in power such as she was, it might not be. When it came to Master Minden, and what she could do with spirit, she might be able to communicate with him without needing to use words.

      Tolan had a sense she did so for his comfort.

      “No, it’s not quite true. I found a cave with similar patterns. I have a sense you saw that cave as well.”

      “That cave, or somewhere else?”

      “You’ve been to the city Beyond?”

      Master Minden glowed more brightly, and the power radiating from her intensified. “I cannot tell. It’s difficult to know what was and what will be.”

      “Why?”

      “In this place, everything is separated. It is unique. It is power. It is unlike anything I have ever experienced. You should know that more than anyone else, Master Ethar.”

      “When I was here, I still had a sense of myself, and a sense of what was taking place.”

      “Perhaps, but you also recognized that one can lose themselves in this place of power.”

      Tolan did have that understanding, but it was more than that. “You’re hiding something from yourself.”

      “Am I hiding it from myself, or was I hiding it from someone else?”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t recall.”

      “Is there any way for you to find that information?” Tolan asked.

      “Knowledge is there, regardless of how we come across it.”

      Tolan didn’t know what that meant. He focused on Master Minden to see if there was anything he might understand, and whether Light came closer to him, but there was no sense of either. Master Minden flowed toward him, a sense of spirit flowing outward.

      Master Minden wrapped him in power, holding him in her energy and connected with her. He still needed the answers to his questions. He still needed to know whether or not she had hidden something, even if it was hidden from herself. As she held onto that sense of energy, as she used that power, there was something that flowed between them.

      Spirit.

      That sense of spirit guided him, giving him an understanding, but it gave him something more.

      Not just understanding, but an awareness of what she had been through.

      Within that, he could feel an emptiness, an absence, and he recognized that whatever she had once known about that place Beyond, it was gone. Anything she had known was no longer there, and despite everything she knew now, and all the knowledge she possessed and all of the control she had over spirit, there was an emptiness within her.

      Tolan tried to bridge that, focusing on spirit, thinking about the power within her, but didn’t come up with anything.

      “Have you found anything?” she asked.

      “You don’t know,” he said.

      There was a shaping of spirit, and he had a feeling that she smiled. “No. I don’t know.”

      “How?”

      “I’m not quite sure how. All I know is that what was there is absent. Either I shaped it away from myself or something shifted away from me. Either way, the knowledge is no longer there.”

      Tolan had some experience with spirit shaping and had plenty of experience with having his memories wiped away. Even within his memories, there were many things he no longer recalled, not the way that he once had. It was an emptiness within him, the same way as it was within Master Minden.

      Within that emptiness, he recognized how she struggled, though it was more than just a struggle. It was suffering. It was faint and vague, but there was a distinct sense of suffering from her.

      “Yes. I know that you know.”

      Tolan could feel Light getting closer, a surging of power.

      “Aren’t you afraid of Light?” she asked.

      There was a time when he had been afraid of Light. A time when he had feared the lizard intended to attack him, to torment him, to use him. It was possible that Light did intend those things, but it was equally possible that Light wanted something more. Maybe to use Tolan, though even that didn’t feel quite right.

      “I was.”

      “When you embraced spirit, you embraced all parts of spirit. Good and bad,” she said.

      “What is bad about spirit?”

      “Nothing. What is bad about fire? About earth? About wind or water?” she asked.

      “They are and they are not. They aren’t bad or good.”

      “Exactly. The same is with spirit.”

      “I had the sense spirit was working against us. Controlling Roland,” Tolan said.

      “Was it?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      At this point, when it came to spirit, he no longer really knew. His feelings about the lizard had come not only from what he’d seen from Roland, but it had come from what he’d seen from the way Light had worked with the elementals.

      “I made a mistake when I mistrusted him. I know that now. I don’t really know what he was after, but I don’t think he was trying to work with Roland.” Or perhaps he was, but working with Roland in a way that was designed to help stop Rory and the other elementals like him. There was still so much that Tolan didn’t know and understand.

      “We have made many mistakes, Tolan Ethar.”

      “I don’t want to make a mistake when it comes to the elementals.”

      “Then don’t.”

      “There is one that troubles me. That elemental is working against us, and I feel like I’m going to have to do something to prevent him from harming any others. I don’t know what that’s going to involve, but I fear what it will mean.”

      “As you should,” Master Minden said.

      “I don’t want to destroy the elemental.”

      “Then don’t.”

      “I don’t know how to stop him.”

      “You do. That answer is within you. I know you know.”

      Tolan focused on that power within him, and he wondered if perhaps it was true. Perhaps there was an answer within him, but he wasn’t entirely sure what was. He had become increasingly certain he would have to destroy Rory to stop him, but that went against everything that he had ever wanted to do. All of the time that he had been working with the elementals, all of that time that he had been acting on behalf of the elementals, he had never had any interest in harming them.

      Even the ones that harmed him.

      And there had been elementals that had harmed him. When he had been attacked out on the waste, before he had known that something had been amiss with the Guardian, he had known that there was something out there that he needed to do differently.

      Could the same thing be said with Rory?

      Tolan had a hard time thinking that way. With Rory, it seemed almost as if he were making a choice, not as if he had been altered the way the Guardian had been. Rory simply attacked because he wanted power.

      The sense of Master Minden was there, swirling around him, and he realized the light all around him, that glowing power around her, came not only from her, but it came from the sense of spirit, and it came from Light.

      “Light has been here all long, hasn’t he?”

      “He has,” Master Minden said.

      “Does he know I’m sorry?”

      “He knows what you know, Tolan Ethar.”

      Tolan breathed out, though in this form, and separated from his body in the way he was, he didn’t think that it even mattered. He was taking an action that was so human, but like this, bound as he was, he was in his element—or elemental—form.

      There was a part of Tolan that wondered if he might be able to separate from this power, and if he might be able to tear himself free, but even as he thought about it, he couldn’t help but wonder if it even mattered. At this point, the only thing that mattered was that he recognized the power within him and the power within Master Minden, and he tried to connect to them.

      Light was there.

      It was familiar, and having experienced the lizard before, having been the one to have freed him from the portrait, Tolan could detect that energy. He called on that power, letting it flow to him.

      Tolan embraced the brightness, the sense of spirit, hesitantly at first. There was a part of him that worried. That worry stemmed from his own failings; not from anything else.

      “I’m sorry, Light.”

      The elemental surged again, and it wrapped itself around him, flowing into Tolan. “I was trying to warn you,” a voice said distantly. It was deep and booming, and it radiated a sense of power and warmth.

      Tolan had never been all that religious in his life. He believed there was a connection between the elements, but unlike others who believed the Great Mother guided them, Tolan had never been quite as certain. There was some sort of higher power. He knew there had to be, especially given the way that everything seemed connected, but within that higher power, Tolan didn’t know what his role—or his place—would be.

      In this case, he could hear something within the sound of the lizard, the way the booming voice echoed toward him, the energy of it that filled his mind. There was something quite dramatic about that power. There was something quite fulfilling about it. Tolan wanted to serve it.

      The lizard laughed. “Serve?”

      “Are you shaping me?”

      “You’re feeling spirit,” the lizard said.

      “Is it your spirit, or is it mine?”

      The lizard laughed again, and it came to him with the same deep, rich echoing sound. It was pleasant.

      At the same time, Tolan thought that perhaps he had been making a mistake. There was no need for him to serve the lizard. The only thing he needed to serve were the powers he had always served. The only thing he needed to be a part of was what he had always been a part of. In doing so, he thought he could and should help the elementals.

      “You have always served that mission well, Tolan Ethar.”

      “As I told Master Minden, I’m not sure what I need to do in this case.”

      “You will come up with the answer. I have faith.”

      Tolan laughed a little bit. “Faith? Are you mocking me now?”

      “It seemed fitting.”

      “Can you help?”

      “I can be a part of what you do and what you know, but help is beyond me.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s not safe for me outside of the bonds.”

      “Because of Rory?”

      Light had been hiding within the spirit bond, trying to stay away from the elementals. That was where Tolan had found him, and at the time, had thought that Light intended to attack, but that wasn’t it at all.

      “There are others who would claim the power of the purest elementals. There are others who would claim that energy, and they would abuse it.”

      Tolan nodded. That had to be Rory. It was the same sense he had from that elemental. Tolan recognized what Rory would try to do, and had seen it himself. He had freed the other elementals, and he brought them back to the bond that…

      “Can you help them?”

      “Help who?”

      “Those who have been separated.”

      “All can be welcomed back to the bond,” Light said.

      “Even the ones that I brought back with me?”

      “You question whether or not they have been welcomed?”

      Tolan thought about the elementals that he had seen around the Draasin Lord’s passing. With that thought, there was a part of him that wondered whether or not he could even reach into the fire bond and find the Draasin Lord, but he had a soft surge, and knowledge, that suggested to him he should not. At least, not yet. Perhaps in time he could do that, but for now, the Draasin Lord needed to have separation. He didn’t need to be called back. He needed to be maintained as part of fire, to allow himself into the power that existed. Tolan could feel that, almost as if Master Minden—or Light—were warning him.

      That was probably what it was. Because of that warning, Tolan could feel the energy that was there, could feel the way they were pushing that power outward, and he could feel just what the others were trying to tell him.

      Within it, there was power. Within it, he could feel everything. Within it, he could feel happiness.

      “I need to find a way to enter the bond from there.”

      “There will be no way of entering the bond there.”

      “Because of what they have done to it.”

      “Because there is no access point.”

      “Access point?”

      “How have you entered the bond?”

      “By going through the… Convergence. That’s what you mean.”

      “The access point.”

      “Why aren’t there any places of Convergence the same way there are other places?”

      “Perhaps there once were,” Light said, and as that warmth surrounded him, embracing him, Tolan had a sense that perhaps there was something within him that he might be able to better understand, though he couldn’t entirely feel it. “Time has changed things, as time changes all things. Eventually, the world moves, shifts, and it slides.”

      “The Convergences are concentrated within Amitan.”

      “They are, at least for now.”

      “Will they not always be?”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. As I’m not the Great Mother, I can’t say with any certainty.”

      Tolan sensed the sense of amusement within the lizard as he made that comment, and he almost smirked at him, though he had no way of doing so.

      “If I’m supposed to help them, not destroy them, how am I to reach them?”

      “The answer is there,” the lizard said.

      “I don’t know the answer. They took away the portrait, and if I try to go through it, I will end up injured.”

      “You have always had the knowledge, Tolan Ethar.”

      Tolan tried to know what Light tried to hide from him, but the answer wasn’t there. He couldn’t find anything within him to provide that answer. As much as he wanted to, it simply wasn’t a part of him. Tolan waited and realized that the sense of Master Minden—and the lizard—was growing more faint.

      “Why are you leaving me?”

      “It’s time,” the lizard said.

      “Time for what?”

      “Time for you to do what you know must be done.”

      “Why?”

      “They have begun their movements. They have begun their attack.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you found them, Tolan Ethar.”

      With that, the sense of the lizard began to retreat, fading. There was a hint of pale glowing all around him, a hint of the power that he could detect, and within that, Tolan held onto the sense, thinking about the nature of it, but he couldn’t detect anything more. He tried, but that sense wasn’t there. As much as he wanted to find it, he simply could not.

      He pushed outward, sending energy out to Light, pushing that same sense out toward Master Minden, but there was nothing. There was no response. There was no sense of anything out there.

      Why could I not detect them?

      Tolan began to feel a sense of being pushed, almost as if they were guiding him away, sending him from where he was. They didn’t want him to remain.

      Why not?

      Because it was time.

      Tolan could feel that, but he began to feel a sense of urgency. They were pushing him, guiding him away, and within that guidance was something more, something that Tolan thought he might be able to understand. He shifted, flowing along the contours of the bond, letting them carry him. It was a slow and casual movement, but within it, there was power. There was energy. There was a sense of everything that Tolan had to do.

      He recognized all of that. Within it was power.

      Tolan held onto that power.

      He couldn’t do anything else, but he did maintain that connection, that energy, and he tried to reach for the elements. For a moment, as he grasped for each of the elements, holding onto the bonds, he had a stirring of familiarity within fire.

      The Draasin Lord.

      It was almost as if the Draasin Lord wanted him to know he was still there, as if he wanted Tolan to know that there was power still available to him, but seeing Master Minden, the way she had surged into the element bonds and the way she had returned, Tolan no longer felt the same sadness. Perhaps even his mother would be there.

      Strangely, considering everything that she had done to him, that brought him a sense of peace that he had not expected. Tolan had such mixed emotions when it came to his mother that it was surprising to feel a sense of relaxation and a wave of relief at the idea that she might still be a part of him and a part of what he might be able to access.

      He drifted, following power, and he let it carry him. He drifted, continuing his journey, and finally, he felt himself pushed out of the bonds and out of the Convergence.

      Tolan stepped free, letting it carry him out, and when it did… He looked around, seeing the draasin, seeing Ferrah, and he opened himself to power with a smile. “I know what must be done.”
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      Standing in front of the portrait, Tolan could feel the energy within it. He didn’t even need to shape to know that there was power there. It was something that seemed to have been given to him by Light, or perhaps it had always been there within him.

      The hallway was empty other than him and Ferrah, along with the two draasin. They were both there, though they were curled up at either end of the hall. Ferrah’s draasin seemed larger than it had the last time he had seen him. The draasin Tolan connected to was similar in size.

      Could it be that draasin would never change much in size? Could it be that the connection that I have formed with it, the bridging that had happened, had changed something about it?

      Tolan didn’t want to do that to the draasin—he didn’t want to change it in any way—but there was something different and unique about it, something more different and unique than there was about most of the other elementals he had worked with.

      Tolan pushed power into the draasin. For a moment, there was nothing, but then there came a resurgence, a reverberation of power that flowed between them, moving from one to the other. The draasin lifted his head, looking at him, locking eyes. In that moment, the draasin shimmered, but for only a moment.

      “Are you sure you saw what you think you saw?” Ferrah asked, interrupting the connection.

      Tolan tore his gaze away and looked over at her. “Not really. When I was there, it was more of a feeling, not so much what I saw. There was a bright light, and I was certain I was talking to Master Minden, but I also talked to the lizard.”

      “The same lizard you thought was responsible for the attack.”

      “I haven’t thought that for a while,” Tolan said. He pushed through spirit and shared with her what he knew, what he had seen, and what Light had shared with him.

      It made it easier than simply explaining it to her.

      Ferrah watched him and slowly began nodding. “I understand.”

      Tolan focused on what he could feel of everything around him and realized that he wasn’t sure. The sense of Light was still there, almost as if he could reach into each of the bonds and find him. It was almost as if the lizard wanted Tolan to be aware that he knew of him.

      “I don’t know. When it comes to that creature, I… I just don’t know.”

      “What if the lizard is trying to make you feel as if it was working with Master Minden?”

      “Within spirit, there is a sense of the person. I don’t think the lizard could have done that.”

      “I still don’t know whether we can trust this lizard. I know what you’ve shown me,” she said, and through the connection they shared, Tolan recognized that she did, “but there is still something off.”

      “You fear the elementals,” he said softly.

      “I don’t fear the elementals. I fear…” She turned away from him, looking off into the distance. “I don’t even know what I fear. You know what it’s like growing up learning that the elementals are dangerous.”

      “I know,” he said.

      “You know, but you have the advantage in that you have learned to speak to them.” She glanced back at him. “You have learned something more about them, some aspect of them that has allowed you to trust them, but the rest of us…”

      “I know,” Tolan said.

      “You know.”

      “You forget that our new connection to spirit lets me know these things. It takes time for us to learn.”

      “I don’t know that we have time,” she said.

      “I know. And that’s what I’m concerned about as well. Which is why I think I need to show you.”

      He focused on the sense of spirit and on the bond between the two of them, and let her feel what he had felt. She gasped, sucking in a sharp breath, and as that power flowed between them, she said nothing.

      Finally, she turned to him. “I see.”

      “You see, but do you believe?”

      “I see.”

      “If you were able to enter the spirit bond, you would know.”

      “But I’m not able to enter the spirit bond.”

      Tolan wondered if that would be possible. “I think you might be able to. You can reach spirit because of your connection to me. That should protect you.”

      “I’m not sure,” she said again.

      Tolan turned his attention back to the portrait. This was what the lizard had wanted him to contemplate.

      But why?

      He could feel the power, but he also recognized the threat that was present on the other side of it. If he were to push through it, he would carry himself beyond, toward something he wanted nothing to do with.

      “Are you sure this is where he wanted you to go?” Ferrah asked.

      “I thought so,” Tolan said. “He said they already knew, and he seemed to imply it was tied to what I had done with him.”

      He stared at the portrait, thinking about what it had been like inside that cave. There was no sense of the girl, and whatever had happened to her, whoever she had been, was no longer.

      That seemed significant somehow.

      He stared at the painting. That was how he would figure out what he needed to do in order to stop Rory. That would be how he would figure out how to reach Rory. There wasn’t anything in the portrait that suggested anything to him, though.

      Ferrah and the draasin watched, waiting, and he held onto the power within him, pushing it toward the paintings.

      Ferrah leaned forward, studying the portrait. “I can almost see something on this one,” she said.

      “What do you see?”

      “Hints of darkness, though it’s strange. It’s almost as if there was something else here before.”

      Tolan nodded. “This is the one that had the lizard within it. That’s why I think Rory left it. It’s almost as if he were taunting me.”

      “If the lizard isn’t working with him, then it wouldn’t be so much of a taunt, would it?”

      “No,” Tolan agreed.

      “Then there might be another reason. What did you see?”

      Tolan held the image in his mind and pushed it across the distance between them, sharing it with her. He waited, knowing the connection of spirit would bridge them in a way that would allow her to see what he saw.

      She sucked in sharply. “I’ve seen that before,” she said.

      “You’ve seen the portrait?”

      “I’ve see what that portrait represents.” She looked away from the painting, turning toward Tolan. “So have you.”

      He shook his head, frowning. “If I would’ve seen it, I would recognize…”

      She was right.

      He had seen it before.

      How had I not recognized that before now?

      Tolan couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more he’d missed. It was like Light had said to him. The answer was within him. The answer had always been within him. He just had to find it.

      Why did this painting represent the cave we had seen near the free elemental village?

      And it was more than just representing the cave by the free elemental village. It was a part of the cave that he hadn’t fully traversed. He looked over at Ferrah, and then at the two draasin, and knew where they needed to go next.

      They hurried to the top of the tower, where Tolan drew upon the warrior shaping, carrying them all away from Amitan at the heart of Terndahl out to the cave at the edge of the free elemental village. The shaping had carried him quickly, and as soon as he stepped free of it, the weakness that he often felt these days nearly dropped him, forcing him to add a hint of shaping to keep himself from collapsing.

      The exterior of the cave felt the same as the very first time that he’d been here. There was the power of elements radiating from the cave itself, power that suggested each of the elements was present, though he could not detect the contours of the shaping inside and though he knew there was some aspect to it that he should be able to find. All he needed was time in order to determine that shaping, time so that he could understand what was here and how to recreate it. There would be value in it, he thought.

      When they stepped free of the cave, Tolan looked at it, studying the entrance, and he hurriedly made his way inside.

      The bondars were there, as were the runes that protected it, and he felt a presence here, but there was something different to it this time. As he felt that presence, he was aware of spirit washing over him, the way the bondar tried to press upon him, and how that energy tried to squeeze him.

      It was all about the elementals. That was what his time with Light had showed him and that was what his experience with Master Minden had revealed.

      He stepped inside the cavern, feeling the bondars. He glanced over at Ferrah and realized she had a shaping wrapped all around her, a power that wrapped around her mind, protecting her. She was concerned about the bondars and their influence on her.

      “Where did you see it?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “It’s not anywhere I actually saw. It was something that just seemed familiar to me.”

      The draasin were moving around in the cavern. Tolan glanced at the draasin connected to him, but that draasin was sniffing at the walls, his tail twitching, his wings wrapped around him.

      “Do you detect anything?”

      “Nothing that helps me understand that portrait.”

      “There has to be something here. The portrait is too similar.”

      There had to be something.

      The sense of Light was too strong, and the presence here was too potent…

      But it wasn’t quite the same.

      A thought occurred to Tolan.

      “The portrait.”

      “What about the portrait?”

      “There has to be a reason that Light suggested I look in the portrait,” he said. “I don’t really know. It strikes me as interesting that the lizard was focused on the power within the portrait, but there is something else about it.”

      “What do you think?” Ferrah asked.

      “I don’t know, it’s just…” As he looked around, he frowned.

      The portrait within the Academy was different than this cave. Still, there was another portrait that he had seen.

      Why would I recognize that difference, though?

      The portrait he’d seen had been of a different cave, though similar.

      He stepped back out to the main part of the cavern and looked up at the runes, focusing on the bondars, thinking about the power within them. There was a connection. The portrait in the other location would guide them.

      But there was another portrait. There was one that was similar, and now that he looked around, he had a sneaking suspicion that he knew where it represented.

      Here.

      That was the matching portrait.

      The one where he’d found Light had represented somewhere else.

      Which meant the one where he had found Light had been in a place Beyond. Which meant that Light had been captured by the elementals. That would be why Light had acted the way that he had. Tolan had freed Light, but he had also released Rory to attack.

      Which meant that everything that Light had experienced was tied to the place Beyond. All of this was interconnected.

      The lands were all interconnected, and though they had different connections to the elements and elementals, there was something to them that Tolan needed to master and fully understand.

      As he stared at the cavern, he knew what he needed to do.

      “Give me a moment,” he said.

      “What are you going to do?” Ferrah asked.

      “I’m going to test a theory.”

      “You aren’t going anywhere dangerous.”

      Tolan shook his head and smiled. “Only to the Academy.”

      He stepped out of the cavern and prepared a warrior shaping, but as he did, the draasin approached. He wrapped that shaping around both of them, and it carried them into the spirit tower. When he emerged, the draasin looked over at him.

      “You haven’t begun to question the strangeness of what you’ve been doing.”

      “What is it that I’ve been doing?” Tolan asked, taking a seat at his desk. He pulled out a piece of parchment, along with a quill, and he prepared his drawing. It wasn’t going to take much work to replicate what he’d seen, and he could already see the image forming in his mind, the way that power would exist, and he could already see just what would take shape.

      When it did, he could truly find a way to step between that cavern and the one where Light had been captured.

      “You have been using your warrior shaping.”

      Tolan looked up briefly. “I have.”

      “You have not been restricted by where you use that warrior shaping.”

      Tolan started to turn his attention back to the blank sheet of paper before looking up and frowning. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You don’t, but think about what you have done before.”

      Had it come from anyone else—other than Ferrah—Tolan wouldn’t have been sure what the draasin was talking about, but seeing as how the draasin knew him, and with the connection they shared, truly knew him, he had to listen.

      More than that, when he said it, Tolan recognized there was something strange he hadn’t even considered. The draasin was right. He’d been using the warrior shaping, not at all concerned about how he was using it. In the past, when he would use a warrior shaping, he had been certain to step out into the open, to make sure the burst of lightning that would inevitably come would have space. In this case, he had used that power without even considering the nature of that shaping, and he had used it without even being concerned about harming anything around him.

      What did that mean?

      Tolan didn’t really know. “Is it just one more thing I’m learning about the warrior shaping?”

      “Is that what you think that it is?” the draasin asked.

      “I don’t really know. Is there something else that I need to know about?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think that I would like it if you would tell me.”

      The draasin snorted and steam started to erupt from his nostrils. There was something very different about the laughter, and as he looked at the lizard, he began to recognize something different about him, something he hadn’t noticed before, and perhaps he should have. There was a sense from him he’d not had before.

      The connection they now shared had changed something.

      “Which is it?”

      The draasin snorted again. “Why must it be one or the other?”

      “Because I’ve seen you travel between spaces. I’ve seen the way you can shift into fire.”

      “Do I shift the fire, or am I fire?”

      “I’ve seen you shift the fire,” Tolan said.

      “If you say so,” the draasin said.

      Tolan shook his head. “It seems like it’s something more than that,” he said.

      “Because it is,” the draasin answered.

      “What, then?”

      “It has more to do with the power you’re pulling on. It has more to do with the nature of the power we have.”

      “How so?”

      “Because it does.”

      Tolan smiled at the answer. It was such a basic response, but it was one that didn’t answer anything. “I need to know more than just because.”

      “You would find the answer within you if you were willing to look.”

      “I’ve never been unwilling to look for those answers,” Tolan said, looking around.

      The draasin chuckled, a strange sound that almost seemed like a hiss. “Only when you failed to see what is right in front of you.”

      “What are you getting at?” Tolan asked, frowning at the draasin.

      “Have you not seen what has changed?”

      “Everything has changed. I have changed.” Tolan looked down at his feet, legs that no longer worked the way they once did. Healing had not helped, and he tried to suppress the frustration he felt, but it did little good. He couldn’t deny the anger and irritation anytime he felt that weakness.

      “You have felt aspects of that change, but you have not felt it in full.”

      “How else should I feel it?”

      “Think about what you have been able to do. Think about the power that you possess. Think about what I possess.”

      It was that last which Tolan thought was the most important and what the draasin wanted him to truly understand.

      As he looked at the draasin, and the way the draasin stood there, no longer simply just perched on his wings but actually standing, he realized something that he hadn’t seen before.

      “You are changing,” he whispered.

      “I am changing because you are changing.”

      “I don’t understand how I am changing.”

      “You may not, but you feel it.”

      As the draasin said it, Tolan realized it was true. He did feel it. He’d been feeling it ever since he had returned to his body. He had felt it in the weakness within him, the way that power had made it difficult to do what he had always done before. He had felt it in the nature of the energy that existed, the way that he had been forced to shape, holding onto that sense, trying to find some way to be able to support himself. He felt it in the way that he had been using power.

      “You seem to be coming more like me,” Tolan said.

      “And I would say that you seem to be coming more like me.”

      “What does that mean for me?” Tolan asked.

      “I don’t know,” the draasin said. “The one thing I recognize is that something has been changing and something seems to continue to change, though it is not only happening to you. Is happening for both of us.”

      Tolan held onto power and could feel the energy within him. As he focused on that, he could feel the connection between them, and he could feel the energy that existed. He glanced over at the draasin, noticing the way that the draasin was maintaining that sense of power, and he watched. With a soft shimmering, the draasin changed. His wings began to retreat, his tail faded, and he stood upright completely.

      He took on the appearance of a man.

      Tolan’s eyes widened. “Is that by choice, or did that happen by force?”

      “Nothing happens to a draasin by force,” the draasin said.

      “But if you do this, if you stay in this form, then will you be a draasin anymore?”

      “What is a draasin but a connection to fire? What is it but the purest form of fire?”

      Tolan smiled at that comment, almost laughing to himself. He had always loved the arrogance of the draasin, the same arrogance that he had seen from the Draasin Lord, and the same arrogance that he recognized within many of the elementals. It amused him that he would enjoy the arrogance of the elementals but hate arrogance within shapers. Perhaps that was a failing of his.

      Of course it would be. Tolan knew that it was, and he knew that he couldn’t stand it when people like Draln, or Velthan—or many of the others who he had known over the years—had demonstrated that sort of arrogance.

      He watched the elemental. “Are you going to stay in that form?”

      “Perhaps. But you should know I don’t need to.” The draasin suddenly shifted again and his wings spread out, a tail stretching out, the spikes growing from his back. It happened slowly, but Tolan had a sense that the speed was more for his benefit. The draasin laughed again, flaring with heat that he drew from the fire bond, but also from Tolan.

      “Is it because I have used my power on you?”

      The draasin shifted once more, this time rapidly, and there was a hint of power within that shifting. Tolan could feel the changing energy within him. The man standing across from him shrugged. “I don’t know the reason. The only thing I know is that what has been done has brought me closer to many of the elements than I had been before.”

      “Did the Draasin Lord know?”

      He looked over at him. “He knew. He warned me of what was happening.”

      “Was he angry?”

      For some reason, the idea that the Draasin Lord would be upset with Tolan saddened him. He didn’t want to upset the Draasin Lord and wanted to do anything he could to ensure that if the Draasin Lord felt something toward him, perhaps it would be a sense of pride.

      “No. Not angry. Understanding.” He took a step toward Tolan, though he practically floated. “There is an evolution within the elementals, one I think you are aware of. I think you, of all people, have felt that evolution.”

      “I felt something,” Tolan said.

      “What you’ve felt is how the elementals have been given the opportunity to change. Some of them have elected to do so, and others have decided to stay in this form.” Once more, he shifted, becoming the draasin form again. He lingered like that for a moment before flashing again and becoming human-shaped once more. “Who is to say which is right and which is wrong? Who is to say which is the correct form and which is not?” He looked over at Tolan, and even though he took on a human shape, there was still something very much draasin within his eyes. As he stared at him, Tolan could feel that draasin energy from within him. “Who is to say what form you should take?”

      “I chose,” Tolan said.

      “You did, and how do you feel about your choice?”

      “I think it was the right one.”

      “Then it was the right one. Because you chose, that is all that matters. It’s the same with the elementals. It’s the same with all creatures. Let them choose, let them be the ones to decide what form they will take, and don’t have another force that upon them.”

      Tolan focused on his own form. The draasin was right.

      What did it mean that I could use shapings like that?

      There had never been a time when he had attempted to shape in that manner before. There had never been a time when Tolan had thought that such a thing would even be possible. The warrior shaping could carry someone from great distances, but it shouldn’t be able to pass through solid walls. It was a lightning bolt that carried him, nothing more than that, and yet…

      Maybe he chose his form.

      He didn’t think so, but perhaps the draasin was right. Tolan didn’t really know enough about this change, what it meant, or even how to control it.

      If he could understand it, then he would find something else. He would find himself altered, more like an elemental. He had used the warrior shaping in a way he’d never considered before, and he hadn’t even been concerned about the walls or ceilings or anything else that would get in his way.

      Because of that, Tolan should have recognized the change, but he had not. He had focused only on reforming the shaping. He had focused only on where it would take him, not how it would take him. He hadn’t even been concerned, almost as if some deep part of him had known.

      He looked over at the draasin. Perhaps some part of him had known.

      “You don’t even have a name.”

      The draasin laughed. “Do I need one? You know me.”

      “I know you, but it’s easier to have a name.”

      “It’s easier to have a name so that one can be controlled.”

      “I don’t intend to control you.”

      “You don’t, but that’s because I don’t think you can.”

      There was something playful in the way he said it, but there was something truthful to it as well. Because of the connection between them, because of what Tolan could feel, he couldn’t help but wonder whether or not that was true. He didn’t know if the draasin would be able to be controlled, but he also had no desire to do so.

      Why would I want to control a draasin? Why would I want to control an elemental?

      Tolan had never had any interest in doing that. The only thing he wanted was understanding. It was that desire for understanding that helped connect him to the elementals. It was that desire for understanding that had brought him on his journey.

      “What shape can I take?” Tolan asked.

      “You can take whatever shape suits you.”

      “A draasin?”

      The draasin laughed. “Is that the shape that suits you?”

      Tolan shrugged. “I have no idea what shape would suit me if and when I were to take on a different form.”

      “You aren’t even asking whether or not you should. Or could.”

      Tolan looked over at the elemental, and it hit him that he did not.

      All of this talk recently about him being an elemental had never really stuck with him, but after what had happened to him, the way that he had been using power, the way he was now connected not only to this elemental, but to Ferrah, left him wondering if perhaps that was what he was.

      Who am I to decide what an elemental could be? Who am I to decide what an elemental “should” be? The only thing I recognized was that I was not what I had once believed.

      Tolan was a long way from the young man who had come from Ephra. That person had feared the Draasin Lord and had feared the elementals, longing for a place to belong. He had found his way to the Academy, eventually finding his place, but now he was a long way from that young man who had once feared his destiny. Tolan had changed so much. His beliefs had changed so much.

      Everything had changed.

      The one thing that had been consistent during Tolan’s time at the Academy had been change. Not only his own, but everything that had taken place around him.

      The draasin watched him and didn’t say anything, mostly because there was no need. Because of the connection between them, the draasin already knew.

      Because of the connection between them, Tolan knew what the draasin had been through. His life was young. Early, inexperienced, but despite that, there was some sense of age to him, some sense of what he had been through.

      “Do you want me to be able to take on another form?” Tolan asked.

      The draasin watched him, and there was a bit of amusement on his face. “It’s not so much a matter of what I want as a matter of what you need.”

      “I don’t know if it’s anything I can do.”

      “Why?”

      Tolan looked down at himself. His legs throbbed a little bit today, though not nearly as much as they had recently. He hadn’t been attempting to walk, though he should try again. He needed to keep trying to move as much as possible, as if that were the key to being able to regain his strength.

      “I had to leave my body in order to be able to embrace that form. I don’t know if I can do that again.”

      “No one is suggesting that you leave your body again.”

      “In order to take on an elemental form, would I not need to?”

      “Is that what you believe?”

      Tolan didn’t know. The only thing he knew about how he had been viewed as an elemental had come from when he had been in that form. It had come from when he had been holding onto that energy.

      Hadn’t I used some sort of power to transition between the places? The warrior shaping had permitted it. Would it permit something more?

      “What does it take?”

      The draasin stared at him, and for a moment he shifted, moving back and forth between the forms. Finally, he took on his draasin shape yet again, looking over at Tolan. “What does it always take?”

      “I don’t know. A connection to the elements?”

      “A connection to the elements is a part of it, but the real part, the real need, is for you to have something you have struggled with, Tolan Ethar.”

      “What is that?”

      “Belief.”
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      Tolan returned to the cave on a warrior shaping, appearing outside the cave while holding onto the drawing he’d made. The draasin was with him, maintaining his draasin shape. Tolan could tell through the connection that the draasin had no intention of trying to show off how he could transition from one shape to another.

      Perhaps Tolan didn’t need to do that, either. All he needed was to think about what the draasin had suggested.

      If there was some way for him to change forms, what form would I take?

      The draasin started to laugh.

      “What is it?”

      “You. You carry these questions within you, but you need not.”

      “If there are things that I need to know, then I should be questioning,” Tolan said.

      “Perhaps, though perhaps you should embrace who and what you are.”

      Tolan smiled, looking at the draasin. “You don’t think I have?”

      “I am not certain when it comes to you, Tolan Ethar. You embrace the elements, and you have embraced the elementals, but I wonder if you have truly embraced yourself.”

      Tolan smiled. The idea that he had not embraced himself was amusing, but even more amusing was the idea that the draasin might be right. He had never really appreciated the differences that he had, and there were differences. He could use power that others could not. He could summon the elements and the elementals in ways that others could not. That was something that he needed to truly appreciate. He would need to use it, as well. It might be the key to stopping Rory.

      Entering the cave, he looked around at the bondars, his gaze sweeping across the inside of the cave before settling on Ferrah. She had her red hair bound back in a strip of lace, and the cloak hanging on her shoulders was a little askew. Worry wrinkled the corners of her eyes.

      She looked over at him. “Something changed.”

      “What?” Tolan hurried over to her. There was an urgency in her voice, and a fear that he detected through the connection they shared with spirit. He reached for spirit, readying the other elements in case there might be an attack, but he didn’t detect anything nearby.

      Perhaps there was some danger here, but he didn’t feel any sense of it. The only thing that he felt was the sense of the bondars, the energy that surrounded the cave, and the power that he knew existed here.

      “Not in here,” Ferrah said. “It’s something with you.”

      Tolan shook his head. “Nothing changed. I was with the draasin, and—”

      “I know you were with the draasin, and I could tell he was doing something to block me.”

      Tolan glanced over. The draasin curled up in one part of the cave, and he sent a sense of amusement between them. “The draasin blocked you?”

      “Since you and I formed that bond, I haven’t had anything other than a sense of understanding between us. In this case, something separated us. I couldn’t feel it the same way as I had before.”

      At least that answered the question about whether or not there was any way to conceal himself from others who were bonded. “I think he was mostly concerned about whether or not I was exposing something I should not have been.”

      “To me?” She arched a brow at him and laughed softly. “What more do you think you can expose to me, Tolan?”

      He chuckled, heat rising within him. The draasin hissed off to the side, swirling along the wall, and the strange connection they shared left him uncertain of how the draasin reacted to this. “Did you uncover anything in the cave?”

      “Nothing that has been useful to understanding whether or not there is anything for us here.”

      Tolan unrolled the diagram and held it out for her.

      “What is this?”

      “This is how we’re going to reach Rory.”

      “Through your own drawing?” She looked up from it, meeting his gaze. “I understand you want to find the answer, but what if this isn’t the right answer?”

      “I’ve already made one before. It works.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, stepping toward him. “What do you mean you’ve already made one?”

      Tolan frowned. “I created another portrait and stepped into it.”

      “And you did this by yourself?”

      “Not entirely by myself.”

      She spun, rounding on the draasin. “Let me guess. Your friend was with you?”

      Tolan shook his head. “Not that time. The draasin didn’t accompany me. I didn’t want to bring anyone with me in case—”

      “In case what?”

      “In case I got trapped.”

      She smacked him on the chest. “See? Even you have the sense to know there is danger in doing that. Think about what you’ve done, and think about what you do to us when you risk that.”

      “I don’t know that I risked anything,” he said. “All I know is that I was trying to create a conduit, the same way that the paintings create a conduit. I could feel it, even if I couldn’t complete it.”

      She frowned at him, some of the irritation fading. “Why weren’t you able to complete it?”

      “Because I don’t think I had a pairing to it.”

      Ferrah studied him the way that she had once studied books in the library, and perhaps the way that she now studied new students coming to the Academy to try to figure out where they fit in. “You are going to have to explain.”

      Tolan held onto the painting, pointing to it. “It’s like this. There has to be a pairing. In the case of the one in the hall of portraits, the one Rory left, I think that painting was used and left behind because there was nothing Rory could do with it. It wasn’t helpful to them.”

      “He could come through the others.”

      “I think he didn’t have control over that portrait because he didn’t have the match. He left it as a taunt because it would lead nowhere. At least, that was what he thought.”

      “We don’t know anything about these portraits. What makes you think you suddenly have understanding about how to manipulate the power within them?”

      “I’m not entirely sure I do,” he said. “It’s just that I have been inside the portrait and I recognize that power. It has been there, within me, and… I can use it.”

      The appearance of the portrait matched up with what he saw here. He wasn’t a talented artist, but he hadn’t needed to be. Not for this. All he had needed to do for this was to depict everything as closely as possible. It hadn’t needed to be exact. The shaping he put into it, the energy he’d poured into it, had created the conduit and had done the rest.

      The depicted image was far better than it would have been were he to have simply tried to draw it. He shaped a hint of the warrior shaping into it. The image started to fold, bending slightly the same way that it did when he had used that power inside the Academy.

      Ferrah watched him. “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I’m just trying to see what is out there.” It wasn’t just what was out beyond Terndahl, and in The Lands Beyond; there was something else. Another place, perhaps, or other places. That was what he needed to be concerned about.

      “What exactly do you expect out there?”

      “I don’t know. There is something within this portrait, and I can feel it.”

      “And you want us to use this?”

      Tolan looked back down at the portrait.

      Is that what I want?

      If they were going to use it to carry them into the city Beyond, to help guide them to reach Rory and the other elementals, then he would need more help than he had now. He would need something that would allow him to be able to find the answers. He would need others who could shape.

      That meant the Inquisitors. They were the only ones who he thought would be able to do this. Perhaps even they wouldn’t be able to do it. Tolan didn’t know if they would have the necessary knowledge and even if they did, whether they would have the necessary strength to oppose the type of shaping Rory and the others would bring to bear.

      Tolan imagined Kerry would want to be involved in all of this. If he could somehow incorporate her into it, then she also would probably be a valuable ally.

      She wanted to serve the Academy, though. She wanted to serve Terndahl.

      As did all of the Inquisitors.

      He had struggled to understand them. It had taken reaching through shapings of spirit in order to finally find something of the Inquisitors that he could appreciate, to move past what they had done to him all those years ago when they had tormented him, in a time before the current regime was even in place.

      Why would they be willing to come with me?

      They would not.

      Tolan knew that they would not. There was no reason for them to come, no reason for them to risk themselves, and no reason for them to attempt something that would only end in danger.

      Kerry might, though, but because of him. That wasn’t what he wanted. She needed to serve Terndahl and couldn’t do that chasing him.

      Instead, what Tolan needed to do was find a different solution.

      As he started to contemplate it, he thought that he understood.

      Perhaps it would be better going with a smaller group. Unless some of them went to scout and the rest of them went looking for other information.

      Ferrah shook her head at him. “I see what you’re thinking.”

      “You see it?”

      “Fine. I feel it. You are going to do this on your own.”

      “I don’t know what this is going to involve.”

      “We aren’t leaving you behind,” she said.

      “I don’t ask you leave me behind, but I am asking that maybe you don’t risk so much coming with me.”

      “Who said that we would be risking so much? Besides, you aren’t going to leave me behind, and I’m not going to leave the draasin behind.” She turned to the draasin and it crawled over toward her, curling up around her.

      If they brought the draasin, there would be danger to them. He had seen the danger that Rory and the other elementals posed. He didn’t know how much the draasin would be able to do. As far as he knew, the draasin might be better connected to fire and able to overpower them, but he wasn’t sure there was anything Ferrah could do to keep the draasin safe.

      She stared at him. Then she started laughing.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s you, Tolan. Here you think you have to be the one to protect all of the elementals, but you are the one who’s been captured by them.”

      “There were elementals captured by them, too.”

      “I’m sure there were, and because of you they were saved, but that doesn’t change that you’ve made your own share of mistakes.”

      Tolan watched her for a moment. He didn’t really know what to say.

      She wasn’t wrong, not really. He’d made his own share of mistakes, and many of them had to do with the way he had thought he could continually work to protect the elementals.

      In this case, was that even possible?

      Tolan no longer knew. He no longer understood whether or not there would be anything that he might be able to do to protect the elementals. To bring them to a place of safety. He no longer even knew if going to this other land was right, but he needed to travel to that land to help those people. That was the entire purpose behind making this journey.

      This time, it wasn’t for the elementals.

      Only, maybe it had to be. More than anything else, Tolan had done everything on behalf of the elementals.

      He looked over at Ferrah. “Have I been thinking about it wrong?”

      “Which time?”

      “This time.”

      “What do you intend?”

      “It’s more than me doing what I can to help protect those people.” He closed his eyes, thinking about what he’d experienced when he had been there before, the nature of that power and what it had meant. Now that he had pieced it together, he began to question whether there was something more he needed to understand. It was possible he would need to try to save the elementals. Doing so involved a different approach than he’d considered before.

      The elementals.

      That was what it always came down to.

      Tolan had seen the elementals, had worked with them, and had come to know them. They had stayed with him, a part of him.

      That was the connection he needed.

      If he were to bring the Inquisitors, he ran the risk of them being exposed to the same power that had harmed those in that land. He needed to ensure that he brought only those who would be able to help. The elementals might be forced into a bondar, but that was the kind of imprisonment from which Tolan knew how to break free. If he were to bring the Inquisitors, they could be stripped of their power.

      “You’ve seen it,” she said.

      “I don’t know that I’ve seen anything, but I think I’ve come to terms with what needs to happen.”

      “What if the elementals are captured?”

      “They’ve already been captured.”

      “You would risk them again?”

      “I wouldn’t risk anything. The elementals would have to choose on their own. I don’t know if they would be willing to do this, but I suspect they would consider it.” He turned to Ferrah. “It’s time for us to do this.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m not sure about anything. When it comes to Rory and the kind of power he’s utilizing, I don’t know if I can be sure of anything. The only thing I know is that I can’t allow him to succeed in this.”

      “We can stop him.”

      “I’d like to think that we can, but this might be us heading into danger without any hope for return.”

      “At least you’ll be doing it with me this time.”

      Bringing the Inquisitors risked weakening the Academy and all of Terndahl if something happened to them. That wasn’t what he wanted.

      He stepped out of the cavern. Back outside, he looked around. It was daylight, though the sky was overcast. He could feel the power from the elemental village, and the energy of the free elementals surrounded him. He had a connection to each of the element bonds, but here in this place, he had a connection to something more than just the element bonds. The draasin followed him, his tail swishing across the ground, power emanating from him.

      Tolan waited, watching the draasin, feeling that energy from him. “Am I making a mistake?”

      What he needed now was to reach the elementals, but it wasn’t even reaching all of the elementals that was so vital. Tolan needed to reach specific elementals.

      He waited for the draasin to offer an answer. The draasin understood what he needed and what he intended.

      Thankfully, Tolan had already connected to these elementals before. He had been there, using the power within him, to bring them to this place, to bridge them with the power that he possessed, mostly so that he could hold onto that energy and trap that power, to ensure they reached a place of safety.

      He wanted to reach those elementals.

      That was what he intended, but he was going to need help. He was absolutely certain of that. They would do this on their own, him and the elementals, without the assistance of somebody else, like the Inquisitors.

      He couldn’t take others from Terndahl; there was danger in doing so, especially if Rory the elemental decided to attack. But there was even more danger if they failed. If that were the case, then Tolan was determined not to leave the Academy, and all of Terndahl, unprotected.

      He could reach for the elementals, though.

      He pushed outward.

      That power flowed around him, a surge of energy and magic that he sent flowing beyond him, out into the lands around him, and from there he let it connect to each of the elements. Tolan had felt an increased connection to the elements lately, and this seemed to happen naturally, so he stretched outward, pressing upon fire, earth, wind, water, and even spirit. With each element that he touched upon, there came a reverberation of energy.

      The elementals were out there.

      There came a pressure from the draasin, and he could feel something between them. It was a surge of reassurance, a reminder of what he had often felt from Master Minden.

      Tolan smiled to himself. That couldn’t be coincidental.

      He wrapped himself in a warrior shaping, adding enough power to carry him and the draasin forward, emerging on the mountainside.

      Ferrah came alongside, joining them, her shaping somewhat slower. Tolan hadn’t been concerned that she wouldn’t find him. He suspected she would always be able to find him.

      He stood for a moment, lingering, struggling with what needed to be done and embracing power. Spirit poured out of him, drifting from him and toward all of the elementals that surrounded them.

      A connection formed between him and the other elementals. There were dozens of elementals, all that had come from The Lands Beyond, and all with some part of them that had struggled, fading over time. They had been captured and held within bondars for an impossibly long period of time, and they had lost an aspect of themselves.

      It was that aspect that Tolan offered to help them find.

      If they could regain some understanding, and if they could learn what happened and why, why shouldn’t I offer that to them?

      He poured out a request through the connection that formed between him and the elementals. There was a question within it. He shared with them his desire and the need that he felt to continue to search and understand, and the need that he felt to leave Terndahl, these lands of safety, and travel somewhere else where it would be much more dangerous. Tolan didn’t expect them to answer. Still, he hoped.

      He hesitated, feeling the pause between him and the other elementals. He worried that they would not respond, and worried that perhaps they were scared, the way that other elementals had been scared when they had been tormented before. Tolan would understand, as well.

      How could I not?

      He had been there and seen what had happened to them. He had felt the same awful torment the bondars forced upon them. He had known the dangers.

      And now…

      Now he wanted to offer them something else.

      He no longer knew if that would be safe. In fact, it was the opposite. He knew with certainty that anything he might do with the elementals, anything that he might offer to them, was potentially more dangerous. It was potentially deadly.

      At the same time, Tolan also knew that deadly to elementals was different than deadly to his kind. Or to others of his kind. If they were to move on, they would return to the bond, perhaps losing some part of themselves, but eventually, they would find it again, and they would emerge from the bond able to understand themselves and able to know what they had been missing.

      The elementals started to respond.

      It came slowly, and it came through each of the element connections at first, drifting toward him, a mixture of sound, a mixture of elemental voices, and each one provided him with the same response, the same desire. Each one shared with him a willingness.

      A connection formed between him and all of the elementals. Within that connection, Tolan poured a request. A question. He poured out a desire. The elementals answered.

      It came as a chorus and a song, all of the elementals answering him, agreeing.

      Not that Tolan had expected otherwise.

      They were willing to go with him. They were willing to take this risk.

      They were willing to fight.
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      Tolan stood in front of the painting, studying its surface. It was a cave much like the one he was in, and the details had all come from the shaping that he created, power that he hoped would help carry him, but he didn’t know if it was going to be enough. Even within the painting, Tolan practically could feel the energy, as if the stone itself were pressing outward. There was a dampness to it, leaving him feeling water and earth, but much like every cave that Tolan had been in, there was always a soft breeze of stale air, and the heat of his body, along with those with him. Also present were elementals and elements that he needed to stay attuned to.

      Tolan pushed a shaping through the painting and poured out as much power as he possibly could.

      He didn’t know whether he would be able to push out with enough power to open a doorway, some sort of conduit that would connect this side to the other, but as he pushed more power out, he could feel the energy flowing and he recognized that there was something present that he could use.

      It burst from him and the shaping wrapped around him. It did so in a strange way, stranger than how it usually did.

      Could that be from the fact that I had made this himself?

      He didn’t know if that made a difference.

      The power flowed, curving around him, and gave him a sense of energy. As he held onto it, he continued to wrap it all around him, using everything within him in order to try to form a pattern.

      Tolan looked over at Ferrah.

      She watched him, a question in her eyes.

      He continued to hold power, drawing from himself, from this land, from the element bonds, but also from someplace beyond him. He drew from the elementals. The power of them was all around him and he continued to hold onto it, feeling that sense of energy as it built.

      It exploded.

      Suddenly, the elementals, along with Tolan and Ferrah, were wrapped within the shaping. It was a strange shifting, a way of pulling him inside, and when it pulled against him and drew him inside, Tolan could feel the energy as it continued to wrap all around him.

      It pulled them into some other place.

      He wasn’t sure how to describe it, only that shaping energy flowed around him, guiding them into some space beyond where he had been before. Elementals circled around him. There were dozens of them, and they were waiting, almost as if they anticipated something happening.

      They were within another cavern.

      This cavern was similar to the one they had been in before, although the conduit had brought them somewhere else. This somewhere else was familiar but different enough that it was easy to detect the differences. For one, the ceiling wasn’t quite as high. Another, there came a distant feeling of water dripping, a steady tapping, and as he probed with a connection to water, Tolan recognized that there was a source of water somewhere nearby. He wondered if it was only water.

      He still hadn’t found a Convergence in this land and suspected there had to be one. There was a Convergence in every land.

      The air was stale and carried with it a pungent aroma that was different than the cave they had come from, but otherwise, they could have been stepping into a different section of the same cave system.

      “Did it work?” Ferrah asked.

      “I don’t know. The only thing I can tell is we are someplace else.”

      “It looks like where we came from.”

      “I know that it does, but I think it’s someplace else. I feel like we went through the conduit and emerged someplace else.”

      He looked around the cavern, but he didn’t see any bondars. He pushed outward with a shaping. There was a restriction, though less than he remembered from before. It had brought them into the place Beyond.

      Tolan wasn’t connected to the bonds the way he had been, though he was connected to the elementals. He looked around the inside of the cave.

      There was something more here, but he couldn’t detect what.

      Ferrah investigated the inside of the cave, stopping in front of one section. “What do you make of this?”

      Tolan approached. The irregular stone wall had runes upon it, symbols that were vaguely familiar, though different enough than the runes that Tolan knew. It was almost as if they were designed to be similar, but not the same. He felt as if he should recognize them, but there was enough to them that felt off. The wall had markings upon it, and they seemed to be runes, but they were different than he had seen within the other cave.

      “Is it some sort of bondar?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I can’t really tell.”

      Tolan reached for the power of the runes, recognizing something about them. “I’ve been here before,” he said.

      “When?”

      “When I freed Light.”

      Now that he was here, the familiarity continued to build around him.

      What had I noticed when I had been here before? There had been Light, but there was something else in the painting. A girl.

      That seemed significant.

      “Are we really in the place Beyond?”

      “Feel for the bonds,” Tolan said.

      Ferrah frowned and attempted to shape. The attempt came through their shared bond of spirit, and Tolan recognized her hesitation, but also a determination within her. She was determined to find out whether or not there would be another type of power that she could access.

      She could shape.

      “The bonds are gone, but I can shape.” She looked over at him. “You didn’t know if I would be able to.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I didn’t know.”

      There remained power coming off the elementals.

      “Now that we’re here, we need to see if there’s any way out,” he said.

      “You don’t know?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan looked back at the portrait. He hadn’t given it much thought, but perhaps he should have. He needed to test if he could return.

      What point was there in making this a one-way journey?

      Before they risked themselves, before they attempted to do anything more, Tolan needed to know.

      “Wait for me.”

      “How long you going to be gone?”

      “Not long, but explore the caves, test the bondars here, and see if there’s anything trapped within these runes that you might understand. Once you piece it out, then we can be ready.”

      He expected her to argue with him, to tell him that he couldn’t leave her behind, but she just nodded.

      Spirit connected them, and through that connection, she understood what needed to be done. She understood his desire to help, and she understood that he couldn’t sit by and wait while they didn’t know.

      Tolan turned his attention to the portrait, focusing on the shaping within it, and created the warrior shaping. If Rory were aware of that shaping energy, there was a danger in using it, so Tolan had to act quickly.

      He pulled upon a warrior shaping. It blasted him from this cave to the last, and when he stepped free, a burst of power flooded into him.

      The sudden return of the element bonds was jarring.

      He hadn’t even been aware of how much he had missed having that connection, but now that he was back, now that he could feel those element bonds again, he realized that not having that connection had been a mistake.

      There had to be some way to bridge the connection and to retain the element bonds, but what would it take?

      He thought about the painting. Maybe he could use it to open up a connection between the two places.

      He didn’t know if it would hold, but it was something to at least consider, something that seemed like it should work.

      Tolan hesitated. For a moment, he debated immediately returning to Ferrah, but once they were back in the other land, there was a danger there.

      If they failed, this place was potentially in danger.

      Tolan could do something about that.

      He had to act quickly.

      He reached for the warrior shaping, bringing each of the elements together, bridging them with spirit, and it carried him out of the cave and back to the Academy. He hurried through the halls. As he did, he pushed outward with spirit, sending a blast of energy washing away from him, rolling through the entire Academy, and he could feel something faint, a soft reverberation of energy.

      That calling of energy was what he looked for. It was that familiarity and that sense of power that he had needed to find.

      Spirit—but a particular spirit shaper.

      Tolan used the warrior shaping, traveling through walls in ways that he never would’ve considered before. Now that he knew it worked, he no longer had to navigate through the halls of the Academy the way that he once had.

      When he emerged from the warrior shaping, he found Kerry alone in the spirit tower, standing above the rune. Her dark hair was pulled back and bound behind her head, lashed with a loop of leather, and she had her arms crossed in front of her chest. Her Inquisitor robes draped down, brushing along the floor.

      The moment Tolan appeared, she looked up, locking eyes with him.

      “I could feel something taking place.”

      “I should’ve involved you more before,” he said.

      “You don’t need to take action on your own.”

      “In this case, I’m not so sure that there is all that much you can do to help.”

      “You doubt my ability?”

      “It’s not an ability to help with this; it’s more doubting whether you should be involved.”

      “You will have to explain yourself.”

      “It has to do with The Lands Beyond.”

      Her brow furrowed and she nodded. “I see.”

      “The people there need my help. I don’t know. Either way, if we do nothing…”

      Tolan wasn’t even sure how to explain what he felt. He had no idea what would happen if they did nothing.

      Maybe there would be nothing that would happen.

      For all his intentions, what he knew was that The Lands Beyond were isolated. The barrier protected them as much as it confined the people within. There would be nothing those people could do to harm Terndahl, not without passing through the barrier. Perhaps it would be better if they stayed separate.

      At least, it was better if those within the Academy stayed separate.

      Tolan didn’t want others within the Academy getting bound up in this kind of work, not wanting anybody more to get involved and risk Terndahl. It had been bad enough that he was the one to have done it.

      “I see,” Kerry said.

      “I didn’t want to get the Inquisitors involved. You need to protect Terndahl. After the last attack, I feel like the Academy needs you more than ever.”

      “What about you?”

      “I have begun to suspect that I am part of the problem and less of the solution.”

      “I think others would feel differently.”

      “I understand, but I fear that if I don’t finish this, then I don’t know if the Academy, and if Terndahl, will be safe moving forward.”

      “I’m not going to agree with your thinking that this must be done on your own. I have disagreed with that strategy from the beginning. And yet, I also don’t disagree that the Academy must be protected. Without having the necessary protections, I don’t think that we could even offer you the assistance that you might need.”

      He appreciated that she wasn’t going to push this. If she were, he didn’t know what to do. Having the help of the Inquisitors could be beneficial, but at the same time, if he were to take them with him, he ran the risk of weakening Terndahl, which was part of the reason that he had hesitated in the first place. They were one of the last lines of defense against an elemental like Rory, and he refused to weaken the Academy. That was something that the Grand Master had been right about, something that Tolan had come to agree with, and yet, he didn’t like it.

      “Why did you come back, then? If you didn’t come here looking for my help, why did you come looking for me?” Kerry asked.

      “I came because you might need to do something.”

      “What is it?”

      “There is a place at the edge of Terndahl, actually beyond Terndahl. It’s this place that might be in danger if we do nothing.”

      “How is it in danger?”

      “We are using it to cross. From there, we can reach The Lands Beyond.”

      “You don’t want my help, though.”

      “Not directly,” Tolan admitted. “But there is something that you could do. That’s why I came.”

      She laughed, shaking her head. “You don’t want my help directly, but you still want my help indirectly?”

      “If you would permit me, I could show you.”

      “Show me?”

      “With spirit.”

      She frowned, and even without using a spirit shaping, Tolan could tell that she debated how much to permit him to do. He waited, though, and after a moment, Kerry just nodded. The barriers that she placed around her mind, barriers that he had taught her how to implement, suddenly faded, and he pushed toward her with a hint of spirit, using that connection to bridge the distance between them, and then he pressed outward with a bit of knowledge. All he wanted was for her to know what dangers were there. By sending that knowledge and information across the shaping, he gave her an understanding of what they might face.

      Her eyes widened slightly and she started to nod slowly, but with increasing vigor.

      “We will protect it,” she said softly.

      “Be careful when you go in.”

      “I saw that. Can it really erase memories?”

      “If you don’t use the proper shaping to protect your mind. It is designed to keep others from knowing about it.”

      “It has been there all this time?”

      “It was a record of a place that the people had come from. They had escaped, but they had also tried to maintain some part of it so that they could remember.”

      “And forget,” Kerry said.

      Tolan nodded. “And forget. Given what they went through, I can’t even blame them.”

      “I suppose that I cannot, either.”

      “I need to return. I don’t know how long this will take, and I don’t know when we will return, but we will return.”

      He had started to turn when Kerry pushed out with a burst of shaping.

      “You can’t hide your thoughts from me when you send spirit,” she said.

      “I wasn’t trying to hide my thoughts,” Tolan said.

      “You can’t hide what you intend when you send spirit, either.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Does she know?” Kerry asked.

      Tolan turned back to face Kerry. He took a deep breath before letting out slowly. “I don’t even know.”

      “But you’re starting to question.”

      “I’m starting to question,” he agreed. He looked around the inside of the spirit tower. He spent so little time here these days, and yet there was a time where this had been his home within the Academy, a place where he had felt as if he had a responsibility. It was intriguing that this would have been the tower from which he would have been drawn to instruct, especially considering how unlikely a spirit shaper he had been.

      Perhaps that was why he pushed others with any sort of spirit potential as hard as he did. There were some who would only slowly develop that ability, and unless somebody pushed—and unless somebody gave them the necessary opportunity—they might never learn what they could truly become.

      “You have given the Academy a great gift,” she said.

      “I don’t know if it’s enough.” He looked at Kerry. “If we are successful, and if these elementals try to cross over…”

      “We will destroy the path through.”

      He nodded. “Thank you.”

      She offered him a tight nod.

      “Be safe, Tolan. And don’t forget what you have taught all of us.”

      “What is that?”

      “The reason that you do this.”

      Tolan frowned, tipping his head to the side. “What reason is that?”

      “Have you already forgotten?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re getting at.”

      “You have always told us that the reason that you do this is because you want to defend the elements, the element bonds, and even the elementals. You have always taught that so long as we are doing that, everything else falls into place.” She looked around the tower, turning her attention back to him. “As long as you do the same, you will find everything falls into place.”

      Tolan laughed softly. “Thank you.”

      “What for?”

      “For reminding me. I needed that.”

      With that, he wrapped the warrior shaping around himself, and it carried him to the cave, where he created the shaping again, stepping through the painting, and back to Ferrah.

      “It’s time for us to go,” he said.

      “Where do you want us to go?”

      “To find Rory.”

      He focused on spirit, focused on pushing out beyond him, and felt something shift around him.

      The inside of the cave was not large enough that he wasn’t going to be able to find a way out. It narrowed off in front of him. Tolan hurried forward. The draasin stayed near him, maintaining his draasin form, though Tolan could almost feel something between them, almost as if the draasin were tempted to change; to shift into human form.

      He glanced over at the draasin. “I’m not sure you should do that here.”

      “And I suspect this is where I’m going to need to do it.”

      There was something nearby. He reached the narrow part of the cave.

      “Do you detect anything?” the draasin asked him.

      Tolan called upon power, letting it flow out from him, and he focused on that energy. He could feel it as it washed away from him. “I don’t detect anything but an opening here. Beyond that…”

      “I feel what is beyond that,” the draasin said.

      Ferrah leaned over. “What are you talking about?”

      “There’s something beyond the cave, and both of us are trying to figure out if there’s anything that we need to be concerned about.”

      “What is it that you think you need to be concerned about?”

      “I don’t really know, but I feel something there, only I can’t tell what it is.”

      He started forward. He had a sense of the elementals nearby, pushing closer to him. They stayed near him and he drew upon their power. He felt as if they were granting him that power, almost as if they recognized he needed to borrow it.

      And he did. He could feel he needed to maintain his strength. He could call upon their power, and he could feed it not only to himself, but to the draasin—and to Ferrah.

      Could that be why she could shape now? Was she using me the same way I’d used the other elementals?

      It made a certain sort of sense. He was a bondar to her, such as it was. By connecting to him in the way she did, she could draw upon his power, and perhaps she could shape because of him.

      The cave narrowed again, and he and Ferrah could no longer walk side by side. The draasin stayed behind him, and Tolan had a sense that he was debating whether or not to shift into human form.

      He glanced back. “Do you want the others to know?”

      “The others can make the same choice.”

      Tolan frowned, looking past the draasin. He knew most of the elementals. No, he knew all of them. They had all joined him willingly, and they had known him because he had been with them when they had come from the other place.

      Tolan recognized what they sacrificed in coming here.

      So many of them had been separated from things they knew, from places they knew, and so many of them had been forced into a strange bondar and forced into a slumber that they had not wanted. Tolan had freed them, but he wondered if maybe they still have a tie to those bondars that he is unaware of.

      When he reached the mouth of the cave, he paused.

      Sunlight outside contrasted with the overcast sky when he’d departed Terndahl. This felt warm, comforting, but at the same time, Tolan recognized a danger here.  The elementals remained near him.

      If it came down to it, would I be able to call the elementals all the way into me the same way as I had before?

      The draasin seemed convinced he could change shapes, and though Tolan didn’t  know whether it was possible, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was some truth to it.

      They were in the city. It was easy to feel the city despite the difference in the way that power felt here. The city itself was massive, and it swept out and around them, energy from all of the different elements pressing in upon him, as if they knew that they were there, as if those elements wanted Tolan to recognize them, straining for his attention. He could feel the heat of fire coming from the warmth of thousands of bodies within the city, mixing with that of water coming from the blood within them. The earth and the buildings themselves all carried with them the connection to the earth elements, and wind gusted through, not just the steady breeze, but the breath of everyone within the city.

      When he stepped out onto the street, he paused to look around. Turning behind him, he saw a shimmering. Strange. It was almost as if the opening to this place had been masked from him in some way.

      If they were able to return here, they were going to need to be able to do so with something to give them a way past. Tolan focused on that strangeness, focusing on the emptiness, and he could see that there was something in front of him.

      The masking shimmered for a moment, just enough that he could see through it, and then when it passed, he recognized how they had masked it. It was a series of shapings, but it was done so skillfully, he wouldn’t have noticed it had he not been calling upon the power that he was.

      Ferrah frowned at him. “What was that?”

      “That is what we just came through.”

      “The cave?”

      He pointed and pushed outward with another shaping. He kept it tightly controlled to make sure that if he was detected, it wouldn’t be anything more than what he used here. He didn’t want anyone—particularly not Rory—to recognize he called upon a shaping that would reveal anything to them.

      Ferrah watched, and as the cave suddenly appeared, it disappeared just as quickly.

      “What if we can’t get back inside?”

      “We should be able to get back inside,” the draasin said. “The real question is whether or not we will be able to bring any with us.”

      “Why would we want to bring any with us?”

      “Isn’t this a rescue?” the draasin asked.

      “I don’t know what this is,” Ferrah said.

      The draasin looked up at her and then turned his head to Tolan. With a sudden shimmering, shifting, the draasin changed into human form.

      Ferrah gasped. “What is that?”

      “That is me choosing a different form.” He swept his gaze around, and as each of the elementals poured out of the opening, he realized they each shifted, taking on a different form as well. Tolan hadn’t expected them to do that.

      He frowned at the draasin. “Can all of you do that?”

      “We can, but the question is whether or not we should.”

      “Why shouldn’t you?”

      “As you have seen, there is some danger in this form.”

      “Why?”

      “There is a tendency to be bonded in this form. If so, it will hold us here.”

      “You and I are bonded.”

      “Are we?” The draasin smiled at him, and though he did, there was still something very different within that grin. It was not at all like a human smile. It was almost predatory. “We cannot be bonded, Tolan Ethar. I have told you that.”

      “I can feel we are,” Tolan said.

      “You can feel what I have permitted you to feel.”

      “You don’t choose this. I’m the one who chose the bonding.”

      “Did you, or did we choose it for each other?” the draasin asked.

      Tolan held onto the shared energy flowing through him. The draasin reacted, forcing a different power out. Tolan held onto that sense of energy and thought about the nature of it and how it would fill him.

      He stared at the draasin and knew something within him. For the first time, he thought he understood. For the first time, Tolan thought he could change.

      The form he was in, the form he used to stand in front of the draasin—and in front of Ferrah—was something he could choose. He focused on the warrior shaping, but the warrior shaping didn’t allow him the ability to transition.

      Ferrah remained nearby, watching him. A worried look lingered in her gaze and Tolan forced a smile. “What is it?” she asked.

      “It’s nothing,” he said.

      “It’s more than nothing,” she said.

      The other elementals followed, joining them on the street, and Tolan looked around at them, staring at them as he continued to try to figure out what he would need to do next.

      “Are you ready?” he asked Ferrah.

      She smiled at him. “I think the better question is whether or not you are ready.”

      He stared into the distance. The city itself was all domed roofs, a blue slate covering those roofs, and runes used upon everything—all of them designed to help empower the buildings; to ensure the stability of those structures. Even now, Tolan could feel those runes. He detected the energy within them and how they maintained it.

      The city looked so different than the ones within Terndahl. The buildings all had individual runes upon them, markers designed to hold power. Those markers didn’t seem to be bondars, though there was a part of Tolan that wondered whether or not that was the case. If they were bondars, then he would need to see if there was any way to disrupt them. He would need to see if there was anything that he might be able to do to make sure that any bondar didn’t hold them.

      “It’s time to go.”
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      They moved through the streets. Tolan could feel the elementals around him. He was aware of the energy from them, which left him questioning whether Rory would detect the same thing. Tolan looked over at Ferrah, and then glanced at the draasin. Surprisingly, or maybe not so surprisingly, given what he knew of the draasin, there was a sense of excitement within him.

      Tolan could only shake his head. “You seem eager,” he said to the draasin.

      “I am back in the land where I was born, and now I am coming to understand the nature of my power.”

      The buildings nearby made it difficult for Tolan to see the other elementals. He could feel them, and though they were still in human form, the fact that they had power within them made them more likely to be detected by Rory and the other elementals who ruled in this land.

      “I wouldn’t have come here if I didn’t have to,” he said to the draasin.

      “That isn’t true, and we both know that,” Ferrah said.

      He looked over at her and the draasin laughed. “It would be easier if the two of you didn’t know what I was thinking,” Tolan said.

      “Easier, but where is the fun in that?” the draasin asked.

      Tolan wondered whether or not there was any way to block off the other two from being able to detect anything within him, but he had already tried that and had failed.

      He crossed an intersection. In the distance, there was a wide plaza.

      Had that been there when I was here the last time?

      Ferrah motioned toward it. “Where you think everyone else is?”

      Tolan shook his head. “When I was here before, we were abducted before I had the opportunity to find anyone else.” He shrugged.

      “I’m still not sure why he abducted you,” Ferrah said.

      “Rory said he intended to use me.”

      “Have you considered why you?” the draasin asked.

      “I think he was trying to remove me as a threat.”

      “You would be removed as a threat by staying on the other side of the waste,” the draasin said. “Anything else he did was intentional.”

      Tolan didn’t really know, only that there was some sense of what Rory intended. He had placed Tolan inside the bondar, and that bondar had forced him to be constricted into nothingness.

      He had to come back to what he knew about Rory.

      This was an elemental who had existed in the world for centuries. This was an elemental who had complete control over himself, his form, and his city. Because of that, Tolan believed there was something more that Rory intended, only he didn’t know what it was.

      Why me?

      “What do you think it was?” he asked Ferrah.

      “Why should I know? I haven’t had as much experience with Rory as you have.”

      “But you can detect me. You can detect spirit within me. That should give you a way of understanding something I might not see.”

      Ferrah squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, and there was a stirring within him. It was the sense of her accessing spirit. He didn’t fight the way he did when others used spirit around him. Her level of control continued to rapidly develop.

      She opened her eyes, looking over at him. “What if this is all about spirit?”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because of what you’ve experienced with it. Your first encounter with Rory came when?”

      “When we were dealing with Roland.”

      “Exactly. You were dealing with Roland, and you helped them defeat Roland.”

      Tolan nodded. He hadn’t considered that, but that was what he had done. He hadn’t intended to help the elementals, and knowing what he did now, he wasn’t sure he would have done the same thing. In fact, knowing what he did now, he might have let Roland continue what he was planning.

      Tolan pushed those thoughts away. That wasn’t what he would do. Roland intended to use others. Roland intended to harm the elementals. That came from his anger, and it came from what he had experienced, but that didn’t mean it was right.

      “So you think that because I was dealing with Roland at the time, he viewed me as a threat?”

      Ferrah shrugged. “Perhaps not at first, but as you had success against him, I think you raised his awareness of you and drew attention to yourself.”

      “He was aware of me early,” Tolan said.

      “I know he was aware of you, and I think his awareness of you only increased as you continued to have success. I suspect that worried him,” the draasin said.

      Tolan had helped Rory. He had thought that he had needed to. And then the elemental had attacked.

      How long had Rory been planning to move against his people?

      Perhaps he hadn’t even considered it before the initial attack. Had Tolan not come, had he not brought the Draasin Lord with him, it was possible Rory never would have even ventured over.

      The waste would’ve served as the ongoing protection.

      That was it.

      The waste served not only as a protection, but it was a protection against these elementals.

      The shapers of old would’ve known about that. They would’ve known about what these elementals were, and they would’ve known they were dangerous. The fact that those old shapers had left elementals like that alone, that they had essentially separated from them, troubled him.

      Why wouldn’t they have gotten more involved? Why wouldn’t they have done something to stop them?

      Unless there wasn’t any way to do so.

      If that were the case, then what did I think I’d be able to do? I have no idea how I could stop Rory and the other elementals.

      Ferrah smiled at him. “You are just as powerful as those ancient shapers.”

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      “I think you are. And even more than that, do you think those ancient shapers were able to separate from their bodies the way that you did?”

      “I don’t know. They did create the conduit and they did have the warrior shapings. They did have—”

      “Even if they had all of those things, you still have been able to do all of the things you have. Think of how much you have taught all of us.” She glanced over at the draasin, and something in her gaze softened. “Think about me. I didn’t trust the elementals until I met you.”

      “You didn’t trust the elementals even after you met me.”

      “That’s true enough, but because of you, and because of everything you’ve shown us, I’ve come to recognize the elementals aren’t what we were taught.”

      “That’s only ignorance. That’s not finding any new knowledge.”

      “Fine, but think about what you discovered about the Guardians.”

      “The old shapers placed the Guardians.”

      “They might have, but do you think that they knew what they were doing?”

      “I’m sure they did. Why else would they have done that?”

      Ferrah looked at the elementals in a way she never would have even a year ago. It left him filled with a bit of hope. For as long as Tolan had known Ferrah, there had been skepticism within her. She had wanted to avoid working with the elementals. It had been out of fear, not out of any other emotion, but because of that fear, she had been drawn away from him.

      “I don’t know what I need to do,” he said.

      “You may not know what to do now, but I think you can begin to learn.”

      Tolan focused on the elementals and thought about how they’d all joined him, willingly coming with him, knowing there was danger here. All of these elementals had recognized that they were needed to attend to this.

      He could feel another shaping, something that was constantly present within the city. The barrier around the city loomed over everything, a constant pressure and presence that pushed in upon him, as if it were to squeeze inward. It didn’t move, but he worried that it could—and would.

      He had yet to figure out how to replicate that shaping, and had yet to understand how to break it down, something that he needed to do as well. Ultimately, that shaping could not persist. It was too dangerous to do so. Eventually, that shaping would need to come down so that the people in this land would have freedom from the elementals confining them and would allow them to join the rest of the world.

      It was the barrier around the city.

      Regardless of anything else they did, they were going to have to eliminate that barrier. Only when they did would they be able to do anything more.

      Tolan focused on the barrier and the power within it, thinking about just what it would take to overpower what had been done.

      “I have an idea,” he said.

      “What is it?” Ferrah asked.

      “Feel this.” He bridged them and shared with her everything that he wanted her to know. He could gift her the energy and the awareness of the shaping he needed her to recognize. He could let her feel what he felt.

      “What is that?”

      “That’s the energy that surrounds the city. It’s that energy that strips power away.”

      “How were you able to survive it?”

      He remembered how that shaping had left him feeling raw, but in that form he had been different, connected only to the power of the element bonds, nothing more than an elemental. Tolan shook his head. “I survived because I didn’t have any other choice.”

      “It’s incredible.”

      “It is, but it’s also something that I think we can work through.”

      “How?”

      “By focusing on what we’re able to detect.” When he had gone through it before, there had been incredible pain. He had been separated from some aspect of himself, and he had been aware of how that separation had been intentional. Now he recognized why Rory had done that.

      The elemental had been afraid of him. Rory knew Tolan would be able to counter him, so Rory had wanted to strip power away from him.

      That was what he needed. Rather than going after Rory first, he needed to bring down the barrier. They weren’t going to be able to help the people Tolan wanted to help until they separated Rory from his power over them. Until they were able to do that, there wasn’t any point in doing anything more.

      “Where would you have us go?”

      “There are people up ahead,” the draasin said.

      “Are those people, or are they elementals?”

      “I suspect they are people,” the draasin said. “If they were elementals, they would have been trapped in a different form in this land.”

      “How?” Ferrah asked.

      “Bondars,” Tolan said.

      He detected the people up ahead, much like the draasin did, and there was something strange out there. It was something he detected through spirit. He probed, but couldn’t tell.

      What he did feel was power from the elementals he had brought with him.

      It was something that he hadn’t detected when he had first brought them, but now that they were here in this land, there was a different understanding of those elementals, and a different understanding that they wanted him to have.

      It took Tolan a moment to realize what that something was. They wanted revenge. They wanted to stop Rory from hurting others. More than anything else, Tolan was aware that there would be others.

      He headed toward the barrier.

      It was something he could feel within himself, and he didn’t have to search in order to find it. The barrier was far closer than he had expected. As he neared, winding through the streets, approaching the faint haze that it created, Tolan hesitated.

      “That’s it?” Ferrah asked. Tolan nodded. “I haven’t seen anything quite like that before.”

      “I suspect it’s tied to everything that’s been done in the past. The elementals have been working for centuries. If they have intended to strip shapers of their power, then…”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s just that if they have been working for as long as it seems they have, and if there is someone like Roland, then there would have to have been some way for him to have gotten through the barrier and maintained control over power.”

      “Probably,” Ferrah said.

      “We need to find them.” He looked over at the draasin, who watched him. “Can you detect anything?”

      The draasin shifted for a moment, changing forms briefly before returning. “It might be easier to find them than it would be to find free elementals.”

      Tolan frowned at him. “In this land, I doubt there are any elementals that are free.”

      He could feel the sense of the barrier in front of him. The barrier was the key to what Rory intended. But it was also the key to understanding how Roland had escaped. And more than ever, Tolan was certain that Roland had escaped. He must have, especially in order to have overwhelmed them.

      Could there be another portrait?

      It would explain how Roland had gone, but perhaps there was another pathway. Perhaps there were others who had power. And they could help them. If they were going to defeat Rory, they weren’t going to be able to do it on their own. They were going to need help. They were going to need locals who knew what was here and had knowledge of what the elementals had done.

      “I suspect it will be tied to spirit,” the draasin said.

      Tolan probed for spirit. He started with the elementals.

      As he began reaching for the elementals, he could feel the connection that he shared with them. There was power to them, a connection to spirit and a connection to him, something that the elementals had given him as they had transitioned to cross. He was aware of them scattered throughout the city, all of them searching, and it was through that connection to spirit that he linked them together, which would allow them to depart when it was time. As he started to release the shaping, there came a soft pulsing upon him.

      The pulsing came slowly, but he recognized it.

      It was a touch of spirit.

      Could that be Rory or one of the other elementals?

      He certainly wasn’t being subtle with his use of power. For all Tolan knew, by sharing his power, exposing that energy outward to the world, he would only be drawing the elementals to him, revealing where he was and how to find them.

      Only… Tolan didn’t think that was what he had done. He held onto the power and once again sent spirit sweeping outward. Once again, he felt something pressing on him. That pressing upon him was faint and subtle, but he was certain of what he detected.

      Ferrah grabbed onto his arm. “What was that? There was something in what you’re doing. I could feel a twinge. Was it a shaping?”

      “Not a shaping,” the draasin said.

      Tolan had been so focused on holding onto spirit that he wasn’t paying attention to the response nearly as well as he should have. “I don’t know,” he said.

      Distantly, he could feel the elementals. Some of them searched, sweeping through the city, probing for Rory, maintaining a hidden form, though not all of them did. Other elementals simply explored, as if they were trying to understand this place once again. It made sense to him, though. The elementals that had been here before had lost something during what Rory had done, and it was what they had lost that they wanted to regain. So much had changed for them, and so much had been lost.

      Tolan searched through the streets. He wandered along the edge of the barrier, aware of how exposed they were. There were no others out. That was the piece of all of this that troubled him the most.

      Where were the others?

      There would have to be someone here.

      Starting forward again, he held onto additional spirit, letting that sense flow outward. There was a hint that came to him briefly. Tolan turned toward it.

      There was movement along the street.

      Both Ferrah and the draasin turned in that direction.

      “Is that elementals?” Ferrah whispered.

      Tolan couldn’t tell. They looked to be dressed like the others from the city had been, but he would’ve said the same about Rory. They approached slowly, three of them, all moving carefully.

      Tolan braced for some sort of attack, not sure what Rory might intend, only that if these were his people, they would try to push them into a bondar. Tolan didn’t know if it would be successful, not against him in this form, and certainly not against Ferrah, but the draasin…

      The draasin wouldn’t be able to protect himself against a bondar. Tolan would be able to hold him out of it, but that was only if they didn’t overpower him.

      The three coming toward him were moving steadily closer.

      “Be ready,” he said to Ferrah.

      “I don’t want to have to fight,” she said.

      “I don’t know that we are going to have much in the way of a choice,” he said.

      As they neared, he realized none of them had a sense of shaping coming from them. They weren’t elementals. Even with Rory, Tolan had been aware of the sense of power coming from him. That suggested to him that whatever else was happening, they were not elementals. They were people from the city.

      “May we be of service?” the first man to arrive asked. He had a long gray beard, oiled to a point, and deep eyes that glittered with a hint of blackness.

      “Service?” Tolan asked.

      “You came out here and I felt the summons.”

      Tolan cursed under his breath, realizing what must’ve happened. By pushing out with the power he had, he had alerted someone.

      Only, the person he had alerted wasn’t at all what he had expected. Tolan would’ve expected that he would have brought attention to the elementals, but that didn’t seem to be the case. These three, without any ability to hold onto a shaping, weren’t elementals, but as far as he could tell, they served them.

      “Where are the others?” the draasin asked.

      “Others, my lord?”

      “Yes. We would like to see the others,” the draasin said. He put heat into his words, power that radiated from him, and for a moment, Tolan tried to understand what the draasin was doing, but then he thought he understood.

      “We are the only ones who came to serve, my lord.”

      “I’m sure the others would appreciate the opportunity to serve,” the draasin said. “Would you deny them that chance?”

      The man on the right, heavier set and with flowing robes, bowed down deeply, shaking his head. “No, my lord.” He glanced over at Tolan before his gaze settled back on the draasin.

      They were debating which of them they needed to address. Tolan could use that to his advantage. These were the first people—and Tolan was increasingly certain that they were people—that he had encountered since coming here.

      Worse, they all seemed as if they were serving the elementals, and as far as he could tell, they were doing so willingly. A voice came through him, something distant and faded, though for a moment, Tolan didn’t know if it came from Ferrah or from the draasin. The longer he heard it, the clearer that voice came.

      Because they don’t know any better.

      Here Tolan had thought they would come to free these people from the influence of the elementals, and yet, as he thought about it, he wondered if such a thing could even be possible. Because what they had done and how they had been forced to serve over the years, along with how long they would have lived, the power they would have displayed all of that time, it might not even be possible.

      “I’m sure we can satisfy any need you have,” the man on the right said.

      The man in the middle glanced toward both of them, annoyance shining in his eyes.

      They were striving for favor.

      Which meant they thought he, Ferrah, and the draasin were elementals. Looking over at the draasin, Tolan thought he understood why. The draasin was dressed much like the others in the city, though there was something almost formal about him. He had wrapped himself in their clothing and had created a powerful appearance.

      Ferrah was dressed the same way that she normally was. She wore the gray of the Academy but nothing to suggest anything regal, though these others might see it as something foreign, powerful. And if they served the elementals, it was possible that they wouldn’t care how they appeared.

      That was the most likely answer.

      Tolan held onto the sense of power within him, thinking about what he needed to do. If these men believed them to be elementals they might be able to use that. The draasin’s approach was probably a good one. Make them believe that they were elementals—and in the case of draasin, he was an elemental—then they could try to find out more information.

      Ferrah stepped forward. “You will lead us to the others.”

      The man in the middle took a look at Ferrah, watching her for a long moment, and seemed to recognize that she was different than Tolan and the draasin. It was strange to Tolan that he would be different than Ferrah, but at the same time, he could feel that here. He could feel the way that he radiated a different sort of energy. It was a flowing sense within him. As he focused on that, he couldn’t help but recognize it.

      “What would you have us do?” the man asked.

      “As I said, we would have you bring us to the others,” Ferrah said.

      The man looked at her, watching her, and there was a hint of hesitation in his eyes. Tolan waited, wondering whether or not they would even agree to do what she asked. There was something he could try. He used spirit on them.

      As he pressed out with spirit, he felt something locked within their minds.

      There was resistance, but there was something else. It was more than just resistance. It was fear. He could feel something within the man; a connection to spirit.

      It was that connection to spirit that mattered. It was that connection to spirit that told him that he had found what he was looking for.

      A resistance.

      And he feared capture.

      The men looked at Ferrah, and they turned to Tolan and finally to the draasin. Something within their expressions shifted. Their eyes widened and the lead man turned, running off.

      The other two followed, though not nearly as quickly.

      When they were gone, Ferrah glanced over at Tolan. “What should we do?”

      “Nothing. I have what we need.”
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      Tolan focused on the elementals that had come with him and pushed out with his spirit connection so that they knew what he was going to do. Most of them had wandered off, and he wanted them to know that there was a resistance within the city. If they could find others who would defy Rory, then they could work together. They might find others with power.

      He released it, feeling a soft urgency from the elementals.

      More than that, the elementals recognized something was taking place.

      There came a soft urgency from them.

      “We’ve revealed our presence now.” The draasin looked over at Tolan, and he frowned. “I’m concerned that holding onto this form will not be necessary.”

      “Concerned, or eager to reveal your true self?”

      “Who is to say what my true self is?” He smiled at Tolan. “In the case of me, it may be that my true self is the power I have shown you before.” The draasin started to rumble and power started to emanate from him, radiating outward.

      “We shouldn’t linger here too long,” Ferrah said.

      “I don’t think that we should,” Tolan said. “I don’t even know if we need to. I can feel something.”

      What he could detect was out there, flowing through him, and it was an awareness of the power of the elementals, and he thought he knew where to find them. It wasn’t what he wanted to find yet. What he wanted was to find anyone else here. Tolan needed to find the others in this resistance. That was where he needed to start. If he could uncover those people, and those creatures that might be siding with them, he had to think there would be some way to navigate the city more effectively and find a way to stop Rory and the others.

      That something was the sense of the others scattered throughout the city.

      “Why would they know where to find them?” Ferrah asked.

      “I’m not sure they would, but they can help us know where others might be.”

      “If there is some sort of resistance here,” Ferrah said, “why would they know about them?”

      “I suspect the resistance has people who can use spirit,” Tolan said.

      “What?”

      He looked over at the draasin before turning and facing the inner part of the city. “Think about it. Roland attacked us with spirit. He was powerful. Gifted with it. In order for them to hide, they would have to be spirit shapers.”

      “You think it is wise to risk ourselves against a spirit shaper?” Ferrah asked.

      “I think we can. I know enough now about how to protect myself that I don’t have to worry the way I once would have.”

      “What about me?”

      “You can protect your mind as well,” he said.

      He used what he could to ensure Ferrah’s mind was protected before turning his attention to the draasin.

      “You don’t need to worry about me,” the draasin said.

      “I don’t want you to be influenced.”

      “I don’t think I can be,” he said.

      Tolan used spirit against the draasin to see if he could influence the elemental, but there was an innate resistance. The draasin stared at him with a hint of a smile as he watched Tolan.

      “I see,” Tolan said.

      “What else do we do, then?” Ferrah asked. “If you can’t detect these other people’s minds, how are you going to be able to find them?”

      “I can find them by the voids within their minds.”

      It was a soft influence, subtle, but enough that it seemed designed to push people away. That was the resistance he’d been feeling. He could feel that influence, the way that it was designed to try to stop them from coming any closer, and Tolan began to home in on where that sense was coming from.

      He started forward, through the city, focusing on the memories he had from the men and the power within their minds. When he did, he followed that sense to a small section of the city that was surprisingly close to the next circle of haze.

      Traveling in the city was strange. There was something about it that was familiar, and it took him a moment to realize why. He had seen this city in various portraits along the hall of portraits. Perhaps not quite as detailed as what he saw before him, but there was no doubt the domed slate roofs around him were the same, or that the strangeness to the connection to the elements was the same.

      He didn’t see very many people out in the streets. It was almost as if they were aware of him and hid.

      The only way they would know about that would be through spirit.

      Some of the buildings looked to be shops, though they were like no shop that he ever saw in any place in Terndahl. They had large windows, many of them showing their goods—dresses or candles or baked items, places that Tolan would love to explore if only he had the time.

      When this was done. That was when he could do that. That was when he could learn more about this place and finally understand this land.

      Another building nearby was rundown, with a flat roof and crumbling sides. Tolan saw no evidence of runes along the side the way he did with many of the others. It was almost as if this section was supposed to look abandoned.

      Tolan hesitated, pushing out with a soft shaping. As he did, he could feel something against him. Resistance.

      This place was designed to try to confound him. It was shaped energy, but it was shaped spirit energy. And it was considerable.

      Tolan hadn’t ever encountered anything quite like this before. As he continued to focus on the power that was within him, recognizing the nature of that energy, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there was someone here holding onto a shaping.

      Wouldn’t it be dangerous to do so?

      Tolan turned to Ferrah. “Can you feel this?”

      “I don’t need to feel it. I can feel what you are doing.”

      “You can feel my shaping?”

      “I can feel you doing something. I can feel something pushing against you.”

      That was new. Ferrah had often been able to detect shaping, but she hadn’t been able to feel it the same way Tolan could. That she could now left Tolan wondering how much the connection between the two of them had changed her.

      More than that, he had to wonder how much it had changed him.

      The draasin looked over at him, and there was a knowing look in his eyes.

      “I think this is it,” Tolan said.

      “How do you propose we get in?” the draasin asked.

      “We need to find a door.”

      Tolan looked around a different building, making a steady circuit of it. Much like all of the others, it had a blue slate roof, and the stone of the building itself was stacked, with runes worked into it, as if it were holding onto earth to prevent it from collapsing. It was an impressive type of power. It was the kind of shaped energy that Tolan could feel but could not do anything with. It continued to bulge outward, making it difficult to find anything more. The shaping met resistance.

      He had never experienced a spirit shaping so stout before.

      It was almost as if…

      Bondars.

      There had to be bondars around the entire building. They would make it look dilapidated, but would they make it look like that to just me, or would it be that way to the others?

      Tolan had no idea whether or not the bondar would shift and change depending on who looked at it. He studied the building, focusing on spirit within it. What he needed was some way inside.

      Spirit was blocking me, but could spirit be the answer to getting inside as well?

      If he assumed that the people who occupied the space were all spirit shapers, and if he assumed that they all were powerful—equally as powerful as Roland, if not more so—then he would have to think about how they would use spirit to enter.

      Roland would have come from here. Having connected through spirit with him, Tolan would have some way of knowing what Roland had known. He focused on those memories. He turned spirit inward, focusing on his encounters with Roland. Images started to flash into his mind.

      Something had changed.

      Tolan didn’t see what it was, but he could feel something having changed. There was a shifting near them and energy started to swirl back behind him.

      He detected it differently than he ever had detected that sort of thing before. It was almost as if it pressed upon his awareness, but not through any sort of natural shaping. This was a direct connection.

      Elemental to elemental.

      Tolan pushed that thought away.

      They had to get moving. They were pursued, and he needed answers.

      There.

      Tolan opened his eyes and started around the building again. He found a flat section of wall. The stone seemed to be crumbling more here than it was in other sections, and Tolan held onto spirit and began to push outward.

      The draasin and Ferrah remained nearby, holding onto shapings, getting ready to attack, but he knew that they would need to be careful. Tolan pressed through spirit, sharing with both of them a need for caution, but also warning them that things were shifting around them, that the city itself was becoming more dangerous.

      There was resistance, but he could overpower it. He used a twisting of spirit, shaping against an unseen bondar, and suddenly, an opening formed. Tolan glanced over at Ferrah, and then at the draasin, and they stepped forward.

      Darkness enveloped them.

      For a moment, Tolan worried it would separate him from his shaping the same way the haze seemed to, but there was no separation. He could still shape. He was still connected to spirit. He was still connected to the other elements.

      Better yet, he was still connected to the elementals.

      That, more than anything else, Tolan thought, would be crucial. He could feel the need to maintain that connection. He had no idea what they were going to encounter, or if there  was any danger here. He started forward, moving slowly.

      There were walls on either side of him, but as he stepped forward, Tolan could tell that those walls were fabrications; shaped images and nothing more. They guided him along. He was tempted to try to batter at those shapings, to try to blast through them, but another part of his mind told him that doing so would only risk what he had come to accomplish.

      Ferrah watched him, a question burning in her eyes. “I don’t like this,” she said.

      “I think we are fine.”

      “We might be fine, but…”

      Power began to build around them. It was spirit, and it squeezed. Tolan headed forward and tried to ignore that spirit pushing on them. Maybe that wasn’t the right thing.

      He dipped into his memories again, thinking about what Roland had shown him.

      If there were bondars here, as he thought there were, then he would need to use a different approach.

      Rather than pushing against it, what would happen if I pulled it toward me?

      He didn’t want to shatter the bondars. If these people were putting up resistance against Rory and the other elementals, he didn’t want to reveal their presence. Tolan glanced over at Ferrah and the draasin. In order to do what needed to be done, he would need to be careful with his power, and yet he also didn’t want to reveal their presence too quickly.

      There might be a way, but masking his use of power wasn’t something that he was particularly gifted at. He had seen Roland do something similar, and maybe he could use that.

      The walls around him started to shimmer and fade.

      Ferrah gasped.

      “You didn’t realize those weren’t real?”

      “I could feel something through you, but couldn’t tell exactly what. I didn’t know what you were detecting.”

      “I could tell that they were shaped, at least that the sense of them was shaped. They wanted us to feel compressed.”

      “What is this place?” Ferrah asked

      “I suspect this is the resistance, but I don’t know anything else about it.”

      “They aren’t far from here,” the draasin said.

      “How can you tell?”

      “I can feel them attempting to shape me.”

      “I don’t feel that,” Tolan said.

      He started forward, moving carefully. The resistance started to build again.

      Shaping.

      He pulled that shaping to him and drew it off the draasin, off Ferrah, and he made sure they were protected. He wasn’t going to let anyone here use a shaping that would harm anyone with him.

      More than that, he wanted them to know he was coming.

      Tolan moved along halls that were now bare. There was no light here, but he didn’t need it. He practically glowed with the light of the shaping energy he was calling upon. It came from spirit, the only element these people could use. By holding onto spirit, he drew it inside him, and he filled himself with that power.

      In the distance, the hall ended.

      That was the source of the spirit shaping. Tolan could feel it coming from there, could feel the way they were trying to press it upon him, the energy of what they were doing to him. He called upon more of the power, letting it flow to him, drawing it off.

      As he did, there was a shifting.

      No longer did spirit try to push against them. Now it actively fought him.

      How was he going to let them know he didn’t mean them any harm?

      The thought struck him at once.

      Spirit.

      Tolan would have to connect to them, but he didn’t know what doing so would entail.

      He looked at the draasin. “I think you need to do this.”

      “Why me?”

      “When we came the first time, the Draasin Lord terrified the elementals.”

      “You don’t know that,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan turned to her. He pushed across memories of how Roland had convinced the elementals that he was a draasin and terrified them. Ferrah might not have been there to see it, having been held inside the tower, but he could now share with her things that he couldn’t before. She frowned, watching him. Studying him.

      “Think about the way that Roland used his shaping. He created an image of a draasin, using that to try to confound the others. He used the draasin to scare them. Whatever else there is, they are terrified of draasin.”

      “The people or the elementals?” Ferrah asked.

      “I think the elementals. I think the people celebrate them.”

      That had to be the reason that the eggs had been hidden away.

      The elementals, including Rory, didn’t want there to be any more draasin. He didn’t know whether or not they had any way of destroying the eggs, but he suspected they feared having the draasin released. If they were, they would have to worry about what the draasin would do. Which meant that they didn’t really know the draasin. Not the way that Tolan did. That was something they had to take advantage of.

      The draasin shifted.

      It happened rapidly, in the blink of an eye, and he turned into his full draasin form.

      “I think you’re going to need to be larger,” Tolan said.

      “This is my size,” the draasin said.

      “I understand it is, but I’m just suggesting you might need to be larger to be more imposing to them.”

      “You want me to be imposing to the people you’re trying to help?” The draasin started laughing, a deep rumbling chuckle, and Tolan smiled at it. It was something so human, a sound that was so different than he would’ve expected from the Draasin Lord when he had worked with him, and it was something that left him laughing along with the draasin.

      “I want you to be imposing until we have a chance to get there.”

      “If you choose,” the draasin said.

      He started forward, growing as he did. Slowly, the form of the draasin began to take hold and Tolan stared, watching as the draasin began to spread, extending, power flowing from him in a way that became almost overwhelming.

      He marveled at the control the draasin showed over his powers. In doing so, the draasin expanded, filling the hall, and then filling it even more.

      All of a sudden, the pressure upon him, that spirit he’d been feeling pushing outward, faded.

      “What was that?” Ferrah whispered.

      “That was the draasin making his presence known,” he said.

      He smiled at the idea. With the draasin suddenly making his appearance known, and suddenly drawing the attention of these other shapers, they had abandoned their attack.

      Tolan headed forward. The room had other people in it, and he moved cautiously, holding onto each of the elements, readying his connection for the need to attack. He glanced over at Ferrah and could feel her shaping, getting herself ready to attack. The only one who had done little to hide himself was the draasin.

      The draasin was there. There were several others in the room, all looking at the draasin as he filled the entirety of it. He had seemingly spread, growing as large as the Draasin Lord had been, somehow managing to develop in the span of a heartbeat what had taken the Draasin Lord a millennia. It was the change in form that shocked Tolan. His dark scales glowed with heat and energy as he remained connected to fire.

      But did he remain connected to the fire bond?

      Having passed through the portrait, Tolan could still feel the energy of the bonds, but it wasn’t quite the same. They were separated a little bit. The draasin was separated a little bit.

      The draasin glanced in Tolan’s direction and, through the connection they shared, Tolan felt a hint of amusement. The draasin practically laughed within Tolan’s mind.

      It took a moment before the others turned in his direction. They did so slowly, but when they did, something about their demeanor shifted. Power began to build from them, and they attempted to try to push against him again, but Tolan ignored it. They were easy enough to ignore as he held onto power. They were easy enough to ignore as he maintained his connection. They were easy enough to ignore with the draasin drawing some of their attention.

      Tolan recognized what they were doing. He pushed outward again.

      A shaped power blasted into him, a mixture of several different elements, but it was masked from him, as if they were trying to use whatever they were doing to conceal their attack. Tolan knew he needed to be careful, that he had to be ready for someone to strike him again, but he didn’t know who to target first. He stretched out with spirit, probing and searching, but even with spirit, he couldn’t tell.

      Tolan pushed it back upon them. “We aren’t here to fight,” he said. He looked at the draasin, nodding to him. The heat and fire building off the draasin exploded again, bursting outward. “We’re here for your help.”

      One of them stepped forward. She was younger than he was expecting to find in their leader, but age didn’t always matter. She had dark chocolate hair, deeply tanned skin, and a vibrant sense of spirit radiating from her. It was powerful, and Tolan recognized she was the one who was responsible for all of the shaping that he had been feeling.

      “Our help with what?” The one who spoke had a soft voice, hesitant, and yet he had a hint that it was little more than an illusion, much like the draasin changing size was an illusion.

      “To defeat the elementals.”

      She looked over at the draasin, pressing outward with a hint of spirit, letting it flow toward the draasin. Tolan didn’t even bother to try to intervene. He didn’t think that she would be successful, but even if she were, he hoped that he would be able to do something to sever any sort of bond she might try to form to the draasin.

      “There is no defeating the elementals. There is only hiding. Surviving.”

      “I think there is.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because I have done it once before. I have defeated Rory, and I intend to defeat him again.”

      The draasin folded in, his wings curling inward, his legs shrinking, and he suddenly changed, quickly flipping from draasin form into a human form. From all around came the sound of gasping voices. It really was an impressive feat to observe.

      “In order to truly defeat him, we will need your help.”

      Tolan looked around the room.

      The draasin returned to his draasin form. More than anything else, the change to the draasin was what had changed the reaction within the room. When the draasin had shifted, everything else had changed. The others who were here focused on the draasin, unable to take their gaze off him. The reaction was exactly what the draasin had anticipated.

      Ferrah watched Tolan, and he sensed power coming through her, borrowed power, an energy she drew off him.

      “Something feels off,” she said. “Look at how they’re watching him. It’s unnerving.”

      The others continued to stare, watching the draasin. Tolan waited for the draasin to react, but he didn’t. Instead, he curled up along one wall.

      The way they used spirit was something quite complex. It was even more complicated than any other shaping that he had detected from a spirit shaper before. There was something exquisite to the way they were holding onto that power. Tolan had been around skilled spirit shapers before. Roland was a skilled spirit shaper, and having seen him, having been around him, he recognized a similarity to this. It was a complicated sort of shaping, using a blending of power that flowed out from the shaper, but did so in a way that they managed to conceal how they were using that power.

      Tolan stepped forward, holding onto as much power as he could, and began to pull that power into him. “Who leads here?”

      He turned his attention to the younger woman. She watched him, her gaze leveled on him, though there was a part of her that remain fixated on the draasin. Were the situations reversed, he would pay the same attention to the draasin, recognizing that the elemental was the one to be most concerned by.

      “No one leads here. We all work together,” she said.

      Tolan wrapped each of the elements around him, creating a barrier over his mind. The draasin added to his protections, hopefully enough that Tolan didn’t have to do anything. This woman was incredibly skilled. Possibly even more than Roland.

      “Someone leads you. All I need to know is who I should be talking to. We intend to try to help.”

      Some of the others nearby started to laugh and Tolan glanced in their direction, wondering what offended them. The pale-haired, heavyset woman across from him smiled, and there was a hint of more than amusement in the way she looked at him.

      “Help?” She swept her gaze around the room, and when she brought it back around to Tolan, watching him, she smiled—with almost a hint of irritation in her expression. Not only that, but as she held onto spirit, she pushed outward with it, probing.

      He had a sense of Ferrah trying to warn him.

      What did Ferrah recognize?

      He could tell through her connection to spirit that there was something out there, but he wasn’t at all able to determine what it was.

      What about the draasin? Was there anything the draasin could detect?

      Instead, the draasin remain curled up, quiet, almost as if…

      Controlled.

      He could feel that now that he paid attention to it.

      Had he not been connected to the draasin the way that he was, Tolan wasn’t sure he would’ve even noticed what had happened. Tolan could feel the way they held onto power and how they used spirit against the draasin. Spirit flowed from them, wrapping it around the draasin. Tolan had seen elementals controlled within Terndahl. He had seen them forced into the bonds. He had seen others trying to use them and abuse them. He had seen it all too often.

      He remembered what it felt like from others who had been forced into the bond. Tolan had felt their rage and anger, and that heat flared within him.

      It seemed to fill him, as if he were the one being forced down into the bond.

      Hot anger poured from him.

      He did nothing to suppress it. He would let himself feel that anger. There was no reason to suppress that rage. Not around these people, not when they intended to torment with their power.

      Anger surged within Tolan.

      He turned his attention to the woman and focused upon spirit. He began to pull.

      It was different than how he usually used spirit. He wasn’t trying to push anything upon her, not wanting to shape her in any real way, but he was trying to call off the shaping she attempted to use on the draasin, drawing it into himself. He had no idea whether it would even work, but he felt strongly that he needed to try something, using anything within his power in order to help the draasin. As he drew away her shaping, he could feel what she was doing.

      There was a subtlety to it, but because she shaped the draasin, and because Tolan was now connected to him, he could track that shaping and trail through what she was doing. That allowed him to understand not only what she was doing, but how she was doing it.

      The how was what mattered to him.

      By knowing that, he could counter it.

      He slipped a barricade in between the draasin and her, blocking what she attempted. Her shaping recoiled.

      She looked at the draasin as if she believed the draasin was responsible for what happened, but Tolan stepped forward, using the spirit shaping she’d used and pressing it upon her.

      If she wanted a soothing spirit shaping, then he would give it to her.

      He called on power from all around him, using what he could from the connections he had, even borrowing from the elementals. He expected a response from her, but there was none. Then the sense of spirit began to fade.

      Her connection to the elements started to fade and she started to shrink.

      Others all around the room got their feet, lurching forward, and started toward him.

      The draasin lumbered upward, rage filling him. It was in the fire and the energy that rolled through him. The draasin knew what they had tried to do to him. The draasin was angry.

      Tolan ignored them, focusing on the draasin, testing to make sure that the connection was intact. They hadn’t done anything to him.

      “Are you harmed?”

      The draasin rumbled, heat and flame ripping through the inside of the room, rage coming from him. Tolan smiled, knowing the answer even without the draasin saying anything, but he enjoyed the way the draasin reacted; the energy he displayed. If nothing else, the shapers here would recognize that attempting to use spirit on a draasin had been a mistake.

      Ferrah stayed close to Tolan. “Are you sure that is the right strategy?” she whispered.

      Tolan shook his head. “I’m not sure about anything here.”

      He used the elements, pushing the others back, forcing them away from him and the draasin, not wanting them to get too close. He focused instead on the young woman. He held onto his sense of spirit, continuing to suppress her, wanting to know why she had attacked the draasin.

      She struggled to free herself from his shaping, and she failed. Everything that she pushed against him was failing. Tolan maintained his connection, using spirit upon her.

      There was nothing else that he had to do.

      He studied her as he approached. She was younger than he had thought, which made him hesitate. He had to be careful, especially against someone like this, who obviously had considerable power. He could feel it in the way she could hold spirit, and it warned him that he needed to be careful, that he needed to continue to maintain his control and his shaping, and be ready for anything she might do.

      “I’m not with the people who attacked you. I’m not one of them. None of us are.” He looked over at the draasin and nodded to him, trying to soothe him. He didn’t want the draasin to attack and thought he needed to calm him somehow, though he wasn’t at all sure what that would take. A part of Tolan longed to attack. He was filled with the same rage as the draasin; it came from the connection.

      “You’re an elemental,” she whispered.

      It was soft. She could barely get the words out and Tolan eased back on the spirit shaping, cautious to not overwhelm her. None of that was his intention. Though he was upset with what she had attempted to do to him, he didn’t want to harm her. He didn’t know these people, but he did know that they had suffered. He recognized that Rory and the other elementals had tormented them.

      These were the people he’d come to work with, the people he wanted to help, and now that he was here, now that he recognized they had considerable power with spirit, he knew this was where he needed to be, even if he would have to try to earn their trust.

      “I’m not an elemental. I am human, much like yourself.”

      She pushed out with a hint of spirit. It rolled through Tolan, a strange shaping he had never detected before, but now that it touched on him, he realized they had used it on him the moment that he had come here. They had known from the very beginning who he was.

      “An elemental,” she said.

      The shaping withdrew and Tolan glanced over at the draasin. He had become something more. It had started here in this land, and it had increased the longer that he had been away, time spent understanding the draasin, trying to understand himself, but in that time, Tolan had not truly come to understand himself.

      He was part elemental.

      He had no idea what it meant. All he knew was that it was the truth.

      Coming here had shaped him.

      The draasin was right. Everything changed over time. He had changed.

      How much more would I continue to change? What would be the next change?

      Eventually, Tolan wondered if he would have no choice but to abandon his body. As no healing had made any difference in restoring him, Tolan worried that any further attempt to do so would continue to make no difference. He might have to become an elemental.

      Would that even matter?

      Having seen what the draasin could do, the way that he could change his form, and knowing that he could manifest his own form, Tolan didn’t know if that mattered.

      Maybe he was both human and elemental.

      Maybe he was something different.

      “I don’t even know what I am,” he admitted. “I don’t know that it matters, either. Elemental or human. I came with elementals to save humans. Does that matter?” And even within those elementals, there were some who had chosen to take on human form. There were also some other humans who had come to help the elementals.

      “Why would you come to save us?”

      Tolan turned in the direction of the voice, not sure who was speaking, but he could hear something within it. Worry mixed with hope.

      He had to remind himself that these people had suffered. He knew they had; that was the reason that he had come. The torment Rory and the others had done to them had changed them and had made them something else. It had tried to made them weak.

      The one thing he could tell was that these people were strong. They were fighters. That was why they were here. They were in this room, separated from the other people in this city, because they were fighters.

      They had done so because they wanted to stay free. That wasn’t the sign of someone who was weak.

      “We came from The Lands Beyond the waste.” He hesitated a moment, looking around to see if there was any recognition of the waste. In order for there to be recognition of the waste, the people would have to have either ventured outside the city, or they would have to have known that there was something beyond the city. Unfortunately, Tolan didn’t see anything within their eyes that suggested that they knew anything. “The waste is a land that is separated from the elements. It’s land that is separated from the elementals, as well. It’s a place we were afraid of in my land.”

      “What do you mean your land?” This came from an older man. He was dark-haired, with deep wrinkles around the corners of his eyes. He looked at Tolan, and much like the others, there was something in his expression that spoke of a sense of hope.

      Tolan wasn’t going to take that hope away from them. He wanted to offer them more. He wanted to see if there was anything that he might be able to do.

      That was why I had come, wasn’t it?

      “My land is beyond the waste. I came here chasing a man who’d harmed my people, and in the process, I discovered something much more than what I had ever imagined.”

      “What man?”

      This came from an older woman who stayed near the wall, though surprisingly she was near the draasin. It was almost as if she didn’t fear the draasin, or even if she did, she was curious about it.

      “It was a man who used spirit against people I cared about. He was a man who used spirit to try to harm my people. And, I learned too late that he was doing so because he was tormented by these same elementals.”

      “What man is that?” the woman asked again.

      Tolan looked over at Ferrah and saw something in her gaze.

      She was troubled.

      Not that Tolan wasn’t a little bit troubled. Given what he had seen, and the fact that he believed that Roland had come from these people, he had to wonder if perhaps there was something about them that he needed to be concerned by.

      What if they were working with Roland? More than that, what if they had been the reason Roland had left the city?

      He might have been sent away.

      There was only way to find out. The only thing that he could do would be to say it, to be prepared for what they might know, and to embrace the possibility and be ready for anything. He turned, looking at them, waiting.

      “He was a man by the name of Roland.”

      As he said it, spirit built, and he thought that it would come from the older woman near the wall, or even from the younger woman who had initially attacked him.

      He hadn’t expected it to come from someplace behind him.
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      Tolan used spirit, wrapping it around him, pulling it toward him. There was an enormous energy present and he let it flow into him, preparing for whatever these shapers might do, though he needed to find a peace with them. He needed to have a sense of calm, knowing that without that, they wouldn’t be able to work together.

      He fought, pushing against that spirit, and then he felt something mixed within it.

      It wasn’t only spirit. It was different than the other shapings, different than what he had felt from them before. Interesting.

      For them to have someone who had access to the other elements…

      He had a sense that they believed this shaper had all the power that they needed, and that by hiding this shaper, by keeping them hidden from Tolan and the others, they were somehow protecting themselves.

      He wrapped the person in each of the elements and squeezed downward. There was more resistance than he expected.

      He continued to hold onto that power, and while he did, there was energy that surged against him, a sense of something…

      Familiar.

      Tolan glanced over at the draasin, who roared, anger and heat rumbling from him. Whatever they detected was the same. The draasin knew what Tolan detected. The draasin could feel it, the same way that Tolan could feel it. The draasin recognized that whatever was happening meant there was a dangerous power here. Not just a shaper.

      An elemental.

      Could I have been followed in here?

      “Ferrah, be ready.”

      She had already begun to pull upon the energy of a shaping, wrapping it around her, creating something of a barricade.

      The draasin joined Tolan, heat surging from his body, making the entirety of him glow with an orange light. There was enough power coming out of the draasin that Tolan borrowed some of it so that he could recognize what they were doing and so he could be ready for anything that might come. He glanced over his shoulder, looking behind him at the others. They were watching, waiting, almost as if anticipating that something would happen to him.

      Could they know?

      Of course they did. The girl would have known about the elemental sweeping in. She would have detected it. Which meant that the elemental was with them.

      “You have an elemental with you. I can feel what you have asked the elemental to do.” He turned back to the girl but realized she wasn’t the one he needed to speak to. Despite everything she’d presented, and the fact that she had made it seem as if she were the one in charge, Tolan didn’t think that she was.

      It was the older woman near the wall.

      He maintained his hold on the elemental.

      Crossing the distance, he stopped in front of the woman. She glared at him and Tolan attempted something he would never have found necessary before, but in this place, he thought that he understood.

      He used a shaping the girl had used on him. That shaping gave him a different sense.

      “You are the elemental,” he said.

      The older woman glared at him, saying nothing.

      Tolan started laughing. “Here I was concerned, thinking that you people would need some encouragement to trust the elementals, but that’s not it at all.” He scanned the inside of the room, wondering how many of them were elementals.

      I thought that it was only the two I’d detected, but what if I was wrong?

      “Are you fighting with Rory?”

      “You would do well to release your hold on that one,” the woman said.

      “I’m not harming him. If you’re an elemental, then focus on the energy I’m using. You should be able to tell that I’m not doing anything that harms him.”

      The elemental looked past Tolan. Spirit surged from her, but not only spirit. Water.

      She didn’t strike him as a water elemental, but in this place, he didn’t know if he would have even known what a water elemental would look like.

      The woman took a step toward Tolan. There was power pouring from her, though it was a mixture of water and spirit. Tolan had to split his focus, using everything he could in order to try to divert what she attempted. Energy poured out of her.

      He wasn’t going to be able to hold on to this for much longer. It would require him to find some strength deep within him.

      She battled against him. For someone who had a connection to water and spirit, she was surprisingly powerful. Tolan had to push against her with everything that he could, using all the power that he had, and he forced it outward, straining against what she was doing to him.

      She watched him. “If you have come here thinking that you will harm my people—”

      “I have come here thinking that I could help your people,” he said.

      “You would not,” she said.

      It wasn’t so much that she was powerful; it was the shaping she used. This was an old—and powerful—elemental. This was someone who was accustomed to using her power in a way others wouldn’t be able to counter. This was someone he could learn from, if only he had the opportunity to do so.

      It reminded him of what he had thought when he had dealt with Roland. More than that, he had a sense from her that she had known Roland.

      Could she have been the one to have sent him?

      She moved toward him.

      Rather than trying to battle her, Tolan shifted what he was doing. He could call power away from her. In doing so, he ran the risk of her anger, and he ran the risk of her becoming violent, but at this point, Tolan no longer thought that mattered.

      He would turn himself into the bondar.

      In doing so, he would call her power away the way he had done with spirit and trap it within him. Tolan had used something like that before when he had been dealing with the elementals, moving them from this land. When he had done that, it had been a gentle touch, out of necessity, but this was a different sort of need. This was a different sort of necessity.

      Tolan called that power into him.

      She struggled against him. He could feel her anger and her rage. He could feel the way she was surging, trying to escape what he was doing. He didn’t care. All he wanted was to find some way to stop her.

      As Tolan pulled on the sense of power, he could feel the energy within the elemental.

      The others were nearby, Ferrah staying close and trying to focus on a shaping, but as Tolan struggled, so did she. Even the draasin strained, and Tolan wanted to reach out to him to ask for his help.

      She was powerful.

      The more that he held onto that power, the stronger Tolan became by drawing upon it. He could feel the energy within her, almost as if he were aware of how she was fighting him. The source of it continued to flow, filling him.

      She struggled and he could feel the energy within her. He didn’t relent, holding tightly. He refused to release his hold, refusing to do anything other than maintain that connection, to use everything within him in order to tie her to him.

      She was the elemental, and he served as the bondar.

      He could feel the rage within her through his connection to spirit. The others around him in the room tried to help, and he was distantly aware of the draasin, heat and fire surging from him as he pushed the others back. The draasin was giving Tolan the opportunity to do whatever he needed to do.

      Tolan held onto the power within him, focusing on it. He maintained that connection, calling her energy into him. He would hold it as long as it took, as long as it required him to do so, until she stopped fighting and until she stopped trying to harm those with him.

      Some part of him hated what he was doing, but another part of him knew that it was necessary. If he didn’t do this, she would continue to attack, and with as powerful as he sensed that she was, someone like this could easily harm not only him, but Ferrah and maybe even the draasin.

      She was an old elemental. Possibly as old as Rory.

      Rory was a warrior elemental. He was different than any other elemental Tolan had ever encountered, having access to each of the elements, either through his own connection or because he’d used bondars. Tolan had seen it and had felt the power within those bondars. If Rory had been using them, stealing their power, that would explain how he would come across as a warrior elemental.

      Ferrah struggled with several attackers near her, and the draasin also struggled.

      Tolan blasted them with a surge of power, slamming it into them. It struck and they were all tossed back.

      He turned his attention back to the water elemental.

      Her strength was fading. Tolan could feel the way that it was fading, could feel the energy as it washed into him, and he was aware of what he was doing, the way that he was drawing her power off and how it was weakening her.

      She hadn’t disappeared, though. It was different than when he was using an actual bondar, different than when he was using the orb bondar against the elementals. This was simply a matter of holding onto her power. There was some other part of her that remained, persisting despite everything else that he had done.

      Tolan pushed out with a blast of spirit, roaring, “Enough!”

      The power exploded out from him, slamming everywhere, and he looked all around him. He could feel the power and energy he had just released. He could feel what he had done, and he was aware of the way he had washed power outward.

      He needed to connect to these people, the same way he had connected to the other elementals. In this case, the need to connect to the other elementals was different. The only thing that he could think of was by opening himself up to them.

      “No,” the draasin said.

      He turned to the draasin. He remained in his draasin form, longer and more powerful than Tolan remembered.

      Could it be that the draasin was trying to augment his size and appearance in order to be more intimidating?

      The answer was there, buried within the draasin. Tolan recognized that the draasin was trying to hold onto that sense of power, using everything that he could in order to try to intimidate the others around them. He didn’t use his shifted form.

      How many other forms could the draasin take on?

      Given the nature of what they were doing, the way that they were holding onto power, Tolan couldn’t help but feel as if the draasin were using something more.

      Tolan had to find a different way. “It’s necessary,” he said.

      “Why is it necessary?” the draasin asked.

      “Because I need them to know us.”

      Tolan pushed outward with spirit. He used a surge of connection, one that he had stored within him, and power exploded outward. It struck not only the elemental around him, but other shapers here too. That sense continued to build, but then he twisted it, turning it inward. That power allowed him to connect to something within him, and it tied the elementals to him.

      It was temporary. There was nothing Tolan did that would be permanent, and nothing that would change them, but it did allow them to know him in a way that they wouldn’t have been able to otherwise.

      All around him, the struggle started to fade. There were still two fighting him. One of them was the water elemental. She struggled the most and was the most powerful. She was the one who Tolan had to work the hardest at, by pulling power away from her, trying to draw it off so that she couldn’t continue to battle him.

      The other one was the younger elemental.

      Or, what he thought was the younger elemental.

      Having drawn off the power of the water elemental, at least enough of the power that he didn’t have to fear her anymore, he turned his attention to the younger elemental, focusing on that one. He could feel the energy coming from her, and he recognized the nature of what she was trying to do. Tolan stormed forward. The elemental was small, thin, and wind. Because the elemental was wind, it could have been any age. What he thought was a younger elemental may not have been at all. Then again, when it came to the elementals, Tolan didn’t really know how to judge them by age. All he knew was that elementals could live an impossibly long time. He had seen that before, and he had felt that with everything that had happened when it came to the Draasin Lord.

      He paused in front of the elemental. All around him, everyone else had fallen silent. The fighting had eased. The only one still battling was the water elemental behind him, but by pulling her power off, forcing her into the bondar that was him, he negated her attack.

      He didn’t want her to do the same thing for the wind elemental, though he was willing to do it. If it meant stopping this attack and having an opportunity to better understand what they were doing and whether there was anything that he might be able to do to work with them, he was willing to do it.

      “You don’t have to fight,” he said softly. He pushed out with spirit as he did, using that connection, trying to bond to the wind elemental, but he could feel resistance.

      The elemental was accustomed to ignoring the sense of spirit. Not only that, but there was a sense of spirit within the elemental. It was similar to what he detected within Rory.

      That was strange.

      Not only was the connection similar, but there was something else about it that was similar. Tolan held onto the sense of spirit, pushing outward, focusing on what he could. He swept that power over the elemental. It tried to hide something from him.

      Tolan tried again, wrapping power around him and having it sweep through, driving into the elemental. It struck, bursting outward and then collapsing. The power that was there, the energy that was within the elemental, was potent.

      The resistance within the elemental fought and Tolan recognized that there was something more he needed to overcome. Tolan was stronger, and he was strengthened by all of those he was connected to.

      It wasn’t just the power that he had stolen from this water elemental behind him, but it was the connection that he shared with Ferrah, along with the draasin, along with all of the elementals that he had brought here. He might be separated from the bonds in this land, for whatever reason that they had separated themselves from it, but he wasn’t separated from power.

      There was something about the energy that he thought he might be able to use. He pushed it into the wind elemental.

      Then he stopped fighting. There was a sense from the elemental, and it took a moment for Tolan to realize what it was: surprise.

      “You saved them?” The elemental looked from Tolan to the draasin.

      “I saved all of them,” Tolan said and suddenly started to understand something. “You knew them.”

      “Once,” he said.

      “I can show you to them. They may not remember you.”

      “Why?”

      “Things have changed for them. Their understanding of themselves, and their understanding of the elements and the bonds of power.”

      “The bonds of power?”

      The wind elemental shimmered. There was power coming off him, but Tolan ignored it.

      “They were different,” the elemental said.

      “Different how?”

      “Like this.” The elemental shifted and took on his human form, but then he began to fade.

      Was the elemental saying that those I had rescued were similar to me? Then again, why wouldn’t they be?

      When he had been here before, they had all been trapped, captured inside bondars and held there. When Tolan had rescued them, calling them into himself, he had connected them to something different. When he had returned them to Terndahl and the free elemental land, they had been released, and they had taken on their native forms.

      That was what the elemental wondered about.

      Tolan could feel that question building within the elemental and he recognized the concern the elemental had. He worried that Tolan had done something to them.

      Could that be what the water elemental had worried about as well?

      “I would not have forced the elementals to do anything. It was their choice.”

      “What choice did you offer them?”

      This came from the water elemental behind him. She was weak now that he was calling her power off, but she somehow made her voice sound stronger than she had before.

      “I offered them the choice to do whatever they wanted.” He glanced from the wind to the water elemental. “I wouldn’t force them to become anything that they were not.”

      The fight began to fade, first within the wind elemental and then within the water elemental.

      Tolan held onto the power between himself and the other elementals longer, maintaining that connection, worried about whether or not they might try to attack again, but he didn’t need to fear it. There was no further attack. They eased back, the connection to the attack starting to fade, and finally that dissipated.

      Tolan looked over at Ferrah, then at the draasin, and both of them watched him, looking around warily.

      He waited.

      The water elemental took a step toward him and bowed her head. “We can talk.”
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      The room felt considerably different now that they were no longer under an attack. Most of the others had disappeared, wandering off to other hidden corridors, leaving Tolan, Ferrah, and the draasin with only the water and the wind elementals. The room was larger than Tolan would have imagined from the outside, though with the low ceiling, he wondered if ceiling heights even mattered to him anymore. The walls of the room were bare, though he did have a sense from each of the elements of power radiating through this place, pressing through the stone—into the air, to the dampness deep beneath him, and even the temperature within it.

      There was a sense from them of suspicion, though it was a faint sense, and it came through the spirit he held. It left Tolan wondering whether or not there was something more he needed to try to better understand and then do. He watched them, waiting, but didn’t have any other sense from them.

      “How is it that you were able to rescue them?” the water elemental asked.

      “That’s your first question?” Tolan asked.

      “That is the first and most important one.”

      “I could feel them.”

      “How are you able to feel them?”

      This came from the wind elemental, who stood—or floated—near the water elemental. The two of them remained on edge, and Tolan could feel the power within them, the way that they were holding onto their energy, and he could feel the nature of the power that they were using.

      He could ignore it, and as he held onto his own sense of power, using what he needed in order to deflect anything they might do to Ferrah or to the draasin, he wondered if it was even necessary. Given what he could do, it was possible he would be able to push outward with enough power to negate anything that they might try.

      “The founders have been lost for centuries,” the water elemental said.

      “Founders?” Ferrah asked.

      “They were the first,” the water elemental said.

      Tolan thought about what he had done when he had rescued them, the way he had broken the bondars, and the sleepy sense he had detected from them.

      Even now, he could feel some energy from them and could tell what they were doing, though they were distant, spread out through the city.

      If they were the founders, how could it be that they didn’t know anything about the city?

      Then again, if they’d been trapped for centuries, it was possible they wouldn’t know anything. When Tolan had been within the bondar, it had been a matter of months. His body had suffered, and he had very nearly died, but he had not been there nearly the length of time that these elementals had suffered.

      There was another possibility, and it was one that he hadn’t considered before, but his experience with the Draasin Lord had told him that being trapped, such as those elementals were, would change something. The elementals might’ve lost some part of themselves, and in that losing, they might not have remembered anything else.

      He wondered whether or not the elementals even remembered anything from before. Could that be why they were able to return to their native forms?

      “How were they captured?” Tolan asked.

      “There was a time long ago when we worked together. This city was a place of power. It was filled with the energy of the elements, and with those who were interested in working together, including with those who had power.”

      “Shapers,” Tolan said.

      “Perhaps that’s what you call them now, though they were something different when we lived here.”

      “What were they?” Ferrah asked.

      The water elemental looked at Ferrah for a long moment before turning her attention to Tolan.

      There was something of a question in her gaze. He recognized why she had that question, though he didn’t know if he had any answers for her. She still wondered whether or not he was an elemental. In that regard, Tolan didn’t know.

      “There were many names for them, but perhaps most important was friend.”

      “They were held captive in a building in the heart of the city,” Tolan said.

      “They have been there for a long time,” the wind elemental said. He glanced over at the water elemental and spirit passed between them. “We have wanted to free them for a long time, but we’ve been unable to do so. They have secured the building in such a way that we can’t even get close.”

      “A shaped barrier,” Tolan said.

      “It is something,” the wind elemental said. “Those who have attempted to get close to it have found their connection to the elements stripped off.”

      “I think what it does is it tears them free from their connection, and it forces them into a bondar,” Tolan said.

      That had been his experience, at least. Only, it hadn’t been quite like that. When he had crossed through the barrier, he hadn’t been immediately forced into a bondar. It had taken a few moments—and it had taken a deliberate summons into that bondar. Only when he had gone through it had he realized that there was something else that was taking place.

      Could it be that by passing through the barrier, Rory had weakened me in some way?

      Tolan no longer knew.

      When it came to what Rory was doing, the power he commanded and the knowledge he possessed, he had to admit it was far more than he possessed. Even what he could discover by looking through the archives, through records that had been stored over centuries, Tolan didn’t have enough information to help him know just what the elemental could do.

      “A bondar?”

      Tolan created a shaping out of water and fire and earth, mixing them together and creating the shape in the air. He released it quickly. “A device that allows them to store element power. Apparently, elementals as well.”

      “How would you know about this?” the water elemental asked.

      “We know about bondars, but we haven’t had that much experience with them. Not until recently. Certainly not at all like what your experience has been with them,” he said and glanced from the water to the wind elemental. “It wasn’t until we met a man named Roland that we began to truly understand them.”

      He sensed tension between Ferrah and the draasin. Both of them were concerned about how these two would react, but Tolan needed to know. He believed there was something within them that knew more about Roland than they were letting on. He could feel that within them. There was some aspect of it, some element of what they were hiding, that told him that. It was the reason they had battled so strongly when he had first mentioned Roland.

      “He was once one of us, as you have already surmised,” the wind elemental said.

      “Who was he?”

      “There aren’t many of us who fight back,” the wind elemental said. “Only a few have the strength. Only a few have not been discovered. Those of us who are able to remain separate, we use our power; we use everything to combat what they have done to us. Some are stronger than others.” He looked beyond, and there was a sense of spirit flowing out from him, almost as if he was trying to connect to the others they had sent off. “Most of us are connected to spirit in one form or another. As I suspect you have already discovered.”

      The wind elemental turned to her. “Spirit was one element the others weren’t able to reach as effectively. We had changed that.”

      “You had changed that?”

      “We tore them from spirit. It was how we had survived.”

      Tolan took a deep breath, closing his eyes. And then he had gone and undone that. He hadn’t known what he was doing and had believed everything he had done had been on behalf of the elementals, but now that he knew what the other elementals had been doing, he couldn’t help but feel guilty for his role in strengthening Rory and the others.

      Of course, had he not, it was possible he never would have learned about the other elementals, and it was possible that he never would’ve learned what they were willing to do. They might have remained hidden.

      Had they done so, Tolan didn’t know if he ever would have learned about this land. Had Rory not dragged him here against his will, Tolan would never have known about these people, the trapped elementals, and the draasin. They might not have come to understand the need of these people.

      “I’m the reason something changed,” Tolan said, looking at them. “I didn’t know what the elementals were. All I knew was what Roland—your men—had done.” It was messy, and it was because of all of that, all of them, that this had happened. “Roland attacked my people, wanting to try to control them.” It was more than that, but that was the crux of the matter. “We managed to stop him, and at the time, I saw him battling with the elementals, so I thought they were working against him. I thought they were helping.”

      “So you brought them deeper into spirit?” the wind elemental asked.

      “I recognized there was some separation from spirit.”

      They shared a look.

      Tolan needed to understand what had passed between them, and he pushed outward with a hint of spirit, connecting to them briefly. When he did, he realized something else. The effect of spirit he had corrected, the sense that he had felt from within the elementals, had been their doing.

      He hadn’t known at the time what had happened—he had only known that there was something off—and so he had worked to help correct that, using everything in his power to find a way to change what had happened to those elementals, to bring them back to spirit. At the time, he had thought it was something Roland had done, or perhaps it was something that had changed for them, making them agitated, but he certainly would never have expected that it was something that spirit shapers would have done. He certainly never would’ve expected it to be anything that elementals would have done to themselves.

      “Why would you push them away from spirit?”

      “We were giving ourselves a chance,” the wind elemental said. “There were those of us who fought. There were those of us who had a connection to spirit.”

      “Such as Roland,” Tolan said.

      “Roland. Others. We have done everything we can to fight. Roland believed there was a place beyond the city that we could reach, where we could get help, where we could learn how to free ourselves from our subjugation. He left, and most of us thought he was dead.”

      “How long was he gone?”

      “Decades.” The wind elemental glanced at the water elemental before turning back to Tolan. “Is he…”

      “Gone,” Tolan said.

      “That is unfortunate,” they said together.

      “He wanted to do the same as these elementals. The only difference is how he went about it.”

      They looked at Tolan, and he had a sense of frustration within them. None of that mattered anymore. For them to defeat Rory, to free the people in the city, he would need more information. Not only more information, but he would need help. By healing the elementals, by doing what he had done, he had made his task more difficult.

      “I came back to see if I could help,” he said.

      “Why?” the water elemental asked.

      “Not because I regret what I did, though I do,” he said. Even in that, Tolan wasn’t entirely sure if he truly regretted it or not. When it came to helping the elementals, he had a sense from Light that he had to do whatever he could in order to bring them back to the element bonds. All of the elementals. He suspected that included even those like Rory and the others who were working with him. “I came back because the people of your city need help.”

      “There’s nothing you can do for the people of our city.”

      Tolan looked over at the water elemental, frowning at her. There was something about her that upset him, but he wasn’t entirely sure if it was simply her demeanor or if she tried to attack him even now.

      “You’re not willing to do anything for them, are you?”

      The water elemental looked at him. Irritation flashed in her eyes, something that he detected not only through water, but through spirit, strangely.

      He looked at the wind elemental.

      In his time here, the wind elemental had been more reasonable. Perhaps that was who he needed to appeal to, the connection he had to make. Perhaps they could help each other. The elemental stared at him for a moment.

      “The people in your city have been under attack from Rory and the other elementals for a long time. I came to see if I might be able to help, but if you aren’t willing to fight, then—”

      “It’s not a matter of not being willing to fight,” the wind elemental said.

      He watched the water elemental for a long moment. Tolan wondered what passed between them, but he recognized that something did. There was a sense of energy, something that flowed from one to the other, and he couldn’t help but question what it might be.

      Were they upset I had come?

      Possibly. Doing so would upset things for them, change the way they worked.

      Could there be another reason, though?

      “If it’s not a matter of being willing to fight, then what is it?” Ferrah asked.

      “We are unable to fight,” the elemental said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We have told you that we’ve been using spirit against them,” the wind elemental said, glancing over at Ferrah before looking at Tolan and then the draasin. “It’s more than us using spirit. When we do so, it changes things.”

      “What does it change?” Ferrah asked. She frowned as she did, as if she could not understand.

      Tolan, though, did.

      He recognized the challenge they faced, and he suddenly understood just how it was that they’d been influencing the elementals all along. He hadn’t even considered it a possibility, but now that he did, it horrified him.

      “You were forced to bond,” he whispered.

      The draasin looked at Tolan for a moment before turning his attention to the elementals.

      They nodded to each other.

      “What does that mean?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan shook his head. “What it means is…” He turned to the draasin, thinking about the connection they shared.

      The bond that formed between elementals was different than the bond that formed between people and an elemental. It was different than the connection he now had to Ferrah. It was even different than the connection he’d formed with Thoren, back before he had learned to separate from himself. The bond they had formed with the elementals changed them.

      Not only that, but it allowed them a better understanding of each other.

      He couldn’t imagine attacking the draasin.

      These others, though, had used the bond, and they must have twisted it, somehow perverting it, using that power in a way to create something dangerous. That was how they had become twisted.

      Tolan had been the one to have brought them back, but he wondered if that was even his fault. By doing what he had done, he had helped the elementals, but there was no real danger in that. The danger was in what had happened before.

      He thought about the nature that connection and the way it bonded him to the draasin. He understood how they were unable to attack, but there would have to be something they could do.

      An idea started to form in his mind.

      “How many of you have bonded to them in such a way?”

      The water elemental looked over at him, frowning. “There aren’t too many of us who have remained free.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The rest were…”

      “Captured,” Tolan said.

      The elementals he had brought back.

      Could the bond still exist within them?

      If it did, then they might be in more danger than he had realized.

      “Does it alert you to where they are?” he asked, turning to them.

      “We have hidden from them. We use spirit to—”

      “If you didn’t use spirit, would it alert them?”

      Concern began to build in Tolan, and he thought about the elementals he’d brought with him.

      They were supposed to be my connection to power, and they were supposed to be able to help me, but would they have even known?

      By being trapped for as long as they had, it was possible they didn’t know they’d been used in such a way. He looked at the draasin, who rumbled, bright flames beginning to build from his body, energy flowing between them.

      “We need to go,” Tolan said.

      “What is it?” Ferrah said.

      “Here I thought we were going to need their help to find a way to get to the elementals.”

      “We aren’t?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan shook his head. He turned to the other elementals and locked eyes with the wind elemental. “They aren’t able to attack because they share a connection.”

      “I gathered that.”

      “That connection allows them to know the other, and without spirit the way that they are using it, it is likely the elementals know how to find them.”

      “We are safe,” Ferrah said.

      “We’re safe,” Tolan said. Even now, something within him started to shake, an energy he had not expected. There was a buildup of power, and the more that he focused on that buildup of power, the easier it was to detect it. He worried about what it meant, and he worried about how that power was building and where it was going. “The other elementals aren’t safe,” he said.

      He started outward, beginning to pull upon power, trying to draw through the elementals, but as soon as he did, something pushed against him.

      Rory and the others knew they were there.
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      Tolan reached the entrance to the building. The street was wide, set with stones that were of a pale white, and had a rune for earth placed upon each of them. The buildings lining the street were all quiet, though he could feel energy within the city and the power that was here. He looked out but didn’t see anything out in the street. There was still that energy around him, a buildup of power, but it seemed to be distant. It seemed to come from the barrier around the city, as if the energy there—the swirling power that existed here—tried to squeeze in upon them.

      It took Tolan a moment to realize what he was detecting.

      The barrier started to shift.

      Rory was moving it. By moving the barrier, by sliding it forward, he would wash it over Tolan and the others. In doing so, he would force their power into the barrier. He would steal their power.

      Tolan had to figure out some way to withstand it, but even as that sense of the barrier began to move, he didn’t know if there was anything that he would be able to do to stop it.

      He looked outward. The draasin remained near him, shifted back into his human form. Ferrah stood off to his other side, and behind him, he had the sense of the two other elementals, though they were distant. He wondered if they were even willing to come closer.

      Perhaps they wouldn’t. Perhaps they didn’t dare come too close.

      Tolan took a deep breath, focusing on the elementals. He pushed out with his connection to spirit, feeling for them. There was something within them already starting to change.

      “They have found them,” he whispered.

      “How would they have found them so easily?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan glanced toward the draasin. “When you bond to elementals, it’s different. You can feel the elemental and you can feel the power, but you don’t necessarily know where they are.”

      Ferrah closed her eyes for a moment, and when she opened them, she shrugged. “I don’t see how that makes a difference. If there’s a connection to those elementals—”

      “When an elemental connects to an elemental, there’s something different.” Tolan held onto the draasin’s gaze. He could feel the power within the draasin, and he could feel the way that energy was continuing to build, the nature of how the draasin watched him. “I can use power from the draasin, much like you can use power from me. It becomes a two-way street. We are open to each other in a way that is different.”

      “So you know where he is?”

      Tolan nodded. “I know where he is. He knows where I am. He knows my strengths, my weaknesses. Much like I know his strength and his weaknesses.”

      “If they know them, then they can use them,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan took a deep breath, shaking his head. “Some of that comes from time. Some of that comes from the nature of the connection having formed, but some of it is simply innate. The innate nature of power might be useful to the others, but it’s the part that I don’t worry about. The elementals from this city would know those other elementals. They would have experienced them for centuries. They would know how to use that power and they would be able to wrap it in such a way that there wouldn’t be anything that the other elementals would even be able to do.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Because of the way the elementals were rescued, how they were brought free from the bondars, they lost something of themselves. Some of it’s memories, but some of it is simply an aspect of themselves. Time within the element bonds would help, and I was hopeful that by bringing them there, they would find a way to bridge that sense of themselves once again. Maybe it worked, but they still don’t have the same memories.”

      “I don’t really understand why that matters,” Ferrah said.

      “It matters because the other elementals know them better. They can exert their control.”

      Even now, if Tolan were to want to, he thought that he might be able to push more of himself onto the draasin than the other way around. Some of that came from the draasin being as young as he was, having hatched so recently, but some of it came from simply the nature of the connection. It was a troubling thing.

      What he needed was to find a way to help the draasin affirm his own strength. He needed to figure out if there would be something that he would be able to do to ensure the draasin was safe.

      Could the draasin find that?

      If so, the elementals might be able to use what he had learned. They might gain an equal footing. Tolan thought about the power within him, the energy that existed, and he thought about how that connection formed. It would be the key to everything. If he could figure that out, then he believed they could use that connection to solidify and secure themselves so the elementals weren’t manipulated by the others.

      “We have to find the key. How can I help you take more control?” He looked at the draasin, but even as he did, the draasin was focusing inward.

      He was borrowing spirit.

      It was a strange thing for Tolan to recognize, to feel the energy the draasin was calling upon, the way he was borrowing from him. Still, with the power the draasin was using, he could feel how he was trying to find answers. He was picking through spirit, but he was picking through the knowledge Tolan possessed as well. By connecting to that knowledge and seeing if there was something that he knew, the draasin was testing.

      It was a fluttering of sensations. It came from deep within Tolan, an awareness of what the draasin was doing, the way that he was calling on that power. Distantly, the answer came to Tolan, but at the same time, it came to the draasin.

      “Individuality,” the draasin said.

      “What was that?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan glanced over at her before turning his attention back to the draasin. “They don’t have any individuality. They’ve been captured for so long…”

      Somehow, Tolan would have to figure out a way to help the elementals find that individual nature within them. It would be easier had they been free for longer. He had a sense that freedom allowed them an opportunity to better express themselves, and through their captivity, they had lost that ability.

      He held onto the sense within him, thinking about what it took. The draasin was an individual. Tolan was an individual. When they came together, they were something different.

      Maybe that was the key, though.

      He turned, focused on the energy within the draasin. He could feel something between them, the connection, the bond that existed. It was that which he needed to better understand. Individuality was a part of it, but he began to question whether or not there was something even more important than individuality.

      What if the connection we formed made them something more?

      He had to believe it did. He had to believe there was something within their connection that he could use, if only he could fully understand what it was. Tolan focused on the power within him and on the energy that he was detecting from the draasin.

      Between the two of them, they were more.

      That seemed to be the key. Figuring out how they were more, why they were more, was something he needed. Pressure began to build around him. As it did, he recognized something within that pressure that was familiar. Even though they needed to try to understand whether there was anything more that they could be together, Tolan didn’t think they were going to have time.

      “It’s time,” he said.

      “Are you sure?” Ferrah asked. She looked over at him. “You don’t even know what to do.”

      He looked behind him. There were the other two elementals, and he couldn’t help but wonder how many more were free.

      How many more had been bonded?

      Those he had brought with him had been. They wouldn’t be able to fight.

      If things went the wrong way, Tolan would be trapped here as well.

      He had already experienced the way that Rory could hold onto power, and he already knew that the elemental was incredibly powerful when it came to using the elements. It was all too likely that regardless of what he thought he might be able to do, Rory would succeed.

      “Maybe you need to go back.”

      Ferrah looked at him, frowning. “Go back?”

      “I don’t know if I can protect you here.”

      “This isn’t about protecting me, Tolan. This is about you doing what you thought you needed to do.”

      “And I still think I need to do it,” he said.

      “Then do it,” she said. “But you’re not doing it without me. You’re not doing it without my help.”

      There was a sense of elements all around them that continued to build. Tolan didn’t know how long they had, only that that pressure was building. He could feel that energy out there, the power pushing against him. Against the energy there.

      Rory was acting; but acting differently than Tolan had expected.

      He had expected Rory would do something unusual. Now that he was here, he could feel the way Rory called upon that power and what the elemental attempted. He could feel the barrier sliding forward, the energy slipping into the city.

      The people who lived here would not be affected by it. It was only those with power. Only Tolan and Ferrah, along with the elementals. Everything that Rory did was meant to harm.

      He hated that.

      Light had wanted me to save the elementals, but what if there was no saving them? What if these elementals were beyond salvation?

      As much as that pained him, Tolan began to wonder if perhaps it was the truth. Maybe there would be no saving of these elementals. Misguided perhaps, or perhaps not. As far as he knew, Rory knew exactly what he was doing. Tolan needed to find Rory.

      His connection to the elementals in the city was faint, vague, but spirit was there.

      Suddenly, Tolan felt pain.

      It came through the connection he shared with those elementals.

      Wind. An elemental that Tolan recognized, a streamer of wind, but one he didn’t have a name for yet. Suddenly, the elemental was attacked.

      It cried out, the connection to spirit sharing everything it felt, and it fought, but wasn’t enough.

      The first one was vanquished.

      Tolan stiffened and Ferrah took his hand, looking at him. “What is it?”

      “They have one of them,” he whispered.

      “Which one?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan focused on the elemental. “Wind,” he said.

      “That can’t be a coincidence,” the draasin said.

      Tolan needed to find some way to intervene, to fight, but even as he thought about it, he didn’t know if he could intercede. There was a reason Rory had gone after wind before. It was a sign, a message to Tolan. He was capturing spirit and wind, he was capturing power, and he was proving to Tolan that everything he thought he might be able to do for the elementals was for nothing.

      Tolan focused on the power between himself and the wind elemental. He could feel that faint connection to spirit and he pushed, trying to probe along that connection, searching for whether there was anything that he might be able to do as he tried to bridge the connection between them.

      For a moment, he thought he felt something, but then it began to fade.

      Perhaps it was nothing more than his imagination. He tried to hold onto the connection to spirit and tried to form something between them, but even as he did, there was only a faint and vague sense that formed.

      The elemental was there, but he could feel it struggling; could feel the way that Rory held it contained, the power of the bondar confining it. Anything that Tolan thought he might be able to do failed. As he tried to push energy through him, trying to stretch between him and the bondar, he couldn’t find the connection that he needed. Without being inside the bondar—or close to it—he wasn’t going be able to help the elemental.

      Distantly, there came a sense of amusement.

      Rory wanted him to know.

      Tolan surged with anger.

      The draasin flashed with flames and Ferrah jerked her head toward them both.

      “What is that about?”

      “He’s taunting me,” he said.

      “Then you need to not react like that,” she said.

      Tolan needed better control, but it was difficult to master. He could feel the suffering and the pressure building upon the elemental. It was more than just the pressure Rory had used before. This bondar had been constructed differently. It was meant to squeeze the elemental. Not only hold the elemental, but it was designed to torment.

      As he felt that sense of power and energy, it angered Tolan even more. He tried to ignore it, trying to think about nothing other than what he needed to accomplish, but the frustration continued to build within him.

      Ferrah watched him, saying nothing, but Tolan tried to ignore the anger and irritation within him. He moved forward.

      The streets were devoid of anyone. There was still the sense of power out here, but that power now seemed to come from the barrier sliding forward through the city. It slipped along the street, trying to move energy outward. Tolan recognized just what Rory was doing. He was trying to call upon the elementals he had captured and use them against Tolan. If Rory was successful, the help Tolan had brought with him would be turned against him.

      As he turned a corner, he felt another elemental fall. This time, the anguish was profound. Tolan tried to ignore that anguish, trying to think about the power he could use, to see if there was any way that he could connect to the elemental, but he was too late.

      The power that confined the elemental was squeezing in around him, and as he tried to pull it out with a sense of spirit, to see if there was anything that he might be able to do to connect to that elemental, there was another surge of amusement.

      Rory had connected to him.

      Either that, or Rory simply broadcast his amusement into everything around him.

      Tolan didn’t know. For that matter, he wasn’t even sure he cared. All that mattered was that Rory wanted him to know that he was succeeding.

      How many elementals had I brought with me?

      There were dozens.

      Those elementals were supposed to help protect him while he was here. By using those elementals, by connecting to them, he was supposed to be protected from the threat that Rory posed. Now that Rory could connect to them, and now that he had squeezed them inside the bondar, Tolan didn’t know if he would be protected in the way that he thought he had been.

      There wasn’t going be anything for him to do.

      He continued through the streets.

      He had only gone a few steps when another elemental cried out.

      This time, Tolan tried a different technique. He pushed outward immediately, trying to slam out with spirit to protect the elemental. He could feel the sense of that elemental within his mind, and by using the sense of spirit, Tolan thought that he might be able to connect to it and protect it from reaching the bondar.

      The only thing that he felt was a delay. There was still anguish, still pain, and the elemental cried out as the bondar began to squeeze around it, pushing power away from it.

      Tolan tried as much as he could to push outward, trying to get the elemental something that would give them enough strength to continue to fight, but everything he did failed. There was no more energy he could gift. Worse, with each elemental squeezed into the bondars, Tolan could feel his own strength starting to fade. Everything Rory did made him weaker.

      Tolan suspected Rory knew it.

      He looked over at the draasin. “If this goes awry, I want you to get Ferrah out of here.”

      The draasin looked at him, and there was a surge of brightness and flame within his eyes, and he gave an assent through their connection.

      Ferrah shook her head. “I’m not leaving without you,” she said.

      “I’m not going to let you be captured. I know what they will do to you.”

      “What you think he’ll do to me?” she asked.

      Tolan looked out into the city. “They will strip you of your connections.”

      “In this land, I don’t have any connections. You forget that, Tolan. All I have is a connection to you. You and the element bonds.”

      “I didn’t think you could reach the element bonds.”

      “I can’t, but…” She turned her attention off into the distance.

      It took Tolan a moment to realize just what she was paying attention to, but he could feel the power out there. It was the barrier sliding toward them. The barrier moved with increased speed. Eventually, it would reach them if Tolan didn’t figure out how to stop it.

      He looked over at the draasin.

      “How much farther do you think they are?”

      “They are—”

      Something had changed. There was pressure. Another elemental was trapped.

      The bondar wrapped around a fire elemental. This one was powerful.

      There was a surge against him, but it came just as much through the draasin. The draasin was aware of the way that elemental was trapped, and he could feel the energy that was suddenly wrapped around the elemental, holding it inside.

      Together, there was nothing either of them could do. They tried, both of them fighting, both of them focusing on the energy they possessed, but there wasn’t anything that could do against the power that Rory was using.

      It was too much.

      Tolan pushed a hint of each of the elements through the connection. If nothing else, he wanted to hold the draasin here.

      Could I solidify the draasin? Better yet, could I solidify myself?

      Rory had made a point of having him try to maintain his human form, and Tolan wondered if there was something to that, some aspect of his desire to have Tolan hold onto that form.

      Maybe it held him in place even more. Then what he needed to do wasn’t to tie himself into the human form, but what he needed to do was to try to release it and drift.

      They turned a corner and in the distance, he saw one of his elementals. It was an earth elemental. It was a jumble of rocks—jinnar.

      The elemental rumbled across the ground, the connection between them strong and powerful, but even as Tolan felt that connection, he recognized something else within it. There was something that Rory was doing, the way he pressed power.

      Tolan sprinted.

      If he could get to jinnar, he thought he might be able to help, reach him before the bondar—

      Tolan wasn’t fast enough. Jinnar was compressed, and he could feel as the elemental was squeezed, the bondar coming. He could feel the shifting attack.

      Watching as jinnar was forced into the bondar was painful.

      Tolan scrambled forward, trying to reach for the elemental, pushing out with a surge of each of his elements, straining to do something.  His attempt failed.

      He could feel the elemental struggling. At first, the shape of jinnar began to flicker. Then he began to fade, stretched out into nothingness. He suddenly slipped away.

      They were too strong.

      The bondar was too strong.

      Jinnar was compressed. He could feel it as the elemental was squeezed into the bondar. There was pain and anguish.

      This close, having almost been there, and having attempting to stop the elemental from being drawn into the bondar, he felt something more acutely than before. The draasin roared. Heat and fire built from him, and he knew that it was dangerous.

      “Easy,” Tolan said.

      “They are close,” the draasin said.

      Ferrah turned suddenly and energy drew off Tolan and flowed from her. It struck the barrier sweeping through the city, striking it as it was coming toward him. Not only were Rory and the other elementals coming closer, but the barrier was getting closer.

      They were going to be trapped, pinched between two dangers.

      And up ahead, elementals that needed his help were still there.
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      A different understanding came to Tolan, especially as he felt the barrier drifting along the street. It had swept over a section of the city that they had already traversed, but it was more than just that. It had swept over the entrance to the cave.

      Tolan closed his eyes. He could practically see the barrier sweeping over the sections of the city where he’d been. The narrow streets, the cave where they had emerged, the buildings he had passed, the barrier sweeping over all the lands that he had exposed.

      The resistance would be targeted next.

      They were trapped.

      That meant Ferrah was trapped.

      “You finally understand why I can’t go, don’t you?” she asked.

      “You knew?”

      She nodded. “As soon as we started to feel the barrier shifting, I knew there wasn’t going to be an easy return. We might be able to do it had we left early on, but the longer we lingered…”

      It was too late.

      Even if it weren’t, would I really have left?

      He had come here with a purpose. He hadn’t accomplished the reason for his visit, but it was more than that. He still had elementals that needed his help. Regardless of what Light had said, he needed to help the other elementals that had come with him, wanting his help.

      He reached for the energy around him. There was much less than there had been before. The elementals were gradually being pulled back into the bondars.

      The bondars were different than what he had felt before. What he had done before to free them, the way he had cracked the elementals out of the bondars, wasn’t going to work this time. He suspected Rory knew exactly what he had done and had figured out a way to overpower anything that Tolan might do. Which meant that if he were drawn into a bondar, he would likely be trapped and there would likely not be any way to escape.

      “I guess we have no choice but to proceed.” Tolan smiled at Ferrah and the draasin. “I’m sorry I got you into this. I thought we’d be able to overwhelm Rory. I thought we would be able to find help. I didn’t know he would be so formidable.”

      The draasin laughed, a rich baritone sound. “You always knew, Tolan Ethar.”

      It was the first time the draasin had said his name like that. There was something about it that struck him as familiar, reminding him of the Draasin Lord—but the Draasin Lord was gone.

      “I suppose I did,” Tolan said.

      “You would always have come,” the draasin said.

      Tolan nodded, turning his attention to the street in front of them. Far ahead, he recognized the haze that existed out there. It was difficult to see through, but it was another barrier, which meant that it was another place that would be impossible to pass through safely.

      He had gone through it before, and he had maintained his connection to the elements. He had been an elemental at that time, at least as much of one as he was now. He couldn’t help but wonder if traveling through there now would be any different.

      Maybe it wouldn’t matter. Maybe the only thing different would be that he would have a different sort of connection.

      Tolan glanced at Ferrah. She relied upon his connection. She didn’t have any connection of her own. There was nothing Rory would be able to strip from her. The draasin was an elemental. He was connected to power, and he had his own sort of energy. The elementals like Rory had some way to pass through the barriers without any difficulty. If they were able to do that, it suggested to Tolan that the draasin—and possibly even Tolan—would be able to pass through.

      Another surge came through spirit. Another attack.

      This was wind. Power squeezing, twisting, a painful sort of agony. It surged across the connection as if it were designed to torment Tolan.

      The last of the elementals that had come with them was captured.

      It was a sharp sense of anguish. Tolan tried to ignore it, trying to think of nothing other than getting revenge, but he couldn’t. The sense of it was too sharp within him, too bright and vibrant.

      He looked over at the draasin. “I think I know where we need to go.” He nodded toward the distant haze. “We have to go through that.”

      “I thought you said that it would pull power off shapers,” Ferrah said.

      He smiled at her, flashing as menacing a grin as he could. “Seeing as how you have made it clear you’re not a shaper here—”

      “Hey!”

      “And as the draasin has made clear to me, I’m basically an elemental. I don’t think any of us will be harmed.” He studied the distant barrier. That haze wasn’t moving, but the pressure behind him was building. The barrier sliding through the city was coming toward them with much more intensity. They wouldn’t have long before it reached them.

      He had no idea what it would do to him or to Ferrah. He suspected it would prevent even elementals from passing through. If it didn’t, then the water and the wind elemental would have already attempted it.

      He started off.

      Ferrah and the draasin stayed with him, moving quickly.

      He glanced over at them. “Thank you for staying with me.”

      The draasin shifted for a moment before flashing back into his human form. Ferrah took his hand, squeezing for a moment.

      He headed straight. He didn’t veer off, taking as direct of an approach as he could. He had no intention of turning away, no intention of ignoring the haze.

      Somewhere near him, he had a sense of moving power. Others were approaching. Tolan could feel the other elementals, those who still lived in the city, and their connection here. He focused on them, heading toward them. If they were going to attack his elementals, then he would attack them. Somehow.

      They moved quickly. He paid no attention to the buildings near him. They were alone. By the time they neared the barrier, Tolan slowed.

      The streets were empty, giving them a strange and ominous feel. There was power around him of the elements, along with the elementals, and yet, Tolan could not see anything. He probed with spirit, and through that connection was aware of the people in the city, and realized their fear.

      They stayed inside.

      With a start, he recognized why.

      The resistance had warned them to stay inside.

      It wasn’t something that anybody in the city had even known about, just that the resistance had suggested that they remain, and they had done so, choosing the safety of staying behind, something that they did not know they needed but that would offer them protection from Rory and the other elementals.

      He remembered when he had come the last time, the fear he’d felt when they had forced him into the bondar. He remembered the terror that had worked through him as they had tormented him, squeezing him in a way that he had never felt before. And he remembered feeling like he would never escape.

      He looked over at Ferrah.

      At least this time he would be with her, though he didn’t like the idea that something would happen to her. At least she couldn’t be forced into the bondar. She could only be stripped of her element connections, nothing else. That was bad enough.

      He held his hand out to the barrier.

      “Is it going to hurt?” Ferrah asked.

      “Yes,” Tolan said.

      Behind him, he could feel the other barrier moving toward them. It was approaching much more rapidly, and he realized that it had done so ever since they had begun to capture elementals.

      Were they using the elementals to move the barrier?

      Moving as one, they all took a step forward, heading into the barrier. Tolan reached for Ferrah just as they touched the barrier, and she squeezed his hand, giving him a gentle touch.

      The draasin remained near him, and as he squeezed Tolan’s other hand, a sense of power surged between them.

      Pain flooded through Tolan, but it was diffused.

      It was a strange sensation to be aware of that pain, but also to be aware of how it was changed, not nearly as severe as he remembered. The connection he shared with the other two softened that pain.

      For a moment, he worried he wouldn’t have enough strength to withstand the pain, but they continued through the barrier, each of them pushing against it. The shared awareness flowed through all of them. Tolan was aware of what Ferrah felt, much like he was aware of what the draasin felt. Together, they shared their agony and suffering. Pain continued to fill him. It was a searing pain, as if each element was suddenly ripped away from him, and Tolan strained to hold it together, struggling to keep that connection bound to him. He was determined to keep the connection to the elements within him, afraid of losing it, afraid of having that separated from him, and afraid of Rory succeeding.

      Then they were through the barrier. He staggered forward, nearly losing his balance before catching himself and turning to the others. Ferrah let out a shaky breath and the draasin said nothing, though there was an awareness through the power that flowed from the draasin into Tolan. The draasin suffered.

      “Was it like that when you were here before?”

      Tolan nodded slowly. “It was the same. It might even have been worse.”

      “How did you withstand it?”

      “I didn’t have much choice. As soon as I came through the last time, they were already wrapping me in a bondar. I thought Rory was captured as well, so—”

      “So you were more concerned about him than you were about yourself,” she said.

      The draasin looked at him as he nodded.

      Ferrah turned her attention to the draasin. “Are we going to be able to keep him safe this time?”

      The draasin let out something like a sigh, but it came out almost as a steady rumbling. “We will do everything we can.”

      “I’m not sure that’s going to be good enough,” she said.

      “I’m not sure that we have any choice otherwise,” the draasin said.

      Tolan started forward, motioning for the others to come with him. He held onto their hands and tried to pull them along, but the other two were slower to move. He could feel something within them.

      It was weakness. Passing through the barrier had changed something for them.

      He hadn’t expected that going through the barrier would have affected them in that way.

      But why wouldn’t it?

      He had seen the way the barrier would affect other things. He had seen the way that crossing through the barrier had impacted him.

      He looked over at Ferrah. She had an expression of pain on her face, and he wanted to do everything in his power to remove that pain from her. He thought that he might be able to. All it would take would be for him call upon the energy within him, and he might be able to summon some of that anguish away from her. He buried it within himself. When he did, he could see something within her shifted.

      “Is that better?” he asked.

      “What did you do?”

      “I could feel something wrong within you.”

      “What happened?”

      Tolan could only shake his head, and he turned his attention to the draasin. He didn’t know if the draasin suffered in the same way, but if Ferrah were struggling, then the draasin would likely be struggling.

      He trapped energy within him. When he did, he could feel something more. The draasin started to tremble. For a moment, Tolan worried that something worse had happened to the draasin, but then that trembling began to ease.

      “What happened to you?” Tolan asked.

      “The barrier,” the draasin said.

      In the distance, Tolan could see the palace. It was an enormous structure, all towering spires, blue-domed roofs that were so similar to the rest of the city, and an inescapable sense of the elements. Even from here, Tolan could feel that energy radiating from it. Runes, thousands upon thousands of them. The entirety of the palace was coated in runes.

      For a moment, he tried to figure out why there would be so many runes on it. Then he understood.

      It turned the palace into something like a bondar. He had not noticed that before. When he had been there before, he hadn’t gone in the main entrance. Even when he had departed, he hadn’t left the same way he had come in.

      The draasin looked over at him. “There is another way,” the draasin said.

      “What other way?”

      “You have another connection.” The draasin watched him and waited.

      Tolan wrapped himself in strength, but this time, he had to draw upon only his own power. It was the power of his own shaping. Not the power of the bonds, and not any power of the elementals, but the connection he shared with the elements intrinsically. It was that which bound him to the world, that which made him something of a warrior elemental.

      Then he called the lightning.

      He thought about where he wanted to go. He knew exactly where he needed to be, though he didn’t know if his warrior shaping would carry him as effectively as he wanted. Holding onto that power, he could feel it rolling through him, the sense of energy that was within him, and then he unleashed it.

      That power exploded outward, and it blasted into the three of them. The burst of lightning streaked down from the sky, a crackling energy, and when it carried them, it did so quickly.

      Some part of Tolan shimmered. He was aware of the way that it did and he recognized the nature of how it allowed him to transition, but a sudden concern filled him.

      Ferrah wouldn’t be able to do something similar.

      He would have to do it for her.

      He pushed power into her, forcing it to roll through her, trying to create something similar to what worked on him. As he did, he could feel that shimmering. That energy continued to build.

      It happened quickly.

      They transitioned.

      There was no other way to describe what happened. It shifted them, carrying them from one place to another. Then they were inside. When they stepped free of the burst of lightning, the crackling energy still filled the air.

      The inside of the palace had the same runes covering its surface as the outside did. Thousands of runes. Tolan could feel them, could feel the energy crackling around him. Light glowed everywhere, shaped light that seemed to come from the stones itself and instead came from the runes set into the stone. The power of the palace was an incredible energy, and it contained a significant draw. Tolan started to think that maybe he might have something more he could draw upon.

      Ferrah looked over at him. “What did you do?”

      “I had to shift something for you.”

      “How did you know to do that?”

      “I could feel that I had to. There was something about the way I was holding onto power that I could tell needed to be changed.”

      Even as he did, Tolan wasn’t sure if there was something more to it that he might need to be able to use. That energy persisted, swirling around him.

      “Where are we?” Ferrah asked.

      “Within the palace.”

      “Where, exactly?” Her gaze skimmed across the walls and Tolan stood there, surprised that the portraits remained.

      Why wouldn’t they?

      There was no reason for Rory to remove the portraits on the walls here. The only benefit he had was taking the ones from Terndahl and removing Tolan’s ability to come after them.

      Now that he was here and looking along the walls, Tolan had to question whether these portraits would guide them someplace else. Many of them were familiar to him, but they were familiar because he had seen something similar to them within the Academy.

      What other lands would they take them to? What other places would there be that would be equally dangerous?

      “This is where I escaped,” he said, making his way along the hall.

      “You came through here?”

      Tolan nodded. “It was so similar to the hall of portraits within the Academy. When I saw this, I realized there had to be some sort of connection.”

      “We could use this,” Ferrah said.

      “We could, but if we step through here, I don’t know where we will end up. It’s possible we will end up someplace different than we intend, some other place beyond here, perhaps even in a more dangerous realm.”

      “But if we step out somewhere else and there isn’t a barrier around it, wouldn’t you be able to use a warrior shaping to carry us back to Amitan?”

      That was something Tolan hadn’t considered before. It made sense, but it also would be risky.

      “If we can’t get back to the cave,” he said.

      There came a surge of energy around him. For a moment, Tolan wondered if it came from within the palace, but he recognized what he detected. It wasn’t within the palace at all. It was outside, and it was coming from the barrier.

      He looked over at Ferrah, then locked eyes with the draasin.

      “Whatever we do, it’s going to have to be quickly. They’re going to bring the barrier across the palace.”
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      Tolan hurried through the palace, focused on whether he could detect any of the other elementals. There had to be some sense of them here. The palace was all long halls, arching doorways, and a steady glow that filled everything. He did his best to try to ignore the pressure upon him, knowing that it was intentional, focusing only on where he needed to go. He had no idea where to find the other elementals.

      “They shouldn’t be able to move that so quickly,” the draasin said.

      “I think they are pulling upon the power of the elementals they captured. That energy is allowing them to shift the barrier more quickly.”

      They reached the stairs at the end. He had been here not that long ago, and it was strange coming here in this way now. When he had been here the last time, he had traveled in spirit form and had been able to transfer through the walls, transitioning in a way that allowed him to move like an elemental. This time, he had to walk, though he wondered if perhaps he could continue to transition through the walls the way that he had previously.

      “This is where you were held,” he said, looking over at the draasin.

      “This was where I was held,” the draasin said.

      “How long did you wait to hatch?”

      “Time doesn’t have much meaning in that form.”

      Tolan frowned. “You were in a bondar. At least something similar to it.”

      “I was in a shell,” the draasin said.

      Tolan wasn’t entirely sure that was accurate. The only thing that he knew about the draasin and the way that he had been held was that there had been something there, some method confining him. It was different than a shell or an egg, though it looked something like that. It had felt like a bondar.

      “Are there others here?” Ferrah asked.

      He thought that he had gotten to them all. When he had been here before, he had been determined not to leave them, but maybe he hadn’t.

      He thought he’d gotten all the elementals, as well.

      Now he needed to check and find the answers.

      “I cannot tell.”

      Now wasn’t the time to go looking for them. First he had to deal with Rory, and then he could look and not have to worry about the elemental capturing him.

      There was pressure nearby.

      He looked over at Ferrah and then at the draasin, but neither of them seemed to be aware of it. It was something he was acutely aware of, though. They shared a look with him, obviously connected to him, attuned to him, and could feel what he could feel, but they didn’t seem to be quite as connected to that pressure.

      Tolan paused in the hallway.

      He glanced over at the alcoves where the draasin eggs had been situated, but he didn’t see anything in them. Pushing out with a hint of spirit, he probed along the wall. When he did, he detected something surprising.

      There was an opening. It was one he hadn’t expected to find, but he felt the way it opened up. He grabbed for the other two, reaching for a shaping, shifting Ferrah as he did, and pulled them through the wall with a warrior shaping.

      When they stepped free, they were in a massive chamber. It had a domed roof that light streamed through. It didn’t seem to have any doors, but in a place like this, in a palace like this, with elementals who were in charge of it, perhaps doors weren’t necessary.

      Why would the elementals need something like doors when they could simply transition between spaces without them?

      Doors would only complicate things.

      Tolan pulled himself farther along, letting the power flow through him.

      There was more power here, but he couldn’t tell what the source was.

      He looked up at the ceiling. It was brightly painted, images of elementals surrounding it. They were elementals like those they had in Terndahl, not those from the city. All of them surrounded a draasin.

      The Draasin Lord.

      Tolan recognized the striations along him, and he had a sense of him from the way the artist had depicted his gaze. The Draasin Lord was painted with his wings outstretched, the scales along the surface of his body glowing softly, heat coming from some deep core within him. His claws were longer than they had been in real life, as were the spikes along his body, but overall, there was something quite obvious about the painting. There was no doubt this was the Draasin Lord.

      He started laughing softly. “I think I understand why the elementals feared the Draasin Lord,” he said, pointing up.

      Ferrah looked up, and a smile twisted across her face.

      “Why would they have painted something like that?”

      “Because they would have us serve.”

      Tolan spun and saw Rory across the room. Four other elementals joined him, and with them came the bondars. Each of the elementals had taken on human shape, though Tolan detected power coming from each of the elements, which suggested that they were bonded to one of the primary elements.

      Other than Rory. He was connected to more than just one of the elements. He was somehow connected to all of them.

      They were outnumbered, but worse than that, they were overpowered.

      “That doesn’t look like they were trying to have you serve the Draasin Lord,” Tolan said, staring at the ceiling again for a moment before turning his attention back to Rory. “It looks more to me like this was a celebration.” He thought about the Draasin Lord, the way the other elementals had all mourned him. There had been nothing subservient about them. They simply had known the Draasin Lord as a being of power.

      “If only you would know.” Rory strode forward, floating above the ground. He held onto energy as he floated, letting it carry him forward. Tolan tried to ignore the way that he was calling upon that energy, trying to ignore everything that Rory was doing, but he could not.

      It was strange seeing how he floated.

      More than that, Tolan’s attention was drawn to the bondars imprisoning the other elementals. Tolan felt a sense of power within them, and he focused on them, sending a sense of spirit outward, using only a trickle of it. He shifted it, letting the draasin hold onto spirit, using his connection to the draasin in order let him know what he was picking up on.

      “Only the three of you remain,” Rory said, looking at Tolan. “I must thank you for bringing back the others. And here I thought I would have to go after them.”

      “That’s why you attacked,” Tolan said.

      “Attacked? No. You are mistaken. I simply wanted to make sure you could not attack until we were prepared.”

      “You wanted them back because your elementals are connected to them.”

      Rory looked at him.

      There was energy coming from him, and Tolan tried to brace himself, worried about what he might do. So far, Rory didn’t do anything. There was only power from him, the energy that filled him, and Tolan continued to hold onto his connection to power, bracing for anything that he might do.

      “Perhaps we are. But only because we have borrowed from them. They refused to get involved, as you can see.”

      “They made a choice, much like you made a choice,” Tolan said.

      “You have refused to evolve, I see,” Rory said. He stood a dozen paces from Tolan.

      He could feel power, and it occurred to Tolan that the reason that he could feel it was because the elemental was connected to several of the others. Which meant that Rory had established a connection. Either that or he had always had it.

      He must have always had it. Given what he knew about Rory, that he was somehow a warrior elemental, he must’ve had that connection.

      He had experienced plenty of elementals that were constructs of more than one element. Never had he experienced one that was from each of the elements. Rory was unique, or at least Tolan had believed that he was unique.

      What if I was not?

      Bondars.

      That would explain Rory and the kind of power that he held, and it would explain why he could use so many different connections.

      He had to find some way to sever those connections.

      Rory had needed him to come back so he could have his connections back.

      They were outnumbered. He was connected to the others, but that connection meant he was weakened if they drew upon him.

      Tolan probed at Rory, using his connection to the elements and borrowing from these elementals. He called on that power, but reached for something else.

      He reached for the power of the palace.

      It was buried there, the bondar of the palace itself that filled him.

      Rory didn’t even seem to be aware of it.

      Tolan could tap into that power, something that he had not detected when he had been here before.

      Now he knew that it was here.

      Tolan waited, and he could feel the elementals circling around them. Once they did, he would be surrounded.  He looked over at the draasin. He had little doubt about what Rory would do with him. He would be bonded to someone else. Not only would that affect the draasin, but it would affect Tolan. He could feel how that would pull upon him, the nature of the power that would draw on him.

      He focused on the power within Rory.

      Bondars.

      That was the key. Tolan focused, and when he did, he could feel dozens upon dozens of bondars. Dozens upon dozens of trapped elementals.

      He had the power of the palace. The power of the runes within the palace. Power that trapped the palace itself.

      That was what he needed to use.

      Ferrah let out a cry.

      He glanced over. Two elementals, one for wind and one for fire, had slithered toward her, staying in humanoid form, though they were not completely in human form. They loomed toward her, probing her from either side of her.

      He had to act quickly.

      He turned to the draasin. “It’s your turn to shine.”

      The draasin nodded.

      With that, heat began to build from the draasin. He spread his wings, shifting in a heartbeat, and power exploded. The draasin stretched, wings unfolding around them, and there was a sense of power that burst off him. Tolan could feel that power as it radiated outward from the draasin, stretching from his wings, from the power that surged within the creature, and it flowed all around him.

      Tolan maintained the connection between himself and the draasin, recognizing there was something that he could add to the way the draasin transformed. By pushing more power into the draasin, he could help the draasin continue his transformation, to add power to what he was doing and the way he called upon it. Tolan pushed as much power out as he thought he could spare. He used fire, but it was more than just fire that the draasin needed. He needed spirit.

      That power continued to emanate into the draasin, a sense of enormous power that was washing out from him. As the draasin unfolded, he began to fly.

      The inside of this room wasn’t all that large, and for the draasin to be able to fly, it meant he was confined to this space, but it was more about him pushing power through fire than anything else. The draasin continued to stretch his wings, sweeping through the inside of the room, power radiating from him. Tolan could feel that energy and that power, and he tried to add more, but he reached his limits.

      Rory stormed forward. Power exploded from him, trying to slam into the draasin, but Tolan sensed something else. Rory reached through the bondars, drawing upon that energy, and in doing so, he connected to each of the elements, but it was something that Tolan could separate. He recognized how he could connect to that, and he realized just what it would take in order to defeat Rory.

      The palace was the key.

      Rory looked at the draasin, looked at Tolan, and there was something more within him.

      Fear.

      Why would Rory be afraid of the draasin?

      Tolan’s gaze was drawn back up toward the top of the chamber, and he saw the way the draasin was celebrated by the other elementals.

      It wasn’t about fearing worship. That might be a part of what Rory worried about, but it was more about fearing his leadership.

      Rory wanted to be the one to lead. Rory wanted to be the one to be celebrated by the other elementals.

      Rory called upon power, and it attacked the draasin. Tolan felt each blast as it struck, the way that those attacks continued to assault the draasin, swirling around him. With each one, Tolan felt the power slamming into him. Each of these attacks struck.

      Here Tolan had thought that Rory didn’t know the power of the palace, but he realized that Rory must have detected what Tolan was doing and suddenly had found a way to call upon that same energy. He was using the runes.

      Have I made a mistake by revealing that connection?

      It had only emboldened Rory, empowering him.

      The power slammed into him. Assault after assault struck him.

      Tolan pushed outward, letting power flow.

      The other elementals were nearby, pushing outward against not only what the draasin was doing, but against Tolan. They pressed on Ferrah.

      It was Tolan’s turn to attack.

      He was a shaper, but he had become something more.

      He had fought that. He hadn’t wanted to become something more.

      I hadn’t wanted to change, to become partially an elemental, but what did it matter what I wanted? All that mattered was that I understood the elements. I understood the elementals.

      Tolan was reminded of the conversations that he’d had with Light and Master Minden. He remembered what the Draasin Lord had wanted from him.

      The elementals.

      It was always about the elementals.

      They could help, or they could hinder.

      In this case, they wanted to help.

      Power came from them. It came from the draasin flying overhead, constantly under attack. It came even from Ferrah, now trapped. More than that, it came from the bondars nearby. The elementals there had already proven to Tolan that they were willing to work with him. The elementals within those bondars had wanted his help, but they had also been willing to help him.

      Help offered willingly.

      Tolan could feel power surging around him. There was something to that power. He felt the elementals within the bondars.

      He could feel the way Rory called upon them, the way he drew power out.

      Not only did he call upon the power of those bondars, but he was connecting to the palace too, and Tolan thought that he could overwhelm that. He understood runes. He understood bondars. He understood the elementals. And he was the power of the elements. All of that energy filled him.

      Rory might have lived a long time, but he was trapped here, and he didn’t have all of Tolan’s knowledge. Tolan needed to use it.

      He held onto that power and pushed.

      Rory’s connection to the elementals was what he had to counter, but he wasn’t entirely sure how. The bonds connected the elementals, and they connected power to the other elementals.

      Which meant they would have felt what had happened. The elementals would have known and experienced the same pain the others had felt when they were forced into the bond. They would’ve experienced that, and they would have known just how awful it was. Still, it hadn’t prevented them from doing it and attempting to use that power.

      It sickened Tolan.

      Rory blasted at Tolan, and each blast forced him back. He tried to move toward Ferrah, pushing energy into her, but he could feel the way that Rory was attacking him. It was starting to split his focus too much.

      A triumphant expression crossed Rory’s face. His form shimmered, leaving him looking older for a moment then fading back to his usual youthful appearance.

      “Did you really think that you could defeat me here in this place? You might be potent when you had access to the element bonds, but in my land, there are no bonds.”

      “Only because you don’t want them,” Tolan said.

      “There is no purpose for them. I am the power that exists here,” Rory said.

      Another blast struck him and Tolan sent more energy out, letting it protect himself. The elementals were around him. They had Ferrah surrounded. They even had the draasin caged in.

      More and more of the elementals from this land were filling the room. There were going to be more of them than Tolan, Ferrah, and the draasin could handle. Tolan tried to hold onto the power within him, but even as he did, he recognized that he wasn’t going to be strong enough to withstand what was taking place here.

      He deflected another of Rory’s attacks and the elemental stormed toward him, getting closer. Tolan held onto the power within him, trying to push out, but Rory blasted, sending Tolan staggering backward. He hit the wall.

      Either they fought and won, or they would perish here. Tolan had no doubt that there would be no escape.

      He strained, trying to find another source of power.

      Distantly, he felt something.

      The elementals.

      Those with Rory had bonded to those within the bondars. That was what he needed.

      That connection went two ways. He called upon the power around him.

      It was connected through the bondars. It was connected to these elementals.

      And Tolan was different.

      As much as he had denied that over the time that he had been separated from himself, and as much as he had tried to convince himself that he wasn’t any different than any other shaper, the fact of the matter was that he was different.

      How could I not be when I could separate from myself to shift into an elemental form? How could I not be different, given everything I could do?

      It was that difference that had made him strong. It was that difference that had given him a connection to the elements—and to the elementals.

      It was that difference that had saved them.

      Tolan could be an elemental, but he could be more.

      His body contained that power. With an understanding of that concept, he thought he knew what he could do. He could be the bondar again. He’d done it once, saving the elementals from this land before. Now he would have to do so with a different intent.

      He focused on the power coming from Rory and called upon the energy that was all around him. It was there, filling the air.

      It exploded around him.

      He welcomed it. There was something about it that was almost pleasant.

      He called the power of the elementals around him, including that of Rory, knowing that as he pulled the elementals toward him, pulling that power and that connection that he had formed to the other elementals, he would become stronger.

      Rory turned his attention to him, tearing it away from the draasin.

      Power blasted toward Tolan.

      He ignored that power. Rory continued to batter at him, but Tolan could ignore it.

      How could I not when Rory couldn’t do anything me him? How could I not when everything that Rory attempted slid uselessly away?

      Energy filled him. There was so much power within him now. He blazed with it.

      Something the draasin had said came back to him. He could choose his shape.

      For a moment, he used it and became a draasin as well. Power surged through him.

      He called upon the energy around him, letting that power continue to fill him, the sense of the elements and the sense of the elementals. He became the bondar.

      It surged.

      Surprisingly, it also surged through him, flowing to Ferrah and to the draasin.

      Tolan shouldn’t have been surprised by that. Given the connection they shared, the nature of the power that they built together, he wasn’t at all surprised by the fact that there was enough of a connection between him and the others. He pulled that power from the elementals, drawing it up and into him.

      The draasin grew larger. The other elementals tried to escape, but the draasin drew in the heat and power and flame, and he held onto their power.

      The draasin, along with Tolan and Ferrah, all became bondars.

      That combination was too much for the other elementals.

      Rory attempted to attack, but it began to fade.

      There was a moment, nothing more than that, when he debated what to do.

      His first instinct was to destroy Rory. Given everything that Rory had done, all that Rory had hurt, Tolan thought that he needed to.

      How could I do anything else?

      And yet…

      Destroying Rory wasn’t the answer.

      That wasn’t how he served the elementals.

      He didn’t want to destroy any elemental. That included Rory. He didn’t know how to confine him, not indefinitely. There was something that he could do, though.

      He continued to pull the power of the elementals into him, wrapping them in the bondar that consisted of Tolan, Ferrah, and the draasin. By holding onto that, Rory’s power began to dissipate.

      He pulled more and more power into him.

      The elementals allied to Rory started to flicker. Their solid forms began to fade. He could feel pain. He hated causing them pain, but he hated more that the elementals allied to Rory had been willing to harm the other elementals.

      The three of them—himself, Ferrah, and the draasin—were more than enough. The three of them created a bondar that was different. Any of the elementals could escape from it. Not only was there a shaper in Ferrah, but there was whatever Tolan was, and there was the draasin, an elemental that mixed different forms.

      He felt it as the elementals began to disappear, drawn into that connection between them. He would hold them within the bondar that he, Ferrah, and the drassin created. One by one, the elementals failed. One by one, they disappeared.

      Finally only Rory was left.

      Tolan faced him.

      He was a wisp of wind and he spiraled, trying to escape. The power he had possessed, stolen from other elementals, was now missing.

      “You can’t kill me.”

      Tolan looked at Rory, shaking his head. “I can’t kill you.”

      “I’m going to keep coming back. You will never fully destroy me.”

      Tolan smiled at him, offering a hint of sadness. “I have no intention of fully destroying you.”

      “You don’t understand what you’re doing.”

      “And you don’t understand what you did.”

      He glanced at the draasin and then at the bondars now arranged along the floor. With a pulse of power, the bondars exploded. The elementals were freed. He swept his gaze over them, noting the glaze in their eyes. They had taken on their native form, and within that was the answer.

      Whatever Rory might intend, Tolan thought he knew how to keep him from harming anyone or anything ever again. He pulled the power into him.

      Rory fought, straining against what Tolan did, and he pushed through a connection to spirit. There was a connection between them. Tolan had been the one to restore Rory, and because of that, his connection to spirit with Rory remained strong. Perhaps that was a mistake, but he could feel that connection between them. By pushing through that, he shared with Rory his intentions. The elemental scrambled, straining even harder, before finally fading, disappearing.

      The air inside of the room went still. Tolan felt the power of the palace, but nothing else.

      He was frozen in place. He felt like he needed to do something more, that he needed to be something more, but maybe not yet. When Rory was gone, the draasin landed, shifting back into human form. Tolan looked over at Ferrah, who frowned at him.

      “What did you do to him at the end?” she asked. “I felt something. It was a trembling sense. He was fighting what you were doing.”

      “He was fighting what I was telling him.” Tolan sighed. “I let him know what his fate would be.”

      “What is his fate going to be?”

      “He was right. I can’t destroy him. There is one thing I can do, though.”

      “What is it?”

      “Return him to the bond.”
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      Tolan approached the other elementals that he’d saved from bondars. They were tentative, and he could feel the after-effects of the shaping, but he could also feel those that they connected to burning within the connection he shared with Ferrah and the draasin.

      “The other elementals will be returned to the bond as well,” he said to the elementals. “In time, they will recover.”

      Tolan thought he understood why Rory and the other elementals had wanted a separation from the element bonds. Without that connection, they weren’t drawn by the bonds—and they weren’t guided by them, either. Rory had known what he was doing. Tolan had returned him to the bond, allowing Rory to experience the sensation of wind, but also the drawing of spirit. With Light within the bond, he believed that there would be another way to help Rory find whatever he needed, and to restore him. By holding onto that connection, Tolan believed that there was something more that he could offer to the elemental.

      The other elementals swirled.

      “How do you propose that we leave?” Ferrah asked. “With what they did to the barrier, I’m not sure we’ll be able to get out of here.”

      “I think they were using the power of the elementals to form that barrier. Now that the elementals have been drawn out of the bondars, I wonder if perhaps we might have a different way that we can work with them.”

      If the elementals were responsible for forming that barrier, hopefully by trapping the elementals within him, by becoming the bondar, he, Ferrah, and even the draasin would be able to use them in order to separate, to get away.

      He reached out for Ferrah. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Are you sure this will work?”

      Tolan shook his head. “When it comes to this, I’m not sure about anything. Not anymore. This is so far beyond what we learned at the Academy that it might as well be something completely different.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Tolan didn’t even know what he was saying. At this point, he wondered if he could return to the Academy and resume his former life.

      How could I, when I had seen so much that was so very different? How could I return to what I had experienced before my life had changed?

      He had changed.

      He had been struggling. There was no question that he no longer knew where he fit in, and after having seen The Lands Beyond, having seen the resistance here, having realized that there was a real chance for these people to survive and thrive—Tolan now wondered if he would best serve the elementals the way that he intended by staying here or if he would better serve them by looking elsewhere.

      There were other places to go.

      More than that, Terndahl no longer needed him.

      There were others who could serve in his stead.

      He had seen to it. He had been working with the Inquisitors, but it was more than that. There were others now who believed in the elementals.

      “I don’t really know what I’m saying. I don’t know that I can be the Master of Spirit within the Academy anymore.”

      “I’m not staying at the Academy if you aren’t. It wouldn’t be the same for me.”

      “We need to better understand what else we might find here,” he said. He held onto Ferrah’s hand and phased through the walls, returning to the hall of portraits within this tower. From there, he nodded to the paintings. “We need to find what other connections exist. There is more to this world. There are other places in this world. There is other power in this world.”

      “What happens when you find it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What happens if what you find is worse?”

      “You think it might be worse?”

      “I never would’ve expected this to be any worse than what we had faced in Terndahl. And to think that, for so long, we feared the Draasin Lord.”

      Tolan smiled. The Draasin Lord had been what they had believed they had to face, that they would somehow have to combat. The Draasin Lord had been a farce, but the Draasin Lord had also brought them to something greater; an understanding of the world. It had allowed Tolan to better understand the connections to the elements.

      “I think we need to better understand the world. All of it. Part of that’s going to be understanding the city first.”

      “You intend to stay here?”

      Tolan held onto her and brought her outside the tower. The draasin followed, remaining silent, though Tolan could sense something from within him. Curiosity. A question. Perhaps something more.

      “I don’t intend to stay. I don’t know if I could, mostly because I don’t understand these people, but what I would like to do would be to help free them from what had happened to them, to ensure nothing like this ever happens to them again.”

      He felt the barrier around the temple. It was solid, a strong buildup of energy. By drawing on the power within him stored by the elementals, Tolan pushed out against that barrier.

      Strangely, or perhaps not so strangely, he understood what had gone into the making of that barrier and how to bring it down. He pushed, shattering the barrier around the temple.

      “They will see it,” the draasin said.

      “Perhaps they should.”

      “What about the one surrounding the city?”

      Tolan had given that some thought.

      Did it make sense to bring it down?

      The people needed to be reintroduced into the world carefully. Slowly. If he worked too rapidly, there would be a danger of them finding just how strange things were beyond the borders of their city.

      He turned to the draasin. “I’m not going to, but you can, when they’re ready.”

      “What?” Ferrah asked.

      He looked over at her. “I think my friend intends to remain.”

      “Why would he stay? Given what he is—”

      “This is where I was born,” the draasin said.

      “It’s more than that,” Ferrah said. She glanced from Tolan to the draasin before settling her gaze on the city. “I can feel it.” She took a deep breath, and there came a stirring of energy between them along the connection that they shared. “Is that your bond?”

      “Possibly. I don’t know how much of the bond you can feel.” He turned to the draasin. “You can lead them.”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “I am. You know what happened. You know the truth of it. And I suspect you will help guide them in a way that will bring them back to the elements.”

      “Only the elements?”

      Tolan thought about that, wondering for a moment. “Perhaps the element bonds as well. I don’t know what that’s going to involve in order to restore that connection.”

      “Perhaps that will be your next task, Tolan Ethar.”

      Tolan looked over at the draasin, smiling.

      They approached the barrier surrounding the city. Tolan could feel the strange shaping involved. Even now, he debated whether or not he should reach into it and tear it down, and filled with the power of the elementals around him, along with the strange energy buried within the runes around the palace, he thought that such a shaping would be possible, but perhaps not yet.

      Instead, he shoved that barrier back, pushing it into place. It stretched, expanding overhead until it shifted and settled back into the position it had once assumed.

      The draasin helped control it, and Tolan handed over knowledge and understanding of the shaping to the draasin before realizing he didn’t need to. The draasin already knew it.

      “You have only to call me,” Tolan said.

      “I have a feeling you and I will see each other soon.”

      Tolan smiled, nodding. He took Ferrah by the hand and waited for the other elementals to appear. When they did, he looked over at them and sent out a connection to them through spirit. They understood what he intended. He could feel their understanding, much like he could understand and feel what he needed to do.

      He sensed that power through the connection, and they were drawn toward him. He didn’t absorb them, not like a bondar, but he called them close, and with the warrior shaping, he transported them back to the cave. He stepped free, heading toward the portrait, and he took a moment to make sure that everybody was ready before wrapping the power around them again. When he was done, the elementals, along with Tolan and Ferrah, stepped into the painting. Then they stepped out back into the free elemental land.

      Tolan looked over at Ferrah. “There is something I need to do here.”

      “What is it?”

      “It will take only a moment, but I need to go to the Convergence.”

      “Here?”

      “I think here is best.”

      This place was close to the elementals. It was close to the power. That was why he needed to do it here. He held onto that energy, and they left the cave, heading toward the Convergence. The building around it had been rebuilt, and now there was power within it. Tolan used the power he still held onto from the elementals, and he stepped inside the building.

      When he did, he realized he could still feel the connection to the draasin. Despite the distance, and despite the barrier, he still could feel the draasin.

      Reaching the Convergence, he disrobed and quickly stepped into the Convergence. He locked eyes with Ferrah for a moment, and then he submerged. It took him barely a moment to enter the bonds. He did so quickly, working from bond to bond, and pushed the elementals out of the bondar he, Ferrah, and the draasin had formed.

      Finally he was left with only Rory.

      When he released him, Tolan braced for what Rory might do. The wind spiraled around him, but Tolan focused only on the sense of Rory.

      Something of spirit began to build.

      Light.

      Light held Rory.

      “You will help him?”

      There came a bright and powerful sense. Tolan knew Light would help. Light would offer the elemental everything that he needed. Hopefully, Light would allow for Rory to find his way back to the bond, and perhaps wipe away some of the awfulness that he had done.

      Rory didn’t need to remember that.

      There was one thing Rory had said that had been true. Tolan hadn’t been able to destroy him. When it came to the elementals, he didn’t know if such a thing was even possible.

      Having seen the way that the Draasin Lord had returned to the bond, he wondered if that even mattered. The only thing that mattered was that he had helped the elementals. He had helped all of them. Even Rory.

      Light pulsed around him. “She would be pleased.”

      “I hope so,” he whispered. “Am I done?”

      “Done?”

      “Do I have anything else I need to do?”

      For a moment, Light materialized in front of him. Light was nearly the size of a small wolf, with a rounded body, a strange, stubby snout, and a long, thick tail that stretched out behind him. He glowed with a pale white light. There was a sense of the elemental, made even more massive here. He could feel how Light swirled around him, the energy that was created by the elemental. Tolan stared at him, waiting for a response.

      “As long as you live, I doubt you will ever be done, Tolan Ethar.”

      With that, Light faded.

      Tolan hovered in place for a little bit longer, feeling the energy of the Convergence, that of the bonds, all around him. He drew it in. While doing so, he recognized something unexpected. There was a power within him, but that power seemed to come from somewhere beyond what he would’ve expected.

      It wasn’t the element bonds. It was the connection to the draasin. That connection filled him, and he pushed power out from him, letting the draasin draw energy off, giving him strength. Where he was in that distant land, there wouldn’t be the same connection to the fire bond.

      He stayed there for another moment, and finally began to separate. Tolan held onto that separation for a little while, floating in the power that existed here. Then he pulled himself apart. He let himself float beyond here, toward the Convergence, and out of the bonds.

      When he stepped forward, he found Ferrah watching him. There was concern in her eyes, but he pulled himself free and flashed a smile at her. He still felt separated from part of himself, if only a little. His legs didn’t work the way they should, and Tolan wondered if they ever would. Perhaps the injury was a sign that he had become something more than only a man.

      “Is it done?”

      “For now,” he said.

      “Only for now?”

      Tolan thought about what Light had said, the way that he had sent that sense of energy through, and he wondered. As much as he wanted to be done with everything, and as much as he wanted to finally relax, perhaps even explore, he couldn’t.

      Perhaps he never could.

      Ferrah watched him, aware of those feelings. They were bonded, shaper to elemental. He reached out for her, stepping free from the Convergence, the silvery liquid floating off him, and he took her hand. The connection flowed between them, back and forth, energy that left him surging with their power.

      “Only for now. I don’t know what the future will bring, but for now we can rest. We can return.”

      Ferrah studied him for a long moment, then she wrapped her arms around him, embracing him tightly. Contentment mixed with worry flowed through the bond between them.

      Tolan looked off into the distance. Here in this place, this close to the Convergence, and in the place of the free elemental lands, there was a different sort of energy available to him. These days, he felt things in ways that he never had before. He could feel each of the elements flowing around him, far more acutely than he ever had before. There was simply something quite powerful about it, a surge of energy that left Tolan questioning whether he was man or elemental.

      Or perhaps it didn’t matter.

      What mattered within that distinction?

      All that mattered truly was that some part of him had changed, some part of him had been brought toward the elements in ways that it had not been before, and some part of him had shifted as he had separated from himself, going from his body into the element bonds and back. Now his body was nothing more than a construct.

      He had proven that.

      Given that he had found a way to transition between places, to carry himself through solid objects, Tolan had to explore what that meant.

      There was no more doubting that it meant something for him and it meant something to him. He had changed.

      He breathed then, though he wondered if he even needed to do that.

      Ferrah watched him, reaching out toward him, requesting to hold his hand, and he touched her lightly, briefly, before turning away and focusing out into the distance.

      “I can tell what you’re thinking,” she said softly.

      “I know.”

      “You want me to know what you’re thinking.”

      He nodded. “I think I could keep you from having an awareness of my thoughts, but I wonder if I should.”

      “Why would you want to prevent me from knowing what you’re thinking?”

      He turned to her, smiling. “I wonder if you would really want to know everything that I was thinking.”

      “There are times when I catch only emotion. Little more than hints through spirit.” Ferrah shrugged. “I think some of that has to do more with my inexperience.”

      “Probably,” Tolan said.

      “Will I master it in time?”

      “If I know you, it won’t take very long at all. You have mastered every other bit of the connection to the elements and the elementals that you have been given the opportunity to touch. Why should this be any different?”

      He turned his attention out toward the free elemental village. Within it was the only other person that he still worried about.

      “Do you think you need to worry about him?” Ferrah asked, reaching for his hand.

      There was a moment where it felt almost as if she might slip through his grip, a moment where Tolan thought he had shifted just a little bit, some part of him phasing into elemental form.

      He needed to better understand that part of him, and it would take time to work with his connections, his powers, and to know just what it was and what it meant for him to be connected the way that he was.

      “I don’t know. After everything that happened to him—to both of us—I wonder if I need to or not.” He breathed in, letting it out slowly. For the first time in a while, he felt… free.

      It was different even than when he had defeated Roland. That had left him with a sense of freedom, but it also left him thinking that there was something more that would need to be done. He had known that he would need to return to The Lands Beyond the waste, and he would need to try to understand those people, but now he had a very different understanding of things.

      More than that, he no longer felt as if he had to tie himself to the Academy the way that he had.

      Why should I?

      Others could serve. Tolan did not need to anymore.

      Tolan should not be bound to one land.

      “You could go to him.”

      He looked over. “I will. In time.”

      “You hesitate because you don’t know how he will react.”

      Tolan smiled. There were advantages to her knowing him as she did through spirit. “It’s that, but it’s something else, too. I don’t know how to explain what happened, mostly because I don’t know what happened.”

      “What about those within the Academy?”

      He frowned and closed his eyes, using spirit to stretch away from him. It occurred to him that his connection to spirit had changed. It couldn’t have simply been the attack on those lands that had changed it. It had changed for another reason, though Tolan didn’t know if it was only because of Light, or if it was because some part of him had changed. Perhaps it didn’t matter.

      “There are those within the Academy who would try to study me. They would try to understand what happened, but I’m not sure there is a clear explanation.”

      “There are others in the Academy who would try to replicate it,” Ferrah said.

      He nodded slowly. “Should they not?”

      “What you did was—”

      “Never done before.” He smiled. “Dangerous, yes, and I know how you feel about it, but at the same time, what I did has never been done before. Or if it has, it has been so long ago that the knowledge of how to do it has been lost.”

      That might be the biggest piece. If there were others who knew how to do what he had done, the knowledge within it had been lost over time. Either that, or it had been buried in a way that only those who had the appropriate potential could one day uncover it. Knowledge like the portraits, knowledge like reaching the element bonds, knowledge like understanding the elementals.

      “You said that you would go back, but I have a feeling that you have decided something else.”

      “Only a feeling?”

      “Should it be more than that?” she asked.

      “I figured with our connection to spirit, you would know.”

      “I wish that I knew. In this case, there’s something there, some aspect to what you intend for me to feel, but I’m not fully aware of it the way that I am other times.” She squeezed her eyes shut and frowned. “There is a distant and vague sense of awareness within it. I can tell there is something there, only whatever it is seems to be hidden from me. You are hidden from me.”

      “I’m not trying to hide from you,” he said. “Only to understand myself.”

      “You should return to the Academy if only to share with the Grand Master what you intend. And there are the other draasin you hatched. They need the same guidance.”

      “You’re probably right.” More than that, he still needed to figure out why Light had been in the portrait with the little girl. That might require him going into the portrait, or perhaps into spirit to find Light.

      “Probably?”

      “Well, I do need to go back to the Grand Master. We’ve been gone long enough, and I don’t know what the Inquisitors have been doing in the meantime.”

      She arched a brow at him. “That is something else you’ve kept from me.”

      He chuckled. “I’m not trying to keep it from you. Far from it. In this case, I just wanted to make sure that you couldn’t reveal something that you didn’t want to.”

      “So you didn’t trust me.”

      “Does it have to be trust? It has more to do with experience. And, if I were honest, I would say that I didn’t trust myself more than I didn’t trust you.”

      Wind whipped around them, the energy of elementals drifting nearby, but then it faded, disappearing. There were other elementals out there, the sense of them soft and subtle. These were free elementals who had chosen to wander, to return with Tolan, though there were quite a few who had chosen to stay behind in The Lands Beyond. Quite a few elementals who recognized that this was not their home, and that they could play a role in rebuilding a true connection to elementals by remaining behind. They would work with the young draasin, and together…

      Tolan didn’t know what would happen together. Only that something would change.

      Something had to change.

      Perhaps that was the key. He had changed.

      And now that he had, he wanted to explore, to better understand what it meant, and to try to learn just what he needed to know not only about himself, but about the world out there and around him. There was so much more to explore. So much more that he had yet to master.

      He turned to Ferrah. “What will you do?”

      “When you leave?”

      “Will I ever be gone, completely?” he asked.

      Using spirit, Tolan sent a surge between them, a fluttering sort of sense that drifted between them, revealing some aspect of him that he wanted Ferrah to know.

      She smiled, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath and then letting it out slowly.

      “I suppose spirit will always be with me.”

      “And over time, you will learn how to find me, regardless of where I am.”

      “You are leaving.”

      “Not just yet.” He swept his gaze around him. “There are things that must be done here, but I don’t know what will happen after they are completed. I don’t know what will happen when I begin to look beyond or when I begin to chase new answers.” He turned to her. “You belong at the Academy.” Spirit told him everything he needed about that. “Even if you were ready, and I can feel that you still have hesitation about the elementals, regardless of what I might be, you belong at the Academy. You are Master Ferrah, and the students there need you. Terndahl needs you.”

      “It needs you, too, Tolan.”

      “Not anymore.”

      As he continued reaching through the elements, he found that he traced through the bonds without fully meaning to. As he did, he connected to each of the element bonds, to spirit as he wound it together, and recognized powers drifting within those bonds. There was the vague sense of Master Minden, the vague sense of Light, and even that of the Draasin Lord, along with the elementals that he had returned to the bond. Beyond that, there were other elementals. Perhaps that was the key. This land should not be the only place where they had a connection to power.

      If it were, why should Terndahl be unique? Why should other lands not know the truth about the elements and the elementals? Why should other lands not have the benefit of the element bonds?

      It was time.

      He had changed, and the world had changed, and it was time for him to be an agent of more change.

      Which meant moving beyond the lands that he had already changed, and finding new places to explore, new places to understand, and new places where the elements and the elementals and the element bonds needed to reach.

      The connection to each of those flared within him as if sending him their approval.

      He turned to Ferrah. “We should return.”

      “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “You will never lose me. Not really. And who knows? Maybe I can’t do this by myself. Maybe you need to be there with me.”

      “I’m not an elemental, Tolan.”

      “No. You are a warrior shaper now, and I am your bonded elemental. Perhaps that is enough.”
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      Thanks for reading the Elemental Warrior series. Tolan’s story may be done (for now?), but I’ll have more adventures in this world. Subscribe to my newsletter to be among the first to learn when!
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      Your next epic fantasy read: The Executioner’s Right
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      Condemned to die. A chance for salvation.

      Poverty-stricken Finn Jagger would give anything to heal his ailing mother. With his father imprisoned, Finn has joined a thieving crew to earn the money he needs to save her. When the latest heist turns to disaster and lands him on death row, Finn’s future seems to be tied up with a noose.

      Until the king’s executioner claims him as an apprentice. Finn jumps at the chance to avoid certain death, but once he discovers the job is about much more than killing, he’s forced to choose between allegiance to the king and his old friends.

      And making the wrong choice could cost him everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading A Surge of Fire. 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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