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      The city of Amitan stretched out below as Tolan Ethar stood upon the central tower of Terenhall Academy of Shaping. It was a vantage Tolan had enjoyed many times before; the slate-covered roofs, hundreds of people ambling through the streets, an energy of shaping—the power of connecting to one of the elements and controlling it to create magic—along with something more.

      It was a distant sensation that had drawn him here. Tolan was aware of that power in the distance; a drawing of energy that seemed to call to him, guiding him. He resisted the urge to go after it.

      There was a time not all that long ago when he would have ventured out, dropping everything to go and explore. Now his commitment and responsibilities were such that he couldn’t abandon everything, even when there came a steady drumming of power. It was something he would have to investigate later.

      Tearing his gaze away, he turned toward the tower, heading back down the wide staircase that swept into the heart of the Academy. He paused at the landing leading down to the main level. From here, Tolan could feel shapers using their connection to the elements, practicing with them and learning to harness that power in ways that they could in no other place within Terndahl. The Academy was unique in how it allowed shapers to master their connection to that magic.

      He was late—as usual—to teach, but perhaps that didn’t really matter. The students wouldn’t go anywhere. They knew to wait for him. It wasn’t uncommon for him to arrive late.

      At the bottom of the stairs, a pair of men dressed in black jackets and pants—the clothing alone enough to identify them as Inquisitors—marched toward him.

      One of them, a tall Inquisitor named Carson, stopped and glanced over at Tolan. “Master Ethar.” He flicked his gaze up the stairs, behind Tolan, before turning his attention to him. A brief spirit shaping built from Carson, though not with enough strength that Tolan feared it.

      There weren’t too many shapers who Tolan feared when it came to spirit. A gift of knowledge given to him enabled him to know how to use spirit in ways that very few within the Academy could understand. Perhaps when his grandmother had still served as the Grand Inquisitor, there would have been someone here who could have challenged his knowledge, but since her passing only Tolan remained with that knowledge.

      It troubled the rest of the Inquisitors.

      Not that he could shape spirit—though that bothered them as well, especially knowing his ties to his late grandmother Irina—but that he had rapidly developed more skill than them. The Inquisitors were nothing if not arrogant.

      Tolan responded by pushing outward with his own connection to spirit, protecting his mind. It took very little effort on his part to ensure that anything that Carson might do would be repelled. Spirit offered a natural protection, one that Tolan barely needed to augment, though he had learned that it didn’t take much to add an additional touch that would make it even more difficult for any spirit shaper to be able to reach into his mind.

      “That’s unnecessary,” Tolan said.

      Carson frowned at him. “What is?”

      He pushed, using his own connection to spirit, knowing that it wouldn’t be effective. Someone as skilled as Carson would be able to block it, but that wasn’t the point. It was simply allowing Carson to know that Tolan was aware of how Carson attempted to use a shaping upon him. “That,” Tolan said.

      “I meant no harm,” Carson said.

      Tolan grunted. “I’m sure you didn’t.” He glanced at Larson. “Is this what you intend to teach to the rest of the Inquisitors?”

      Carson glared at him. “You don’t need to be concerned about what I’m instructing the Inquisitors.”

      Tolan shrugged. “Seeing as how I am the Master of Spirit, I suppose that I don’t.”

      He left unsaid how his title of Master of Spirit placed him above Carson as the head of the Inquisitors. At least within the Academy.

      Outside of the Academy, the Inquisitors often went without any type of control. That was part of the concern Tolan had with sharing the knowledge he now possessed.

      Ever since he had been given the gift of knowledge of spirit, he had wrestled with whether or not he should share it with other shapers of spirit. Ultimately, Tolan had decided against it. There was a danger in gifting knowledge like that, especially unless he trusted someone implicitly. There were very few people within the Academy who he trusted implicitly, and of them, only one had any ability with spirit.

      “Your title means little outside of the Academy,” Carson said.

      “I realize that,” Tolan said. “But it means quite a bit inside the Academy. And to the Grand Master.” Carson glared at him. For his part, Tolan only smiled. He took a deep breath and headed down the hallway. “I’m late for my class. Perhaps you have an Inquisition you must attend to.”

      “Yes. Late again,” Carson said, watching Tolan. “The Grand Master has suggested that we observe your lesson.”

      Tolan glared at them. “Today isn’t the best time for that,” he said.

      “When would be a good time for you, Master Ethar?”

      Tolan shook his head slightly. He would want to check with the Grand Master before permitting them to observe him, but Tolan didn’t want to say that to them and risk irritating them any more than he already had. He was supposed to find a way to get along with them.

      He knew that he needed to be better. As the Master of Spirit, he needed to unify those who had the ability with spirit. The challenge for him was in working with Inquisitors. In the years that he had served as the Master of Spirit, he had struggled with them. Most of the time, it was because men and women like Carson chafed at him and how he had ascended to be the Master of Spirit. Sometimes, there were comments made to him about his time as a student within the Academy; offhanded observations about what Tolan had experienced when he had still served as a student.

      None of them made any difference to him. Not at this point. All that mattered was that he continued to teach.

      “How about tomorrow? It’s a higher-level class anyway, and you can see what I have the students working on. Perhaps you could learn something.”

      Tolan flashed a smile and hurried past them until he reached the entrance to the spirit tower. Within the Academy, there were towers for each of the elements. Earth, wind, water, and fire all were relatively easy to access. They were meant to be. First-level students could reach those towers, and had to in order to work with the master shapers there.

      It was different with the spirit tower. Spirit was not an element that just anyone could reach. Partly that had to do with the nature of spirit and how rarely it manifested as a shaping ability within the various shapers, but partly it had to do with how spirit didn’t have an element bond—the connection to that deep source of power that shapers typically accessed in order to reach their power. Only a few with a direct connection to spirit could shape it. Most became Inquisitors. Unfortunately.

      Tolan used a shaping of wind and carried himself to the tower. He paused, looking all around him. The classroom was empty.

      Had he misjudged?

      As far as he knew, he had a class with the second-level students. There should be none absent. He looked around the classroom, his gaze flicking to his desk, where a stack of papers remained.

      Had he missed out on some sort of correspondence?

      The rest of the classroom was empty. The main part of it was meant for students. When they came, they sat in a circle, most of them facing each other so that they could practice reaching for their connection to spirit. Very few of the students within the Academy would have any way of reaching for spirit, but that didn’t mean they weren’t to be exposed to it. For the most part, with students of the earliest levels, Tolan’s responsibility was simply to demonstrate how spirit might be used, giving them an opportunity to feel the effect so that they would be prepared were they to face it out in the wild. Rarely, Tolan would find shapers who had an ability to tap into spirit. When he did, he needed to try to help them the most. He had to help pull that power out, guiding it so that they would have an opportunity to use it.

      It had been a while since he had found anyone of much real power.

      That didn’t mean that he wouldn’t keep looking.

      His own connection to spirit had come late in life. His own connection to all the elements had come late in life. When he had come to the Academy, Tolan had no power of his own. He could sense the elements, detecting the power of them through his internal connection to those elements, but he hadn’t been able to use them.

      When he reached his desk, he took a seat, pausing as he scanned the papers there. There was the collection of notes that he had made over the years, all of them remarking upon various aspects of shaping, but nothing else.

      That wasn’t quite right.

      A folded piece of paper rested on the corner of his desk.

      Tolan glanced at it, noting the seal of the Grand Master, and unfolded it.

      Great Mother.

      Now he understood where everybody was. He wasn’t supposed to be here.

      He set the note back down and headed to the entrance to the tower, shaping himself back to the ground. He hurried along the hallway and to the grand auditorium. When he reached it, he found the Grand Master on the stage, addressing the gathered students and faculty.

      Carson was there, and he looked over, a hint of a smirk spreading on his face as Tolan came in late. Carson had told Tolan that he’d intended to observe his class. That wasn’t the case at all. He could have told Tolan where he was going, but that would’ve required the two men to work together.

      Tolan looked around. Near the front of the auditorium, he found Ferrah. It was easy to identify her with her red hair, today tied back behind her head, a pale green dress bringing out her green eyes. Several of the first-level students sat around her. As the Master of Students, Ferrah had a particular responsibility to ensure that their time within the Academy was spent wisely.

      The Grand Master Erich Normandal stood on the stage, speaking loudly, his voice carrying on a wind shaping that radiated out so that everyone could hear. He was a small man but somehow managed to command the stage. He was slight of build and whip thin, with wireframe glasses that always hovered precariously toward the tip of his nose, and Tolan had long ago learned that the Grand Master should not be underestimated. Though he might not be a large man, he was powerful with his connection to the elements.

      Tolan turned his attention to the Grand Master.

      “So as I have said, the Selection will begin in a few days. I have asked that each of our master instructors agree to spirit connect with a student—second-level or higher, only—and carry out the Selection. Those of you who are not connected to spirit will escort those who are. The spirit shaper will be in charge of the expedition.”

      The Grand Master’s deep maroon robes of office flowed to the ground as if too large for him, though likely they would fit Tolan well. Not that he wanted to sit as Grand Master. There were times when serving as a master instructor was bad enough.

      At least he understood why they had been called to the auditorium.

      A Selection. A time to try to find students for the Academy.

      Had it really been long enough that they could attempt it again?

      He supposed the last one had been nearly a year ago. They weren’t on a routine cycle. There was no need for that. It was more a matter of when the majority of the students were ready to progress to the next level. Tolan hadn’t known that when he had passed through his own Selection.

      Selections required several days away from the Academy.

      It meant that in the intervening time, there would be a bit of chaos within the Academy. Students here would be looking forward to time spent outside the Academy, and there would be a general sense of excitement at the possibility of participating during a Selection. It hadn’t been all that long ago when students weren’t permitted to be a part of the Selection. That they were now was a blessing, but it also made it more challenging for those like Tolan.

      It would be easy enough for him to use spirit to detect those who were capable of shaping. Only, even if he were to do that, he didn’t know if that was going to be enough. There was the possibility that even if he were to use spirit, he would overlook some who had a particular potential that he didn’t pay attention to.

      “We will plan on departing in two days. You will have one day to travel, the next day to perform the Selection, and the following day to return to the Academy.”

      Three days.

      There was a time when Tolan would have appreciated three days away from the Academy, but now the only thing that he could think of was that he would have to spend three days outside the Academy with a second-level or higher student. Who would get assigned to him?

      He could make suggestions, but even with his level of standing, there wasn’t a guarantee that he would be offered the students he wanted. The Grand Master thanked everyone and then exited the stage, leaving the auditorium.

      A steady murmuring built within the auditorium as the other shapers began to depart. When Carson passed him, he shot Tolan an amused look, one that spoke of his delight in how he hadn’t shared with Tolan what he needed to know about the assembly. Tolan resisted the urge to snap at him. It might make him feel better, but it wouldn’t accomplish anything. He needed to be better than that. Ferrah often made a point of telling him that he should be the bigger man.

      As the faculty departed, the students began to pass by. Every so often, there would be one who recognized Tolan. They nodded to him, or they made a point of turning away from him suddenly, or they pretended as if they didn’t even see him. That was enough to make him smile.

      “Another Selection,” Ferrah said, slipping her hand into his as she joined him.

      Tolan glanced down. He and Ferrah had been together since their Academy days, but there’d been a tension between them of late. “I was wondering why my classroom was empty.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t realize there was going to be a Selection,” he said.

      “Tolan, the notice came out three days ago.”

      He frowned. “You could’ve said something.”

      “I didn’t think that I would need to. What have you been doing?”

      “Researching,” he said absently, waving his hand.

      “The library. Always the library. You still think he’s out there.” She didn’t hide the irritation in in her voice.

      Roland Var. The man Tolan had seen die—but a man whose influence he continued to feel. At least, he thought he did. He might be the only one who believed it, though that was because he had a greater connection to spirit than most.

      He shrugged. “Master Minden and I have been trying to see if we can’t come up with anything to explain—”

      “I know what you’re trying to explain. I was there, remember?”

      Tolan looked at Ferrah. She had pale skin, lovely, full lips, and the deepest green eyes that seemed to draw him in. Today, irritation flashed within them, the kind of irritation that was only reserved for him when he was being foolish. She’d shown that irritation more often these days. Tolan didn’t necessarily think that he was being foolish, but then again, he should have known more about what had been taking place. He should have known about the Selection.

      He really had been distracted.

      “Are you going to be able to participate in this Selection or will you keep chasing another feeling you have?” She didn’t hide her irritation with him.

      “I participated in the last one,” he said.

      She snorted. “I seem to remember that one. You decided that you would take your own approach, using spirit as you shaped through everyone within the various academies that you tested. How did that work out?”

      “Not well… but I’m going to do better this time,” he said.

      “I hope so. The Great Mother only knows you couldn’t do worse.”

      Tolan chuckled. “If the Great Mother is watching over me, then I’m sure she has other things to be concerned about.”

      “You should be careful the Inquisitors don’t overhear you saying that.”

      “I don’t have to be religious to do what is needed.”

      “I know. If not the Great Mother, then I’m sure the Grand Master intends for you to do better.”

      “I’m sure he has faith in my ability to perform a Selection,” Tolan said.

      “Faith in your ability, yes. Faith in your ability to perform a Selection?” She pulled him from the auditorium and out into the hallway. Once there, the chattering of students all around began to build, and it mixed with the shaping of students as they pulled on their connection to the elements. “Besides, you can’t keep thinking your spirit knowledge will protect you from losing your position. Don’t you want to remain master of spirt?”

      He nodded slowly, though as much as he enjoyed teaching—and when in the middle of it, he did enjoy it—he often felt his talents could be used in other ways. Ferrah knew that, and he’d thought she understood.

      “Who will be assigning the students going along?”

      “Me,” she said, looking at him.

      “I trust that you will ensure that I have a student that I can work with.”

      She shook her head. “Oh, yes. I want to ensure that you have a student that you can work with. I wouldn’t want anything less than that.”

      “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?”

      “You don’t trust me?”

      “Of course I trust you, but I also trust that you’re going to think that you need to accomplish something with your pairings.”

      “I am the Master of Students, after all. What else do you think I should do?”

      “Please don’t—”

      Tolan didn’t get the opportunity to say who he didn’t want her to pair him with. Ferrah raised her hand at a grouping of students making their way along the hallway. She looked back at him and shrugged, then hurried off to say something to them.

      He hadn’t even noticed what they were doing, but now that he did, he realized that they’d been shaping each other. The translucent energy of each of the elements—other than spirit—flowed from them. None manifested the element power too powerfully, but it was enough that Tolan could feel it radiating from them. There was a danger in that. Shaping upon each other could lead to injury.

      Tolan sighed.

      There was too much activity for him to return to the library, and after having Ferrah chide him about his predilection for going to the library, he decided perhaps that wasn’t where he should go. Instead, he found himself drawn back to the central tower where he’d been before everything had begun.

      Once there, he felt for the energy that he had detected previously.

      It was the energy that had called him to the tower in the first place. He had felt it while in the library. That he could detect it from there suggested that whatever the source was would be powerful. Powerful enough that it could stretch great distances, and powerful enough that it could pose a danger to the nation of Terndahl, at least if he didn’t fully understand it.

      More than that, he suspected that it represented elementals.

      If anyone else were to discover those elementals, they would be forced into the element bonds. It was something Tolan fought against, especially because there weren’t many within the Academy who understood the elementals the way that he did. That was knowledge he had gained on his own, unlike his connection to spirit.

      He lingered there for a moment before finally looking back toward the Academy.

      He could stay, but he had a few days before the Selection.

      Why wouldn’t he want to go and see what he might uncover before the Selection? It wouldn’t even take him that long.

      Tolan had ways of traveling that didn’t require a horse or walking or even taking the Shapers Paths—translucent roadways of shaped energy that crisscrossed above the entirety of Terndahl—so that he could move quickly.

      He focused on each of the elements, shaping them together, and then added spirit. A bolt of lightning came toward him, blasting down to the ground, and then pulled him up with it, carrying him on that lightning bolt toward the energy he detected in the distance, leagues away from here.

      When he emerged from that shaping, he stepped free and was overwhelmed by the power of the elementals.
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      Tolan braced for the elementals. The landscape had changed dramatically from where he’d been in Terndahl. He wasn’t in a city any longer, which meant there weren’t the smells or sounds of the city, and none of the chaos around him. Just silence, other than a soft breeze fluttering through. He breathed it in, smelling the nearby forest, before glancing up at the cloudy sky. Elemental energy surrounded him.

      Throughout the world, there were many different kinds of elementals. There was an elemental for each of the elements, other than for spirit. Many of those elementals were always visible. However, some elementals that could only be seen within his mind, connecting to him in a way that left him thinking that he understood their shape, though he never really knew whether he did or not. Still other elementals were massive, impressive; impossible to overlook. Elementals like the draasin, great winged creatures that flew high overhead, connecting to fire in a way that suggested they were something greater than almost any of the other elementals. Others were like jinnar, a powerful stack of stone that walked, a lumbering giant of power that connected to the earth. There were others, and each of them had powers of their own.

      The warrior shaping, the powerful shaping that he had used for travel, had carried Tolan to the far northern part of Terndahl, along a forest border leading to a massive mountain range. From here, he reached the edge of Terndahl. There were mountains, but nothing beyond.

      Tolan stared as he looked around him, and though he could feel the elementals, he didn’t see anything.

      There had to be some reason that he had been drawn here.

      He continued focusing on that power.

      Then he saw an elemental he recognized.

      The elemental was hyza, a foxlike elemental of fire that mixed with earth. This one in particular was one Tolan was intimately familiar with. He had bonded to the elemental, connecting to him and ultimately learning the elemental had a name: Thoren. That was something that he had long suspected but had never really known.

      Tolan approached slowly. He held his hand out, and Thoren turned toward him. The elemental flashed with a burning fire, glowing more brightly as he came toward Tolan. He even moved something like a fox, bounding across the ground, his bushy tail of flame swinging behind him.

      “Did you call me here?”

      He thought he would’ve known if it had been Thoren. With his connection to the elemental, Tolan expected that he would have been able to feel a summons or request, and he hadn’t noticed anything in particular.

      Which meant that it hadn’t been Thoren.

      “No. There is movement here.” The elemental spoke almost in his mind, though Tolan had taken to speaking aloud to him.

      “Elemental movement,” Tolan said.

      “Yes,” Thoren said.

      Tolan turned, facing north. There was a forest there, a massive sweep of trees that carried with it the energy of the earth; power that he was able to detect deep within himself.

      He used his connection to earth to probe outward, searching for the elemental energy. That was what had called him here.

      “There’s something off about the movement,” Tolan said.

      “Yes,” Thoren said.

      “Is that all you can tell me?”

      Could it be Roland? Tolan wondered.

      “They refused to share,” Thoren said.

      He had a sense from the elemental that this troubled him.

      “Is it him?” Tolan asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      Thoren was the only one, other than the Draasin Lord, who thought that maybe Roland still lived. Given his attack on the elementals in the past, Tolan wouldn’t be surprised if he were to do something similar again. The elementals would need to share any information about Roland—if he did return.

      Not that the elementals shared everything with each other. Each of the elementals was different; unique. They were creatures of power that didn’t necessarily need or want to share with others, but it had been Tolan’s experience that the elementals did. Because of that, he couldn’t help but wonder why they would not share the reason behind their movement now.

      “I can go and see what’s going on,” he said.

      Thoren looked up at him. Through their shared connection, he realized that was exactly what Thoren wanted.

      Tolan lifted himself into the air on a shaping of wind and fire. Doing so was a matter of reaching into some deep part of himself, feeling a connection to the powers that connected the world. Those powers interacted in a way that he could manipulate. Those were the element bonds. They were the easiest way for him to shape, and by dipping into those element bonds, Tolan could pull that power out, and he had learned to craft it in specific ways that allowed him to turn that power so that he could control it. Then he could shape it. Most of the time, he used that translucent energy of the bonds to perform shapings of varying power, lessons that he’d learned as a student at the Academy.

      There was another way to manipulate that power, and it was one unique to him, at least relatively unique to him although there were others who shared the same—or similar—ability. He didn’t have to reach into the element bonds themselves in order to call upon power. Though it was the easiest, there were other ways. One would be reaching through his connection to Thoren, using the power of the elemental and tapping into that to tie him to fire and earth in a way that shared something more. He rarely did that, though. It felt manipulative, almost parasitic, and it was something Tolan had always resisted doing.

      The other way was to tap into the stores of power that he possessed. For some reason, he was connected to each of the elements, and he did not need the power of the element bonds in order to find that power. There were stores of the element energy within him. He could reach into those stores, digging deep within himself in order to call upon that power, and then control it in the same way that he controlled that of the element bonds.

      That was the only way he could reach spirit.

      As far as Tolan knew, there was no spirit bond. There were no spirit elementals. There was only the connection to spirit within the individual shaper.

      He glided upon the mixture of air and fire, letting it carry him high over the ground. Beneath him, Thoren loped along, keeping pace. He moved quickly and easily, bounding from place to place, his massive jumps carrying him almost as quickly as Tolan could shape.

      When he reached the edge of the forest, he paused, lowering himself to the ground. Now that he was here, he felt something different. It was the connection to the elementals… there was an urgency within them, almost as if there was something wrong.

      Tolan had a way of communicating to the elementals. He had learned how to do it long ago, during his earliest days at the Academy. He was one of the few who didn’t fear that connection—and the communication that went with it. By reaching out to them, Tolan stretched outward, probing in a way that allowed him to try to talk to all the elementals. He mixed spirit with each of the individual elements and pushed out.

      “Speak to me,” he said.

      He waited, hoping that the elementals would turn toward him, and that they would provide some sort of answer, but he sensed nothing but a feeling of resistance against him.

      Not anger. The elementals weren’t upset by his presence. That would trouble him even more. This was something else.

      This was simply an unwillingness to communicate with him.

      Tolan focused again, pulling upon each of the elements, mixing spirit with it. He shifted the request. He had found that some elementals responded better to communication than others. Some responded better with specific communication patterns than others did. By reaching outward, by stretching with his connection to the various elements, Tolan thought that he might be able to find a way to communicate with them.

      “Speak to me,” he said again.

      The element bonds contained hundreds of elementals. As far as Tolan had learned, many, if not most, of the elementals had entered the bond voluntarily. They gave power to the bond, allowing shapers to access that power, though few truly believed the elementals were responsible for it. Tolan knew, but that was because he’d taken the time to speak with the elementals.

      As he tried now. It involved reaching into the bonds to try and find them, though he wasn’t sure they would answer.

      This time, he felt a murmuring.

      It came distantly, through the element bonds, as if the elementals were trying to share with him, but they turned away from him.

      Strange that they would ignore him in such a way. It was as if they were migrating.

      Something about it felt… off. Tolan couldn’t place what it was, only that he detected it now. Perhaps it was only his connection to the elementals that allowed him to notice it. Probing toward his connection to the element bonds, he could feel that strangeness, though not what it meant.

      Tolan turned and looked over at Thoren. “I expected at least one of the elementals would have communicated with me.”

      “As did I,” Thoren said.

      “What is taking place?”

      “I don’t know. I can look for you.”

      “Would you?”

      Thoren looked up at him, and there was a flutter of agreement that passed between them.

      It wasn’t often that Tolan needed to borrow the connection to Thoren, but when he did, he appreciated having it. Being able to utilize the connection that he shared with the elemental allowed him to tap into some different aspect of the powers of the world.

      There were other elementals he could reach, and others that he could go to for knowledge and understanding, but he didn’t try to do so that often.

      Mostly that came from the fact that he no longer needed to. Everything had been stable for quite some time. Tolan had been working to try to encourage the shapers of the Academy to welcome the elementals back into the world, trying to convince them that they could be released from the element bonds that had held them for centuries, and it was an ongoing effort on his part. He struggled against old prejudices; fears of the elementals. There had been a time when people had believed the elementals to be wild and unruly, and while they could behave like that, they were also powerful and graceful and intelligent. From Tolan’s experience, they suffered within the bond.

      Tolan was going to need to Thoren’s help in order to better understand what was taking place here. There was something here, and though he didn’t fully understand it now, he believed that he would need to so that he could help these elementals.

      He pushed out again, probing with each of the elements, mixing spirit with it, and tried to communicate with them. “I can help. Please speak to me,” he said.

      As before, there came no answer.

      Movement. Nothing more than that.

      Even that movement was little more than a pressure upon him, a tingling of awareness that drifted to him. He recognized the elementals were moving, though he wasn’t able to do anything about it.

      He glanced over at Thoren. “I will see what else I can uncover.”

      Thoren rumbled softly, carrying with him the heat of fire along with the rumbling connection to earth. That connection allowed Tolan to be able to know just what the elemental attempted.

      He shaped, using wind and fire to take himself into the air, the combination of power lifting him high above the ground. From here, he could feel something. There was the movement of the elementals within the bonds, a strange sensation that he’d never known before, but nothing more than that.

      Wind fluttered around him, a vague sensation, and as he probed to try to detect what the elementals were doing he still came up empty. He shifted to try to use the other elements, straining with earth and fire and water, knowing that they had to be down there.

      They guided him. There was a direction to it. North.

      The direction seemed to be important.

      For some reason, though he could feel the direction of the elementals, he didn’t know why.

      Tolan let his shaping carry him north.

      As he traveled, he noticed the ongoing awareness of those elementals, as if they did not intend to hide their presence from him.

      He had to uncover the reason.

      He had time.

      Were it closer to the Selection, he might not be able to take the time, but given that he had a few days, Tolan thought that he needed to take advantage of it. He could use the time, and he could see if he might be able to uncover the reason that the elementals were moving.

      The Grand Master would have to understand if he didn’t make it back in time. Ferrah would have to understand.

      Tolan followed the elementals, trailing along the ground, feeling the way that they carried him ever north.

      And when he reached the endpoint, still focusing on the power of the elementals, he frowned.

      From here, he reached the waste.

      The waste was a vast expanse of nothingness. Emptiness. From here, a barrier that had been erected ages ago by shapers or the elementals, or perhaps had occurred even naturally, prevented anyone without a specific connection to the elements to be able to shape.

      Tolan had long ago learned that his unique connection to the elements permitted him the ability to shape on the waste.

      Strangely enough, the elementals he had been following seemed to be coming this way.

      As he strained to detect where they were going, he didn’t find anything more.

      Just the awareness of those elementals.

      He could feel them, but he had no idea what they were doing or why they were traveling in this way. It was uncommon for elementals to come to the waste.

      He focused a bit more, but wasn’t able to pick up on what he knew to be there.

      Tolan stretched out with a shaping of each of the elements again. He strained to reach for the elementals, wanting if nothing else to at least communicate with them so that he could understand what they were doing and why they were here in this manner, but the answers didn’t come to him.

      He could feel them moving, though.

      Not just through the bond.

      The elementals of Terndahl were moving. They were making their way toward the waste but not disappearing.

      As he hovered above the waste, he looked down. Bleak rock stretched out in front of him. The waste was little more than barren land. In some sections, it reminded him of the desert with its rolling sand dunes, and in others were stacked stones that were baked by the heat and the sun, though they were also without any feeling of the elements within them.

      He came here often, exploring to try to better understand the barrier that existed here, knowing that it had been created long ago and that it served as a preventative measure to keep shapers from crossing the waste.

      He stayed aloft but still detected nothing.

      Turning his attention to the elementals, he decided that he would have to search. He needed those answers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Tolan had spent the better part of the last few days looking for answers as to why the elementals moved through here. There was something wrong—he was certain of it—only he hadn’t been able to figure out what it was. He’d tried following the direction of the elementals, but hadn’t found what they moved away from, though he was certain they were doing exactly that. Neither had he determined what he felt within the element bonds, though the longer that he’d studied it, the more he determined there was something off about the bond.

      Before returning to Amitan, he needed to understand, though he wasn’t convinced he’d find the answers he wanted within the waste—or even the northern part of Terndahl. He might not find answers without speaking to those who understood the bonds better than he did.

      Tolan continued to probe, attempting to communicate with the elementals, but even when he found a moving elemental and approached it directly, he still wasn’t able to convince it to speak to him.

      That was strange enough.

      Stranger still was that the elementals seemed to avoid him, as if they intentionally tried to race away from him. He grew tired of chasing them. Not tired from using power, though. Tolan had used power often enough over the years that he could go for much longer stretches without growing fatigued, but he did grow tired.

      He still had no answers. Just movements.

      If the elementals were unwilling to answer him about the reason behind their movement, then he was going to have to find another answer. Tolan wasn’t sure what that was going to involve.

      And perhaps the longer that he worked at this, struggling to come up with those answers, he wouldn’t be able to find any at all.

      He didn’t have much time remaining. He considered not returning, though if he avoided returning to the Academy, he would anger not only the Grand Master but also Ferrah.

      That would be a bigger concern.

      The Grand Master would get over his irritation with Tolan. If he took the title of Master of Spirit from him, Tolan would be able to adjust. Besides, there were many other things that he wanted to do. There were places he wanted to explore; subjects he wanted to research. Working as the Master of Spirit prevented him from that.

      He hadn’t gotten anywhere.

      Because of that, he couldn’t simply keep chasing the elementals.

      Doing that would only further the complaints against him. He could easily imagine the Inquisitor response were they to know where he had been and what he had been doing. Carson, in particular, would rage about it.

      He had not seen Thoren again.

      He was aware of the elemental in the back of his mind, the power of the hyza elemental still drifting back there, chasing answers. Tolan believed that in time Thoren would come up with those answers, but so far he had not found anything.

      Instead, he struggled like Tolan did.

      Tolan stopped at the edge of the waste. He stood there, overlooking it, studying the rock and the barren landscape. He needed to go back to Terndahl, but something else compelled him to have a look.

      Summoning the power from each of the elements, he bound them together, adding a hint of spirit, and he blasted across the waste.

      The shaping was difficult. It was one that he thought he alone could accomplish. It created a separation between Terndahl and the lands beyond the waste. Tolan had explored these lands a little bit, but not much. He knew there was life here that he had yet to understand, shapers and elementals and so many other things in this land that he needed to take the time to know, but with his responsibilities as Master of Spirit, he simply didn’t have the time.

      He came here every few months, though his visits had been more frequent after he had first defeated Roland Var. As he did each time, he stretched out with spirit, reaching through each of the elements and probing the land, searching for signs of Roland. As usual, there was nothing.

      After feeling the strangeness from the elementals in the north, Tolan had wondered if perhaps he might find an answer here, not that he really expected there to be one. The elementals in this land were different. They were tied to spirit, though in a way that those in Terndahl were not. They also weren’t connected to the element bonds in the same way either.

      Tolan breathed in. For a moment, he thought he felt a flutter of a shaping, but as he searched for it he realized that it was only the wind.

      Staying wouldn’t provide him with answers. It was time to return.

      Wrapping the elements together, binding them with spirit, he pulled the shaping toward him. A burst of lightning carried him up and back to Amitan, where he emerged on the tower.

      He paused a moment. The return had revealed something, though Tolan wasn’t exactly sure what he detected. Only that something felt off about the elements. Maybe it was only the strange movement of the elementals, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that it was something more.

      He stormed down the upper stairs, passing by a familiar hallway where paintings made by ancient shapers hung; mysterious paintings that carried with them their own sort of power, before heading down the lower stairs.

      It seemed as if he were just in time.

      Shapers congregated in the entrance to the Academy.

      For the most part, master shapers were paired up with students. They gathered and prepared to depart.

      Tolan looked around for Ferrah. He found her near the door, guiding students to the master shapers.

      “Who did you assign me to?”

      She glared at him. “You have been gone for the better part of two days. Again. That’s the very first thing you say to me?”

      Tolan grabbed her and pulled her to him, kissing her briefly on the cheek. She deserved more from him. “I’m sorry that I was gone for two days. Who have you paired me to?”

      She shook her head. “I should set you up with Draln.”

      “You didn’t?”

      He wouldn’t have put it past her, especially seeing as how he had disappeared the way that he had. Draln was a master shaper, but he didn’t have any ability with spirit, so if he went on a Selection he was going to need to go with someone like Tolan.

      “He was requested by one of the Inquisitors,” she said. “Carson, I believe.”

      Tolan arched a brow at her. Figured that Carson would favor someone like Draln. Tolan had disliked Draln from the moment they’d met in the Academy. Draln was skilled, but he had made Tolan’s earliest days miserable.

      She shook her head. “Don’t go leaping to conclusions.”

      “I wasn’t leaping to anything.”

      She grunted. “I know you, Tolan Ethar. I know the way you were thinking just there.”

      “You know no such thing.”

      She stepped back and motioned to a student standing in the distance. “You are paired with him. Before you say anything, the pairing was made because you made a comment about his potential. Given that we have so few students who have potential with spirit, I thought it best to further the opportunities for him to learn about spirit.”

      Velthan was standing near the entrance. He was dressed in a traveling cloak, though the robes of an upper-level student were visible beneath the cloak. He was of tall height, with an angular face, and almost severe-looking eyebrows. Tolan had known him his entire life and they’d never gotten along. Even though he was now a master shaper, he still didn’t get along well with Velthan.

      “That’s a good choice,” Tolan said.

      She frowned. “Are you mocking me now?”

      Tolan shook his head. “Not at all. I think you made a good choice. You’re right. He has potential with spirit.” Tolan had been working on that with Velthan, struggling with his connection though recognizing that he had talents.

      “Good. I wasn’t sure how you’re going to react, but given how you’ve been gone for the last few days, I decided that I didn’t really care either.” She smiled at him. “Good luck.”

      “Where am I assigned to test?”

      “The Grand Master has made a list. It sounds like you were given two of the northern cities.”

      “Only two?”

      “Do you think you should be given more?”

      “I am the Master of Spirit.”

      “You keep telling me that as if it should matter to me more than it does. You are the Master of Spirit, but you’re also the same shaper who struggled the last time he was given an opportunity to go out on a Selection, and as we were discussing, you—”

      Tolan shook his head. “You’ve made your point.”

      “Good. I can keep making it, if that will be helpful to you.”

      He chuckled. “I think it’s unnecessary.”

      He turned past her and headed over to Velthan. He waited, and as Tolan approached, he tipped his head slightly. Nothing more than that. Certainly not giving Tolan the level of respect that he deserved, though Velthan remained an upper-level student and Tolan the Master of Spirit. Still, the age difference between them wasn’t all that great. They were almost peers, were it not for the fact that a significant gap in experience separated them.

      “I understand we’ve been paired up together,” Tolan said.

      Velthan nodded. “That is what Master Changen said.”

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah, amused at how formally Velthan referred to her. If only he would do the same with him. “Very well. When you are ready to depart, we will leave.”

      “You don’t have to bring anything with you?”

      Tolan looked down at himself. He supposed that he didn’t really look the part at this point. He’d been gone for the last few days, wandering after the wild elementals, searching for whatever had been driving them toward the north, toward the waste, and had come up with nothing.

      And he was filthy.

      While gone, he’d used shaping to find water and edible plants, but he hadn’t attempted to clean his clothing. It wasn’t a difficult shaping, but he’d neglected it. Perhaps he shouldn’t have.

      “I might change first.”

      Velthan nodded. “That might be best.”

      Tolan regarded him for a moment before turning and heading up to his quarters. It was a large room, one that he shared with Ferrah, and he hurriedly changed. If it weren’t time to leave, he would’ve liked to have an opportunity to bathe, but Velthan would just have to tolerate Tolan smelling. Most of the Academies they would visit would have baths, anyway, and he could clean up there.

      He grabbed his cloak of office, a striped robe that signified his rank as a master shaper, and grabbed the signet that indicated his rank of Master of Spirit.

      When it came to performing the Selections, oftentimes a level of pomp was necessary. Academies appreciated that. They wanted to know that shapers would be taken care of by the Academy. It was more than that, though. Given that the Selections happened so infrequently, having the master shapers appear looking as formal as possible carried with it a measure of respect and credibility.

      Tolan packed a bag that had the remainder of his clothing and grabbed his pouch of coins.

      When he was ready, he hurried back down to the main entrance.

      Most of the other shaping pairs had already departed, leaving only a few remaining. As Master of Students, Ferrah must have gone, since she was missing, though Tolan did recognize a few of the other master shapers. One of the Inquisitors was there, speaking softly to another of the master shapers, and they fell silent as Tolan passed.

      He breathed out a sigh.

      Perhaps he should do a better job of trying to unify the Inquisitors with other shapers of spirit.

      He knew that the Grand Master would appreciate that, and Tolan simply hadn’t done a good enough job with it yet. In time, he suspected that he would be able to do so, but for now, he just didn’t have the desire. It was hard enough being one of the youngest master shapers—if not the youngest. It was even harder to use his position to try to unify shapers who did not want to be unified. That, combined with the traditional stigma of the Inquisitors, made it even harder.

      He nodded to Velthan. “Are you ready?”

      Velthan nodded.

      They headed out, and once in the main courtyard, Tolan recognized the translucent energy of shaping all around him but knew he wasn’t going to be able to use his warrior shaping. Not with Velthan. It was a shaping that only a few within the Academy knew, and without much control over spirit, Velthan couldn’t perform it.

      Doing so would be easier, certainly, but if he was going on a Selection, Tolan had to offer Velthan the same opportunity to travel along to the Selection that the other students were given. It was necessary for Velthan to have that chance.

      Tolan looked over. “We head north. We will mainly be taking the Shaper’s Path, but not the whole way.”

      “Why not take it all the way?”

      “The Shapers Path leads us only so far to the north,” Tolan said. “It becomes difficult to navigate the farther that we go.”

      Velthan nodded. Tolan wrapped himself in a shaping of wind and fire, carrying himself up to the Shapers Path. As he carried himself up, he paused, looking back at Velthan.

      “How many Selections have you been on?” Tolan asked.

      “This will be my third,” Velthan said.

      “Very well. You will find that I do things a little bit differently than some of the other master shapers, though I try to maintain tradition as much as possible.”

      Velthan regarded him almost as if he were going to say something more, but Tolan ignored it. He didn’t need Velthan to comment upon how differently Tolan would do things. He didn’t need him to make any sort of remark about Tolan himself. He also didn’t need Velthan to criticize any choices that he might make.

      Tolan started off, heading along the Shapers Path.

      After traveling by his warrior shaping, using the Shapers Path was painfully slow. There was a time when this was a privilege for him, something that he couldn’t imagine being allowed to use, but these days it almost held him back, slowing him far more than he would have liked.

      Walking along the Shapers Path allowed them to move quickly. There was a boost of speed that went along with it, almost as if they were shaped along, which was exactly what was happening. Tolan understood the nature of the Shapers Path; how that power carried him forward. The ground below them blurred past, and they quickly moved into some of the northern climates, though it was a different area than where he had recently traveled. Tolan glanced back every so often to ensure that Velthan was with him but found him keeping pace, not at all struggling to keep track of where Tolan would go.

      After a while, he slowed, giving Velthan a chance to catch up. “When you were on your Selections before, where did you visit?”

      “I have been to Velminth. I have been to Jarra. Several of the coastal cities. I have gone other places as well.”

      “Very good.”

      Most of those Academies were large, though when they headed north, Tolan didn’t expect that they would reach any large Academy; nothing at all like what Velthan would have experienced before. Larger shaping Academies were both easier and harder to perform a Selection at. Within the larger ones, there were more students to be tested, but there was also the possibility that students with the right potential would be skipped simply because of the size of the Academy. Within smaller Academies, the Selection could take more time, offering the students a chance to really be tested; for Tolan and the others to find out whether or not they had the necessary potential to be able to come to the Academy.

      It was really tied to spirit. That was why spirit shapers were essential. Tolan understood the nature and the necessity of spirit shaping, but he didn’t know quite why they simply couldn’t judge based on talent. It was just the way that they had done it for centuries.

      “You have missed classes the last few days,” Velthan said.

      Tolan nodded. “I was checking on something.”

      Velthan looked over at him, frowning.

      Tolan shifted the bag on his back, distributing the weight differently so that it didn’t push on his shoulders uncomfortably.

      “You often go off because you have something to check on,” Velthan said.

      Tolan offered a half smile. “Is that right?”

      “That’s what the other master shapers say.”

      “I’m sure they do,” Tolan said.

      “Do they mind?”

      “I’m not so sure if they mind or not. They recognize that I do what is necessary,” Tolan said.

      That wasn’t entirely true. The Inquisitors often minded him disappearing for stretches. They made a point of demonstrating their irritation with him.

      “Why is it necessary?”

      “Because I have connections they don’t share.”

      “The elementals,” Velthan sneered.

      “Right. The elementals. As you have been taught, the elementals aren’t what we believed for all those years. The elementals need to be protected, and they do not need to be forced down into the element bonds.”

      “The bonds will grow weaker,” Velthan said.

      “The bonds won’t change because we pull the elementals out of them. Besides, it’s not a matter of pulling the elementals out of the bond so much as it is not forcing those that don’t wish to be in the bonds to be jammed down into them.”

      Tolan didn’t understand what the elementals experienced, only that it must be awful. In his experience with the elementals, they were more than eager to escape from the bonds; practically straining to get out.

      Then again, there were some elementals that preferred to stay buried within the bonds. He wished that he understood the reason behind that better, but he did not.

      Perhaps he just couldn’t understand since he was not an elemental.

      “Some of the master shapers think that by letting the elementals out of the bond, we will weaken the bonds,” Velthan said.

      “What about you?”

      “I’m not a master shaper,” Velthan said.

      “You are nearly. You have enough experience with shaping that you would be able to know if anything has changed dramatically in the time that you have been shaping. Has it?”

      Velthan looked over at him, staring for a moment before shaking his head. “No.”

      Tolan shook his head. “No. Nothing has changed because nothing will change. The bond is the bond. The bond carries with it its own sort of power, and it doesn’t necessarily matter if the elementals escape. There are always going to be elements and elementals within the bond, and that power will always exist, granting the bonds the power that they need in order for you to hold onto it in order to shape.”

      That, at least, was what Tolan had convinced himself. He didn’t know if it was the case or not, or whether releasing the elementals meant they really would weaken the bond. According to Master Minden, there was a risk in releasing the elementals, and that risk came from the fact that there was a time when shapers had a harder time reaching for the power of the bond. There was no doubt in Tolan’s mind that the element bonds were far more powerful than his own natural shaping ability. Without the element bonds, he wouldn’t be able to reach for certain aspects of power, but even without them, he would still be able to shape.

      “You were chasing after elementals?”

      “Not chasing after them,” Tolan said.

      Then again, that was exactly what he had been doing.

      Not that Velthan needed to know that. He didn’t need to know what Tolan had been doing; the way that he had been spending his time away from the Academy.

      The only ones who needed to know would be himself—and perhaps Ferrah.

      Then again, there were others who might need to know. The Grand Master would need to know, especially if Tolan had uncovered something. Master Minden would need to know, partly because she would be able to help him understand what he uncovered.

      “Come on,” Tolan said, urging Velthan to follow.

      They hurried along the Shapers Path, and everything blurred beneath them. He stared at the ground below, watching it change.

      After a while, he reached a buckling on the Shapers Path.

      He paused.

      It had been a while since he had traveled along the Shapers Path, so to find a buckling was uncommon, though it was an easy enough problem to fix. It required using each of the elements, and Tolan poured those elements out, letting that power flow from him so that it could sweep into the Shapers Path, though he didn’t need to use spirit. There might be a purpose for spirit with the Shapers Path, though Tolan had never needed to use it to modify or add to the path.

      “What did you do?” Velthan asked.

      “I smoothed out the Shapers Path.”

      “I see that, but how did you do that? I thought it took multiple shapers in order to be able to smooth the path.”

      Tolan glanced over. “Multiple shapers, possibly, if they don’t have a connection to each of the elements. Knowing you the way that I do, and knowing that you have access to each of the elements, this is something that you would be able to do alone.”

      “How?”

      “You simply continue to shape the elements together, sweeping them along. Watch.”

      Tolan demonstrated the shaping for him, letting it flow outward. Velthan watched, and a shaping began to build from him that mimicked what Tolan did.

      The translucent shaping worked as he swept along, gliding along the Shapers Path. Without a connection to shaping, Tolan wouldn’t be able to see it, though he suspected he’d still feel it. The path was intact, so Velthan’s shaping wasn’t necessary, though he did the same thing Tolan had done when he had first uncovered the shaping. He added to the Shapers Path.

      Velthan created a translucent section off the main part of the Shapers Path.

      Tolan nodded to him. “Very good.”

      “That’s it?”

      Tolan shrugged. “It’s not nearly as complicated as it would look.”

      “Who taught you this?”

      “No one taught me. I recognized the type of shaping that was involved and replicated it.”

      Velthan glanced over at him. “You recognized it? How did you do that?”

      “As I said, it’s not nearly as complicated as it looks. We each have the ability to detect a shaping, so as you learn to probe these shapings and learn to recognize when a shaping has been used, you can begin to tease them apart. Think about some of your tests or gaining a level within the Academy. In several of them, you have been required to demonstrate just how you can pull apart the type of shaping used.”

      Velthan nodded. “I suppose that I have.”

      “This is no different. In reality, all shaping is similar. You just have to begin to tease it apart and you can find answers that you didn’t know were there.”

      “What have you had to tease apart recently?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I haven’t really had time.”

      “Because you have been chasing the elementals?”

      There was less venom in his voice this time, and he said it almost teasingly, not smirking in the way that Velthan often did.

      Tolan smiled slightly. “I would be more than pleased to use my shaping to help the elementals.”

      “Why?”

      Tolan met Velthan’s eyes. “When you have an opportunity to work with the elementals, especially some of the most powerful of the elementals, you will begin to understand.”

      “Like the draasin,” Velthan breathed out.

      Tolan smiled. As far as he knew, only one draasin remained outside the bond. “Like the draasin. That is a powerful elemental.”

      “You know him?”

      “I know him.”

      “How?”

      “The draasin and I have worked together. It’s only because of the draasin that I am still alive.”

      “No one has seen him, you know,” Velthan said.

      “No one?”

      “No one else at the Academy, I should say.”

      “There are some master shapers who have seen the draasin. Any of the master shapers who work out in the waste have seen him. And there are those that dealt with other aspects over the years who have seen the draasin.”

      “Why doesn’t he come around?”

      Tolan smiled slightly. “I have a feeling he doesn’t want to be a part of this world much longer.”

      He headed back along the path, moving quickly. While he did, he could still feel the strange pull of something odd. It was a connection to the elements—but to which aspect of it? The elementals had been moving, so it might be that, but maybe it was only his connection to the elements that felt off. He doubted it would be the bonds. They were too powerful.

      Velthan kept pace and said nothing.

      For that, Tolan was thankful.

      Speaking about the draasin—an elemental he referred to as the Draasin Lord—was difficult for him. He had a connection to the draasin, a bond that was similar to what he shared with Thoren, though unique in its own way. The Draasin Lord was an incredibly powerful elemental, and as far as Tolan could tell, he was nearing the end of his life. Eventually, the Draasin Lord would fade, passing on.

      Tolan didn’t really know what would happen then, though he worried about it. He worried what it would mean for the draasin to pass to the beyond.

      Would there be no other draasin?

      He knew there were some within the element bonds, but knowing that there were elementals in that bond and being able to draw them out were two different things.

      As he had recently seen.

      Just because there were draasin within the bond didn’t mean that Tolan would be able to reach for them easily.

      The outlines of a city emerged in the distance. Tolan started to slow. He waited for Velthan to catch up, thankful that the student hadn’t said anything more, not challenging Tolan in the way that he had expected. Instead, Velthan had given Tolan an opportunity for quiet. For reflection.

      He appreciated that. It surprised him that Velthan would do that.

      “This is the first Academy?” Velthan asked.

      “The first one that we will visit,” Tolan said.

      “When I performed a Selection before, we didn’t find very many shapers. One each time, really.”

      “It’s not uncommon to find a lack of shapers.”

      “That seems unfortunate, doesn’t it?” Velthan asked.

      “That we find a lack of shapers?” Tolan shook his head. “There are always shapers here, though not all have the right potential for Terenhall. Those who don’t succeed can stay in their communities and serve. We need to find the right kind of shapers. It’s not just about finding shapers in general; it’s about finding shapers who have the right potential to learn.” He looked over at Velthan and smiled. “Had there not been a Selection, I would never have gone to the Academy.”

      Velthan fell silent, and Tolan felt a little bit guilty about that.

      Velthan didn’t need a reminder of what Tolan had gone through. As far as Tolan was concerned, though they had a disagreement sometimes these days, Velthan hadn’t tormented him the same way that he had used to.

      For the most part, Velthan didn’t interact with Tolan all that much. They had classroom sessions together but nothing more than that.

      “Come along. We will see what the Academy has to show. If we’re lucky, we will find students.”

      “What if we aren’t lucky?”

      “If we aren’t lucky then we move on.”

      There wasn’t the same urgency with finding shapers as there had been even five years ago. At that time, there had been a threat of the Draasin Lord—when Terndahl had believed there was a shaper who called himself the Draasin Lord and not simply a draasin who was the Draasin Lord—that threat had been enough that they had wanted to be able to withstand his attacks.

      Since then, Terndahl had entered a period of relative quiet.

      It was peaceful.

      He readied spirit shapings, as he often did, to test those he met at the Academy. He’d learned that Roland could influence with spirit. Though he was gone—at least, Tolan believed he was gone—there had been enough strangeness over the years when it came to spirit that he worried his influence remained. It was why he tested.

      As they headed toward the city, and toward the Academy there, Tolan could still feel the movement of other elementals in the distance. Not only within these lands, but still within the bonds. There was something about that which troubled him.

      Maybe it was because they had known such peace over the years. It felt almost as if it were a reminder of what they had encountered all those years ago. A reminder of a time when things had been different. A reminder of when they had experienced darkness. Danger.

      It was a reminder of a time when there was a real threat to Terndahl.

      It was with those bleak thoughts that he headed toward the Academy.
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      Tolan sat in the small office, resting his arms on the desk. The office belonged to one of the master shapers at the Brasth Academy, but they had lent it to Tolan. It consisted of a desk, a chair on either side, and a bookshelf stuffed with books on basic shaping. Nothing useful for Tolan other than a workspace.

      A stack of papers sat in front of him; names of shapers from the Academy. When they had reached the Brasth Academy of Shaping, he was not terribly surprised that they were thrilled with their arrival. Most of the time when academies welcomed shapers from Terenhall, they did so believing that were their shapers to be selected it would reflect well upon them. Very few realized that if their shapers—often the most skilled and advanced—came along with the Masters of the Academy, they would rarely return to their homelands.

      Tolan flipped through the pages, sorting through them, looking at names, descriptions of their abilities over the years, tests that the students had passed, capabilities that they had demonstrated.

      It was a detailed record.

      “I don’t remember finding anything like that when I went on a Selection before,” Velthan said.

      Tolan chuckled. “I don’t either.”

      “We don’t need it, though, do we?”

      Tolan shook his head. “We don’t really need it, but I fear that if we don’t look through the papers they have presented to us, they’ll feel as if we aren’t taking their Academy seriously.”

      “I wonder if the Ephra Academy records are like this.”

      Tolan looked up. “They aren’t.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “I went there as a student during a Selection. It was nothing like this.” He looked back down at the papers, not wanting to admit to Velthan that when he had gone to Ephra there had already been a spirit shaping placed upon members of the Academy, and it had changed people that Tolan had known his whole life. That had been a dark and difficult time for him.

      “If a Selection is only about spirit, then—”

      Tolan looked up again. “A Selection isn’t only about spirit. The spirit shaping is important, and it’s a shaping you will learn—especially now that you are here—but it is more than just that. The more that you recognize the shaping, the more that you will come to realize that the way it’s utilized is such that it offers an aspect of understanding of a shaper.”

      “Only spirit?”

      “Spirit primarily. That’s why most of the Selectors are spirit shapers.”

      It was something Tolan had always struggled with.

      They let Inquisitors perform the Selection; a fact that left him bothered. Of course, there weren’t enough shapers of spirit within the Academy to have anyone else be a part of it. If there were, then they wouldn’t necessarily need the Inquisitors to do so.

      “How much longer are we going to be here?” Velthan asked.

      “Not much longer,” Tolan said. “I want them to feel as if I am taking their documentation seriously.”

      “Are you?”

      Tolan shifted the papers, sliding them over each other until he settled one page down, looking at the name. “I’m reviewing them. I suppose that’s enough.”

      “You don’t even need to do that, though,” Velthan said.

      Tolan looked up. “Don’t I?”

      “Well, considering you will use a spirit shaping on everyone here, it seems to me that it would not take much more than a hint of spirit for you to wipe away any memories of them knowing that you did or did not review their records.”

      Tolan didn’t want to share with Velthan that he had already given that some thought. “There is an advantage of having them work with us. I would much rather they think that we are listening to their concerns and that we are following through with how we intend to manage their shapers. If they don’t believe that they can trust us, and if they don’t believe that we will take their shapers seriously, then they won’t be quite as motivated to send shapers to us.”

      “But spirit—”

      Tolan shook his head. “Spirit isn’t to be used like that. You need to show restraint. When you continue to master your ability to use spirit, you will find the temptation to use it widely. It requires restraint on your part not do so. Were you to do that—were you to shape spirit openly—you would incite the kind of fear of spirit that used to permeate the land.”

      “I didn’t realize people used to be afraid of spirit.”

      “What did you think of Inquisitors before you came to the Academy?”

      “I guess I haven’t given it much thought.”

      “What do you think other people throughout Terndahl think of Inquisitors?”

      “They don’t care for them.”

      “No. They don’t. Much of that stems from the Inquisitions that were tied to the fears of the Draasin Lord, but partly that was because of the nature of the Inquisitors. The power they possessed. The tie they have to spirit and how very few have the ability to shield themselves and their thoughts from spirit shapers.” Tolan looked back down at the pages, flipping through them again. The Draasin Lord had been long believed to be a powerful shaper who wanted to free the elementals from the bonds, and Tolan had ultimately learned that his mother had taken on that moniker. When he’d met the true Draasin Lord, the lone remaining draasin, he had come to understand that the person he’d grown up fearing wasn’t at all who he should have feared. “A powerful spirit shaper is often stronger than the strongest shaper of each of the elements.”

      Velthan started to smile. “All it takes is for you to wrap them in earth or fire or wind or water.”

      “All it takes is for them to trap you within your own mind. Have you ever felt immobilized without being able to know why?”

      “That’s not possible,” Velthan said.

      “I can assure you that it is.”

      “You have experienced it?”

      Tolan nodded. “A spirit shaper stronger than any I’ve ever experienced used a shaping like that on me. You know how I am connected to each of the elements. That connection still wasn’t enough.”

      It was a shaping that he hoped he’d never encounter again but still feared might return. The waste was the only thing that prevented Roland from easily coming to Terndahl.

      “Can you do that?”

      Tolan shook his head. “Unfortunately, I never learned how to do that. I never even learned how to free myself from it. The good news is that shaper is gone.”

      “You don’t sound as if that’s good news.”

      “Because we lost that knowledge as well,” Tolan said softly.

      Tolan got to his feet, and he motioned for Velthan to follow him. They headed out of the office. The master shaper at the Brasth Academy waited for them outside, almost as if he were expecting them to come out.

      Tolan probed quickly, borrowing from spirit, wanting to know if perhaps the shaper had known that they were going to emerge.

      There was no sign of that.

      No spirit. No sense of any other elements that the master shaper might be using.

      Then he had simply been waiting.

      Tolan tipped his head in a polite bow to the older man. The master shaper had long black hair, a thick beard, and eyes that seemed almost too close together. As far as Tolan had been able to ascertain, the older man was a moderately powerful fire shaper, though Tolan didn’t know if the man had any additional ability. He hadn’t trained at the Terenhall Academy, either. That wasn’t a knock on him, only that Tolan wasn’t familiar with the man because of that.

      “Your list of students was quite extensive,” Tolan said. “I think you have presented an excellent list of candidates.”

      The shaper smiled. “When would you like to begin?”

      “Whatever they are ready. Have them present themselves in whichever room you think will be most beneficial.”

      “What can I do to assist you?”

      Tolan offered a hint of a sad smile, trying to be as placating as possible. “Unfortunately, when working through a Selection for the Academy, it must be completed by a member of the Academy. I’m sure you understand. Your Academy must have similar processes.”

      The man bobbed his head quickly, his shaggy hair wobbling as he did. “We have our own process, though nothing quite as rigorous as what I’m sure you put the shapers through,” he said.

      Tolan just smiled.

      He followed as the master shaper guided them through to a lower level.

      When they reached that level, he motioned for them to go through a narrow door, which opened into a small room. Walls of stone surrounded him; the mortar in the cracks already showing. It seemed to Tolan that it wouldn’t be difficult to add a hint of earth to it in order to fortify the stones, but none of the shapers had thought to do so.

      Even though he had never trained at the Ephra Academy, Tolan knew that they had taken pride in the Academy building itself. It had once been a more prestigious place, a place that had been a part of a land that had existed long before Terndahl. At one point, according to the records Tolan had found, Ephra had sat on a crossroads; a place of power. He never really understood much more than that, as the records weren’t clear. Even within Amitan, the records weren’t clear enough for him to be able to determine just what had once taken place.

      A table had been shoved to one end of the room, and rows of chairs filled the rest of the space. The master shaper turned to Tolan, an expectant expression on his face.

      “We will have to move the chairs,” Tolan said. “Otherwise, this room will be satisfactory.”

      The master shaper nodded and quickly began to move the chairs off to the side before leaving Tolan and Velthan alone in the room.

      “This?” Velthan asked.

      “We don’t judge.”

      “I knew some of the outlying Academies were not nearly as prestigious as what we have in some of the larger cities, but—”

      Tolan turned to the wall, ignoring him. He pulled upon earth, sending it coursing out. He used the earth bond, tapping into that great storehouse of power, and let it flow up along the walls, solidifying the bones of this Academy. As he worked, he removed the mortar, smoothing the walls, and even increasing the ceiling height so that it didn’t seem quite so low. When he was done, he turned to Velthan, who stood with his mouth agape.

      “What was that?”

      “A shaping. I thought that I would give them a little assistance. They don’t need to suffer here just because they don’t have the same talent that we have in Amitan. Terndahl is Terndahl,” Tolan said.

      “That was powerful,” he said.

      Tolan tapped his waist, where he had a sword strapped to his side. “I had help.”

      “What kind of help?”

      “A bondar.”

      Before he had the opportunity to say anything more, the door opened and the first of the candidates began to stream in.

      Almost immediately, Tolan knew they would be unlikely to be of much use.

      Many of them were older. Whereas older students weren’t necessarily any less capable, it was unlikely for an older student to pass the Selection. They typically had already gone through several cycles, and though they wouldn’t remember it, they had failed each trial. From Tolan’s experience with those Selections, it suggested that they would never find the necessary ability.

      There were some who were younger as well.

      Those were likely to be too young. There was a pretty tight age range of students who qualified for the Academy. Tolan didn’t think it was intentional, but he had noticed the pattern of students who passed through the Selection.

      It didn’t take long before all of the candidates presented themselves. There were a dozen.

      “This is probably all the shapers they have at this Academy,” Velthan whispered.

      “Possibly,” Tolan said, though having looked at the records, he knew exactly how many students were here.

      “In Ephra, we only sent those who were—”

      “This is not Ephra,” Tolan reminded him.

      He turned to the candidates, smiling broadly. He used a shaping of spirit as he addressed them.

      “All of you have been presented as potential candidates for the Terenhall Academy of Shaping. It is considered an honor to join the ranks of Terenhall Academy, though those of you who do not pass on must not feel as if you have failed. It may simply not be your time.” He smiled. His way of presenting a Selection was different than others, and though he had gone through the process many times, he didn’t think that it made sense to torment the candidates the way that some other Selectors did.

      “You will be subjected to three trials. They will happen within your mind.” Tolan swept his gaze around the room. “You may not share your trials with any others. Your experience is your own. As you experience those trials, a certain number of you will not pass beyond the first. Others will not pass beyond the second. And still others will not pass beyond the third. Any who remain after the third trial will be invited to accompany us to the Terenhall Academy. You may choose to withdraw from your Selection at this time, but once the trial has begun, there will be no withdrawal.”

      Tolan waited. It had been his experience that very few withdrew from a Selection.

      There was pressure from the master shapers of each Academy to encourage their shapers to present themselves. This was no different.

      No one moved.

      He prepared the first spirit shaping.

      “The first trial will begin.”

      This one was the easiest. It was a matter of layering spirit upon their minds, showing them images of what they might be able to do and how they might be able to shape. It was a matter of showing them something they longed for.

      He waited.

      Several of the students quickly shook off the shaping, recognizing the hidden message within it, and how it was nothing more than a shaping and not real—so they were expected to withdraw from it. Others did not. They were the ones who didn’t have the necessary potential.

      Tolan nodded to Velthan, and he made his way through and pulled away the five students who had passed the first test.

      Tolan quickly added a hint of spirit, releasing the remainder from the shaping and wiping their minds so they wouldn’t remember their Selection, before sending them away.

      He smiled. “The five of you who remain have done well. The next test will be something different. You will find that you will face a challenge that you have never experienced before. You must overcome this challenge, and when you do, you will move on to the third and final test.”

      He layered the spirit shaping upon them.

      Someone gasped, but for the most part they fell silent. Occasionally there would be a murmuring. Moments stretched into minutes, which stretched even longer. This was one of the harder parts for Tolan. Waiting was difficult.

      He often wondered what it was like when he had been Selected. He had struggled through his own similar spirit shapings, and though he never had the ability to shape on his own, he had found his way beyond, surviving the Selection.

      Finally, one person emerged from the shaping.

      She blinked, dropping to her knees, and looked up at Tolan and Velthan.

      The others continued to murmur.

      “I don’t think they are coming out of it,” Velthan said.

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t either.”

      He had given them as long as he ever had and shifted the spirit shaping, wiping it away and clearing the memory of the Selection from them.

      Velthan helped the four who had not passed this level out of the room.

      It left him with one candidate.

      He used a simple spirit shaping.

      As he probed, he found what he needed. It was a way of touching upon potential, along with how well the shapers would be able to reach that potential, though there was no guarantee that they would be able to control it. The student was skilled and capable, but she was not as confident as she would need to be.

      With a twist of spirit, Tolan erased her memories as well.

      Velthan returned, noting the student down on the ground, then he looked up at Tolan. “None have passed?” he whispered on a shaping of wind.

      “Not here,” Tolan said.

      “When do you want to leave for the next Academy?”

      “There is only a short time before we must return. Why don’t we get moving?” Tolan paused, nodding to the master of the Academy, who had stood near the back during the testing and watched. In some Academies, the masters were more involved, though he had seemed content to watch. “Thank you for giving us the opportunity to work with your students.”

      “You didn’t find any?”

      Tolan smiled. “None that are ready this year. I’m sure that they will be the next time that we come.” He sent out a soft shaping of spirit, just enough to soothe the master of the Academy a little bit; to soften the slight insult from the lack of selected students. “You are doing well with them.”

      The master shaper glanced behind him. “I’ve always felt that it’s a shame they can’t recall that they’ve been tested,” he said. “Of course, I understand the reasoning. We can’t have them feeling as if they won’t be able to succeed at all.”

      It was more than that, though Tolan didn’t say it. It was easier to let the master shaper believe that it was all about keeping the students from feeling as if they couldn’t succeed. Mostly, it had to do with keeping the shapers within their own communities, within their own Academies. And, were he honest, it was mostly about tradition.

      After gathering their belongings, Tolan guided them back out of the Academy and used a shaping of wind and fire to carry himself up and above the city. Velthan followed him, joining him up in the air, and together they soared high overhead until they reached the Shapers Path.

      They followed along the Shapers Path, making their way quickly.

      As they went, he felt something strange.

      At first, he wasn’t entirely sure what it was.

      He detected power.

      It came far from the north, in the direction where he had gone searching before. The power he detected didn’t seem to come from the elementals, though.

      Had it been the elementals, he suspected that he would have felt it in a different way.

      Instead, Tolan recognized a source of power.

      Shaping power.

      He frowned, pausing as they made their way along the Shapers Path, stretching out to see if he could detect anything more, but even as he did, he could find no awareness of additional power.

      “What is it?” Velthan asked.

      Tolan shook his head. “I’m not entirely sure,” he answered.

      When they reached the other Academy, Tolan slowed. He still felt that source of power in the distance. He couldn’t help but wonder why he should be aware of it. It was strange, and powerful. More than that, it seemed to him that it was a kind of power that he had recognized before.

      Could it be Roland?

      Not in Terndahl.

      He had to push that thought away. Even though he’d felt the strange elemental movement, it couldn’t be Roland.

      Ferrah was right—he had become obsessed. It was affecting him in ways that it should not. And he knew better.

      Tolan drew upon his connection to the elements and the elementals again and focused. He probed, reaching across the distance as he attempted to find the source of that power.

      Even as he did, he couldn’t come up with anything more.

      “Master Ethar?” Tolan ignored him for a moment. “Tolan!”

      Tolan looked over at Velthan. “What is it?”

      “We are almost there. Are you ready for the next Selection?”

      Tolan focused on the town in front of them. Renald wasn’t large, and the shaping Academy was small as well, and as they neared Tolan pushed out with his connection to spirit, sweeping it through not only the city but also through the shapers who were there. He didn’t need to go through the whole process of attempting to perform a Selection in order to know that they would not find anything here. He could feel it. The Selection would be a waste of his time.

      Still, it was the kind of time he had committed to spend. These were the Academies he had been sent to test.

      Turning his attention to what he detected in the north, he wondered if perhaps he might be able to search for something else, though. Perhaps when they finished with this Selection, he could see what else he detected out there. When he did that, he had to believe that he might find some other answer. Perhaps he might even find someone who could train at the Academy.

      Tolan turned to Velthan. “Let’s do this. Afterward, I have one more thing that we will need to do before we return to the Academy.”

      Velthan watched him, a strange expression on his face, thankfully saying nothing.
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      An energy struck Tolan, the sense of element power filling the landscape around him. It was unexpected in a village this size. He stood at the outskirts of the small village of Telfair. There wasn’t much to the village itself. Several dozen homes. A few businesses. Farms surrounding everything else. Not enough that he would expect much in the way of power.

      This was what he detected?

      He took a deep breath. Energy coming from the elements wasn’t rare, but from this village it was unexpected. There shouldn’t be many who could control the power of the element bonds out here. It was isolated compared to even Brasth and Renald, surrounded by nothing more than a dry, grassy plain.

      Periodically, a surge of power came from within the village. Given that it wasn’t very large, Tolan didn’t have to go far in order to detect the source.

      Could it be tied to what he had detected of the elementals before the Selection?

      He glanced up at the sky. A midday sun shone down, the heat coming off it not commensurate with how bright it was. This far to the north, the days were cooler and there wasn’t nearly as much heat as there would be farther to the south. Mountains loomed in the distance. Snow capped them, and if he stared long enough he could almost imagine that there was a feeling of power up within them.

      A dark shape circled near the mountaintop, and Tolan shook his head. The Draasin Lord shouldn’t be visible here, though his connection to the elements suggested it was him. He glanced over at Velthan. Would he see the Draasin Lord? It might benefit Tolan to give Velthan an opportunity to visit with the Draasin Lord, though he didn’t know if the draasin would allow it.

      Heading into the village, he again glanced over at Velthan alongside him. His mouth was pressed into a serious frown. Every so often, he flicked his gaze all around him.

      “You can relax, Velthan,” Tolan said.

      “How can I relax here? We’re supposed to head back by now. I know you think that we should investigate this village, but I’m not as convinced.”

      Tolan shrugged. “We’ve got time until we have to return.” At least, he had time. There were faster ways to return to Amitan than they’d taken to get here. “You can relax. You can help here.”

      “With the Selection?”

      “The Selection. Just determining what’s in the village. When you use spirit, you can find that there’s more to the village. Focus on what you can sense.” For most connected to the elements and the bonds, understanding the nature of that power—sensing for it—was the first step. The next involved reaching into the power and using it. Velthan had proven that he was able to do both easily, though his talent with shaping suggested that he should be able to do more than what he had already.

      “I can’t sense anything. I might just be tired.”

      Tolan raised his hand, silencing him. “Don’t think about reasons you can’t. Think about what you can detect. Think about what’s here. There’s power here. Know that there is. Know that you can reach it.”

      Teaching was the entire reason Ferrah had assigned Velthan to come with him.

      “What do you detect?”

      Velthan steadied his breathing. At least he followed Tolan’s instructions for that.

      “I feel the people within the village.”

      “Good. That’s the first step. You need to focus on what you can detect, and embrace the sense of the village around you. The spirit that’s here. The power that exists around you. Do that and you will be able to know those who are here.”

      It was more than just embracing the sense of the village around him, but it was a start. Tolan could use his sense of spirit, opening himself up to the storage of spirit that pooled deep within him and using a connection to it, twisting it in a shaping of power. Using it in that way allowed him to press throughout the village.

      He counted the number of people here. He’d been working with spirit long enough that he no longer struggled to understand the sense of the village and the power that was here, as well as the sense of spirit that existed here.

      Practicing spirit in the village would be easier here than in any of the towns they’d been, both because there weren’t many people here and because there wasn’t much in the way of conflicting shaping as there would be in other places.

      “I count seventy people or so,” Velthan said.

      Tolan nodded. It was seventy-eight, but seventy was close enough. Even in that, he was surprised at Velthan’s control over spirit. He was getting more talented with it.

      “What else can you detect about them?”

      Velthan glanced over at him, frowning. His deep brown eyes narrowed. “What else should I be able to detect? I think even being able to determine how many people are here is a good step. Great Mother, Tolan, if anything were to happen, I could use any of the other elements if necessary.”

      Tolan resisted the urge to say anything to him. It would be great if Velthan would at least refer to him as Master Ethar. “It’s more than you needing to use the other elements. This is about trying to understand your ability. This is about you trying to understand what it means for you to shape spirit.”

      “I’m not shaping spirit, am I? I’m sensing with it.”

      “Sensing leads to shaping,” Tolan said, repeating the same thing he’d told him over and again.

      “I haven’t done much in the way of shaping,” Velthan said.

      “You’ve done more than most at your level. We couldn’t really practice in the other places, but out here, we have a chance to do that. Focus again. Think about what we’re detecting—why we were drawn out here. Something pulled us here.”

      Tolan could feel that, though he still didn’t entirely know what it was.

      Maybe it was only tied to the elementals that he’d felt moving, though not why he’d felt them moving.

      Velthan laughed softly. “How long are you going to have us stand here?”

      “Long enough for us to see if there’s anything we can detect.”

      “What do you detect?”

      Tolan closed his eyes. “When I use spirit, I detect the village. I count seventy-eight people within the village. There are forty-one women and thirty-seven men. I detect a dozen children, about evenly split boy and girl, and from what I can tell, they are of various ages, including a pair of unborn twins. There’s a wind shaper here with some natural talent but not much formal education. Also, one child has potential.”

      That person had to be the reason they were here. It was a Selection, but it was a different sort of Selection than the traditional Selection of students for the Academy.

      “You detect all that?”

      Tolan nodded slowly. “If I were to add a spirit shaping, I’d have been able to find out how many of them were farmers and how many of them were shop owners, and I would’ve been able to dig into their minds in order to—”

      “I get it.”

      Velthan stared at the village, a hint of shaping coming from him. Tolan smiled to himself as he realized Velthan had used spirit, though not with much potency. Still, it was more than the student had been using before. Tolan hoped that with time Velthan would continue to improve. Already he’d improved, even during the short time they had been out on this Selection.

      It was the first time Tolan had ever been to Telfair. From what he could detect, pushing out with a shaping of spirit, there had not been a Selection within the village before. It was isolated along the boundary of the mountains. The village was far enough to the north that Tolan had never visited, though he’d traveled nearby since becoming a master shaper, back when he’d been searching for the elementals.

      “You’re right. There are seventy-eight people here.”

      Tolan smiled to himself. That was the part Velthan focused on?

      He motioned for Velthan to follow, and they headed into the village.

      Tolan could head straight toward the young shaper, being able to detect him without needing to do much else. It wasn’t even spirit that guided him. It was a sense of his shaping.

      It was raw and powerful, and the shaping he unleashed surged throughout the village. Between this young shaper and the wind shaper who’d instructed him, there wasn’t much other shaping sense here.

      That wasn’t to say there wasn’t more power here.

      “Do you think this is going to be any different than the others?”

      Tolan shrugged. “It’s possible it won’t be.”

      As far as Tolan knew and understood, the Selections had rarely traveled this far. Most of the time, Selections remained in larger cities, near more shapers and shaping Academies. It was simply a better use of time. Coming where there was no formal Academy, where there was what appeared to be a single shaper who instructed this one student, meant that Tolan had come to test only a single individual. The odds weren’t in this young man’s favor.

      The power he possessed, the power Tolan could detect, did argue in his favor. As they headed through the village, the repeated blasting of power—the energy he could detect—continued to catch him; filling him with an understanding. He held onto that sense, focusing on it, and tried to track the raw energy this young shaper used.

      “I detect a shaping,” Velthan said.

      Tolan nodded. “He’s been shaping for quite some time.”

      “You knew?”

      “I detected him when we first started to approach,” he said. “I think that’s what drew me here, though I don’t know for sure.”

      It was even before that, though Tolan didn’t want to make Velthan feel any worse than he already did. Telfair was isolated, and Tolan would not have even tried to come here had he not detected this shaping at the last location they’d visited. Even then, detecting a powerful shaping didn’t necessarily mean he needed to visit. A single powerful shaping wasn’t often enough. Were it not for another urge, Tolan might not have visited.

      He stopped in front of a small stone building. It was simple, stout and built in an older style, a hint of shaped energy still lingering within it to give it some solidity over the elements, allowing it to withstand time and weather. He lingered at the door a moment, focusing on whether there was anything on the other side he might be able to detect but already knowing the young shaper here had the power they were looking for—whether or not he had anything else they were looking for.

      “What is it?” Velthan asked. “Is this the wrong room?” He glanced along the narrow street. Though there were seventy-eight people in the village, none of them were out. Velthan hadn’t commented on that, though Tolan thought the younger man understood.

      Velthan didn’t need to have a spirit shaping in order to understand why the people of the village would hide. Especially not why they would hide while their young shaper worked.

      “We’re at the right place,” Tolan said.

      “Then why don’t you just go in? You’re Master Ethar. Once they know you come from the Academy they’ll welcome us.”

      Tolan glanced over, smiling. “I doubt we’re going to get much of a welcome the way we have in other places.”

      “They’ll still be excited to have us visit,” Velthan said.

      Tolan took a deep breath and focused on earth as well as water. He had a strong connection to earth and he wrapped that around him, holding it to him tightly. He used water in a similar way, ready for the possibility they might face something more than what he’d anticipated.

      At least now he understood why he’d detected such strength from a distance.

      Elementals.

      They were here.

      When he pushed open the door, power blasted toward him.

      Tolan pushed backward, using a surge of fire and wind, the elements that complemented earth and water.

      The room was small and dimly lit, but he didn’t need much in the way of illumination to be able to make out the young man crouching near a hole in the ground, his hands resting on his knees, looking down at something that appeared to be a pit. Tolan didn’t need to be able to see all that well to make out the older man standing near the wall, observing. A hint of wind swirled around the man. There was something off about it, though when Tolan swept a shaping through the man, mixing each of the elements through him, including spirit, Tolan didn’t detect anything off.

      When the door opened, neither of them looked over.

      “We’ve told you that you we need privacy during the day’s attempts. Don’t you know that…”

      The older man trailed off as Tolan stood framed in the doorway.

      “Have them close the door,” the younger one said.

      “Jersan,” the other man said.

      “I’m almost there, Kelvin. All I need is for them to close the door. I think having the door open is distracting, not only for me, but for the hashin. You know how sensitive they can be.”

      Tolan headed into the room without even thinking. He slammed the door closed, sealing Velthan outside before he could come in.

      “You have a hashin here?”

      It was unusual elemental, a combination of water and earth, not one or the other as records indicated. There was far more power here than he had expected, and the nature of what he had uncovered was nothing like what he had expected.

      The young man looked up at him, and the shaping that had come from him—raw though still powerful—began to dissipate.

      Tolan picked up where the other stopped. Tolan added his own hint of earth and wind; a summons of sorts that was meant to draw out the elemental.

      “Who are you?” Kelvin asked.

      “My name is Tolan Ethar. I’m a master shaper from the Terenhall Academy.”

      Kelvin stared at Tolan before turning and looking over his shoulder.

      “What were you doing with the elemental?” Tolan asked.

      “We were doing what we’re supposed to when we find a wild elemental,” the older shaper said, separating himself from the wall and coming to stand near them. “As we have long been instructed. We understand we are responsible for suppressing the elementals into the bond.”

      Tolan held the older shaper’s eyes for a moment, sweeping spirit through him and finding nothing alarming other than their willingness to work with the elementals. For so many years, the shapers—especially master shapers—were responsible for finding rogue elementals. The people of Terndahl had long believed elementals were dangerous. Violent and deadly.

      Tolan knew otherwise. The master shapers forced them back into the element bond; the connection to the source of power. Each element bond held their elementals, though there were some, like this hashin, which had a connection to more than one element. That made forcing them into the element bond far trickier than many of the master shapers truly understood.

      “It didn’t seem as if you were forcing the elemental into the bond,” he said.

      “You’ll forgive me,” the shaper said. “As I said, I’m an inexperienced shaper. Out in Telfair, we don’t have much connection with the Academy.”

      “When was last time anybody from the Academy visited?” The delay in the other man’s answer suggested to Tolan that it had been a long time. Possibly never. “As I thought. Had you more experience with the Academy, you would’ve known that the view of the elementals has begun to shift.”

      “Has it?” the shaper said.

      “It has. No longer are we forcing the elementals back into the bond when they come free.” That much was the progress Tolan had made. “They can remain free and safe.”

      He turned his attention back to the elemental within the pit. He could feel the energy from the elemental. It was one he’d never detected in the wild before, though he’d read about it, and he’d detected it within the element bond. He knew it, but he only knew it because of a vague sense of understanding from his connection to it—not because he had experienced it.

      The elemental began to swirl within. Water and earth mixed together. It was a strange combination, and there was enough power within that pit that Tolan smiled to himself.

      He began to build a shaping, letting power come from him, holding onto earth and water as he sent a connection to the elemental. All he needed was to connect to it. He needed to let the elemental know he meant no harm.

      Adding spirit, he mixed the three elements together, mingling them in a communication. The power flowed from him, and when it struck, there was a shaping.

      It rolled toward the elemental, and…

      Something crashed into him from behind and he went staggering forward.
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      Tolan rolled toward the wall and prepared his response. He didn’t know what was going to happen here, but if they were attacking him, he only had a few moments to respond. He focused on earth. It was an easy element to delve into, especially here where the sense of it was powerful. It pressed upon him, giving him the energy of this place. It came from the ground below him, even the walls of the building, along with the sense of the elemental. He could use all of that.

      Getting to his feet, he turned, ready to attack, and found nothing other than the two shapers. “Which of you attacked me?”

      Neither spoke.

      He didn’t think it was the younger shaper. He had some strength, but his control over it was limited. In time, he might be able to gain more control, and when he did, he had the potential of being much more dangerous—but until then, Tolan didn’t think the young man could have attacked in that way.

      That left the wind shaper.

      What if he wasn’t just a wind shaper?

      “I’m here in service of the Academy.”

      Kelvin, the older wind shaper, watched him. “What were you doing with the elemental?”

      “I told you. The Academy’s stance on the elementals has changed. There isn’t the same view toward them as there once was.”

      A shaping built from the older man. This time, Tolan recognized the hint of earth within it. It was subtle and faint, far more controlled than he would’ve expected him to have the ability to do, especially given what he had seen from the older man. There was a hint of control to it that Tolan hadn’t noticed when it came to the man’s use of wind. The old shaper had some ability with wind, but he was weak. When it came to earth…

      “You can reach the elementals,” Tolan said.

      The other man’s eyes widened and he started toward the door.

      Tolan used a shaping of earth to send the ground surging up over the shaper’s feet. He mingled water with it, softening the ground so the instructor wouldn’t be able to pull his feet free. As Tolan held onto that shaping, he softened it back down, smoothing it around the instructor’s feet, holding him in place.

      He shot the younger man a hard look. “Don’t try anything.”

      The other man shook his head, his eyes going wide.

      “Which elementals do you have a connection to?” Tolan asked.

      “I’m not going to say anything. All you will do is try to force them—”

      “Which elementals?”

      The man glared at him.

      Tolan could use spirit, but that wasn’t how he wanted to use spirit. He’d come here thinking he could help this young man; to bring him to the Academy and test him to see if he was capable—and now Tolan didn’t know.

      He pressed through spirit to connect to him. Tolan didn’t push too hard, focusing on the sense of spirit, but also focusing on earth. He mixed the two together, probing.

      It was a request; one that Tolan sent to the elementals. He asked for an answer, hoping the elementals would recognize his need. It wasn’t any attempt to try to harm them. That wasn’t the way Tolan worked. He had no interest in doing anything that would harm any elemental. All he wanted was to try to reach the earth elemental this man was connected to.

      The sense of it was there, faint, but it was a stirring of power that flowed within the man.

      For the shaper to have any sort of control over earth like that, he would need to have a connection to a powerful earth elemental. The one Tolan detected was powerful. It was known as jinnar; one that looked something like a stack of stones come to life.

      There came a rumbling within the small room.

      “What are you doing?” the man cried out. Terror filled his voice

      Tolan held onto the shaping of earth that trapped him in place. He focused on the jinnar, letting the awareness of the elemental come forth, rumbling up out of the ground.

      As it did, he watched.

      There was power to this jinnar, though there was always power to jinnar.

      He turned toward the massive elemental, sending a shaping of earth and spirit to him. The elemental was a series of boulders stacked atop each other, looking something vaguely like a person, though in giant form. It loomed high overhead, the top of the stone brushing the ceiling of the room. Power radiated from it.

      “I’m sure they wouldn’t want you to destroy the home,” Tolan said.

      “They have told me not to come here.”

      The words came within his mind the way they usually did when speaking to an elemental. Tolan suspected it came through spirit, though he didn’t know.

      “I’m sorry I summoned you then.”

      “They fear me.”

      “They fear what they don’t understand,” Tolan said.

      The jinnar rumbled. It had taken Tolan a long time to be able to understand this earth elemental. It was a matter of focusing on spirit, focusing on a sense of earth and the way that the rumbling came to him. There was a voice within that rumbling, and all Tolan needed was to be able to latch onto that voice so that he could listen to what the earth elemental tried to say.

      “Can you speak to him?” Tolan asked the elemental.

      “I speak, but he doesn’t listen.”

      Tolan laughed. “Not all have the ability to talk to you.”

      “They can talk, but they can’t listen. They use these,” the jinnar rumbled as he looked at the pit, “to reach the elementals.”

      That explained it better. Perhaps they had some connection to the elementals that they augmented with these strange pits. “Is he a good man?”

      The jinnar rumbled as it turned toward the shaper. That was the sense Tolan needed to know. He could use spirit, and he could use any of his shapings to determine what he wanted about man, but the question remained. What kind of person was this man?

      That was something that took longer for Tolan to dig into and try to answer. Sometimes, it involved reaching into the depths of spirit, to press deep within the man’s mind. It was part of the Selection.

      Tolan was careful during the Selections, mostly because the shaping that would be taught within the Academy was potentially dangerous—not only to the shaper but also to the others within the Academy. It was far easier to head off those who would misuse that power by not teaching them how to use it.

      That was a lesson that had taken Tolan quite some time to understand. When he was younger, he’d wondered why the Academy had not taken everyone. When he’d begun to understand the keys of the Selection; when he’d begun to understand the nature of what was involved, he had learned why everyone couldn’t be brought to the Academy.

      “He does not try to control me.”

      “And he tries to talk to you,” Tolan said.

      “He does.”

      “Thank you,” Tolan said.

      The jinnar rumbled and began to disappear. There was a fading energy and the jinnar started to sink down, disappearing into the ground. As he did, Tolan turned his attention back to the others. He’d been aware of them while talking to the jinnar, but he also hadn’t been concerned about them. There was no reason to fear anything they might do.

      “You are connected to jinnar,” he said to the older of the two. He eased the shaping holding him in place. There was no point in continuing to contain him.

      “How did you know? How did you do that?” Kelvin asked.

      “Because I can speak to the elementals.”

      Earth rumbled distantly, a shaping coming from the man as he attempted to reach for the jinnar. Tolan smiled to himself. The man was probing to see whether or not the elemental was injured and to find whether Tolan had attempted to force the jinnar back into the element bond.

      It happened quickly before fading.

      When he was done, the energy retreated, though he could feel the other man still holding onto a sense of earth. It was almost as if he were trying to wrap around him, ensuring that Tolan did nothing to harm the elemental.

      “Are you satisfied?”

      “You left him.”

      “I left him. He said you try to talk to him, but you don’t listen.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “You can speak to him?”

      “I can speak. And I can teach how to listen.”

      Tolan focused on the two shapers. He’d come thinking that he was going to find one person of strength, and with the raw shaping coming from the younger man—Jersan—he thought he’d succeeded. The better question would be whether he was suited for the Academy. Tolan still didn’t know.

      Now that he was here with Kelvin, he questioned whether or not there were others.

      Wind alone wasn’t going to be powerful enough for Kelvin to be presented to the Academy, but with his connection to earth, along with his ability to speak to the elementals, Tolan couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps he might be able to succeed with the second man as well.

      “I came to Telfair looking for shaping,” Tolan said, drawing himself up so he stood tall before them. “I doubt your village has ever experienced a Selection before.”

      He glanced from the younger man to the older, studying both of them. Jersan had dark hair, deeply tanned skin, and eyes that were a flat gray. He stood next to the older man, but even as Tolan looked at Kelvin, he realized he wasn’t nearly as old as he’d believed at first. There was a sense of age to him, but he couldn’t be all that much older than Tolan.

      It would make him one of the oldest first-level students at the Academy, though.

      There was some danger in that. Most of the students were of a similar age and level. Typically, that was because once they passed beyond a certain age, the Academy simply stopped testing them; stopped checking whether or not they had the capability to be Selected. Tolan doubted it had anything to do with their actual abilities, though he didn’t really know.

      “What is a Selection?” Jersan asked.

      “A testing. He wants to know whether he can bring us from Telfair,” Kelvin said.

      Tolan nodded at the youngest of the two. “What’s your name?”

      “Jersan Foles.”

      Tolan tipped his head in a slight nod. “Kelvin is right. A testing. The testing. In some of the larger cities, where they have larger Academies, the Selection is a time to be celebrated. When the Selectors appear, searching for candidates, those who present themselves are celebrated.”

      “What happens if we don’t want to go?” Kelvin asked.

      Tolan could tell Jersan had no such hesitation. There was an eagerness within him. It was an eagerness which troubled Tolan. He focused on it, pushing out with a sense of spirit, layering it over the man’s mind. Eagerness to learn could be a good thing. Tolan had been eager when he’d pursued his own studies. It was that eagerness that had helped him learn to understand the elementals. It was that eagerness which had taught him that things his people had believed dangerous weren’t at all. It was that eagerness which had shown him there could and should be more to the world.

      At the same time, eagerness had caused great harm throughout Terndahl. There were some who chased power for the sake of power. If that was what Jersan was after, and Tolan couldn’t tell, then he’d need to be far more cautious than simply accepting them and bringing them to the Academy.

      Using spirit as he did, he didn’t detect anything within the younger man. There was a hint of excitement. That was to be expected. There was a desire to reach for the elemental that still existed down in that pit. Tolan probed not only Jersan, but he pushed outward with a hint of earth and water, communicating with hashin.

      The elemental responded. There was no sense of danger.

      It was a different sort of Selection, not at all like the one he had gone through, and not at all like the Selection that he used when he was in other villages. Of course, in other villages, he hadn’t come across anyone who had the ability—or interest—to speak to the elementals. That was unique.

      “Most would give anything for the opportunity to come to the Academy,” Tolan said.

      “We aren’t most. Telfair needs us. We’re situated here at the edge of Terndahl, near the mountains…”

      Tolan smiled. “There’s no danger out here at the edge of the mountains.”

      “The elementals,” Kelvin said.

      “As you have already demonstrated, you don’t fear the elementals.” He pushed outward with his sense of spirit, probing everyone within the village. That was the reason there hadn’t been anyone out. They knew about the elementals as well, and they weren’t afraid of them. “Your people don’t, either. The elementals won’t harm anyone here, and if we were to train you it would take a few years, but you would be able to return.”

      Tolan said nothing about whether or not they actually would. Many shapers spoke about wanting to return, and they often believed they would come back after their training, but there weren’t many shapers who actually did. Far more decided to remain in the Academy or move on somewhere else. It could be difficult going back when you had become someone else.

      “We don’t want what you’re offering,” Kelvin said.

      “If he can teach us to use that kind of power…”

      Tolan frowned again. There it was. A search for power.

      He had to be more careful with this one. He pushed out with a sense of spirit, probing again. When he did, he once more didn’t have the sense from Jersan that he was searching for power, and he still didn’t have that sense from the elementals, but there was a longing within him.

      That was what he had to be careful with.

      A longing for power could be both good and bad.

      Tolan turned toward him. With Kelvin, it was going to have to be more of a formal Selection. With Jersan, Tolan could already tell he would pass. His connection to the elementals and the way he’d used power, trying to control it for the sake of the elemental and not because he wanted to harm anything, told Tolan everything that he needed about the man.

      Tolan focused on the shaping of spirit, using the control that he had learned long ago. There was a sense of control to it, and he wrapped it around him. Tolan had modified the shaping over the time he’d been a master spirit shaper, and now it was something different. There was no more torment within the shaping. There wasn’t any sense of trapping someone within their mind in order for them to prove how they might react. This was simply a way for him to test for deeper thoughts.

      The sense of it was there. Earth. Water. Kelvin could reach for both of the elements. He wanted to talk to the elemental, the same way Jersan had been able to talk to the elemental. He wanted to be able to do it so that he could grow stronger. Not to cause harm, but because he wanted to reach more powerful elementals.

      Tolan withdrew from the other man’s mind. It was a brief shaping, but in that brief moment, he had found everything that he needed. There was no reason to fear anything from Kelvin.

      “What did you do?” Kelvin asked.

      “Could you feel it?”

      “I know you did something.”

      Interesting. If he was aware of spirit shaping, then he might have potential with that as well. There were precious few who did.

      “A testing. It’s called a Selection.”

      “I already said we don’t know that we are going anywhere.”

      “And you don’t have to. I still wanted to know.”

      “What did you want to know?”

      “Whether or not you could even join us.”

      “Could we?”

      Tolan nodded.

      Jersan started to smile but Kelvin grabbed his wrist, pushing him back against the wall. “What happens if we choose not to go?”

      “If you choose not to go—and you may choose that, as I have no interest in forcing you to do anything you don’t want to—I’ll use a shaping of spirit so you forget everything that happened today.”

      His breath caught. “You can do that?”

      “I can do that, and I will do that. You would forget what happened today only. I wouldn’t take any other memories from you.”

      It sounded something like a threat, but he wanted them to know he would shape them. In the past, shapings had been used, but those who received them didn’t know. He wanted those he might use the spirit shaping on to know exactly what they might encounter if he were to do it. He didn’t want them to be surprised by it.

      “I and my colleague will go on our way. You won’t see us again.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. Now that he knew about hashin here, he would have to come back. There was far too much for him to learn, but he thought he could do that without anyone knowing that he was here. Tolan had ways of hiding himself from them; masking himself so that they wouldn’t even know that he had visited.

      “Why would you make it so that we would forget?”

      “Most people find it easier to forget.”

      “Why?”

      “They don’t want to know they’ve failed.”

      “If we refuse then we didn’t fail.”

      Tolan smiled. “Most within the Academy who pass aren’t given the opportunity to refuse.”

      “Why not?”

      “That’s a condition of the testing.”

      “You tested him, but you didn’t give him that option,” Kelvin said, nodding to Jersan.

      “These are different circumstances than usual.” Behind him, Tolan could sense the frustration from Velthan. The other man was shaping, using several of the elements, trying to probe what Tolan had done to the door. He could feel a hint of spirit coming from him, and he realized that if he weren’t careful, he would find Velthan crashing in here.

      He didn’t need Velthan to come in here, to find out the way Tolan had tested them and then question whether or not they should even allow these two to come with them. He didn’t need Velthan to charge in here and change the dynamic. It was difficult enough already.

      “So if we go with you, we keep our memories,” Kelvin said.

      “You would.”

      “If we choose not to go with you, you erase them?” He frowned. “That doesn’t sound like much of a choice.”

      “It’s a choice. What I would do wouldn’t be harmful to you. You would recall everything else. You would recall everything you know about the elementals. You would not lose any of your shaping control.” Tolan glanced at the ground where the sense of hashin lingered. “If you uncovered this elemental today”—he thought that was the reason for his hesitation—“it’s likely you will find it tomorrow. Or the next day. I doubt the elemental will be difficult to find again, considering how well-connected you are.”

      He really didn’t want either to refuse. Kelvin could learn to be a skilled shaper, and he certainly had some ability to reach for the elementals, which Tolan would like to use, but it was Jersan he wanted. There weren’t very many within the Academy who had the ability to reach elementals. Trying to increase the number of people with that capability was still something Tolan worked on.

      “I’ll give you some time to decide.”

      “Can you allow us time to talk?”

      Tolan glanced from Jersan to Kelvin. If they ran, his connection to earth was strong enough that he didn’t really worry they would escape from him. Giving them this moment to talk to each other might make the transition easier.

      Tolan nodded. “I will give you a few moments.”

      He reached the door, releasing the shaping he’d sealed around it, and pulled it open.

      Back outside, Velthan stared at him. “What was that about? I thought I was supposed to be a part of the Selection.”

      “They were using a dangerous and explosive shaping,” Tolan said.

      “I could’ve helped.”

      “You could have. You are quite gifted with earth, which was what they were using.” There was no point in denying that. Velthan would’ve been able to detect the use of earth, and he would have known just what they’d done. “I reacted. I’ve been through enough in my time serving the Academy that I defaulted to that mode. I’m sorry I didn’t include you.”

      Velthan stared at him and then his expression softened. He didn’t even know Tolan had used a hint of spirit to soothe him. It was little more than a slight touch of power, barely more than a brush, enough that he could keep Velthan from getting angrier at him.

      “What did you find?”

      “Something unexpected.”

      The door opened before Tolan had a chance to expand on it.

      Both men stood there, Kelvin in the lead, looking at Tolan. “We will come with you.”

      Tolan sensed a question from within Velthan. This wasn’t how the Selection went. Velthan would have been on other Selections, and he would’ve gone with other Selectors. Even in the Selections they’d gone through together, there had been no search quite like this. Tolan would have to be prepared for questions to arise, but for now he was pleased.

      “You won’t regret it.”

      “You said our village will be fine?” Jersan said.

      His gaze drifted toward the mountains, and Tolan nodded. What were they concerned about?

      There was a sense of elementals there, but the elementals beyond the village weren’t dangerous. There was a sense of power to them, but there was no sense of danger.

      “Your village will be fine. You’re within Terndahl.”

      “Terndahl has never helped us before,” Kelvin said.

      “I think you’ll be surprised.”

      “What now?” Jersan asked.

      Tolan could feel the time running short. They had put off returning long enough. Sending a quick shaping of spirit washing away from him, he turned to them. “Now, we leave. Your families and the others in the village will be shaped to know you’re safe, and you can return when you’ve passed through the first level of testing at the Academy.”

      “Just like that?” Kelvin asked.

      “It is a simple shaping.” Relatively simple, and one that had been honed over the years. He performed it quickly, layering it over the village. “And it’s done.”

      With that, Tolan used a series of wind and fire, swirling around all of them, and he lifted them to the air, taking them up and away from the village.
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      From above, the city of Amitan, situated at the heart of Terndahl, was a massive and sprawling city that spread out across the flat landscape, with buildings of all different types and ages rising in an irregular pattern throughout it. Some of the buildings were incredibly old—many over a thousand years old—while others were newer. All had a connection to the elements, though none to the elementals, within them.

      As they approached, the shaping of wind and fire carrying them with a flurry of power and making it far too loud for anyone to have any meaningful conversation, Tolan noticed the pressure of hundreds of different shapings all throughout the city. It was reassuring to be returning to Terndahl, noticing the power there and having the opportunity to get closer to a place he now called home. There was something comforting about it.

      The Academy at the center of Amitan was a massive building created by shapers from long ago. Five enormous white stone towers, one for each of the elements, rose up around a central section. Runes etched into each tower radiated energy from the element bonds, and he immediately connected to that energy.

      From here, they were near enough that he could feel individual shapings within it. There was a sense of each one as students worked, Masters instructing, the sense of power and energy something Tolan smiled at.

      They came to land in a courtyard outside the towers. The courtyard had been constructed in a way that protected it from shapers who might not have the necessary control. There were markings within the stone, runes that held the stone together, keeping it from any sort of damage.

      When they landed, Jersan and Kelvin staggered away. “The two of you will be met by the Grand Master, and from there you will be brought to the first-level dormitories. You will have sessions with each element.”

      Kelvin watched him. “Even spirit?”

      Tolan nodded. “Yes, spirit, but only once you are ready. First-level students aren’t given the opportunity to work with spirit. They must pass a test. You will be prepared for it, so don’t fear the nature of the test itself.”

      Kelvin stared for a moment. “Will it hurt?”

      Tolan sniffed. “Not the early level tests.” He nodded to Velthan. “Velthan will ensure that you are comfortable.”

      Velthan looked over at him, frowning. Tolan could see the unwritten question on Velthan’s face, and it was one that Tolan didn’t quite know how to answer. He didn’t want to either. He needed Velthan to get connected to the students. If he was going to be a part of the Selection then he was going to need to teach as well.

      “Embrace your time within the Academy.”

      “What happens if we choose to leave?” Kelvin asked.

      “Once you pass the first testing, you may.”

      “Why only then?”

      “Until then you owe the Academy,” Tolan said.

      He started toward the door. A massive set of double doors opened up into the Academy itself, carved with shapes he’d come to know represented the elementals. Learning that had made him smile to know there were other connections to the elementals than the master shapers had acknowledged.

      Tolan pushed it open and found a commotion. There were dozens of people lingering about. All of them were about the same age as Kelvin, all of them Selected by others who had gone out in the search for shapers.

      It was a good collection of potential candidates.

      Tolan pushed out with spirit, adding his own testing to what had already been done. It was unnecessary. It wasn’t as if he was going to find something others had missed, but he was still curious as to whether or not he might be able to find something within their minds that would help him know how many had potential with spirit.

      With the shaping, he probed deep into their minds. He could feel several fire shapers; a few of them quite gifted. There were others: earth, wind, water, and quite a few of them with the ability to shape many elements. One could shape three elements already.

      “What is this?” Jersan asked softly.

      His demeanor had changed, and now he was much more soft-spoken, looking around the inside of the Academy with wide eyes. He was older than most students who came to the Academy but still younger than Tolan, and he should be awed by what he saw.

      Tolan understood that feeling. He’d once been in his position. He’d once been the shaper who wanted nothing to do with the Academy but was brought here. At the time, Tolan had no ability to shape, not at all like Jersan, but he still hadn’t wanted to be here. He now was quite thankful he’d come. He suspected that in time, Jersan would grow to feel the same way.

      How could he not when there was so much that this place could offer?

      “This is the Selection.”

      “How are they all here at the same time?”

      “We all follow the same shaping,” Tolan said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Others take something called the Shapers Path,” Velthan explained. “It’s a creation shaped above the ground. It allows those who don’t have the ability to shape, at least not well, to travel here. Master Ethar brought us here on a different sort of shaping.”

      He hadn’t been sure whether or not Velthan would be angry because Tolan had used that shaping to bring them here, but he was thankful that Velthan apparently wasn’t annoyed.

      The two fell silent, and Tolan began to weave his way through the crowd. He left Jersan and Kelvin behind, but Velthan followed, looking over at Tolan but saying nothing.

      “Get on with it,” Tolan said.

      “I just think you Selected someone a little outside of the typical for the Academy,” he said looking to Kelvin. “He’s nearly our age, Tolan,” he added in a whisper.

      Tolan glanced over at him. “I was outside of the typical for the Academy.”

      “That’s not what I mean. Just…”

      “What did you mean, then?” Tolan asked.

      “I just mean it seems a little strange that we’re bringing in someone of his age. How is he going to fit with the other students?”

      Tolan looked around. It was a reasonable question to ask, especially in light of how so many of the other students were so much younger.

      “He has shaping ability. That’s what matters.”

      It was more than just that, though there were aspects of what was involved that he didn’t know if he could share with Velthan just yet.

      The Grand Master approached, wearing his formal robes as he neared. He looked up at Tolan, nodding. “I understand you brought something unusual,” the Grand Master said.

      “I thought it was appropriate.”

      “Why?”

      “Think of it as a memory of my time coming here.”

      “You have gone out on other Selections without having needed to find an unusual shaper.”

      “I have, and in this case, perhaps there is nothing to it,” he said. He was tempted to tell the Grand Master about the strange elemental movement in the North, but he decided against it.

      What point would there be in doing so?

      The Grand Master looked around, noticing the various shapers who were here, all of them candidates for first level. His gaze settled on Kelvin, and he smiled. “He wouldn’t be the oldest student we’ve ever had.”

      “No?” The Grand Master shook his head. That would be something for Tolan to look into. “And the younger of the two”—Tolan didn’t say young, as even Jersan was old—“has a connection to the elementals.” Tolan shielded his words within a shaping of wind, wrapping it around him, keeping it isolated to just himself and the Grand Master.

      The Grand Master frowned at Tolan. “Does he?”

      “He’s connected to jinnar.”

      “I seem to recall that when you came here we had some issues with jinnar.”

      “That wasn’t my fault,” Tolan said.

      “I find it somewhat troubling that we would have another who has such potential.”

      “There’s something off. I don’t know quite what it is, but—”

      “But I suspect you feel this is Roland,” the Grand Master said. He smiled. “You have looked for the last five years and have found nothing.”

      “I have found a few things,” Tolan said.

      “Coincidence, nothing more,” the Grand Master said. “Focus on teaching. It’s an area that you still can develop. It’s an area where you still need to develop.”

      Tolan sighed. He did need to be a better instructor, and perhaps the Grand Master was right. That didn’t mean that he didn’t feel what he thought that he had felt, only that he would have to continue his investigation without the Grand Master’s permission.

      The Grand Master strode forward, leaving Tolan standing by himself. He watched as the Grand Master approached, lifting himself with a shaping of wind, hovering in place. A few of the students gasped, impressed by the nature of the shaping. The Grand Master used wind to augment his voice, letting it carry out in a booming voice that echoed over the collected shapers.

      “Welcome to the Terenhall Academy of Shaping. All of you have been given something that very few shapers throughout all of Terndahl are offered. You are the chosen.”

      “I think he’s getting more flamboyant with each one,” Ferrah said as she approached.

      Her red hair was pulled back in a matching ribbon, her master’s cloak covering her slender frame. Her green eyes skimmed across the room full of candidates, appraising them quickly while she slipped her hand into his.

      “I remember what he said when we first came,” Tolan said.

      “I remember it too. I’d always known that I was going to end up at the Academy, but even still, finally getting here; getting the opportunity to be within its walls…” Ferrah swept her gaze around. “There are times when I forget just what an honor it is for us to be here. The Selection is a nice reminder of what we can do.”

      “Sometimes we need that,” Tolan said.

      Ferrah looked over at him. “Tell me you found something. Otherwise you wouldn’t have taken quite so long to get here. Unless there was another reason.”

      “I took a long time?”

      “We held up for you.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “You don’t know if it’s true or not. That’s the problem. And I’m sure the Grand Master would tell you that you were quite a bit slower coming back here than most.”

      He watched her, but her irritation never softened.

      “I take it the older shaper is yours?”

      “He’s not that much older,” Tolan said.

      “Older than most,” she said.

      Tolan would tell her about Jersan’s ability to reach the elementals later. For now, he listened to the Grand Master. He gave a good speech, welcoming the shapers and encouraging them to focus on their studies and to learn as much about the elements as they could. There was no comment about the elementals, and Tolan found Jersan looking in his direction.

      Tolan shook his head. It had been several years since he had taken his position, and in that time, he’d been working to try to better understand the elementals and to figure out a way to help encourage the shapers of Terndahl to welcome them. It would take time.

      Time to him was quite a bit different than time to the elementals. From what he could tell, most of the elementals were content with the pace he took, knowing he was doing something. It was more than what had been done for centuries.

      There was another murmuring and Tolan realized the Grand Master was wrapping up with his shaping.

      Ferrah shrugged, tugging her hand out of his. “It’s time for me to lead them away.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?”

      “I think I can manage,” she said, laughing softly.

      As he watched, Ferrah gathered together the new students, guiding them along the hall until they disappeared up one of the stairs.

      Tolan waited for a long moment before heading over to the Grand Master. He was speaking to several of the other Selectors. Tolan stood behind them. They were all shapers of spirit, most Inquisitors, and all had been at the Academy for far longer than Tolan had. All of them had also been Inquisitors at one point in their careers. Many still were.

      One of them, an older man by the name of Wonalt, glanced in his direction, his brow furrowing, the darkness in his gaze narrowing as he looked upon Tolan.

      Tolan got that reaction often. Mostly it came from how he had been promoted to be Master of Spirit, but partly it came from a sense of concern about his family and who he was.

      Tolan understood where that skepticism came from. He couldn’t even blame them for it. Given what had happened with his mother, and what had happened since he had come to the Academy, he recognized that there were reasonable concerns. There were other reasons for questions to be raised, but he was better at ignoring those.

      “There was movement out of the North,” Tolan heard Erica saying. She was another spirit shaper, and though she was talented with spirit, she was less talented with the other elements. “We keep seeing signs of them, and I know you told us not to worry about it, but it’s difficult for us to ignore what we see.”

      The Grand Master smiled at her. “We have no reason to believe we are in any danger,” he said.

      “No reason other than the elementals moving openly,” Tolan said.

      The Grand Master glanced toward him before turning back to her. He didn’t want to believe Tolan’s concerns, but Tolan clearly wasn’t the only one to have noticed it.

      “We continue to review our position with the elementals.”

      “Because of one experience,” Erica said.

      “Many experiences,” the Grand Master said. “You know the position we have taken.”

      “Just because you don’t want us to force them back into the bond doesn’t mean we have to like it,” someone else said.

      Tolan couldn’t see who spoke, but it was a shared sentiment. He had seen and heard others who felt much the same as the person who’d spoken. And it was understandable. Many of these people had spent their careers—and considerable parts of their lives—suppressing the elementals; returning them to the element bonds when they escaped. For them to be asked to ignore the sudden departure of the elementals from the element bonds was difficult.

      “If it would help, I’m sure Master Ethar would be happy to work with you on gaining an understanding of the elementals,” the Grand Master said. “It’s long past time that we move past these old beliefs. If the elementals have been moving, then perhaps now is the right time.”

      Everyone turned in his direction. It was general knowledge he had some interaction with the elementals. What wasn’t general information was just how extensive that knowledge was, and just how considerable his experience was.

      “If there are any who would like for me to show them what I know of the elementals, all you have to do is come to me and ask. I’ve made it clear that I’m more than willing to work with any who have an interest in better understanding them.”

      There was a soft grumbling and several of the Selectors peeled away, leaving and heading down the hall. Tolan let them go, saying nothing.

      Others watched him.

      “You did well,” the Grand Master said to the remaining Selectors. “We have more students than we’ve had in quite some time. This looks to be promising for the Academy. In time, we should be able to build our numbers.”

      “I didn’t realize we were supposed to be testing them so old,” one of the others said.

      “Master Ethar says he met the criteria for testing,” the Grand Master said.

      That garnered another series of looks at him. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another, especially when it came to his role within the Academy.

      Not that he didn’t understand. Tolan had been a part of everything taking place for so long that he had a good understanding of why he drew so much attention.

      Slowly, the Selectors began to depart, leaving Tolan alone with the Grand Master.

      “I think they need more time before we introduce them to the elementals,” the Grand Master said.

      “How much time do we need to give them?” Tolan asked.

      “Everyone finds the truth in their own way.”

      “Some need to be shown the truth. You’ve seen the elementals and know they aren’t dangerous.”

      “Just as I’ve seen elementals that are dangerous, Master Ethar. We must work through generations of questions. Only then can we find the connection we seek. I trust that you will take what I shared with you about demonstrating the elementals to them. Give them a chance to share in your experience and know what you do about the elementals.” He patted Tolan on the shoulder and a wave of spirit shaping washed from him.

      Tolan put up a protection around himself, limiting the effect of the spirit shaping as it swept over him. The Grand Master smiled at him before departing.

      He looked around the inside of the Academy, wishing Ferrah would have stayed and talked with him, but she had other responsibilities. She worked with most of the students; ensuring that they fit in the Academy as well as they could. It was a new role, created for her, to help the new students find a comfortable place in the Academy.

      For his part, Tolan had his own place within the Academy. He debated going to the spirit tower, but having been away from the Academy for a while, there was another place he wanted to visit.

      He headed out along the hallway, making his way toward the library. The Academy’s library was a massive section, and it had grown over the last few years. It had done so out of necessity and a desire to accumulate more knowledge in one place.

      After what had happened while Tolan was still a student, there had been a need for those who understood the nature of the danger within the world to search for a different type of understanding. It was part of the reason Tolan came to the library as often as he did. There were answers he needed; subjects he couldn’t learn through experience alone. There were questions he needed to find answers to that could only be found in ancient texts. The master librarians had a way of searching through those volumes.

      Tolan looked around the inside of the library, searching for either of the two master librarians he knew the best. Master Minden would be his first choice, especially as she’d been the one who’d worked with him when he was still a student. Master Jensen would be his second choice, though he’d developed an interest in some of the more obscure uses of power over the last few years and had become an expert in them.

      As usual, there were two master librarians present, but neither of them were the master librarians he hoped to find. He nodded to them, and as Master Barton came toward him, Tolan backed away. He didn’t want to get into a long conversation with the man. Usually it had something to do with trying to recruit him to work as a librarian.

      He wouldn’t be the first of the librarians to try to coax him into serving. Eventually, Tolan wondered if that was something he would end up doing anyway. He did have a predilection for shaping the same way as the master librarians. It was a different connection to the elements, one that allowed him to reach directly for each element rather than through the bond, giving him an ability to shape within the library; a place where those who were only connected to the element bonds could not.

      Back out in the hallway, he headed along a side corridor until he reached a staircase. There were no students in this hallway, and he didn’t expect to see any. This was a place where only those who were master shapers spent any time, along with librarians and those who’d decided to serve with them.

      He reached the top of the stairs and an ornately decorated door that was marked with runes and patterns that suggested each of the elements along with symbols that were reflective of elementals. Pausing for a moment as he took in the symbols on the door, Tolan pushed it open before stepping through into a long hallway.

      The entire length of the hall was lined with paintings. They were shaped; scenes of shapers and elementals and nature somehow created with power. He’d spent countless hours trying to understand the paintings, knowing they were tied to the ancient shapers and something they had created—and placed here. So far, Tolan hadn’t mastered their real purpose.

      He paused about halfway along the wall, staring at one particular portrait. This one always drew his eye, though he had never really come to understand why it should. In it, there was a young girl sitting next to what appeared to be a glowing lizard. The lizard had to be an elemental, though it was none that Tolan knew. There was darkness around them, as if it were pressing toward them, trying to squeeze inward.

      “You always come to that one,” a voice said.

      Tolan looked up to see Master Minden staring at one of the portraits.

      He hadn’t even noticed her, though it was possible she hadn’t been here when he’d first arrived. She was an older woman, her back stooped by time and age, a long black robe brushing along the ground, and her hair pulled into a tight bun. When she turned toward him, the light in the hallway reflected upon her milky eyes. Tolan had long wondered how she was able to see anything.

      “I always come to it because there’s something about it that seems to draw me.”

      “Everyone has one portrait that draws them,” she said.

      “And that is yours?” Tolan walked along the hall and stopped near her. In it, three draasin flew in the sky, circling, and there was a lump along the ground. The definition to these paintings had increased for him over the last five years, the image shifting and evolving over time—likely tied to his connection to the elements, though it might simply be the frequency with which he visited. Now he was able to see the draasin far more easily than he had when he had first begun coming here.

      “This one has always called to me.” She smiled as she said it, staring at the portrait. “I’m not really sure why, only that I think it has to do with the draasin. There’s something so compelling about them.” She shook her head. “Perhaps it’s nothing more than my childhood fascination with the draasin.”

      “You don’t speak about your childhood very often.”

      “Because there isn’t much for me to say.”

      “I imagine there’s more than what you let on.”

      “Perhaps,” Master Minden said.

      Her hands clasped in front of her, resting on her stomach. A shaping built from her, that of spirit, but it was mixed with each of the elements, and she used it on the painting, shaping through it. He’d never found shaping the paintings did anything for him, though he had tried. The nature of her shaping was such that it added a hint of spirit to it. Tolan wasn’t able to tell what purpose she had for shaping that way.

      “I haven’t found anything about this painting that makes sense,” he said. “What reason would they have for adding this girl with this creature?”

      “There’s always a reason, Master Ethar,” the master librarian said.

      “I haven’t found a shaping to be all that helpful here.”

      “Perhaps not,” Master Minden said. “You might find it different when you spend more time here. I have spent considerable time studying these portraits.”

      “Not all of them are actually portraits, though.”

      “I suppose not,” Master Minden said. “Still, all have something impressive about them.”

      “They’re all impressive,” Tolan agreed. There was no point in arguing with her about that point—especially not when he agreed with her.

      The paintings were impressive, more so considering the level of shaping that went into them. He could feel the energy of that shaping, and he was all too aware of how much power existed within them, power he could feel when he was here. There was a time when he’d come to believe there was something about the portraits he might be able to uncover by being here. Tolan had long ago given up on that idea. Though there might be power within these portraits, it was one he hadn’t been able to master.

      Master Minden continued staring at the same painting. “They placed so much of themselves into these paintings.”

      “They wanted us to better understand the nature of the elementals,” he said.

      “The elementals. The power that existed then. The nature of what we may lose if we were to abandon them.” She shook her head. “All of that seems tied to what is here.”

      Tolan focused on the way she shaped, copying her technique by pushing out with his own shaping through them. Within the paintings, Tolan didn’t uncover anything obvious. He focused on the energy, and while there was a sense of shaped energy within the paintings, there was nothing else he was able to uncover.

      He withdrew his shaping, turning his attention to Master Minden. “You know I enjoy talking to you about these portraits.”

      “I don’t know if you so much enjoy it as you are willing to accommodate an old woman.”

      “I do enjoy it,” Tolan said.

      “You’re the only other person I know who can see as much as I can when I come here.”

      “There are others. Master Jensen—”

      “Master Jensen does not see half of what you do, Tolan. When he comes, he recognizes there are aspects to these portraits he cannot see, and he recognizes there are things that exist within those portraits he would like to see. Unfortunately, for whatever reason, Master Jensen is unable to notice anything more within them.”

      “What about the other shapers? What about the Grand Master?”

      Tolan had long suspected the Grand Master hid from others—including Master Minden—just how connected he was to spirit, along with the other elements. Tolan had also long suspected that the Grand Master was capable in ways he didn’t want others to know about. Tolan had no idea why he would feel the need to hide that from others, only that it seemed to be the case.

      “Ah, but the Grand Master has never had much in the way of talent with being able to see much. He tries, but unfortunately, he can see even less than Master Jensen.” Her shaping continued to pour out of her, flowing into the portrait. “It’s why I have wanted for you to take a greater role within the library.”

      “I know that you do, it’s just—”

      She swiveled toward him, fixing her milky gaze on him. “I know what it is, Tolan. I understand you feel that you can serve a better role by serving spirit. Perhaps that’s true. There hasn’t been a spirit shaper like yourself teaching within the Academy in… well, for a long time.”

      “I promise that eventually I will consider the offer.”

      “I worry that in time you won’t have the opportunity to reconsider,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      She turned her attention back to the portrait, shaping flowing from her. “Only that I fear we will lose something.”

      She breathed out in a heavy sigh and Tolan watched her, thinking about the nature of what she had shaped; the nature of the power she pulled upon, and he focused his shaping on the same portrait. When he did, he noticed that the paint seemed to shimmer. It happened slightly, little more than a flickering of the image, enough that Tolan wasn’t even sure if it was real or not, but thought it was. As that shimmering faded, retreating back into nothingness, the image drifted back toward the draasin.

      “I found something before returning,” he said.

      “The older student.”

      He looked up. “You know?”

      “There aren’t many things that come into the Academy that I’m not aware of, Master Ethar.”

      Tolan smiled. Despite her milky eyes, she still saw everything. “I realize he’s a little beyond our typical age range, but he has considerable ability.”

      “There are many shapers that have come to the Academy who have considerable ability. There are many who have come who have no ability.” She glanced over at him, hint of a smile curling her face.

      “It’s not his ability with shaping that brought me to him. He speaks to the elementals, Master Minden.”

      She said nothing for a long moment. “Are you certain of this?”

      “I was there. He’s connected to jinnar. He was talking to it, summoning it, and though he doesn’t listen, at least according to the jinnar, he has an ability to reach the elemental.”

      “You have to be careful with that, Tolan. We still struggle with others within the Academy recognizing and accepting the nature of the elementals. When you bring others who can speak to the elementals…”

      “We need to welcome others who can,” he said.

      “I don’t disagree with you. In time, that will become increasingly necessary, it’s just…”

      “I think their entire village of Telfair knows about the elementals.”

      “Do they?”

      “There’s more.”

      “Of course there is.”

      “There was an elemental they were talking to. It was one I’ve read about, but I haven’t seen. Hashin.”

      She frowned, strolling along the hall before pausing in front of one of the paintings. In it, there was something of a rolling landscape with what appeared to be a hole dug in the ground. As Tolan stared at it, he thought he’d been to this place. There was such a feeling of familiarity, almost as if he recognized it.

      “Are you sure about it?”

      “I know what I sensed,” he said.

      “Can you show me?”

      “Of course. I just didn’t realize you’d be so intrigued by it.”

      “This elemental is unusual. And if you saw one, it makes me question what else we might find out there. If you would allow me to accompany you, I would like to see what we might be able to determine there.”

      Tolan glanced over. “It’s more than hashin.”

      Master Minden nodded. “It is.”

      “You detected the elementals moving.”

      “Of course.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “No, but it’s unusual. Which is why we should try to understand it.”

      “It’s more than the elementals moving,” he said, turning back to the paintings. “I feel something amiss, though I can’t quite put my finger on it.” He looked over at her.

      “As do I,” she said softly.

      She was worried. If Master Minden was concerned, then he was concerned.

      Something was taking place—but what?
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      Tolan remained outside the Academy, looking all around. He waited, wondering how many of the master shapers might bother to come to him. Given what he had offered, he didn’t expect too many. Not with the topic that he intended to discuss.

      He’d opened it up to upper-level students as well.

      There was no point in keeping shapers of talent from understanding the elementals. In his mind, it was better for as many people as possible to better understand the elementals, especially as there began to be changes with power within the world.

      He looked around the small garden just outside the Academy. This was a place where students came to get closer to the elements, though none came to get closer to the elementals, as far as Tolan knew.

      As he stood there, he touched upon the element bonds and could feel something off, though not what it was. He was aware of the energy that was off, though he didn’t know why he should feel that way. He found himself delving into that power and searching for what bothered him.

      A familiar face entered the park and Tolan looked over to see Ferrah approaching. She was dressed in her robes of office, a concerned look on her face. “I suspect you thought you would have more people here,” she said. “Perhaps if you spent more time at the Academy and less time chasing rumors—"

      “I figured that some would want to know more about the elementals.”

      She regarded him a long moment before her expression finally softened. It was the first time that it had in a while. “That’s what you’re concerned about?”

      “Yes. The Draasin Lord and the others…”

      She shook her head. “You have to give people time.”

      “I have given them time. Think about how long it has been since the Draasin Lord threat. We know better now. Because we know better, we know that we don’t need to fear the elementals.”

      “The elementals aren’t forced back into the bond when they escape. Not the way they used to be. That is progress.”

      It was slow progress, though perhaps any progress was better than none.

      “I was hoping that we might have some additional people willing to try to learn.”

      “You probably will. You just have to give them time.”

      He started to say something when he saw another figure coming through the garden.

      Master Sartan was the master of fire, a bearded shaper with the dark complexion of someone who had shaped fire closely and for a long time. He’d served in his position for as long as Tolan had been with the Academy. He glanced around him as he approached, and stopped next to Ferrah, nodding to Tolan. “An interesting location for you to hold this session, Master Ethar.”

      “I didn’t think that we would have much luck in getting people to leave Amitan and understand the elementals. I figured it would be easiest to offer the opportunity to learn about them in a familiar location.”

      “And you believe that this can be accomplished here?”

      Tolan shrugged. “The elementals are all around us, Master Sartan. It has been my experience that it merely takes attempting to reach them, learning about the connection to those elementals and trying to master the way to speak to them.”

      Tolan whispered softly, focusing on saa. It was a subtle elemental, and in this part of the world, not nearly as potent as Tolan had experienced in other places.

      The elemental began to spiral into view. It happened slowly, though not so slowly that it could be anything other than an elemental.

      “Did you pull saa from the bond?” Master Sartan asked, holding his hand out and already shaping fire.

      He approached carefully, and as he held his hand out, he used a swirling bit of fire to loop it around the elemental. Not to suppress it, at least as far as Tolan could tell. It was more to probe and see if there might be something Master Sartan might be able to uncover.

      “I don’t need to pull elementals out of the bond any longer,” Tolan said. “The elementals are around us everywhere. All you have to do is look.”

      Master Sartan looked up. “Everywhere?”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to get others to understand. They are everywhere. When you begin to pay attention, and learn about how to connect to them…”

      He closed his eyes, focusing on earth.

      It rumbled, though there was a strange feeling within it.

      He wasn’t quite sure why that should be.

      Jinnar appeared.

      It wasn’t a large elemental, but it rumbled up from the ground, still towering over Tolan. Some jinnar were much larger than that; massive giants of an elemental that could crash through places. It was elementals like jinnar—and the draasin, he had to admit—that made people fear the elementals.

      He had a strange twinge coming from this elemental.

      He leaned closer, focusing on jinnar.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      Tolan still didn’t understand what had happened to the elementals in the North. Something had changed for them. Whatever it had been had caused them to flee. He had no idea whether it was tied to anything he had to be concerned about. Only given everything he had seen recently, Tolan began to suspect something was taking place.

      “The bond,” jinnar rumbled.

      He frowned, focusing on the elemental.

      “What’s wrong?” Ferrah asked, moving to stand next to him. She still had a fear of the elementals, though it was much less than it once had been. As she stood next to the jinnar, studying the elemental, the massive creature towering over her, he marveled at the fact that she was willing to do so—something that she would not have done even a few years ago.

      “The elemental is trying to tell me something.”

      “You can speak to them?”

      Tolan looked over and realized three other shapers had arrived. One of them was Velthan. Considering the time they’d spent traveling together, he wasn’t sure if the rapport he had with Velthan had changed. He had to admit that he was pleased Velthan was willing to at least come to try to learn about the elementals.

      The others were master shapers who were affiliated with the Academy; Grady and Beckah, both shapers who had progressed before Tolan’s time.

      He noted that so far no Inquisitors had come.

      Still, that others were here was promising.

      “I can speak to most of the elementals,” Tolan said. “Not all, though. It takes effort, and sometimes the elementals don’t speak to me. Even when they do, there are times I don’t understand what they say.”

      “I don’t hear anything from them,” Master Sartan said.

      “It is a matter of adding a familiar sense to them. The way that I do it is through spirit, though I suspect there are other ways of communicating with the elementals. I just haven’t uncovered them,” Tolan said.

      There were stories of elementals and those who had connected to them. In those stories, Tolan recognized that those shapers had a connection to the elementals that was different than what he even had.

      “Can you teach that?”

      “I don’t know that I could teach you how to speak the elementals without you having the ability to shape spirit,” Tolan said. “Without that…”

      He held his hand out, and he focused on wind. There were several wind elementals around, swirling near them, and as Tolan focused on them, he could feel the energy around him, and he let the connection to the wind elemental flow from him so that he could summon it.

      Ara answered the summons.

      It cycled around him, translucent, every so often flashing into something more, shimmering so that he could see a face appear.

      “I see that,” Beckah said. “Wind.”

      “We don’t usually see wind elementals,” Grady said.

      Several other shapers had arrived, and they stood back, almost as if they were afraid to get too close.

      Tolan didn’t mind.

      Perhaps it was for the best that he had done this.

      He had hesitated.

      In the years that he had been back at the Academy, Tolan had been attempting to try to explain the elementals to people, but he had never thought to bring them out here where he could bring them closer and give them an opportunity to see the elemental themselves, to see that there wasn’t any violence within them.

      “These are free elementals,” Tolan said. “They are found all around Amitan.”

      “We would’ve known if there were elementals around Amitan,” Grady said.

      “I’m not so sure that you would,” Tolan said. “Even when people were concerned about suppressing the elementals and forcing them back into the element bonds, there were free elementals found around Amitan. It was a matter of knowing how and where to look.”

      He remembered his own experience with them and smiled at the memories. He had thought himself so clever and deceptive with how he had snuck away from the Academy, using his skill to try to summon the elementals, but it was that opportunity that had helped him learn how to speak to the elementals.

      “What about water?”

      Tolan turned to the pond behind them and waved his hand.

      There came a swirling of water, and suddenly evella emerged, a spiraling pattern of water that slipped up and out of the pond. It hovered there for a moment before splashing back down into the pond.

      “You can see that elementals are found everywhere here. They had lived among us.” Tolan looked at the others around him, smiling for a moment. “We have not been attacked even though they are here.”

      “What about when they have attacked?”

      Tolan turned to the questioner. Draln.

      “I am not going to deny that the elementals are like any other creature and get frightened when they find their own existence threatened. The elementals have suffered by being forced into the bond.”

      Draln laughed, and a few of the other shapers near him smiled.

      There it was. The old beliefs rearing their heads.

      “Would you like to be forced into some place that would hold you indefinitely? No way of escaping, and if you did try to escape, they would force you back down? That sounds like prison to me.”

      “The element bonds aren’t prison,” Draln said.

      “That’s just it. We don’t know what the element bonds are, and we don’t really understand how the elementals were tied to them. All we know is that the elementals suffered. They have wanted to escape.”

      “So you say.”

      “You have seen elementals attempting to escape the bond. They wouldn’t do that if they were thrilled to have gone into the bond. From my research, I have come to learn that the elementals entered the bond willingly, but at the time, they didn’t understand what they were agreeing to. They only came to learn what it meant for them when they were no longer able to escape.”

      What he suggested was hard for others to understand. Without an ability to speak to the elementals, it was difficult for anyone to believe Tolan and what he suggested.

      Perhaps it was impossible to believe.

      Tolan didn’t think that it was, though.

      He thought that people should be able to understand that what they had seen of the elementals, the way that the elementals had interacted with the world, even after they had been forced into the element bonds, would reveal just how much it tormented them.

      “I have felt how they struggle,” Master Sartan said. His brow furrowed. “I often wondered. But then I remembered what I was taught. The elementals were mindless creatures, bound to the elements and to the world.” He looked up, meeting Tolan’s eyes. “What you have told us suggests that they aren’t mindless creatures.”

      “Not that I can tell,” Tolan said. “They are something much more. There are some elementals that are incredibly intelligent. Probably much more intelligent than any human alive. Many elementals have lived for much longer than any of us can understand.” He swept his gaze around those who were with him. A few more had joined. He needed to be careful now. It was more than he had expected, though he was thankful that they had come and were willing to listen. “You probably heard rumors of the Draasin Lord.”

      “Rumors? Some of us fought against the Draasin Lord,” Grady said.

      “You fought against someone who claimed the title. I’m talking about the true Draasin Lord. I’m talking about the draasin.” He closed his eyes, and then began shaping fire, using his memory of the Draasin Lord in order to hold that image above him. When he opened his eyes, a fiery vision of a draasin had formed in the sky above him. It was static and didn’t have any of the same majesty and power that he would see from the actual Draasin Lord, but it gave those around him a chance to have a sense of the scale of the elemental. “This Draasin Lord has lived for over a thousand years. The Draasin Lord remembers a time when shaping and shapers were different. He remembers when the element bonds were different. If you were given the opportunity to speak to him, you would understand that he knows even more than that. He knows how the bonds were formed as they are today.”

      “And how don’t you know those answers?” Velthan asked.

      “Unfortunately, when you live a thousand years or more like the draasin, memories are difficult. Our time is not his time. A year to us is a long time. A year to a draasin that lives a long life like that is little more than a day to him.” Tolan looked around. “How many of you remember every day you have ever lived?”

      “I have lived many more than a thousand days,” Draln said.

      “So you have. It’s not a perfect comparison, but one that I thought would help you get a sense of what some of the elementals have experienced. I think that the process of forming the element bonds changed them as well, though I don’t know that with any certainty. As far as I can tell, those elementals chose to go into the bonds.”

      “So should we not ask them if they wish to go back?” another shaper asked.

      Tolan couldn’t see them, though thought he recognized their voice.

      “We certainly could ask, but when they escape from the bond, should we hold them there?” No one answered. “My point in bringing you here was for you to experience the elementals as I experience them. They are not violent. They are not angry. They are not mindless.” As he said it, he swept his gaze around those gathered with him. “They are creatures that have wanted to live. They have wanted a chance to be a part of the world that they once knew. They have wanted a chance to experience the connection they once took for granted.”

      “Are there places where the elementals are drawn?”

      Tolan looked at Grady and nodded. “There are places. They are unique and powerful places.”

      “Is that why there are so many elementals here?” Velthan asked.

      Tolan turned to him, smiling. “Very good. We have such a place within Amitan. It draws the elementals. They use it to get closer to the element power.”

      “The bond,” someone said.

      “Not the bond. At least, not the bond that you and I know of. What bond they are drawn to is different. Perhaps more powerful.”

      He focused on the elementals, speaking to them softly but not getting much in the way of a response from them. Tolan looked over at jinnar, noticing that he remained somewhat agitated. Tolan wasn’t able to understand jinnar as well as he thought he should, and given that he had seen jinnar in Telfair, Tolan worried about whether there was something unusual happening.

      Tolan let out a long sigh. “I can bring more elementals to us the next time. If I knew we would have so many people gathered here, I might have tried to ask more to join us.”

      He didn’t know if they would answer, and Tolan had no intention of trying to force them to come.

      If he were able to get others to want to understand the elementals, then perhaps he could continue this. He might be able to build, letting them gain an increasing understanding of those elementals, and perhaps even show a select few the Draasin Lord.

      Several of the people began to disperse, but not all of them. A few remained, watching the elementals, and yet when the elementals began to disappear, the others left along with them.

      Only Master Sartan and Ferrah remained.

      Master Sartan looked over at Tolan. “I find it interesting that for as much as we have learned and mastered about shaping over the years, there is much that we misunderstood.”

      “We stopped studying,” Tolan said.

      Master Sartan looked toward where the elemental had been. “I’m not so sure that we stopped studying it so much as we came to believe that we were right and that all other answers were wrong. We stopped thinking about it. I think that’s worse, in many ways.”

      “I’m hopeful that we can continue to understand the elementals.”

      “I think we have to continue to understand the element bonds.”

      “Why the element bonds?”

      “The elementals were forced into the bonds for a reason, Master Ethar. Whatever reason that is would be tied to the bonds. It would be tied to the power that we now have over those bonds. For us to better understand the elementals, it seems to me that we should understand the bonds as well.”

      He nodded to Ferrah and then started off.

      Tolan chuckled after he was gone.

      “What’s that about?” Ferrah asked.

      “I wasn’t expecting Master Sartan to continue to teach me.”

      “You didn’t think that he had enough knowledge?”

      Tolan shook his head. “That’s not it. Master Sartan was one of the very few who was willing to work with me when I first came to the Academy. He recognized that I didn’t have any shaping ability of my own, but that didn’t prevent him from letting me use the bondar.”

      “He is an interesting man,” she said.

      “Very,” Tolan said.

      “What do you want to do now?”

      “I think I need to get back to my classes. It’s time to teach.”

      “You don’t have to sound so disappointed by that,” Ferrah said.

      “I am not disappointed. It’s just…” He closed his eyes, thinking about what he had experienced in Telfair and the power that was there. He knew there was something there, and given that it had happened in the North, and with what he had felt from the elementals, he couldn’t shake the feeling that it was tied together.

      It was just a matter of trying to better understand it. Right now, Tolan did not.

      That bothered him.

      “I think I need to go and better understand hashin. There’s something off, Ferrah. I feel it. It might be—”

      “Don’t.” She took his hands. “I know you think it might be him, but we’ve seen no sign of him. I happen to agree with the Grand Master that we need you to focus on your responsibilities here. I know you’d rather go off and wander throughout Terndahl, but we need you here.” She held his gaze. “I need you here. There’s nothing out there.”

      “Other than what I’ve felt.” And this was now the most he’d felt in a while. Before, it had been strange spirit shapings, bondars that shouldn’t be where he found them, but this was the first time it was the elementals—and now the strangeness he detected within the bonds. The others might not believe him, but Tolan was convinced there was more to it. “I know what I felt, Ferrah. This isn’t about us”—she arched a brow at him and he shook his head—“it’s about the safety of Terndahl. It’s about what I detected. I’m worried.”

      Ferrah sighed. “I suppose it means I should be worried.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because you have a knack for recognizing dangers that others don’t. If you feel as if something is taking place, then it probably is.” She held up her hand. “I’m not saying it’s Roland Var. Only that you’ve detected something. Let me help you figure it out.”

      Tolan looked to the north. He could still feel the elementals there, and he could feel that something was off, though he didn’t quite know why that was.

      When he did detect that something was off, he was usually right. This time, he just wished he knew what it was.
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      Heat burned down from the bright sun, unusual this far north, and Tolan tried to use a shaping of wind to cool himself. There wasn’t anything he could do to completely ignore the heat, though he tried. As they approached, Tolan had almost believed that he’d seen a man walking toward the village, but the image had faded as they neared Telfair.

      Master Minden strode forward, a shaping of spirit washing outward from her. It was a powerful burst. There was a time when he hadn’t realized just how powerful a shaper Master Minden was. That was the time when he’d not known her to leave the Academy. In the years since he’d taken his place as the Master of Spirit, he’d come to learn she was incredibly talented with spirit, and she had left the Academy far more often than she’d ever let on.

      “You put them all to sleep,” Tolan said.

      “It’s a simple shaping,” she said. “I merely tapped their minds, using that in order to be able to—”

      “I know what you did. I’m just surprised you were able to do so.”

      “Do you question my abilities?”

      Tolan looked over to find her frowning at him. He offered a placating smile. “I don’t question anything when it comes to you. It’s just…”

      He thought he understood what she’d done.

      Tolan once would have required a bondar, a device formed to augment natural shaping ability, in order to have been able to shape that kind of power all at one time.

      “You have a bondar.”

      “Of course I do. You do not?”

      Tolan tapped his waist, where he had the sword strapped beneath his cloak. It was a bondar for each of the elements that he’d made himself, using a technique of the ancient shapers. He didn’t always carry the sword, though found himself bringing it more often these days than he once had. It created the wrong image, though he did have smaller bondars he brought with him. Coming with Master Minden, travelling by what was known as the warrior shaping—a mixture of each of the elements along with spirit—he was far more willing to bring the sword bondar.

      “You know I do.”

      “Then use it if you need it.”

      “Now that you’ve shaped the village, I don’t know if I will need to.”

      She laughed as they headed into the village.

      He went straight toward the building where he’d encountered Jersan and Kelvin. Once there, he paused at the door, holding his hand above it for a moment as he sensed what might be inside. There was no sense of anything in there; nothing other than a residual energy.

      He pushed open the door—and a blast of energy from the elements exploded and threw him back.

      Tolan scrambled to his feet, reaching for each of the elements, worried there’d been a shaper here he hadn’t accounted for. When he’d been in the village before, there’d only been the two men.

      Using spirit, he probed for a shaper.

      There wasn’t anything. Certainly nothing that would indicate a shaper of the kind of strength that would toss him back like that. Anyone with that kind of power would have been detected.

      He didn’t think it was a shaper.

      Elemental energy.

      Master Minden had rendered everyone in the village unconscious, using an attack of spirit in order to do so. What he detected was something else.

      It was subtle, and there was a hint of water and earth mixed within it.

      Hashin.

      The elemental had been subdued when he’d been here before, but now there was a sense of something else. It was a violent sort of energy.

      Master Minden touched him on the elbow, a shaping of spirit washing over him, mixing with water.

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      He glanced toward the doorway, where the sense of power emanated. Now that he was close to it, he realized something he hadn’t when he’d been here before. He’d been preoccupied not only by the sense of shaping but also by having Velthan with him. There were symbols marked along the stone of the building. They were subtle, buried and faint, but they were there. Runes—or possibly even bondars. It was unusual for there to be markings like that in places like this. He wouldn’t have expected Telfair to have such markings in their buildings.

      “Hashin isn’t going to get out of this building,” he said.

      “No. But I’m worried perhaps they have confined it here intentionally.”

      “Why would they do something like that?”

      Master Minden shook her head. “There has been no sense of hashin in the element bond.”

      “Not that I’ve noticed, either.”

      “The records of hashin are scarce as well.”

      “There are some comments about it, though even what I’ve uncovered have been scant.”

      “Have you questioned why that would be?” Master Minden asked.

      “I thought it was only because I haven’t found the necessary records. There are things I haven’t been able to dig through yet.”

      “Master Ethar, you’ve studied the elementals as much as anyone.”

      “Other than yourself.”

      She studied him for a moment. “Perhaps not even me. You have an understanding of the elementals that I do not. You have means of reaching elementals that I do not. If anyone is going to be able to find something about ancient elementals, it’s going to be you.”

      He knew what she was getting at.

      Tolan had another way of trying to reach for knowledge of the elementals, but it was something he hadn’t considered. There was an elemental he’d bonded to. When he focused on himself, there was a vague sense of the hyza elemental deep within his mind.

      “Thoren. Are you there?”

      The elemental began to stir. Hyza was a mixture of earth and fire, and in a place like this, and in a situation like this where he wanted to better understand the nature of an elemental connected to earth, he should reach for hyza. There was a benefit in being able to do so; a benefit in knowing the elemental as he did.

      “I am here. Why would I not be?”

      “I never know whether or not you stay with me.”

      “You have begun to bore me.”

      “Because I no longer run around chasing danger?”

      “Because you no longer want to explore.”

      “I still explore,” Tolan said.

      He smiled as he spoke, enjoying the connection. He didn’t reach out to Thoren nearly as often as he once had. The connection was always there, but these days, Thoren roamed freely, not impeded by anything Tolan might want. Most of the time, Tolan didn’t need to interfere with what Thoren was doing. The elemental roamed, and Tolan could feel him where he wandered, could feel the way the elemental traveled, staying north of the mountains, visiting places difficult for Tolan to be able to try to reach. The lands Thoren could reach were far vaster than those Tolan had spent much time within.

      Not that he needed to. With Thoren roaming as he did, Tolan had memories of the elemental’s travels. He had that connection to the elemental, which gave him an understanding of places he wouldn’t be able to visit otherwise. The bond worked both ways, though. The elemental knew what he knew and was able to experience much of what Tolan experienced.

      “I found hashin.”

      “You should leave him.”

      “You knew there was a free hashin?”

      “Not free.”

      “Then the runes are holding him.”

      “They may be.”

      “Should I free him from the runes?”

      “Hashin has never wanted to be confined in the way that he has.”

      “He isn’t in the bond, though.”

      “He chose to stay free of it.”

      “All of the hashin?”

      “All of hashin is connected.”

      “Connected? As you are connected to the fire and earth bond?”

      “Connected as in they are joined.”

      A sense of knowledge flowed through him. It came to him from the elemental, and he was able to see the way hashin flowed.

      The buildings in this village took on a different understanding.

      They were isolated, separated from much of the rest of Terndahl. Here, where very few shapers had to come to visit, and a place where the people of the village didn’t fear the elementals, there was a sense of power.

      They would have not feared the elementals regardless of what had been changing. These people understood the elementals and embraced their power.

      Tolan went to another door of another house, holding his hand above it.

      He focused on the sense of earth, pushing the door open.

      The other side was a small home. It was tidy, comfortable appearing, and the two people within both lay at awkward angles, both completely asleep. He could feel the sense of them, the sense of spirit rolling through them. If he were to focus on it, Tolan thought he might be able to use that sense and reach into their minds to find their experience with hashin.

      Inside the home was the same sort of pit as he’d seen in the other home.

      “What is it?” Master Minden asked, staying behind him.

      “Something hyza told me.”

      “He told you to come in here?”

      “He said hashin is connected.”

      Tolan went to the pit, making a circle around it. Unlike the other one, there was a low row of stones circling it. On each of the stones circling it, there was a small marking, or rune. Those runes were designed to contain power.

      They were designed to hold onto hashin.

      Tolan crouched down, running his hand around the circle before getting to his feet and hurrying back out the door and across the small street. He prepared to hold onto earth, drawing energy through hyza. Holding onto that connection to the elemental allowed him to reach for more of the earth sense than he would’ve otherwise.

      He let power fill him, and when he stepped forward he pushed outward with earth before shifting it, adding a hint of fire. Fire was an opposite to earth, countering its effects. He added wind, sending it spiraling through the room and swirling with the flames in order to confine the sense of hashin.

      Gradually, he was able to push the elemental back.

      When he reached the pit, he found the stones had been disrupted.

      Jersan and Kelvin would’ve had to have known that moving the stones was dangerous.

      Unless they hadn’t.

      That didn’t make sense either.

      He had the sense from Jersan that he had a significant understanding of the nature of the elementals. The younger man would have recognized the danger in releasing hashin in that way.

      His willingness to leave the elemental alone suggested either they didn’t really understand the purpose of their pits, or he had wanted them to be freed.

      Tolan set the stones back around the pit, holding onto the elemental as he did, forcing him down. He used considerable power, drawing it through his warrior sword, using the bondar to squeeze the sense of hashin back into the pit. It connected with the others.

      When it was done, Tolan took a step back, testing the energy within the room. He had no idea if he had been fully effective.

      “Interesting,” Master Minden said, standing at the door.

      “What is it?”

      “Before you did that, I detected something uneasy about the village.” She turned and looked behind her, frowning as she pushed out with a sense of spirit. “I wasn’t sure what it was, only that I was able to detect something out there. Even now, I’m still not entirely sure what it is I detect.”

      “Could it be hashin?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “What do you detect now?”

      “Now I detect a calming.”

      Tolan used a shaping of spirit, letting it sweep out from him. There was a mingling of earth and water, using the two aspects of hashin in order to delve into what might be out there. He probed, searching for whether there was anything he might be able to uncover.

      Now that he was here and understood the way the stones formed some sort of confinement for the elemental, a way of helping hold it in the earth, he didn’t know whether this helped or harmed hashin.

      “Both.”

      “How can it be both?” Tolan asked Thoren.

      “Hashin does not know how to be free.”

      “How can it not know how to be free?”

      “There is agitation within it. You have experienced something like that before.”

      Tolan nodded slowly. It had been a long time, but a memory of an elemental—elementals—came back to him. They were unlike any other elemental he’d ever experienced before, and within them was a mixture of one of the elements and spirit.

      Could hashin have a hint of spirit within it as well?

      When he’d attempted to probe the elemental, he’d detected both element bonds, earth and water, but he hadn’t gone digging to see if there was some sense of spirit.

      Tolan crouched at the edge of the pit, holding his hands on the other side of the stones that surrounded it, feeling the runes that were there. As he focused on the pit, holding onto the energy, he let that sense wash away from him and down into the pit, and then e probed for hashin.

      The elemental was buried deep in the ground now.

      That was strange. It was almost as if these stones pushed it deeper underground, holding it there.

      “Did you detect any spirit from hashin?”

      “Spirit?” Master Minden asked.

      Tolan glanced up at her, nodding. “I never tested to see whether there was a sense of spirit from it.”

      “There are no spirit elementals any longer,” Master Minden said.

      “There has to be a spirit elemental. There are elementals for each of the other elements, so it only makes sense that there would be one for spirit.”

      “The ancient shapers spoke of spirit that comes in a time of great need. It’s possible they knew if this was a spirit elemental. They were far more connected to the elementals than we are, and there’s no record from anything they left us of spirit elementals. Think about what you’ve seen within the hall of portraits. There’s nothing there that would suggest spirit.”

      Tolan thought about the hall of portraits, thinking about the images he’d seen depicted there. Within all of the paintings, there were only elementals of the other elements. Other than the strange lizard, though the glowing in the room left him suspecting it was one for fire, especially considering that it was a lizard.

      Tolan breathed out, focusing on what he could detect of hashin. He needed to release the elemental again in order to know with any certainty whether there was any sense of spirit there, but as there was considerable agitation, perhaps it was best if he let hashin calm before he attempted to unleash him again. It might be better if he took more time before doing so.

      There came an increasing sense of energy; a pressure upon spirit.

      Tolan looked up. The village was coming back around.

      They could use another shaping of spirit to incapacitate the village again, but Tolan had to wonder if they should. The use of spirit like that, repeatedly using it to incapacitate the village, had some risks.

      “We should get going,” he said to Master Minden.

      “We don’t have to go just yet,” she said.

      “We do if we don’t want the village to come back around.”

      “The village isn’t quite coming back,” she said.

      Tolan focused on spirit, letting it wash away from him. He could feel the village and the way the people within it were starting to awaken. Could she not? Master Minden was powerful with her connection to spirit, and that she had been able to do this in the first place, that she’d used spirit to give them an opportunity to explore without others interfering, suggested she had control. It was possible she simply couldn’t feel the same things that Tolan could feel.

      He continued to focus on the sense of earth and water, probing outward. He gave them a moment, little more than that, and let that probe out from him. He couldn’t feel anything more than hashin buried deep beneath the ground.

      He didn’t have any feeling of it being connected the way the hyza had suggested, but perhaps there was a connection Tolan wasn’t able to feel. He could use his connection over the elements to better understand the nature of it, but the connection he felt was scattered.

      After a moment, he relaxed, leaning back.

      “I don’t detect anything else,” he said.

      “There might be something different we can try,” Master Minden said.

      She began to pull on a shaping, probing outward.

      It was the same shaping she’d used on the portrait. When it washed into the earth, there was a fluttering sense. Tolan felt it deep within himself. There was a reaction, almost as if hashin was responding.

      Or the element bond itself.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m only trying to see…”

      She sank to her knees.

      Master Minden leaned back, starting to fall, and Tolan was there, scooping her up and cradling her against him.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” Her voice was weakened, and there was real worry in it. He’d never heard that worry from her before.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “I don’t think so. Just my pride.”

      He helped her to stand and pushed through her, using the same shaping she’d used to detect injury—water and spirit. When he did, he felt a reverberation, but nothing more than that.

      “We should go,” Tolan said.

      The village was coming around. He could feel how they were waking up; the nature of that alertness. Strangely, there was something to hashin Tolan would have to investigate again, but first he needed to get Master Minden out of here. He would need to return prepared for what they’d encountered. Maybe he would have a chance to better research hashin.

      Letting out a heavy breath, he stepped outside.

      A door across from them started to open.

      Tolan reached for each of the elements, wrapping them together, binding them. He added spirit, and with a blast from the warrior shaping, they were carried up and away on a bolt of lightning back toward Amitan.
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      The top of the Academy had served as Tolan’s return point. In the time since he’d learned about the warrior shaping, he’d used it to find a way to return safely, shaping himself back here so nothing would be damaged. He’d fortified the stone, trying to ensure that using the warrior shaping wouldn’t cause any damage to anything else. When he returned this time, the shaping power was significant, and there was a stirring up of the stone.

      Tolan stepped away and used a hint of earth to smooth back the shaping. He looked over at Master Minden, checking on her. She seemed a little bit slow, as if whatever she’d just encountered when she was shaping for hashin had been almost too much.

      “I’m fine, Master Ethar. I see the concern in your eyes.”

      “Shouldn’t there be concern?”

      “I’m not so old as to merit that level of concern.”

      He grinned at her, wiping a bead of sweat from his forehead. “How old are you?”

      She glared at him through her milky eyes. “Another question I will not answer.”

      Tolan chuckled. It was one he’d long wondered about, and one to which he doubted he would ever find the answer. Master Minden kept that from him—and from everyone. She’d been in the Academy for as long as anyone remembered, and she’d served as a master librarian for all that time.

      “I just wanted to make sure you are unharmed.”

      “And you have.”

      Tolan watched her for a moment. “I’m going to visit the library for a while, and—”

      “There’s no need for you to spend your time researching this. You have other obligations that need your time. I can look into hashin for you.”

      “Who said I was going to look into hashin?”

      She frowned as she studied him. “You don’t need to hide your interest in the elemental, Master Ethar.”

      “I wanted to look into the interconnectedness of hashin. There might be others like it.” It was more than that, though. Master Minden wasn’t sharing everything with him. She’d been affected more than she let on. Was it hashin—or the bond? He’d felt something off. Maybe what he’d felt was only that of hashin.

      “What makes you think that?”

      “There was something hyza said. The elemental decided not to enter the bond, but it was also that hashin was different. I can look into that.”

      “I think you need to return to your instruction.”

      Master Minden started off the top of the tower and headed back down, weaving through the hall of portraits. Tolan paused there again, casting a glance along the length of the hallway. In the past, when he’d experienced strange and new experiences, what he could see in the paintings changed. He’d seen how the nature of the paintings would shift, almost as if the experience had unlocked something within him. As he looked along the hall, they were no different than before he and Master Minden had gone.

      “It doesn’t change quite as quickly as it once did,” he said.

      “No. Once you begin to see, you find there isn’t nearly as much that changes.”

      Tolan headed down the staircase and into the main hallway. He walked quickly, not paying attention to anything around him, his thoughts wandering, lost in what he’d seen and experienced, thinking only about the nature of elementals. As he did, he nearly collided with someone.

      “You need to watch where you’re… Ethar.”

      Tolan looked up to see Draln and Carson, though there was another Inquisitor standing beside Carson who Tolan didn’t recognize. For a moment, he had a vague spirit shaping, then it failed.

      “Draln.” He turned to Carson. “Did your Selection have any unusual features to it?”

      Carson watched him, frowning. “Unusual?”

      “I am just trying to understand if there has been anything different.”

      Carson grunted. “Other than how you brought two shapers into the Academy who had no business being here?”

      “They both passed the Selection,” Tolan said.

      Carson watched him. “Don’t you have a class to get to?”

      Tolan sighed. “I know you would rather be the Master of Spirit, but the Grand Master chose me.”

      “And you can be unchosen as well.” With that, Carson pushed past him, leading Draln and the other Inquisitor away.

      Tolan reached the entrance to the spirit tower and paused. Velthan was there. Was it a day for encounters that were meant to unsettle him?

      “Velthan. Can I help you with anything?”

      Velthan looked past him, pressing his lips together in a thin line before shaking his head. “I just wanted to let you know that the two students that we brought from Telfair have settled in.”

      Tolan blinked. That wasn’t what he had expected out of Velthan. “Have the instructors been treating them well?”

      “I don’t get the sense that the master instructors are all that concerned about their presence,” Velthan said. “Especially since you were the one to have brought them here. They have settled in about as well as can be expected. Kelvin seems to enjoy wandering the Academy grounds. He’s even asked when he gets the opportunity to learn spirit.” Velthan shook his head. “Were we also eager when we were that level?”

      Tolan chuckled. “I think that the master shapers say the same thing about all of us.”

      “Perhaps they do.” Velthan glanced up at the spirit tower. “Will you be teaching again soon?”

      It took Tolan a moment to realize what he was getting at. “I will be.”

      “Good. I guess…” Velthan shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Tolan started to prepare his shaping. “I will be there for the next lesson.”

      Using wind and fire, the invisible power carried him up to the spirit tower. He looked down at a massive symbol etched on the ground within the spirit tower. The rune was a series of interlocking lines that twisted together in a wavy triangular shape, forming the traditional symbol for spirit. He’d studied it for years, trying to better understand the nature of the rune and whether there was anything he might be able to master, though the power of the rune wasn’t the easiest to reach.

      He pushed power through the rune in a practiced shaping. It allowed him to detect much of what happened throughout the Academy. Every time that he returned, Tolan pressed power out through that rune, letting it flow away through the Academy and out through the city itself. It was a habit now, but when he’d first started doing it, Tolan had wanted to see if there was anything he might be able to uncover in the city; whether there was any danger here.

      After taking a moment to focus on the nature of that shaping, Tolan turned away, heading toward the back of the room and his long wooden desk. He settled down, running his hands along the faded stained surface, feeling the imperfections as he wondered which ancient shapers had once used this desk before him. He smiled at the idea that the shapers who’d once used it had known shaping and the elementals in a way that most in the Academy didn’t.

      He probed through his connection to Thoren, focusing on it. The elemental was there, distant and in the back of his mind. The elemental would come forth and speak to him, but Tolan had a sense he didn’t want to.

      Instead, he remained in the back of Thoren’s mind. Tolan had a vague sense of him moving. Hyza had speed, and Thoren in particular seemed to move more quickly than some of the elementals that Tolan had encountered. Perhaps that stemmed from Tolan’s connection to the elemental, or perhaps that came from something within Thoren himself. Either way, he could see the landscape blurring past him. When Thoren stopped at the edge of the waste, Tolan joined the elemental as they looked out upon it. There was an emptiness there. He could feel the way Thoren hesitated to cross the waste. He could do so, though it taxed the elemental in ways that made it so that Thoren was reluctant to cross. It was almost as if Thoren tried to remind Tolan that it would be difficult, if not impossible, for Roland to cross the waste.

      He grunted to himself, shaking those thoughts away, separating. Tolan shaped himself back down, dropping to the main level of the tower, and he strode out of the hallway. He nodded to some of the students he passed before heading out. Once outside, he turned toward the park. He could feel the energy of the elements there.

      He reached the park, stepping between the trees, feeling the sense of fire and wind and water and earth embracing him, the elements all around him. Tolan made his way toward the small pond at the center of the park. With each step deeper into the park, his sense of unease began to retreat. He stood there for a few long moments, soaking in the energy of this place, focusing on that power of the elementals and the elements, as well as the element bonds.

      Tolan lost track of how long he stood here. He enjoyed the sense of the elements. It helped him feel as if he were someplace different. He could get a similar experience if he went deep beneath the Academy and entered a pool of liquid that they called the Convergence—a direct connection to the power of the elements and their bonds—but there was something to be said about being out in the open and letting the sense of everything fill him.

      A strange irritation rushed through him.

      The sense of some elemental was there, and Tolan focused on it, trying to understand whether or not it was anything he needed to be concerned about. It pressed upon him as if to alert him.

      The sense came again.

      He headed through the park, following what he detected. There was a vague awareness of the elemental, and a vague feeling of what he was picking up on. Tolan reached the edge of the park, and from there he could feel something, though he wasn’t entirely sure what it was. It was still the elemental, but there was something else to it that troubled him.

      He hurried forward, racing out into the streets of Amitan.

      Tolan followed that strange irritant within him. He was drawn out into the city, between shops and then farther away, toward homes. As he went, he looked all around, searching for a shaper or an elemental or some reason he would detect this.

      When he reached the outskirts of the city, he paused. From here, a rolling grassland headed toward the forest. As he looked at it, he detected that strangeness. Turning, facing the city itself, Tolan stared, trying to get a sense of what he detected.

      There was something all around him.

      It wasn’t just out here as he had thought. It came from all around.

      Tolan moved onto the Shapers Path, focusing on what he had detected. From here, he didn’t pick up on anything. It had to be more than just his imagination.

      He pushed outward with spirit.

      He felt a twinge of response.

      Nothing more than that. It was subtle. Soft. Definitely there.

      Tolan frowned again, pushing again as he swept spirit out away from him. It echoed. There was nothing more than that; just an echoing. As Tolan focused on that echoing, he listened, struggling to comprehend what it meant.

      He continued to push with spirit, deciding to add a hint of each of the other elements. He started with fire, probing with spirit and fire. He shifted it, adding wind and spirit, holding onto fire. He added the other elements one at a time, first water, then earth.

      By the time he reached the last, there was another surge of power.

      Focusing on that shaping, he detected something else far below the ground.

      With a start, he thought he understood what was taking place.

      Tolan used a warrior shaping, combining each of the elements before adding spirit and calling the bolt of lightning that would carry him to the top of the tower. When he did, he raced inside, heading down the stairs, pushing past students who were in his way before darting into the library. He raced to the back, heading behind the dais where the master shapers were found, and he paused.

      It was from the place of Convergence.

      The stairs behind the raised dais where the master librarians lorded over the library were closed to most. Tolan had long ago discovered the way down, and now as the Master of Spirit, he was permitted access. Using a shaping of each of the elements, he opened the door to the stairs and hurried into the darkness.

      He looked around the inside of this cavern. Pushing open the last door—again requiring a shaping of each of the elements—he stood before the Convergence.

      The Convergence was a pool of silvery liquid that occupied a space deep beneath the Academy. Runes that covered the walls around the Convergence, pressing power into it, were used to mask the power that was here. Somehow during his earliest days at the Academy, Tolan had still found the Convergence and had uncovered the power that existed. At the time, he hadn’t known what it was or what it meant for him, only understanding the power within the Convergence.

      Power slammed into it from somewhere deep beneath him.

      When it reached the Convergence, there was an explosion.

      Tolan staggered back.

      Master Minden appeared. She used a shaping to carry her here that Tolan had never truly understood. She scanned the inside of the cavern, her gaze settling on Tolan. “What happened?”

      He licked his lips, probing with spirit, finally understanding what he detected.

      He looked over at Master Minden. “It’s hashin.”

      “What about hashin?”

      “I think hashin just entered the element bond.”
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      The rolling landscape surrounded him. Tolan stood well beyond the borders of Amitan, letting the awareness of grasses and trees and wind and the sun along with the nearby burbling stream all flow around him. There was an understanding to it, and a feeling of something he could almost grasp if he were to reach for it, straining to gain a better understanding.

      What happened?

      As he focused on the earth bond, he could feel hashin there.

      It was faint, subtle, but Tolan was fully aware of it out here, surrounded by all of the trees and grass and life.

      Ferrah watched him, the sun shining off her pale skin and an unreadable expression on her freckled face. “Are you sure of this?” she asked.

      “I’m sure about what I feel,” he said. He wouldn’t have asked her to come with him, but he feared that if he didn’t, they would grow even further apart than they had. There was enough distance between them and he wanted to do what he could to fix it.

      “I thought you said the elementals didn’t care for the element bonds.”

      Tolan nodded. That had been his impression all along. For as long as he’d known the elementals, he’d had an understanding that most of them didn’t care for being forced into the bonds. They feared it, and for good reason. Being forced into the bond had changed something about them, tearing them from power. It had separated them from the world.

      Having seen the elementals in the hall of portraits, Tolan thought he had a better understanding of it. Having known the nature of those elementals and knowing they had once lived free, there was a sense of something else. Why would the elementals—especially one who had avoided entering the bond—suddenly change that?

      That was an answer Tolan didn’t have.

      Thoren hadn’t been able to provide much of an answer, either. The elemental was aware of what had happened. From what Tolan could tell, all of the elementals were aware of what had happened, not only those that were bound to earth.

      “The elementals don’t like the bond,” Tolan said.

      “What do you know about hashin?” Ferrah asked.

      “Not much. The records about hashin are scarce. Even the elementals I’ve been able to reach from here”—fewer than he would be able to reach were he to leave Amitan—“don’t know much about hashin. Either that, or they won’t speak of what they know.” That would be less common. He closed his eyes, focusing on what he had learned about hashin over the years. He remembered something, though it was vague. “There has never been any depiction of the elemental in the books I researched. Just a passing reference.”

      “And it hasn’t been a part of the bond?”

      Tolan shook his head. “Hashin wasn’t a part of the bond. According to hyza, hashin stayed free of the bond.”

      “How can an entire kind of elemental choose to stay free of the bond?”

      “I don’t know if it’s all of hashin, or…” Tolan didn’t quite know the way to frame it. As far as he knew, hashin was a connected elemental, a surge of power that had bonded the elementals together. And from what he had uncovered—the way the elemental was described—he thought he understood, but he still didn’t know why hashin would have been so connected.

      “So let’s say that this elemental chose to go into the bond,” Ferrah said. “Let’s say he used the Convergence in order to do so. Let’s say that—”

      “All of what you are saying is true,” Tolan said.

      “I’m not trying to upset you,” Ferrah said. “I’m trying to understand why you’re convinced there’s something nefarious going on. And how you think Roland is involved.” When he started to object, she shook her head. “I know you aren’t saying it outright, but I know you, Tolan Ethar. I know what you’re getting at. You think there’s something more here, whether you want to admit it to me or not. I’ve been hearing from the Inquisitors how irritated they are with how you have been disappearing.”

      Tolan frowned. “Let me guess. Carson has been complaining about me again.”

      She shrugged. “Complaining. Reporting to the Grand Master.”

      “He wants to be the Master of Spirit,” Tolan said.

      “If you don’t, then perhaps you should let somebody else take over.”

      “It’s not that I don’t.”

      “What is it, then?”

      Tolan sighed, letting it out in frustration. “It doesn’t matter. How have Jersan and Kelvin been settling in?” He had heard from Velthan, but as the Master of Students, Ferrah might have a different perspective.

      “They have been doing about as well as possible.”

      She frowned a moment, her eyes wrinkling the way they did when she was deeply thinking. “What if these shapers that you brought here and Selected wanted to be here because of hashin?”

      Tolan had given that some thought. It was possible there was an ulterior motive to the shapers he’d Selected, but he didn’t really think so. At least when it came to Jersan, he didn’t think so. With Kelvin, there had been a sense that he’d wanted power. With Jersan, he’d only felt as if wanted to be anywhere but surrounded by the sense of the elements and the elemental. More than that, they hadn’t known he would come. They hadn’t known there would be a Selection. They couldn’t have planned for anything.

      “There might not be anything else we can do,” Tolan said. “With this, and what I detected of the elementals moving—”

      “Let’s go through this again. What exactly did you detect?”

      He could tell she didn’t believe—or didn’t want to believe. The effect was the same. “The elementals in the North were moving. I don’t know what it means, only that there was something happening there. And it’s tied to the bond.”

      “And now with this hashin change, you think it’s connected.”

      Tolan nodded.

      “Have you asked the two you brought here?”

      “I haven’t.”

      “Have you shaped spirit?”

      Tolan shot her a sideways look.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I’m asking a reasonable question. Given what we know about them, and given what they might have been capable of doing, it’s a reasonable question to ask. You know it is. You would have asked the same thing, only—”

      “You think that I’m biased because of their ability to speak to the elementals.”

      “I know you’re biased because of that, Tolan. I want you to keep your mind open; aware of your own natural biases. I want you to be thinking you need to protect the Academy nearly as much as you think that you need to protect the elementals.”

      She hesitated as she said it and Tolan looked over at her. “I’ve never done anything that would put the Academy in danger.”

      “Never?”

      “Well, almost never,” he said.

      “That’s what I’m getting at. You need to continue to ensure the safety of the Academy.”

      “Even if that means I need to go away from here?”

      “Why would you need to?”

      “If this has to do with the elementals and some sort of connection to the bond, I need to better understand the elementals.”

      “Tolan—”

      “I haven’t said I’m going to leave.” He hadn’t said otherwise, either. It was long past time for him to gain a different understanding of the elementals. One that involved him going someplace he’d avoided for quite a while. Perhaps that had been a mistake.

      “Good. I would hate for you to have to leave without taking the opportunity to question the one person—or people—who might have an answer for you without needing you to go beyond the Academy.”

      “I’ll question them.”

      “Do you need me to bring them to you?”

      Tolan shook his head. “If Master Ferrah Changen brings them to me, it’s only going to make them concerned.”

      “They should be concerned,” Ferrah said.

      “Now you want to threaten them?”

      “It’s not a matter of threatening them, it’s just a matter of trying to understand if they have any connection to what happened here. Besides, didn’t you tell me the elemental was left free within Telfair?”

      Tolan nodded slowly. That had been the case, but what would’ve happened had Tolan left the elemental to remain free?

      Perhaps he needed to go back to Telfair and not harass these two shapers from there. The answer for what he needed might be found there.

      He hadn’t spent that much time studying Telfair, trying to understand the nature of the pits, or the bondars used to suppress the sense of hashin. Perhaps that was where he needed to start.

      There was another possibility, but Tolan didn’t even know if it would work. He thought he might be able to delve deep within the element bond, but reaching it and understanding it were very different things. He was connected to the power of the bonds, and connected to that because of his understanding of the elementals, along with his understanding of the elements, but reaching for the sense of the elementals was very different.

      “You don’t believe what I think.” He glanced north, toward the distance sense of heat and fire and a connection he couldn’t quite explain. Tolan could practically see what the Draasin Lord saw, the rocky ground around him, and he could practically feel the wind whistling past him, as if the Draasin Lord wanted him to know just where he was. There was a hint of cold whipping around, though not so much as to make the Draasin Lord uncomfortable. “I think we need to speak with him.”

      “Him?” She frowned. “The draasin?”

      “The Draasin Lord would know something. Given his age and everything that he’s done over the years, if anyone is going to know anything—he will.”

      “Tolan—”

      “If I don’t do this, I’m not going to have the answers I need to convince you or the Grand Master.” He should have gone to the Draasin Lord in the beginning, but he’d thought that he would find answers from the elementals themselves. This time they hadn’t shared.

      “The Grand Master won’t like it if we’re gone too long.”

      “The Grand Master will understand.”

      “Will he?”

      She took his hand, waiting.

      Tolan looked around the clearing. This was a place where the students were tested. When Tolan had been a student here, he remembered coming for the first time, remembered the sense of energy and excitement and fear. He could still recall the testing he’d gone through, the way he’d been forced to prove himself, the nature of the shaping he’d been asked to use. Now that he was here, he could practically feel that energy still here.

      In the time since he’d been a master shaper, Tolan had come for very different reasons. He’d been a part of testing other students; promoting them through the ranks. As the Master of Spirit, Tolan had been part of the core group of testing, and he was involved in testing each of the students, offering them the chance to prove themselves. Tolan was also part of testing those for master shaper. There had been successes here, but there had also been failures.

      He wrapped the elements together, binding them briefly. When he was done, he pulled upon them, sending a surge of spirit through it, and with a crackle of lightning, the shaping carried them up and away.

      When it shot them back down, it did so on a surge of power.

      Tolan never got tired of the power that came from the warrior shaping. He never got tired of how interesting it was as that shaping wrapped around him, carrying him from one place to another in a mere moment. It was so much faster than any other way of traveling.

      They stepped free of the shaping, wind swirling around him. The air was cold, with a bite to it. Snow crunched under his boots, and he used a shaping of fire to keep himself warm. Tolan no longer needed to wear heavy clothing. As he was able to shape, he could survive the elements.

      “You could’ve warned me about where we’d land,” she said.

      “I didn’t think that it mattered.”

      “I could have prepared a fire shaping and have it in place. This way, now I am…”

      Tolan turned his shaping upon her. Warmth radiated between them, and the snow started to melt. Tolan shifted it, keeping the shaping swirling around them but not letting it stretch down toward their boots and to the snow. It wouldn’t make sense for them to sink into the snow as they tried to walk across it.

      Then again, it might not even matter. They could use a shaping of wind to carry themselves above the ground and stay above the snow.

      He nodded to Ferrah. “This way.”

      “I’ve been looking for him but can’t see him. You can find him already?”

      “He’s not trying to hide from me.”

      “I don’t see him.”

      Tolan smiled to himself. If the Draasin Lord wanted to hide from them, it wouldn’t be difficult. Tolan had seen just how easy it was for the Draasin Lord to mask his presence.

      They climbed the mountain. Tolan used shapings of earth and wind to do so. There was a twinge of strangeness against the earth bond; a sense of hashin. He couldn’t tell if it was something unsettled, some aspect of the element bond troubled after what had happened, or whether or not there was something to his shaping that just seemed amiss.

      He reached the peak of the mountain, looking out. To the south, he could practically feel the presence of Telfair. It came from the sense of spirit; the sense of his shaping he’d used before. There were other villages beyond, and if he probed farther, there were other larger cities. He’d visited all of them over the years—many of them recently.

      Tolan turned away, heading over the mountain peak. The mountains were viewed as nearly impassable. Shapers could cross over them, but most believed they extended too far to shape beyond. For most shapers, they did, though all it took was the simple matter of traveling over them. It took persistence.

      He focused on fire. Using his shaping of earth and wind, he carried himself forward, with Ferrah following him. They hurried along the ground, drifting down as Tolan trailed after what he could sense. In the distance, he saw a mound of what appeared to be rock. It was the only part of the mountain not covered in snow.

      Tolan lowered himself to the ground in front of it. “Are you going to look up at me, or am I going to have to wake you?”

      Slowly, the rock began to unfurl. The draasin was enormous. He had black scales, spikes that protruded from his back and sides, and massive orange eyes that were each larger than Tolan’s head. Steam erupted from nostrils larger than his torso, and he breathed out as he stared at Tolan. Thin, leathery wings stretched out from either side, and he radiated the feeling of energy and power. The draasin was both. Connected to fire in a way that was unlike anything else, Tolan could feel the power emanating from him.

      “I know why you’ve come.”

      “If you know why I have come, you understand we need to understand what took place.”

      “With what?”

      “Why are the elementals in the North moving?”

      “There are many reasons for a migration.”

      “A migration? That’s what it is?”

      The Draasin Lord breathed out a heavy streamer of steam. “There has been movement. I… feel… something. I do not know what it is or what it means.”

      That was surprising. The Draasin Lord was well-connected to the elementals and typically knew what was taking place regardless of which element was involved.

      “Does it have to do with what happened with hashin and the bond?” It had to be more than coincidence. Tolan was certain of that.

      “You’re asking the wrong elemental.”

      “I thought you were all-powerful.”

      The draasin snorted, and steam drifted from his nose again.

      His gaze flicked beyond Tolan and over to Ferrah. As she often did, she remained quiet. For all the time Ferrah had spent with Tolan around elementals, she still wasn’t entirely comfortable with them. She understood his desire to see them freed once more, but she also felt the same way as the Grand Master and Master Minden, in that they needed to be cautious. People had to come to accept the elementals before they were freed again. It was going to take time.

      If it were up to Tolan, he would have released the elementals, letting them roam the land. Shapers might try to pursue them, but the elementals weren’t helpless.

      The draasin snorted, steam drifting out again. “You want to know if it’s about the other.”

      “Is it Roland Var?” Tolan asked. Could the Draasin Lord have answers? He was better connected than almost any other elemental, so Tolan had to think he’d have those answers.

      “I cannot tell. I think you need to find what has happened to the bond.”

      “Because it feels different,” Tolan said.

      “It is different.”

      “I didn’t realize a single elemental returning to the bond”—Tolan wasn’t sure if it was truly a return to the bond or an entering of the bond—“would change the way it felt.”

      “Each elemental adds a certain aspect of itself to the bond. I imagine if you probed water you would find something similar there.”

      Tolan shook his head. “Water doesn’t feel the same way.”

      “Perhaps that’s only because you don’t have the same connection to it.”

      He didn’t have the same connection to water—or wind, for that matter. Earth and fire were bonded to him, but they were that way because of hyza and his connection to that elemental. If there was something more, then Tolan would have to try to understand it through his connection to earth. Maybe water had been changed.

      “I don’t have the answer as to why.”

      “I thought the elementals spoke to each other.”

      “What you’re asking is an elemental of fire to reach the earth bond to understand what took place.”

      “What I’m asking is for the Draasin Lord to help me understand what took place.”

      The Draasin Lord snorted again, and Tolan smiled. He knew pushing him like that, and attempting to question him in such a way, wasn’t going to be effective.

      “Hyza doesn’t know what took place, either.”

      “Hyza knows—but does not.”

      “What sort of answer is that?”

      “Hyza is connected to fire more strongly than to earth. For hyza to know what took place, hyza would have to better connect to earth.”

      “You’re saying that I need to go to an earth elemental to better understand it.”

      “You went to an earth elemental. That is what happened.”

      “I wasn’t trying to force hashin into the element bond,” Tolan said.

      “Were you not?”

      “I was trying to understand the elemental.”

      “Hashin has been isolated for a long time,” the Draasin Lord said.

      Tolan frowned. For the Draasin Lord to refer to something as a long time meant it was truly a long time. His understanding of time was one of power and a sense of energy.

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah, and she watched him. He never knew how much she was able to understand of his conversation with the Draasin Lord. Not until it was over. The Draasin Lord could choose how much to allow someone else to understand. In the case of this conversation, it was possible the Draasin Lord didn’t want her to know. It was equally possible he didn’t care. Tolan never really knew.

      He focused on the Draasin Lord again. “Who would you suggest I go to?”

      “I would suggest you go to earth, see what you might find.”

      “Which earth elemental would be the one that would best understand it?”

      “You need an earth elemental attached to the bond for a long time.”

      Tolan thought that he understood. “Do you think the Guardian would answer?”

      “The Guardian wants to see everything protected.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “I don’t have an answer. He will have to answer for you.”

      Tolan looked over at Ferrah, sighing. He’d come here thinking he might be able to get some answers from the Draasin Lord, and the Draasin Lord was only trying to send him away again. From here, it would involve heading to the center of the waste. At the heart of the waste were four elementals, one for each element, that surrounded a location of considerable power. It was another Convergence, but it was different than the one within the Academy.

      Tolan watched the Draasin Lord. “Are you comfortable?”

      “Comfortable? I am tired,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “I know you are.”

      “I intend to rest.”

      “I’m not trying to disrupt your rest.”

      “No. You could not.”

      “Will you help?”

      “I’ve helped as much as I can. It’s my time to rest.”

      The Draasin Lord had made similar comments before, and each time he did Tolan felt a pang of sadness. Tolan didn’t want to lose the Draasin Lord. But he understood. As the Draasin Lord had said, he was growing tired. His time grew short. He had lived a long and full life. Longer than most beings ever had a chance to do.

      “You can rest. You don’t need to keep fighting.”

      “I don’t need to, but I must. I can feel the need to do so,” the Draasin Lord said.

      Tolan worried about the time when they would eventually lose the Draasin Lord. He knew the day was coming, and despite how much he dreaded it, he also understood that the Draasin Lord had earned it. The Draasin Lord had served for a long time, and even elementals died.

      “What happens when you’re gone?”

      “I return to fire.”

      “How?”

      “By returning to fire.”

      Tolan smiled, and he looked over at the Draasin Lord for a long moment. “And once you return to fire, will there be another draasin?”

      “There will always be another draasin,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “Are there any others?”

      There was a moment of silence, a moment where he heard nothing, though he felt a sense of the Draasin Lord. He could feel the hesitation, almost a sense of anxiety, within the Draasin Lord.

      “I can’t tell.”

      “Are they in the bond?”

      There was a time when Tolan would’ve thought that it was impossible to push a draasin into the bond, but he had seen the way the draasin were able to be forced into the bond, and he understood that such a thing was possible, however much he found it unlikely. He’d felt the way the draasin were forced into the bond, and the way that they’d been squeezed. When it happened to the Draasin Lord, it had been done initially as a way to protect him, but there were others who would use it in a different way.

      “There were some who went into the bond, but if they remain, they are quiet.”

      “How many draasin were there?”

      “There used to be many.”

      “How many?” Much like with time, it was difficult to get a sense of scale when it came to the Draasin Lord. It was difficult to know whether many meant dozens, or hundreds. Either answer was possible, especially considering the other elementals that Tolan had experienced. When it came to the nature of the power of the elementals, Tolan could imagine that there were several, perhaps dozens, but the idea that there were once hundreds of draasin was unlikely.

      “Many,” the Draasin Lord said.

      Tolan smiled and reached out, touching the Draasin Lord on his long snout. His scaled skin was hot, though it seemed to Tolan he wasn’t nearly as warm as he once had been. It seemed that some aspect of him had already begun to retreat.

      It was part of the reason Tolan hadn’t seen the Draasin Lord nearly as much over the last few years. He remained here, lying along the mountain, occasionally flying and circling when he hunted—which had become increasingly rare over the last few years—and then returning.

      Tolan ran his hand along the surface of the Draasin Lord, feeling the heat from his spikes. Each day that passed was another day where the Draasin Lord drifted further from the world. A day when the Draasin Lord would eventually disappear.

      The Draasin Lord said nothing more. There was only silence. Tolan felt nothing other than a sense of peace coming from the Draasin Lord. After a while, Tolan backed away, joining Ferrah.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “He grows tired.”

      “He’s lived a long time,” Ferrah said. “Didn’t you tell me he was tired five years ago?”

      And he had been. Even then, the draasin had been exhausted, the energy from him draining. The Draasin Lord had fought to offer anything that he could.

      “I’m just not ready to lose him.”

      “Is he yours to lose?”

      Tolan looked over at the Draasin Lord, studying him. He had lowered his head back to the ground and he curled his wings around his body, wrapping his tail around himself. He focused on the sense of fire coming off the Draasin Lord, the sense of the energy that he knew was here, but there was only that faint sense of the connection to fire.

      “I think he’s all of ours to lose,” Tolan said.

      They backed away and he focused, thinking about where he wanted to go, the power he would need, and he held out his hand, waiting. Each time he left the Draasin Lord these days, he felt the same mixture of emotions. It was a sense he might not ever see the Draasin Lord like this again.

      Ferrah couldn’t understand. Tolan knew she couldn’t, and knew she wouldn’t be able to appreciate what Tolan knew about the Draasin Lord, or the way he and the Draasin Lord had shared experiences ever since he’d encountered him. Ferrah was willing to travel with the Draasin Lord, and had even been willing to fly atop the Draasin Lord. That had been difficult for her, and he doubted she would do it again unless it were necessary.

      Holding out his hand, he waited for her.

      “Rest well, friend,” he said as Ferrah took his hand and waited. It was strange, but her touch didn’t provide him the comfort it should. Maybe that was the constant distance between them.

      Tolan thought the Draasin Lord looked toward him, however briefly. With a blast of power, the warrior shaping struck, carrying him up and away.

      They landed at the edge of the waste.
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      This section of the waste was separated from the rest of Terndahl. Bleak and barren, it was little more than emptiness. Within it was a feeling of nothingness, almost as if Tolan was separated from the power that existed within the world. One side of a border leading to the waste was green and vibrant, lush grasses and trees and the sense of power that came from the elements, and the other was nothingness.

      This was near where he’d grown up. Where he’d changed. Where so much had changed for him. Nothing grew out on the waste. It was rock. Emptiness. Even the air was still, with no gusting winds. The only thing he was aware of was the ground beneath his boots, the hot sun, almost as if earth and fire wanted to make their presence known.

      “Why did you stop us here? I thought you still visited the waste regularly. I thought your father—”

      “My father hasn’t been out on the waste.”

      “Isn’t he studying the bondars there?”

      Tolan shook his head. “He and the others went away. They haven’t kept their focus on the waste. They find it difficult.”

      It was difficult enough for Tolan, and he had the ability to shape out on the waste. Those who didn’t were forced to use another kind of bondar that trapped power they could use while out there.

      He stepped across the border, feeling the sudden shift. In doing so, the strange sensation he’d been feeling; that odd tingling sense that came from the unusual nature of the element bond, disappeared. Now all he was aware of was the elements.

      Ferrah joined him, heading across the waste while pulling a bondar from her pocket, squeezing it briefly. Using the bondar allowed her to shape, and he wasn’t surprised she would want to have it with her as long as possible.

      It was difficult to be separated from the ability to shape. It was a strange sensation that Tolan understood. When he had first learned about his connections, he had remembered how odd it had felt when he’d come out across the waste, venturing where he wasn’t able to detect any of the element bonds. It had to be doubly so for someone like Ferrah, who’d been connected to power her entire life. At least for Tolan, there had been a long period of time where he hadn’t yet developed that ability.

      He turned to her. “Are you ready?”

      “Are you just going to take us there, or are you going to make me keep using this?” she snapped.

      “I can take us there.”

      She glowered at him. “Good.”

      With that, another warrior shaping formed around them and carried them toward the heart of the waste.

      When they stepped free of it, he was struck by the change here. There was a time when this had been nothing but a bleak emptiness. Even now, there was still that emptiness, but it wasn’t quite so bleak. Whereas most of the waste was barren, with no sense of life or activity, at the heart of the waste there were buildings.

      Shapers used the simple stone buildings erected here in order to study. There were some from the Academy who spent time out here, trying to better understand the nature of the waste itself and the purpose of the Guardians. As far as Tolan knew, no one had attempted to reach the Convergence deep beneath the ground. The Guardians—and his warning—were enough to deter them.

      He paused and looked around. The buildings were all made out of shaped stone, which were mostly designed to keep the heat out. There was no other wind or rain or any other type of element that would strike here, so there was no other reason for the buildings to truly exist. It was nothing more than basic shelter.

      They ringed the heart of the waste, creating a circle. Outside that circle were the four Guardians; massive and powerful elementals held by an enormous bondar that tapped into each of the elements and connected to the strange Convergence deep beneath the ground. Tolan could feel them the moment they arrived.

      “What happens if this elemental doesn’t know?” Ferrah asked.

      “I’m more concerned about whether or not he will answer me.”

      Ignoring the scholars working, much like they ignored him, he strode through the buildings and headed toward the massive earth Guardian. It was an elemental that didn’t have a name, at least not one Tolan knew. It was enormous, something like jinnar, but not quite the same.  There was power from the elemental emanating from deep beneath the ground.

      He paused in front of the earth Guardian, focusing on him. Out here, the only thing he was able to do was to focus on the elements, and not upon the element bonds.

      He held his hand out, focusing on earth and spirit. That was going to be how he was going to reach this elemental, but Tolan didn’t know if he would even be able to communicate with the Guardian.

      “I need your help,” he said softly. There was no point in shouting or yelling or whispering. There was no point in doing anything other than saying the words. Even then, Tolan didn’t know if speaking was necessary. When it came to the elementals, some of the communication came through a different means. Some of it came through spirit, as if they spoke in the back of his mind.

      There was no answer.

      Tolan probed again, sending out another request. “I need your help,” he said to the elemental.

      There came a distant and faint rumbling.

      He held onto that, focusing on it, and tried to embrace it. It was that rumbling he needed to latch onto and see if there might be anything he could understand from it.

      “There has been a change to the bond. I need to understand what it means.”

      He waited. After having asked the question, he held onto anything he could in order to understand if the elemental would be willing to help.

      Perhaps it was not even a willingness to help but an ability to speak to the elemental.

      Once again, Tolan pushed outward, using everything he could in order to reach for the elemental. He focused on earth, focusing on spirit, mixing them together in a way he hoped would allow him to reach for the sense of the elemental. He still didn’t feel anything change.

      Pushing through the sense of his connection to Thoren, Tolan quested for the answer. In his mind, he formed the request. Help me reach the Guardian.

      The answer was faint, distant, but it was there. Tolan could feel the energy coming up from hyza, could feel the connection, and Tolan thought he heard an answer and a way for him to do what he needed.

      Earth.

      He wasn’t entirely sure what to make of that. He knew he needed earth in order to reach the earth elemental, but what was it going to take? Could it be merely about focusing only on earth, or was there something else that he might be able to use?

      Maybe it was not spirit.

      All the other elementals required him to reach through not only the element bond, and not only to the connection that he shared with each of the elements, but also to connect to them with spirit.

      Why would the Guardians be different?

      But then, they were protecting something. They used the sense of the element, holding onto power through the connection to the Convergence, and tied to them in a way a bondar would hold that power.

      He could reach for earth.

      He pushed outward, focusing on earth, and used a shaping similar to what he used when he was trying to communicate to the elementals, but this time he left spirit out of it. It was only earth, and it came from someplace deep within him.

      He felt another rumbling.

      This time, it came more clearly. He recognized the sense of it, and he felt it throughout him. There was something else within it that he recognized.

      Tolan pushed more shaping energy through him and toward the elemental.

      Gradually, he became aware of the energy.

      The elemental started to stir.

      Somewhere behind him, the scholars who were studying the Guardians shouted.

      Tolan understood why. The Guardians remained still, motionless, and for them to stir meant that something was changing.

      “Let them know what I’m doing,” Tolan said to Ferrah.

      “How? I don’t even know what you’re doing.”

      “I’m shaping earth at the Guardian to see if we can learn from him.”

      The earth rumbling struck again, and this time it was powerful, loud. Tolan could feel it echoing through him.

      It was trying to talk to him.

      Tolan pushed more power out from him, using more of earth shaping.

      The earth Guardian was trying to talk. He was using the rumbling to do so.

      There was some sort of frequency to it. Tolan closed his eyes and found himself moving in time with the elemental. Vaguely, he recognized it, and he thought he might be able to use what he uncovered to know what the elemental was doing.

      As it rumbled through him, Tolan thought about that power and about the nature of what was out there.

      Then he heard it.

      Earth.

      It came to him, knowledge of what Thoren tried to explain, and an understanding of what he was supposed to do as he used earth. It wasn’t just a way of shaping the elemental and trying to connect to it. It was also way of understanding it.

      He shaped earth through himself, using the same sort of shaping that he tried to use upon the earth Guardian.

      Suddenly, a voice rumbled in his mind.

      <What do you need?>

      The suddenness of it almost overwhelmed him. It filled him, a throbbing sort of sound that reverberated, thundering through him.

      The element bond has changed. I’m trying to understand the nature of that change and whether there’s anything I should be concerned about.

      <The bond was changed.>

      It seemed as if he was simply repeating what Tolan had said.

      The earth bond has changed. I’m trying to find out why. I need to know if there’s anything to be concerned about.

      <The bond was changed.>

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah, who had gone over to speak to some of the scholars. They were talking to her. One of them was waving his hand, watching Tolan and pointing. This was the confirmation he needed. The bond had changed.

      Would others believe?

      The earth bond has changed, and I’m trying to understand the nature of it. Hashin went into the earth bond.

      <The bond was changed.>

      When he said it this time, the elemental began to move. There was a sense of energy from him as he separated from the ground, standing. It was the first movement Tolan had seen from him like this ever since this place had once been attacked. There was an energy coming from the elemental that rumbled through the ground.

      All around him, there was another sense of energy from the other Guardians. They all stirred.

      Could the Draasin Lord have been wrong about sending him here?

      He didn’t want to anger the Guardians. All he wanted was to understand.

      Is there anything that we need to be worried about?

      <The bond was changed,> the earth Guardian said.

      I know.

      He tried to get more from the Guardian, but soon he realized his mistake. The earth Guardian was old; impossibly so. He was no different than the Draasin Lord in that way. It was possible that what he was telling him wasn’t all that Tolan was hearing.

      Could there be more within that connection that he needed to try to grasp?

      Tolan focused on the nature of the communication, holding onto the rumbling energy, thinking about what it was that the elemental was saying, but wasn’t able to pick up on anything else.

      There had to be something more within it, but Tolan didn’t detect it.

      All he heard was the elemental say over and over again that the bond had changed.

      Tolan knew the bond had changed and didn’t need for the elemental to tell him that. What he needed was to try to find something else.

      <The bond was changed.>

      He sighed, staring at the earth Guardian. He towered over Tolan, power rumbling from him, washing over him. The other Guardians stirred for a few moments as well, but then all of that began to fade. All of them began to settle down, and eventually they dropped back to where they had been and fell quiet.

      The earth Guardian stopped moving. The rumbling within him faded. The connection to the earth Guardian disappeared.

      Tolan turned back to Ferrah.

      “I don’t have any idea what he was trying to tell me,” he said.

      “Did you hear anything?”

      “He said the bond had changed.”

      “That’s what you came here to tell him.”

      “Not so much to tell him, but to speak to him about it.”

      “What if—”

      She cut herself off as Master Jensen strode toward them. Tolan hadn’t even seen that Master Jensen was here. He was older man, balding, and he was dressed in a light shirt and thin pants, clothing better suited to the waste than to the Academy.

      “Master Ethar. What is this that I heard you saying about listening to the Guardian speaking?”

      “The Guardian spoke to me, but I’m not entirely sure what he was saying.”

      “How did you hear him talking?”

      “I shaped earth at him.”

      “What about these others?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I didn’t talk to them.” He didn’t even try, which maybe he should have done, now that he thought about it.

      “This is the first time that they’ve moved in… well, ever since the attack. We didn’t know if they were even still alive.”

      “They stayed by the bondar.”

      “We aren’t able to detect that. I know you can feel a connection to them, but the rest of us…”

      Tolan glanced at the other scholars. All of them were from the Academy, though most were shapers Tolan didn’t know all that well. Only a few of them were like Master Jensen, librarians who had the ability to shape out in the waste. Even Master Jensen’s ability to shape out here was limited, at least compared to Tolan’s.

      “They still live. If they’re anything like the Draasin Lord, they’re tired.”

      “I don’t think elementals can get tired,” Master Jensen said.

      “They can get tired,” Tolan said.

      He swept his gaze around the heart of the waste, thinking about the communication he’d had with the elemental. He thought about the nature of what he’d said to the elemental and wondered whether there was anything that Tolan might be able to learn from it. He thought about the power he’d detected; the rumbling. If only there was some way to store that rumbling, the communication the elemental had said to him, so he could keep trying to understand it.

      Perhaps spirit would help there. He had the memory of it, and Tolan had already seen how memories could be used; how shaping could help him. If he were able to use spirit later on to determine whether there was anything else within that message from the earth Guardian, then maybe he would find the answers he sought.

      “Did you come to help us study?” Master Jensen asked.

      “We came because we had an experience following a Selection.” Tolan told him about hashin, knowing that Master Jensen was intrigued by the elementals, and knowing that if there was anyone else who might be able to help him, it would be Master Jensen.

      The other man watched, saying nothing as Tolan spoke, and frowned deeply. “What do you think that means?” Master Jensen asked when he was done.

      “I’m not sure. That’s why I came here. The Draasin Lord suggested the earth Guardian might know, especially as he was tied to the bond as well as he was.”

      “I take it he did not.”

      “Not anything useful,” Tolan said.

      “Perhaps it’s nothing,” Master Jensen said.

      Tolan didn’t know. He wished that it was nothing, but as he thought about what he’d detected, he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something to it. Unfortunately, it might be something more than he could comprehend. He had knowledge and experience with the elementals, but there were still so many things he didn’t know and so many things he wasn’t able to do.

      He turned to Ferrah, nodding to her. It was time for them to go.

      When they returned to Amitan, it meant he was returning to his role as the Master of Spirit. It meant he abandoned the possibility he might be able to uncover something about what had taken place here. It meant he acknowledged that perhaps hashin going into the bond wasn’t anything to be concerned about.

      All of those things might be true.

      It didn’t change that Tolan remained unsettled.

      Still, there was something that he thought he could do. He had yet to go to Jersan and Kelvin. That was where Ferrah had wanted him to go in the first place. Now, perhaps he needed to do so. Perhaps there would be answers there. Or perhaps he would find that there were no answers, only more questions.

      Whatever it was, Tolan would have to do something. He had to find the answers to understand why the bond had changed. He would have to find why an elemental would want to change the bond.

      The problem was that he could think of one reason an elemental would do that. He could think of one person who would want to do that.

      If the elemental had harmed the bond, then Tolan would have to do something he had never considered before. He’d need to be prepared to tear hashin back out of the bond, and perhaps more than that: keep it from rejoining.
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      Tolan made a steady circuit in front of the spirit classroom. Students sat on the floor, obscuring the spirit rune, though he could still feel the power from the rune even now. His mind was elsewhere, but he did his best to focus, knowing he needed to be here. It was his responsibility to teach the students as much as he could.

      It was difficult, though. Many of the students would never reach spirit, but at the same time, he had to do everything in his power to try to help them understand the nature of the element and prepare them for the possibility they might have to face someone who could reach spirit.

      It was unlikely they would find themselves confronting danger the same way that Tolan had when he was first at the Academy. At that time, there was the threat of what people believed was a shaper called the Draasin Lord. Now there was no such threat. How could there be, when the issue with the Draasin Lord had been all about releasing elementals, and Tolan was determined to do just that?

      His mind drifted, thinking back to what he’d experienced with the elementals and what he could detect of the earth bond. The bond was changed.

      What was that supposed to mean, anyway?

      Tolan could feel that the bond had changed. The elemental hadn’t needed to confirm that for him. What Tolan wanted was to understand why. More than that, he had to figure out if Roland was involved, though he’d seen no sign of him otherwise.

      For now, he had to teach—even if his mind wasn’t where he needed it.

      “I would like you all to focus on yourself,” he said and paused in the middle of the room, standing directly above the center of the rune of spirit. It was something very few people not connected to spirit were even aware of. Even those who were connected to spirit weren’t fully aware of the nature of the rune within the room. He inhaled deeply, letting the sense of this place fill him, connecting to spirit.

      “It is not enough that you tried to reach for the sense of energy you can detect. It’s not enough for you to be able to simply focus on yourselves. You need to focus on the sense of what you have within you.” There was a soft murmuring. Tolan smiled to himself. He was well aware of just how confusing his instructions were. “Spirit flows through all of you.”

      “All of us?”

      This came from a young woman in front of the classroom. She had dark hair and dark eyes, along with pale skin. She looked up at him, watching him. He detected a fire and water shaping mingling together. Many of the students who came here who didn’t have any access to spirit resorted to reaching for one of the other elements they were familiar with. It was easier to feel as if they succeeded with something rather than to fail at something like this.

      “All of you,” Tolan said. “Can anyone remember the very first lesson I taught you?”

      They were all second-level students, and he’d worked with them infrequently during the latter half of their first level. Spirit wasn’t a significant part of shaping education for the first-level students. That was one of the advantages he had in being a spirit shaper. He didn’t have to work with the newest of the students, but at the same time, he wasn’t able to get a chance to spend the time that he thought he needed in order to better understand some of them. Students like Jersan and Kelvin. As Tolan had been the one to Select them, he was still curious about them, and wondered whether or not they would fit in within the Academy.

      “You told us that we all have an ability to reach spirit.”

      This came from Baron, a redheaded shaper from Par. Ferrah had known his family, but she didn’t know him all that well. Seeing as how she had been away from Par for the better part of a decade, that wasn’t terribly surprising.

      “That’s not exactly what I said,” Tolan said.

      “You said we all have spirit,” a woman near the back of the room said. Her auburn hair matched her eyes, and she barely looked up. She seemed more annoyed than anything.

      Tolan smiled at her. Clarice had some potential, though he wasn’t entirely sure if it was with spirit shaping or merely sensing. Many of the shapers here would be able to reach for the sense of spirit. In their mind, it made them intuitive. It made them connected. It allowed them to better understand some of the people around them. It helped them, but it also was difficult for them to know entirely what they were doing. Shaping, on the other hand, was something else entirely.

      “That’s right. Everyone has spirit.”

      “If we have spirit, then should we be able to use it with the bondar?”

      “The bondars allow everyone who can shape spirit to use it.” Tolan paused on the rune and focused on the power within it. He chose his next words cautiously. “Spirit has always been different than the other elements.”

      “Because there aren’t as many who can shape it,” Gary said.

      “Correct. There aren’t as many who can shape it. It makes those who are capable of shaping spirit valuable in a very different way.”

      “Inquisitors,” someone said softly.

      Tolan wasn’t able to tell who said it, though from the sudden sense of nervousness he detected across the room, he was able to pinpoint it. That was one advantage he had with spirit. Students weren’t going to be able to get away with anything in his class. He hadn’t considered that possibility when he had been a student. He also hadn’t studied under an instructor who was quite like him. His own instructor in spirit, such as it was, had been skilled—but had also been used. At that time, many people had been used.

      “The inquisitors once were the way all spirit shapers found themselves drawn.”

      “Is it true that you were subject to an Inquisition?”

      Tolan paused, smiling. It was a question that he got from each level that passed through, and he was surprised that it had taken this long for the students to come to him with it. “I was subject to an Inquisition.”

      “Why would a master shaper be subjected to one?”

      Tolan looked over at the person who’d asked the question. He shook his head. “I wasn’t a master shaper at the time. I was a student, much like yourself. I was believed to have done something I had not done.”

      It was difficult for him to acknowledge even now that the Inquisition might have been beneficial to him. There had been a time where he’d felt as if he had been targeted—and he had been. At the same time, having spent time in the Inquisition, he’d learned something about himself. He’d opened himself to spirit. It was because of that Inquisition that he’d recognized the power locked within him; power that had been shaped so he wouldn’t remember it. If not for the Inquisition, Tolan might not ever have learned what he was capable of doing.

      There was another series of murmurs.

      “Don’t worry. Students aren’t likely to be subjected to an Inquisition. It was a different time then. We had different fears.”

      “Is it true that you helped capture the Draasin Lord?”

      “The Draasin Lord is not what we believed him to be at the time.”

      “Is that true?” someone else asked.

      Tolan nodded. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “Where is he imprisoned?”

      “The Draasin Lord is not imprisoned.”

      “You killed him?”

      Tolan looked over at Rachel, the slightly older second-level student. She was slower to progress than her peers, which meant she had been held back in a sense. She had been a part of this discussion one other time, and having her make comments like that now disappointed him.

      “I didn’t kill him, but I wasn’t able to save him either.”

      He needed to get the conversation off this topic. The discussion about the so-called Draasin Lord, and the person who had once attacked the Academy, wasn’t beneficial. It was beneficial for the students to know that they were in no danger from the Draasin Lord. And they were not. There was nothing that would place them in any danger. Tolan had seen to that. Besides, they didn’t need to know that his mother had called herself the Draasin Lord. They didn’t need to know she had been spirit shaped and controlled. They didn’t need to know he had watched her remains burned by the draasin.

      “Why don’t we get back to understanding spirit? Everything comes back to the fact that we are all connected. You and me and everyone here. All of us have a sense of spirit. That is what makes us human.”

      “If we all have spirit, then why can’t we all shape spirit?” Clarice asked.

      “Who is to say we can’t?”

      Tolan swept his gaze around them. This was the part of the class he always tried to enforce. He wanted everyone to know that the possibility of shaping spirit existed, whether or not they would succeed in it. If they believed they were incapable of it, they would stop trying. It was a very different experience than the other elements. With the other elements, there was a bondar for them to borrow to see if there was any way to delve into the power of the element. Even when Tolan had no shaping ability, he’d been able to use bondars, and he had been able to find a way to recognize the power that existed in the world. Without the bondar, there would have been no way of touching the elements.

      “Again, I would like you to close your eyes and focus on what you sense of yourself. It’s only through knowing yourself that you can better understand the nature of spirit. Find that sense within you, and then you can see if you can use it outwardly.”

      Tolan stepped away, allowing the students the time to begin to work on their own. He wasn’t going to intervene. At this point, it was a matter of them attempting it. He went to the back of the room, taking a seat at the desk and shuffling papers around. Most of them were administrative tasks. As the Master of Spirit, there were tasks he was asked to do within the Academy and assignments that he needed to demand of the students. He had to work through them, ensuring the students were completing the work in the necessary fashion. It was mindless, and he didn’t really even need to work through these assignments in order to understand whether or not the students were succeeding in the task he had asked of them.

      Gradually, shapers began to depart. After they attempted what he asked of them enough times, they were not required to remain. Tolan had no interest in forcing them to stay here, especially as there wasn’t much that some of them would even be able to do. It was better for them to go when they felt as if they had tried enough.

      “Master Ethar?”

      He looked up and wasn’t surprised to see Clarice standing in front of him. “What is it, Shaper Elias?”

      “I’ve been thinking about what you were saying. How spirit is different.”

      “Good.”

      “Well, if spirit is different, and there aren’t nearly as many spirit shapers, is that because there is no spirit bond?”

      Tolan rested his arms on the table, leaning forward. It was unusual for a student at this level to make the connection. Not that he would be surprised by Clarice. She had proven she was clever. “What do you think?”

      “My experience with the other bonds is such that they can be reached by those with even a middling power. I remember when I was still learning, I was able to use a bondar and reach for earth. I don’t have much in the way of earth connection naturally, and so having the bondar allowed me to at least detect that there was more power there.”

      Tolan nodded. “The bondars are beneficial, even within the Academy.”

      “I try not to use them. They’re too easy to come to depend upon.”

      Tolan resisted the urge to smile. It was something Ferrah had said to him as well. Many of the stronger shapers within each level believed bondars were something of a crutch.  Gaining an understanding of the power within the element bond, and of the element itself, was more advantageous than avoiding it and pretending that they were more powerful than they actually were.

      It was something Tolan didn’t argue with students over. There was no point in doing so. He wanted students to decide if what they wanted, and the shaping that they wanted to try to work on, would make a difference.

      “Is there a bondar for spirit?”

      Tolan nodded slowly. He held out his hand. On it was a small ring. His father had made it, engraving the markings for spirit, but the spirit bondar functioned in a way that was far more different than the other bondars. Clarice was right. There was no spirit bond, not the way there was for the other elements, but that didn’t mean that there wasn’t a way to use spirit through the bondar.

      “How does it work if there’s no bond?”

      “Are you certain that there isn’t a bond?”

      “I’ve been paying attention to what the other instructors have been saying, and how your class is different.”

      “How is my class different?”

      “You speak of attempting to shape.”

      “Your other instructors attempt to teach the students to shape as well.”

      “All of us come here with some shaping ability.”

      Tolan nodded. “Most do.”

      She frowned a moment but pushed forward. “The other classes work on shaping, but they also have other aspects to their instruction that are different. Aspects that we don’t gain when we are in the other shaping Academies.”

      She hesitated, almost as if she were afraid to say what was on her mind. Tolan, on the other hand, wanted her to press forward. It was important for her to make the connection he suspected she was about to make.

      “You don’t talk about elementals; not the way they do. The other instructors speak of them as a part of the bond. If there aren’t any elementals, then how are there any bonds?”

      Tolan smiled. “As far as we know, there are no spirit elementals.”

      “Is that why there’s no spirit bond?”

      “The elementals and the bonds have been linked together for centuries,” Tolan said. “The connection has bound us to the elementals in a way most people do not fully appreciate.”

      “Then how do you reach spirit?”

      “Spirit comes from within.”

      She paused, twisting her hands. Tolan waited, hoping that she would make the next leap. There were far too few students who even considered that possibility.

      “What about the other elements?”

      “What about them?”

      “Is there a way to reach them from within?”

      “Some can,” Tolan said.

      “They can?”

      “It is uncommon. I can’t explain to you why. The only thing I can speculate is that our reliance upon the element bonds has made it so any natural ability to reach the elements has faded. Over time, we developed a reliance upon the element bonds, which has made it so anyone who might once have been able to reach the elements on their own without using the element bonds has lost that potential.”

      There was another possibility that Tolan had considered, but it hadn’t been borne out. The shapers of considerable strength might also be the same shapers who had the ability to reach the element on their own. If they were separated from the element bonds, such as going out onto the waste and forcing themselves to experience that emptiness, there was the hope and the possibility that they might be able to develop the ability to shape without the bond.

      He had tried it with Ferrah. She was a powerful shaper, but despite that she still had not proven she was able to shape without access to the bondar while out on the waste. It was something Tolan wanted her to keep working on, but part of the task required Ferrah to believe that she was able to do so. That was always a part of it. Accomplishing what was deemed impossible was in fact impossible without belief in oneself.

      “How can I learn to do this?”

      “Do you think you could?”

      “I think…” Clarice glanced over her shoulder, but the classroom was otherwise empty. “I think there should be a way for me to do so. I feel like I’m getting close to reaching spirit.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised.”

      “You wouldn’t?”

      “There are always a few within each level who have the potential to reach spirit. The challenge for them is doing so. Even if they are able to reach for spirit, there are some who never do—and whether that’s because of something within themselves that blocks that potential or they never truly believe, it is a loss nonetheless.”

      “How did you first reach spirit?”

      “I went through an Inquisition.”

      Her eyes widened.

      Tolan smiled, leaning back and glancing down at the pages. He had quite a bit of work left remaining, and none of it was all that intriguing. What he needed to do was to focus on what was necessary when it came to understanding the earth bond and what had happened with hashin, but in the time since they had returned to the Academy, Tolan had been preoccupied with his responsibilities. There hadn’t been time to try to understand it.

      “Is that what will be required for me if I want to reach spirit?”

      “As I said, the Inquisition was unusual. There are not many students who have been forced to go through one.”

      “How many have?”

      “I think I’m the only one.” He looked down at the table. “If you’re interested in understanding more, I would recommend that you find a place where you can acquire the knowledge you seek.”

      “Where is that?”

      “Where do you think?” Tolan had long taken the approach that it wasn’t his responsibility to force knowledge upon those who weren’t ready for it. And with something like this, something that involved a higher level of understanding, it was going to be necessary for her to find the information on her own and to figure out if it was something that she truly wanted to learn, or whether it was something that she only wanted to ask about.

      “I think I know what you mean.”

      “Good. Now, it’s time for you to be going. Your classmates will be concerned about the time you spent here.”

      She glanced behind her, shaking her head. “I doubt they’ll be concerned about anything.”

      “Why not?”

      “We don’t always get along,” she said.

      “You don’t want to separate yourself from those who can help you learn. You might not always love your classmates, but you might be surprised at who you’ll be forced to work with over the years.”

      She nodded, heading away.

      Tolan sat in place for a long moment, staring at the pages in front of him, debating what he needed to do. The stack of papers near him demanded his attention, but every so often, his mind drifted. Even here, surrounded as he was, he could feel the energy upon him from the earth bond. He could feel the sense of it pressing in upon him, and he could feel the way that it was tugging at his sensation.

      He needed to find a way to dive into the bond and better understand what had taken place.

      What he really needed was a way to better understand what the Guardian had said.

      There was a place he could go, but perhaps he didn’t need to venture beyond Amitan in order to find those answers. Perhaps it was time for him to step back within the Convergence.
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      Tolan stood at the edge of the pool of silver liquid, focusing on what he was able to detect within it. There was a sense of power from the Convergence, much like there was a sense of power around every Convergence. Tolan had yet to learn how many were in the world, though there were at least seven throughout Terndahl. This one was situated within an enormous cavern, far beneath the Academy building itself in a place very few people within the Academy were aware of. More people now were aware of it, though that was out of necessity.

      He swept his gaze around the inside of the cavern and focused on the power he could feel. There was energy that rose up, drifting not just from the Convergence but drawn out of that pool and carried somewhere else. The runes on the Academy used the power of the Convergence, focusing it and allowing the master shapers who understood the runes to use it. It was this power that the rune within his spirit tower connected to.

      There was something to be said about coming here and experiencing the power that existed here and feeling the energy. Not only that, but stepping into the Convergence opened him to something more.

      Using a shaping of earth and wind, along with spirit, Tolan closed off the room. There would be a few shapers who would recognize what he did and would be able to slip past it, but the only ones likely to do so would be the Grand Master and Master Minden. He doubted they would even come down here. It wasn’t a place either of them visited that often.

      Taking his clothes off, he folded them and set them outside the Convergence. Going in fully dressed would only burn off his clothing, and Tolan had no interest in running through the Academy nude. It was bad enough when he’d been a student, but now that he was a master shaper—and the Master of Spirit—the rumors that would spread weren’t the kind he wanted to encourage.

      Tolan used a shaping of wind to carry him up and over the center of the Convergence. Gradually, he lowered himself down, feeling the cool touch of the power of the Convergence as it swept up his legs, tingling through him and rising up through his body. He lowered himself slowly, though he struggled as the sense of power began to surge within him.

      The Convergence was power, and through it, he was able to reach for an incredible force. He tried not to think about just how much power was sweeping into him. For now, all he wanted was to be able to open himself up to it and grasp the nature of that power.

      When he settled fully into the pool of liquid, Tolan breathed in and out slowly. He embraced the power, letting it flow through him.

      He had visited the Convergence many times over the years. At first, when he had discovered the Convergence, Tolan had believed there was a need to avoid entering it unless it was an emergency. At that time, Tolan hadn’t fully understood the nature of the power, or the way that it connected to each of the elements. It was almost as if reaching into the Convergence allowed him to touch the elements directly.

      He held onto the sense of the Convergence and focused as he thought about the earth bond.

      This was the reason that he had come.

      The earth bond was there, flowing within him. Tolan held onto the awareness of the bond, focusing on it. Tolan pressed more out from inside him. There was power and understanding.

      He probed with earth. In doing so, he was able to reach for the sense of the various earth shapers all around him. He could feel them throughout Amitan. There were hundreds of them. Out beyond there, when he pushed farther, the sense of earth began to fade. Not from what existed around him but from the sense of the bond. There were other shapers, but they were not nearly as concentrated as they were within Amitan.

      The farther he pushed, the easier it was to detect more connections to earth. There was that of the elementals, a power that pressed upon him. The elementals wanted him to detect them and connect to them. It was a strange thing to feel and be aware of, but as he focused on that, he could feel the way the elementals practically drew the earth bond toward them.

      There was something else out there. The bond existed, and it trembled with that power. What he needed was to better understand the nature of the bonds.

      What had he been teaching his students? He needed to understand himself in order to understand anything else. In this case, what he needed was to understand the power of the bonds.

      He thought he could. Wrapped in the power of the Convergence, it wasn’t a leap to understand even more. He pushed outward, focusing on the bond.

      He had to push himself along the element bond. In order to do that, Tolan was going to have to find a way to dive deeper into the bond. It involved turning inward. It involved probing and seeing if there was any sort of understanding that he might be able to grasp.

      He held onto that feeling, forcing it deep within himself.

      Gradually, he felt a surge of earth.

      Standing within the bond as he was, Tolan could feel that energy flowing within him. There was that sense of power, but it was also an understanding.

      Something shifted, and it seemed as if Tolan were dragged along a flow of power. He tried to keep track of it, and he tried to hold onto that energy, but it carried him farther away.

      The longer it carried him, the more Tolan tried to hold on and keep himself in place. It wasn’t as if his body moved. It was more his mind dragged, stretched away from where he had been. He braced himself.

      All around him was an awareness of elementals.

      There were dozens of them. Hundreds of them.

      Tolan had never attempted to reach the bonds in this way, but they were there, surrounding him, dragging him along with them. He could feel the energy of the bonds. It seemed as if they were trying to push upon him, to squeeze him, forcing a sense of awareness upon him.

      Tolan had to push back.

      He held onto the power of the Convergence, feeling it flowing through him. It was almost as if it were trying to force him into the bond itself. He hesitated, focusing on what he detected, feeling that energy. As he did, he realized he was getting pushed into the earth bond.

      Something forced him.

      Or someone.

      Tolan resisted, struggling against it. There was energy that forced him forward, pushing him down.

      Thoren, he said.

      The words came out, but through his mind.

      There had to be a sense of hyza. He was within the earth bond, and hyza was connected to it. Tolan would be able to reach the elemental, and he thought he might be able to grasp for knowledge and borrow it in order to get to freedom. He might even need to anchor to hyza in order to pull himself out.

      Thoren, he said again.

      His voice came out almost hollow, drifting around him, a muted sort of sound. Tolan focused instead on the connection that existed within him. It had to be there, but what he had to find was some way of tracing it, of connecting to it.

      Thoren was bonded to him. Tolan could use that bond, and he could focus on it, and all it would take would be to draw upon the power that existed out there. If he could continue to push out, if he could let himself connect to it, then he could reach for Thoren.

      The sense of the elemental remained, but he couldn’t connect to it.

      What’s going on? Tolan wondered. How am I being forced along the bond?

      The earth bond felt almost like a current. It was like a river of power drawing him deeper into it. Holding on to the Convergence pushed him deeper and deeper into the current of the earth bond.

      And he was forced farther away from an awareness of his body.

      The power pushing on him had a familiar feel to it, though Tolan didn’t know why it should. Something forced him along the bond, and it was something that he had felt before. Something that he recognized.

      It took Tolan a moment to realize just what it was that he felt, and why he should feel it. He could identify that energy, and he recognized the nature of that power and the reason that it swirled to him in the way that it did.

      He had felt a shaping such as this once before.

      He had felt remnants of this shaping in the years since then.

      Roland.

      Tolan started to release his hold on the Convergence, but as he did so, he realized nothing changed. If he released all of it, then he would be forced into the bond entirely.

      How was it even possible?

      He had to hold onto the power of the Convergence, as that was the only way he could track the bond. Without the Convergence, Tolan didn’t know what would happen to him. It was possible he might get stuck within the earth bond.

      It shouldn’t even be possible to enter the bond like this. It was the way the elementals were pulled into the bond. Is my body here too? He thought about what he’d remembered when he’d seen elementals pushed into the bond, the way they’d been wrapped by power, forced out of the world and into the bond. There had been pain. When Tolan had started to join with the bond, he’d used the power of the Convergence to do so, and there had been no pain. The energy had called him down, letting him glide along it, and the only thing he’d known was a sense of power.

      Maybe that was the difference. He’d shaped himself here. He hadn’t been forced down, fighting what was done to him.

      Now he had to fight. If Roland were going to force him here, he would find his way out and figure out what he intended. He would stop him.

      Tolan struggled against the current, but it was like fighting his way upstream through a river.

      Thoren!

      His voice came out louder in his mind—and more panicky. He was growing increasingly concerned about what was happening to him, and he worried he wasn’t going to be able to find his way out.

      The sense of elementals was all around him. There were dozens upon dozens of different elementals, but he moved beyond them far more quickly than he was able to slow and observe. There was the sense of jinnar, cilika, oshal, grosn, varin, yonad, and dozens more. With each one he detected, he tried to focus, straining to see if there was anything he might be able to uncover to stop what was happening, but with each one that he passed, he failed to come up with any way of latching onto them.

      He needed to connect to the elementals.

      He needed to find some way to reach them and slow himself.

      Still, he continued to be dragged along the current of earth, the sense of it pressing in upon him. It took everything Tolan was able to summon to push against it. It was almost as if he was forming a shaping, but if that were the case, then what sort of shaping did he use? Earth wouldn’t counter earth, and within the earth bond, he didn’t know if he could even summon one of the other elements.

      He didn’t know if he even should. It was possible that if he were to try, he could damage something. Given that the bond had already shown some damage, he had to be careful.

      There was a void, a nothingness, an empty space of power.

      This wasn’t anything like what he would’ve expected the earth bond to be like. He expected there would’ve been a sense of greenery, trees, life. Earth was life. But then, Tolan had known that each of the elements was life, in its own specific way. When it came to earth, there was that sense of it flowing around him; a power and energy. It was a sense of the grass and the trees in the field. It was the ground beneath his feet. It was dirt giving life. All of that was a part of earth, and all of that was a part of something that he could feel.

      Where was that here?

      If he was in the earth bond, and he thought he was, a sense of power should exist around him.

      Gradually, he continued to drift. The awareness of the Convergence grew more distant. In the distance, he saw something.

      The emptiness and the void began to shift. There was color. Green and orange and yellow. All of it began to burst in front of him, all of it starting to swirl in front of him, and it seemed as if it were calling to him, drawing him toward it.

      In the distance, the sense of the elements was even stronger.

      Not just the elements but the elementals too.

      Tolan was dragged forward, feeling that energy as it swirled toward him, pulling him down. As he was pulled, he held onto the connection to the Convergence, worried that if he were to lose it, he would lose everything.

      Then he burst out into a massive forest. Color swirled around him. There were trees. Animals. The chirping of insects. A jungle of life all around. Power pressed upon him. It was that of earth. It was that of the element bonds. It was that of even elementals. All of that surrounded him.

      All of that pressed upon him.

      Tolan struggled with it, trying to hold onto a sense of self and thinking that if he were to lose it, he might lose himself in this space.

      That was what Roland wanted. To remove Tolan as a threat.

      It had been a mistake to try this. He wasn’t even sure where he was, but the one thing he was aware of was that he was somewhere he had never been before.

      He was truly within the bond.

      As he remained there, the sense of the Convergence began to fade, growing increasingly distant.

      With a terrible understanding, he knew that if he didn’t get out of here soon, he would lose his way back.
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      Earth energy was all around Tolan. He focused on what he could see. There was the forest, unlike any other forest he’d ever been in, full of massive and powerful trees, and he could practically feel earth rising up from the ground and filling those trees. Massive vines twined between the trees, stretching from one to another. Somewhere, high overhead, there were animals prowling, watching him.

      Tolan stood upon firm ground, or at least it felt as if it were firm ground. It was possible none of this was even real.

      He was in the earth bond.

      Forced into the earth bond.

      Roland somehow had found a way to control other element bonds. He had no connection to them himself, but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t learn. He had been nothing if not determined to try to gain power that he should not have.

      How, though?

      First Tolan had to escape. Then he could try to understand what had happened.

      That thought kept coming to him, and he was fully aware of the fact that he was here. The earth bond surrounded him, filling him with power. He pushed out with a sensing using the other elements, trying to probe and see if there was anything more that he might be able to uncover, using fire, water, and air—but there was no other sense out there. It was as if he had been cut off from them.

      Not spirit, though.

      The sense of spirit was still around him. As Tolan focused on what he was able to detect, he could feel the energy of spirit rumbling across the space around him. He held onto that, focusing on it, thinking about the nature of how spirit pressed around him.

      It was faint, but still stronger than he would’ve expected, given that this was an earth bond and not the spirit bond.

      It wasn’t just that it was strong—it was that spirit seemed a part of it.

      That was strange. Tolan could feel the energy of spirit, and could feel how it was flowing here, much like he could feel the energy of earth. He had to move quickly. The Convergence was still nearby, but the awareness of it grew fainter.

      He tried to hold onto the power he could detect, but he could find no way to grab it and pull himself back.

      He looked above. There was a jungle canopy, but beyond that was the emptiness. He was certain of it, even though he couldn’t see it. He could feel it.

      Why had there been elementals along that river near here?

      He thought about how they had been there, the way they had been pushing up. Not trying to plunge deeper.

      They were trying to escape the bond.

      That had to be why the elementals struggled so much to escape from the bond. This power was holding them down, squeezing on them, trying to drag them back. In order to escape the bond, they had to climb out.

      Given the power Tolan had been aware of, doing that would be incredibly difficult. He focused on what he was able to detect, thinking about the nature of that power, and he thought about just how hard it would be for anything to be able to escape from the bond.

      It would be nearly impossible for him to do so.

      Still, he wondered if there might be something he could do. He wasn’t bound only to earth. In this place, he had earth and spirit. What he needed was to be able to find a way to use the other elements in order to bring him back.

      Could he use a warrior shaping?

      The idea that he would wrap each of the elements around him in this place, trapped as he was by the earth bond, was almost laughable. Even if he could, he had no idea whether it would even work.

      If it did, where would it bring him?

      Tolan needed to try to understand what he’d been detecting. He had time, but he also needed to try to find a way out. If he could work with what he detected, he might understand what had happened.

      That was the reason he was here in the first place. All of this because he’d wanted to gain a better understanding of what was taking place in the bond, though Tolan began to wonder whether or not he could understand anything here or whether trapping him here was what Roland had wanted.

      He wasn’t going be able to get out the way he’d come. He had to try to find a different way. He headed through the forest, winding between the trees, and with each step, it seemed as if he were carried great distances.

      The landscape shifted around him. Within a few steps, he was free of the jungle and in what appeared to be a rolling grassland. The grasses stretched as high as his chest, moving in some unfelt breeze. They swayed, and for a moment Tolan thought maybe there was a wind here and that he could use that in order to latch onto one additional element, but then he realized that they were swaying by their own power. There was no sense of the wind. It was only the sense of the earth element moving.

      He took another few steps and moved beyond the flowing grassland. He stood upon barren rock. For a moment, it reminded him of the waste, but unlike in the waste, there was power all around him. It pressed up through the ground, the rock practically rumbling with it. There was a sound within that rumbling that he almost recognized.

      Tolan swept his gaze around him. As far as the eye could see, the landscape was the same unbroken rock. Somehow, he’d stepped from beyond the sense of the grassland and had reached this place.

      Another few steps and he reached mountains he hadn’t seen before. They towered impossibly high overhead. There was no snow atop them, not at all like he would’ve expected given the height of the mountain. Snow would mean water, and in this place, he doubted there would be any water. He climbed, letting each step carry him farther up the mountain, and within no more than a dozen steps, he reached a peak.

      Looking down, Tolan stared at everything around him. It was nothing more than the mountain spreading down. There was no sunlight, but there was still light around him. There was no wind, yet he was high enough up that he would’ve expected a gusting breeze pulling at him the same way as it had when he had been with the Draasin Lord. He breathed—or maybe he did not. It was simply earth.

      Through it all was the sense of spirit.

      Tolan wasn’t able to shake that sense, and he didn’t know if he even should try. Though he expected that there would be only earth here, there was a sense of spirit winding through everything, feeding it with a certain power.

      Why should that be?

      Maybe there was a spirit bond, but the spirit bond was intertwined with the other element bonds. If there were the case, then would he have some way of using that energy?

      It would explain why Roland would be able to hold him. If Tolan used spirit, that might trap him, but Tolan had a connection to the other elements.

      He let spirit carry him. He could feel the way he was dragged, and he let it carry him along the ground. When it did, he noticed something shifting.

      He slowed.

      That was unusual, though he’d used earth to travel before. He drifted above the mountain, down the mountainside, above the grassy land, toward the forest, and then back to the mountaintop again. It was almost as if he were heading in a circle, and yet the sense of power around him never changed.

      Through it all, there was a sense of something else.

      There were elementals here. Tolan was certain of it, though he didn’t see any of them. There was only the power of earth.

      How were the elementals here if they weren’t here? Could they all be trying to escape the bond?

      As far as he knew, the elementals were forced into the bond, and it was that forcing of the elementals into the bond that had given the shapers the power over the bond.

      He drew upon the power he could feel, and he let earth flow through him, filling him.

      There was nothing he could reach.

      Tolan strained, reaching for more power. All of it required that he dive into the energy of the earth bond. In this place, surrounded as he was, that energy was incredible. He could feel the sense of earth, and he could feel it flowing within him.

      Tolan was able to connect to earth. The element kept him here. The Convergence remained above him, still faint, though Tolan could feel the flow of it, drawing through him. Using that sense of Convergence, he held onto it, letting it strengthen him.

      The Convergence felt as if it were trying to separate from him.

      Rather, it was almost as if something tried to separate him from the Convergence.

      If that would happen, then he would be trapped here. Tolan didn’t know if that was happening intentionally or unintentionally.

      Tolan pushed out, trying to reach for Thoren, but the sense of hyza had begun to grow distant. There was still a sense of the elemental, but whatever he was able to detect was fainter than it had been before.

      There was no response.

      If only he had other connections that he might be able to use, but…

      The Guardian.

      The Guardian wasn’t part of the bond, but at the same time, he was connected to the bond via the Convergence and the bondar that tied them together. If Tolan could figure out where that power flow was and how it worked, then he might be able to use that.

      How could I find the Guardian?

      The Guardian was different. The Guardian wasn’t tied to spirit. It should be protected from what happened with hashin—and whatever Roland intended.

      Tolan had come to realize that though not all elementals were connected to spirit like those he’d discovered beyond the waste, all had at least a trace of a connection. It was what allowed them to speak to him. Now that he’d been in the bond, he wondered if that was because of what he detected of the bond itself, and not of the elemental.

      The Guardian drew upon earth, but if he felt what Tolan thought the elemental felt, it was possible the Guardian drew upon pure earth; not mingled with spirit. That distinction mattered, though Tolan had no idea why.

      He pushed away the sense of spirit, focusing only on earth.

      It was there, flowing all around him, the power and energy of earth everywhere he was. Tolan focused only on earth, ignoring the sense of spirit, ignoring anything else and trying to ignore even that of the Convergence.

      What he needed was earth. Pure earth.

      What he needed was to reach the Guardian.

      He could feel the energy of earth and noticed a drawing sensation. A flow of power. He held onto that flow of power and drifted toward it.

      It carried him up.

      Something shifted around him.

      There was pressure, and Tolan held onto the Convergence, to earth, and nothing else. He ignored spirit. He ignored anything other than what he could detect, and only focused on that drawing sensation.

      There was another flow.

      It was similar to what he’d felt pushing him down toward the earth bond. This was one that started to pull up, dragging from some hidden place, carrying him away. Tolan let that fill his mind. It radiated within him.

      He drifted, and then he found a void.

      This was different than the one he’d come through to reach here. Though there was a sense of gray and nothingness to it, there were also no elementals within it. Unlike the last one, this was simply a flow of power, drawing away from the earth bond.

      Tolan was carried along it, feeling the effect as it was pulling him through, and he was guided out, along the bond. The energy continued to drag him out.

      Within it, he thought that he recognized the Guardian, but there were still no answers as to what he needed to do. In order to get free, he had to know whether or not the Guardian could even help him.

      Tolan let the sense of power continue to drag him along. He drifted with it, focusing on nothing other than power.

      He lost track of how long he was here. He’d been here for what seemed a long time, and yet it might only be moments. What was time to him?

      Energy rumbled.

      As he neared it, a strange chill worked through him. Whatever was in front of him was unpleasant. It was earth, but it was earth in a different way than he knew.

      Earth not bound to spirit.

      Tolan could feel this elemental and the way it tried to push out, trying to draw free of this barrier, but it seemed to Tolan that the Guardian held it back. Whatever else the Guardian did, it protected the elementals within the bond.

      From what, though?

      Tolan pushed out a sense of earth, trying to probe and see whether there was anything he might be able to uncover.

      When he did, he realized his mistake.

      The elemental turned its awareness toward him.

      Power slammed toward Tolan.

      He reacted, drawing upon earth, using the Convergence, the strength of that power as it funneled through him. He resisted, finding a way to overwhelm it, but in doing so, he wasn’t entirely sure what exactly he fought.

      Power slammed out from the elemental.

      Tolan continued to push, resisting, and there was something pushing against him.

      He had to fight.

      More than anything, that thought was in his mind. He had to find a way to ignore what was pressing in upon him.

      Tolan had no idea what this thing was, but he could feel the energy. He could feel the power. He could feel malevolence within it.

      It was trying to do something to the bond.

      Tolan pushed against it.

      There was a shriek. It came within his mind, and it practically ripped through him.

      Tolan added more spirit, using that to protect himself. As he did, he could feel the shriek as it screamed again. He struggled against it.

      It came again.

      Something pulled on him. Like a shadowy form, all of spirit, it strained toward him.

      The energy striking him was familiar. The power told him this was Roland.

      It was almost as if Tolan could see Roland reaching for him. Made completely out of spirit, some sort of creature was coming out of the bond. The shaping that was Roland reached for him; grabbing at him. Tolan attempted to escape, feeling the energy coming off him, that power that surged to almost more than he could tolerate. He pushed back, wrapping each of the elements around him.

      He trembled, focusing on trying to escape as the creature tried to grab him. If this malevolent creature reached him, Tolan had no idea what would happen. He might be trapped here. Roland might consume and destroy him.

      Suddenly, earth energy dragged him, forcing him down. It was almost as if he was thrown. It was a blast of power, and he was forced back toward the bond, and then beyond. He went rocketing away and streaked back toward the Convergence he’d used to enter the bond.

      Tolan was thrown free and came to land in the middle of the Convergence, staring up. Though he saw the cavern beneath the Academy all around him, the only thing in his mind was that strange power along with fear about what it represented.
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      Tolan paced in the main hall of the Academy. He debated going up to the spirit tower, or going to Ferrah to try to smooth things over with her even though he didn’t know if it would make a difference at this point, or even going to the Grand Master. He didn’t know what he needed to do, only that his mind continued to race. This was Roland.

      The problem was that he knew it, but others would not. He would have to prove it to them. Knowing what he did of the others and the experience that he’d had, it was incredibly likely that they wouldn’t believe him.

      Not unless they could enter the bonds.

      He took a deep breath and headed into the library. He grabbed books from the shelves, quickly finding those that he needed on the element bonds, and set them on a table and began to look through them. He didn’t feel as if he could settle.

      The vast expanse of the library stretched around him. Tolan rested near one corner of the library, a stack of books on the table towering in front of him. Something had changed. Time spent in the bond had changed him… he just didn’t quite know how.

      Tolan flipped open the book resting on the table near him and began to read through it. It was an older work, one of the earliest within the library and one designed to help others understand the element bonds in a way he currently did not. He stared at the page, his gaze drifting along the words, searching for understanding.

      That was all he could do. Though he searched, he didn’t feel as if he were finding the understanding he sought. He worked through the pages, skimming the words.

      In the time he’d been the Master of Spirit, Tolan had taken the time to work on learning as many of the ancient languages as he could, using them to help him better understand these older works. There were a half-dozen ancient languages important for the books stored in the library.

      This time, what he needed was to see if there was anything the ancients understood about the element bonds. They’d used them, forcing the elementals into the bonds. They must’ve had a better understanding of the element bond itself; one greater than Tolan’s current understanding. He’d been working with the element bonds ever since coming to the Academy, trying to understand what it meant to try to free the elementals, but something about what he’d uncovered still didn’t make complete sense.

      He had flashes of images. The memory of what it was like as he’d been floating through the bond; the power that had crashed into him. Within that image, there had been a sense of power—and a sense of terror. Now, probing the earth bond was terrifying for him.

      He needed to face that fear, and face the threat of whatever existed within the bond that terrified him, but Tolan didn’t want to press upon it and risk it, not without knowing what exactly was there. In the time since he’d been out of the bond, he’d hesitated.

      “There you are.”

      Tolan looked up. He’d been unaware of Ferrah coming into the library. He’d been so focused on staring at the book and doing nothing else.

      “Ferrah,” he said to her.

      She studied him, giving him a knowing look. Likely she understood that he’d been avoiding her, even if he hadn’t really been avoiding her.

      She took a seat, looking at the stack of books. “What are we studying now?”

      “The element bonds.”

      “Is there a reason that you’re studying the bonds themselves and not…”

      She shook her head, looking over at him and watching with the same barely suppressed irritation she’d worn around him the last few months.

      He sighed. “I tried finding you to explain what happened, but I think you were busy with your students.”

      “It’s early in the new students’ arrival, so I do tend to be preoccupied.”

      “I know, and…” He didn’t want to admit it, but there wasn’t anything she was going to be able to do. She was a powerful shaper, and connected to the element bonds in a way he oftentimes didn’t feel as if he was, but would she fully understand what he had done?

      That wasn’t the reason that he hesitated, though.

      Tolan wanted answers about what had taken place, and wasn’t sure if he could find them on his own, which had brought him to the library. When he’d come here, thinking he might find Master Minden or Master Jensen, the librarians on duty been some of the other librarians he didn’t have the same relationship with, which meant he had to look himself.

      “Something happened.”

      “I gathered that, otherwise you wouldn’t be sitting here with the stack of books in front of you.”

      “Something happened with the element bonds. Roland attacked.”

      “Tolan—”

      “This time I’m sure it was him.”

      She took a deep breath. “Let’s start through this together. I thought you were trying to understand what the Guardian was telling you. What happened?”

      Tolan nodded. The sound of the Guardian still echoed within him, rumbling within his mind. When he focused, he could practically feel the sense of that Guardian as he tried to reach for Tolan, but there was something else he needed to understand now. It was less about the Guardian and more about what else had taken place. Tolan wasn’t going to find those answers through the Guardian. He wasn’t going to find those answers any other way than by understanding the bond and what Roland intended with it.

      Ferrah grabbed the stack of books, pulling it toward her, and began to sort through them. As she did, she glanced up at Tolan every so often, her gaze locking on him before settling back down to the book.

      “Why these?” she asked.

      “I…”

      He needed to tell her, but what had happened to him was so fantastical and so impossible for him to believe that it had even happened. It was almost as if it had been in his mind; imagination rather than anything real. More than that, he didn’t know if Ferrah would believe him.

      “Do you need to go somewhere else to share with me?”

      Tolan looked around the library. There were a few students sitting in the center. Most of them were older students. The younger-level students still hadn’t learned that the library was a place they could come to and escape. They hadn’t been at the Academy long enough to take advantage of it. Tolan hadn’t even started coming the library until he was farther along in his first level.

      He used a shaping of wind. There was a barrier around the library that prevented most from being able to shape within it, though Tolan, along with several of the master librarians, could shape here. By using the shaping of wind, he created a barrier around them, sealing himself and Ferrah inside.

      She arched a brow, almost as if she could feel what he had done, though he didn’t think she could.

      “Is that necessary?”

      “You’ve never been able to detect a shaping in the library before.”

      She tapped her pocket, and Tolan leaned forward, noticing that there was a small orb resting inside it. A bondar.

      Of course. The bondar was what she had used in order to be able to shape in the waste, but it would also allow her to shape in the library. The separation was similar, though not quite the same.

      “Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”

      “I suppose I should. Maybe you can help me.” He took a deep breath and looked down at the book before turning his attention back to Ferrah. “I went into the Convergence, thinking I needed to find understanding about what happened with the earth bond.”

      “What do you mean you went into the Convergence?”

      “I went into the Convergence.”

      “Tolan—”

      “I’ve done it many times, and I know what I was getting into.”

      “Many?”

      Tolan met her gaze. She knew about several of those times, having been there with him. “When it comes to trying to understand the elementals, sometimes I need to go to the Convergence in order find answers.”

      “I didn’t realize you had done it many times.”

      “I’m doing it because I want to try to find a few answers.”

      “You can find answers other ways.”

      “I think the Convergences are meant for us to be able find answers,” Tolan said.

      “You said the Convergences are places of incredible power that connected to the source of the elements themselves.”

      “They do, but I think it’s something else as well.” There weren’t many who had ever risked going into the Convergence. Tolan did, and he suspected Master Minden had. The Grand Master might’ve gone into one of the Convergences, but Tolan didn’t know whether or not he had. Tolan had never spoken to the Grand Master about that. According to Master Minden, anyone who didn’t have a connection to spirit had real danger when approaching the Convergence. They might not even survive it.

      “What did you uncover?”

      “I went to see if I could uncover anything that happened to the element bonds and to discover what has been troubling me.”

      “Well?”

      He took a deep breath. This was the harder part to admit to Ferrah. “I ended up shaping myself into the bond.”

      She sat there, her eyes hard, saying nothing. Tolan could feel the irritation within her, and didn’t need for her to speak to recognize what upset her. “You did what?” Her voice was low. Dangerous. Angry.

      “It wasn’t what I intended to do. I was trying to use the power of the Convergence in order to understand the element bonds, and I ended up turning the shaping power upon myself so that I forced myself into the bond.”

      “That shouldn’t be possible.”

      “It seems that it is possible.”

      “You’re not an elemental. You shouldn’t be able to enter the bond.”

      “I don’t even know how much of me actually went into the bond versus how much it was just my mind. When I was using the shaping, the sense of power consumed me and pulled me in. It dragged me forward, almost to the point where I wasn’t able to do anything else.” That was the hardest part to admit. When Ferrah realized he’d lost control of the shaping and that he hadn’t been able to separate himself, requiring something else, whatever that external influence to be, in order to escape, she would be angry. If it had been her doing what he had done, he would’ve been angry. “Eventually, I was pulled all the way in, and I could feel the energy of the earth bond.”

      Ferrah watched him, and at first, Tolan wasn’t sure what she might say, how she might react, but he detected the sense of anger stirring from within her. “What did you ultimately uncover?” she asked. “Tell me that you found your answer. Since you’re sitting here in front of me, I presume you were able to escape what happened, but you’re also troubled by what happened, so I suspect something occurred.”

      “I was nearly trapped.” He glanced down at the book. “The bond isn’t anything like what I expected. There was a sense of power, and I could feel the elementals. When I was feeling them, it seemed as if they were not within the bond itself, at least not the part of the bond I was deep within. They were in a separate part of the bond; the part hardest for me to try to separate from. They were in the part of the bond pushing me down like a river.”

      “I doubt there would be a river within the earth bond,” she said.

      “A river of power. A flow. A real surge of power. It was amazing,” he said. That part of the earth bond really was amazing. There was so much power and energy there that Tolan had felt compelled to try to embrace it. He couldn’t help but do so. “I felt as if I could do anything with the sense of earth there. I felt as if the sense of earth was everything. It was all around me, pressing upon me, but there was more to it. Spirit was there.”

      “Why would spirit be in the earth bond?”

      “I don’t know. That’s the strange part. When I was there, it seemed as if spirit was twined within it. Earth and spirit; not just earth alone.”

      “There isn’t a spirit bond,” Ferrah said, “otherwise I’d be able to reach it. Only shapers able to reach—”

      “Able to reach it from themselves can use spirit. I know.” It was why spirit shapers were so rare. “I felt it, Ferrah. I saw it. They were there, together. I don’t know why others can’t reach it, but it’s there.”

      Ferrah frowned. “When I use earth, I don’t have a sense of spirit.”

      “None of the spirit shapers ever commented on the idea that there was anything else mixed within the element bonds,” he said.

      “If spirit is mixed in the bond, then it would seem that all of us were spirit shapers.”

      “I don’t know if that’s the case or not, or whether it’s just that spirit binds the element bonds together.”

      “Unless spirit is what allows us to reach the element bonds.” Ferrah leaned back, scratching the side of her face. She took on a look Tolan recognized. It was one of distance. She looked that way when she studied, trying to contemplate a problem. “There was a time when shapers didn’t reach the element bonds. We know that from you.” She looked at him for a moment. “Other shapers in the past used to have power the way you do. What if spirit in the element bond opened up shaping to others like me?”

      “I don’t know. I also question whether or not powerful shapers would have been able to reach shaping on their own.”

      “We tried that before, Tolan. I can’t shape in the waste on my own.”

      “You haven’t fully embraced it.”

      “I’ve tried.” She shook her head. “Even when we were beyond, there wasn’t any way for me to shape where they didn’t have the element bonds.”

      “But you were able to sense the elements.”

      “That isn’t the same thing.”

      Tolan didn’t want to argue, but he felt strongly they were related, even though Ferrah and so many others didn’t agree. Short of going back, exploring the land beyond even more—something he eventually would need to do—he wouldn’t be able to test that theory.

      “So you went into the earth bond. You found spirit was there. And you returned. None of that tells me why you seem quite so troubled. Unless you really had a hard time getting back, but you weren’t missing for a long time.”

      Tolan really hadn’t known how long he had been gone. It was possible time traveled differently within the bond; the same way time seemed different for the elementals.

      It hadn’t changed anything for him. The only thing that had changed was that he was now afraid to reach the earth bond. Afraid of what he might uncover. He was afraid of what was pressing upon him from within the bond. There was something within the bond pushing outward, leaving it feeling… off. Could that have been hashin? He hadn’t detected it, but within the bond, there was a strangeness that made it difficult for him to know what was there. His mere presence was difficult to fully understand.

      “When I was there, I tried to come up with some way to escape, and finally latched onto the idea that I could use the Guardian. Given the way the Guardian was connected to the Convergence, and the bondar that tied them, I thought maybe that flow of power would help me find my way free.”

      “That’s actually… clever.”

      “You don’t have to sound so surprised.”

      “Did it work? Is that how you’re back here?”

      “No. That’s the strange thing. When I went, thinking I was finding the Guardian, I found something else.” He shivered. “I don’t know what was. While it was an elemental, it was nothing like any I’d ever experienced before. When I was within the bond, the other elementals I saw were all familiar to me. Roland was there. He attacked. After he forced me into the bond, I could feel him. I wasn’t at all sure what it was, only that his presence was there. I don’t know what he was doing, but it seemed that he was pushing against the Guardian.”

      “What do you mean he was pressing up against the Guardian?”

      “It seemed to me he was attacking the Guardian.”

      Ferrah sat in silence for a moment. “What has Master Minden said about this?”

      “I haven’t been able to talk with her about it.”

      “Why not? She’d be interested in knowing what happened.”

      Tolan nodded. “I know she would, but when we went to the village of Telfair, I had a sense from Master Minden that she was troubled by everything.”

      “I’ll admit I’m troubled by everything. I don’t really know what to make of what you’re telling me. And I’m upset with you.” She flashed a hint of a smile. “I suspect you knew I would be, and that’s why you hesitated to tell me anything.”

      “I knew you’d be upset.”

      “But I also recognize we don’t know nearly as much about the element bonds as we think we do. You may be the first person who has attempted to study them—really study them—in centuries. I doubt anyone even thought it possible to actually enter the bonds.”

      That was why he’d come to the library for answers. He hadn’t found anything within more recent volumes. As far as he could tell, no shapers had looked into the element bonds over the last few hundred years. The older books on the element bonds were different. They were harder to interpret, mostly because the language was so difficult. But those were the books he was going to have to embrace in order to find the answers he wanted.

      “It’s one of those things where I wonder why our shapers don’t try to understand more about the bonds,” Tolan said.

      “Because they don’t need to. The bonds are bonds. We can use the power of the shaping bond, we can feel that energy, and we can draw through the connection to the elements.”

      “Even though the elementals are within the bond.”

      “I think that’s part of the problem,” Ferrah said. “Most people who come to the Academy begin to learn about the elementals and the connection to the bond, but they don’t even think about what it means that the elementals are within the bond. They know the elementals are meant to be there.”

      “They’re not meant to be there.”

      “You know what I’m saying, though. The elementals are there, for whatever reason. Whether they went there voluntarily, or whether they were forced in, I don’t know if it matters all that much anymore. What matters is that by having elementals within the bond, and by having access to the element bonds, we’re able to use it.”

      “The elementals were not fully in the bond when I was there,” Tolan said.

      “You said that before, but I don’t even know what that means.”

      “Neither do I.”

      They weren’t deeper into the bond, not where the full sense of earth was. They were all trying to swim up the stream of power, almost as if the elementals attempted to escape, but why would that be? Even when he’d connected to the bonds before, attempting to understand the nature of the elementals, he’d never felt a sense quite like it before. The elementals had been within the bond and had not attempted to escape. Not like that.

      If they were changing, if the nature of the elementals and the power that was there was changing, there would have to be some reason behind it.

      The only way he might be able to understand would be by going back to the bond or by asking elementals. When he’d gone to Thoren, the elemental didn’t have the answer.

      There had to be a connection to earth, though. The only thing he could think of was hashin, and the fact that hashin had been forced into the bond about the same time as Tolan had truly felt something unusual taking place. The connection had to be there. It had to be where he had first encountered hashin.

      There were other elementals that he could ask. Seeing as how all of this seemed to start with what he had detected of hashin, he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps that was where he needed to go.

      He’d been to Telfair twice. Did he need to go back a third time?

      Something about the village was tied to what had taken place, but Tolan didn’t have any idea how or why. The people of the village were aware of the elementals. That much he believed. There were those from the village that had shaping power.

      He looked around the library, his gaze settling on a table with students. “What are the first-level students doing now?”

      “It hasn’t been that long that you can’t remember what it was like,” Ferrah said.

      “I’m just curious about their schedule.”

      “Why? What are you going to do?” she asked.

      “There are two of the students that I need to speak with. I just want answers. All of this feels like it started around the time we went to Telfair. That was when I started to notice the strangeness within earth. If all of this is tied to that, I want to see if there’s anything they know,” Tolan said.

      “I thought you said they could speak to the elemental but couldn’t listen.”

      “That was my thought as well, but maybe there is something more that they can help me understand.”

      “I’m going with you this time,” Ferrah said.

      “You’re a master shaper. I wouldn’t keep you from doing anything.”

      She frowned at him. “You’ve tried to keep me away from different things throughout the years, so don’t make it seem as if you would be suddenly welcoming.”

      He didn’t want to argue and grew tired of the two of them doing so. “This time, it requires taking one of our first-level students along with me. I have no choice but to include the Master of Students.”
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      Tolan paused at the spirit tower. He had come to gather some of his things and looked into the classroom, only to see Velthan working with some of the second-level students. They were the lowest-level students, which didn’t require as much of his concentration, but he still should have been more involved in teaching.

      Velthan was dressed in a formal jacket and pants, the gray fabric bearing the crest of the Academy on the lapel. He approached. “Master Ethar. I’m sorry,” he said, looking over his shoulder at the students. They looked from Velthan to Tolan.

      Tolan swept spirit through them, soothing them and encouraging them to visit with each other.

      “Carson found out that you weren’t here, and—”

      “And he had you take over teaching.”

      Velthan nodded. “I wouldn’t have were I to have known that you were going to be here. I’m not trying to—”

      Tolan patted him on the shoulder. “It’s probably for the best. I am a little distracted. I have something I need to investigate regarding the elementals.”

      Velthan’s brow furrowed for a moment.

      “Let Carson know that I granted permission for you to teach the class.”

      “But Carson granted it.”

      Tolan shook his head. “Let him know that I granted permission.”

      He grabbed what he needed, then headed back through the Academy and out to the tower atop it, looking out over the city. From here, the vantage left him with a sense of energy within the city. There was a feeling of power here as well, and he could feel the way everything spread out before him, the buildings sweeping out into the greater city. In the distance, there were some enormous structures, including the Temple of the Mother. It was a place where many would go and worship, though Tolan had never been all that faithful when it came to worshiping, not the same way as he knew others to be.

      Even the Shapers Paths were visible from here. They were an impressive thing to see, and though he didn’t need to stand there and truly see them so much as feel them, he couldn’t help but notice the translucent quality of them. A few people made their way along the Paths, walking rather than shaping, which suggested they weren’t all that tightly bound to the ability to shape. In one section, someone was taking the stairs down.

      “You come here quite often,” a voice said.

      Tolan turned and nodded to Master Minden.

      “I like to watch the city. There’s something about it I enjoy.”

      “The smells?” Master Minden joined him, closing her eyes. She gripped the rock railing that surrounded the top of the tower. “I’ve always enjoyed the smells of baking bread and the scent of the city. From up here, you don’t have some of the foulness you notice down in the streets.”

      “I don’t think the streets smell that foul.”

      “Then you haven’t spent as much time within the city as I have.”

      Tolan turned to her, hesitating. He needed to tell her, and sensed she anticipated what he would say. “I went into the earth bond.”

      “I felt it.”

      “You felt it?”

      Master Minden nodded. “It was when you went into the Convergence. I felt the changing within earth. I didn’t know what it meant, but there was a sense of… well, you.”

      “You were using spirit.”

      She nodded again.

      “The earth bond seems to be intertwined with spirit.”

      Master Minden was quiet for a few moments, and she looked out over the city, staring through her milky eyes. Tolan often wondered what she was able to see, and he often wondered why she wasn’t able to restore her eyesight. With water to heal, along with some of the other elements, especially now that Tolan understood that they could be used for healing, he would’ve expected her to have restored herself by now. Either that or going to one of the powerful water shapers who served as healers. They would’ve been able to do something to help her. In the time Tolan had known her, nearly a decade now, he’d never seen her seem to mind.

      “There was a time when the bonds were pure. They were filled by a single element. Earth. Wind. Water. Fire. They were difficult to access. It wasn’t until spirit was mingled within the bond that things changed.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “I have studied a long time, Master Ethar.”

      “Why haven’t you shared this?”

      “Because it hasn’t mattered. The bonds were mingled so long ago that it cannot be undone.”

      “Does that mean shapers once could reach the spirit bond?”

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

      Tolan watched her. Every so often, something would come up where he realized just how much he still had to learn about the elements. This was one of those times.

      “So the mixing of spirit allows our shapers be able to reach for the element bonds.”

      “I suspect that if spirit were separated from the bond, we would find something about it had changed. Shapers wouldn’t be able to reach the elements nearly as effectively as they currently can.”

      There was a part of Tolan that wondered whether that was a problem. At the time when the elementals had existed freely, there had been not nearly as many shapers. The elementals had been allowed to exist, and coexist. Now the elementals were forced into the bond, essentially serving the shapers, and possibly tied to the bond so others could shape.

      “It surprised me,” Tolan said.

      “When I first discovered that, it surprised me as well, but the more I think about it and understand what happened, I think it makes sense. Why wouldn’t there be a need for spirit to be within the bonds? In order for us to have access to that power, we need to have spirit tied to it.”

      “There was something else.”

      Tolan told her about the strange feeling within the bond and the way that he had felt Roland pressing upon him; trying to attack him. He told her about how the Guardian had tossed him out of the bond. He remembered just how forceful that had felt, and how he worried about what purpose the Guardian had in tossing him out.

      “What do you think that means?” she asked.

      “I think it means he’s changing something about the bond. I need to know why hashin.” That had to be the key, though Tolan didn’t know how Roland would use that elemental. “I’m going to Telfair. Ferrah is bringing one of the students from Telfair with us so that we can see if there’s anything we might be able to uncover about the village.” If she could detect the strangeness of the bond, then she might be better able to help. “Do you want to come along? With Roland involved, anyone who can fight him would help.”

      Master Minden looked over at him, and she smiled. “I don’t think it is necessary for me to go. Besides, if there is something he’s changing within the earth bond, perhaps I need to stay and better understand the nature of it.”

      “If we lose the earth bond…” They wouldn’t be able to defend against him.

      From there, it would be the other bonds. How many would he alter before Tolan wouldn’t be strong enough to challenge him? Roland’s connection to spirit was greater than his own.

      “I doubt we will truly lose the earth bond, but we must be vigilant.”

      “I’ve been afraid to use the earth bond ever since that happened,” he said.

      “What happens when you attempt to reach it?”

      “When I attempt to do so, I can feel a hint of power, but I can feel something else as well. There’s a strangeness there. Every time that I dive into the earth bond, connecting to that power, it’s like a reminder of what had happened and the danger of using it.”

      Tolan could still shape. He didn’t need the earth bond to able to do that, but having access to the earth bond gave him greater strength. He didn’t know what was happening to earth shapers who weren’t able to shape without access to the bond. It was possible nothing happened to them, but Tolan couldn’t help but wonder whether or not they were limited and if something had changed for them.

      “Can you check with Master Shorav and other earth shapers to see if there’s anything altered for them?”

      “I will see what I can find.”

      “I was looking in the library to see if there’s anything I could uncover about the element bonds to know how to stop him, but most of the books that study the bonds are from a long time ago.”

      “There’s no need to study the bonds these days. At least, that is what most scholars would believe. Most are content with accessing the power they do, and are not at all concerned about the reason they can access it or about the nature of the pathway there.”

      “I think we might need to try to better understand it to know what Roland is planning.”

      “Do you intend to reenter the bond?”

      Tolan shook his head quickly. “I don’t know that I could—or if I should. The idea of going back again is…” He almost said frightening, but that wasn’t quite true. The elemental he detected within the bond was frightening, but the power there was not. “Worrisome. I don’t know if I would be able to get out again if it came down to it.”

      “There might be a way for you to do so, but…”

      “What way?”

      “I will have to study. Perhaps there’s something in some of my old archives.”

      “Yours?” Tolan smiled, waiting for her to finally admit that she kept separate records from the library. He had long believed she did.

      “I meant my access within the library,” she said.

      “I’m sure you did.”

      She smiled tightly at him. “I would ask that you be careful, but knowing you, Master Ethar, I suspect that is unnecessary.”

      “I went to try to find answers from the Guardian.”

      “The Guardian may not know anything,” she said.

      “I had a sense of the Guardian that he knew something, but it’s a matter of being able to speak to him.”

      “I’m certain that you were able to speak to him quite well. It’s not so much speaking to them as listening.”

      “It is.”

      “If the Guardian has an answer, maybe you need to take some time and see if there’s anything you might be able to learn about how to listen to the Guardians.”

      “I’ve tried. I think about what he was saying to me, the way he was saying it, and all I heard over and over again was the bond.”

      “That’s why you went to the Convergence.”

      Tolan nodded.

      “And you think there’s something more in what he was telling you.”

      “I’m sure of it. You could help with that, as well.”

      “I think my strength is not in reaching for the Guardians. Besides, in this case, I think you’re right that we need to better understand what he intends.”

      The door to the tower opened and Ferrah stepped out. She had Jersan with her, and he looked over at Tolan before his gaze settled Master Minden, his eyes widening slightly.

      “You’re bringing the younger of the two students,” she said.

      “He’s the one connected to the elementals,” Tolan said. That was what he figured he needed, though Kelvin might know more about Telfair.

      Master Minden tapped him on the arm, and a sense of spirit washed through him. It was a reassuring sense, but it also reverberated within him, almost as if she had wanted to try to trigger something within him. Tolan inhaled deeply and turned to Ferrah and Jersan. Master Minden left them, closing the door behind her.

      “What was that about?” Ferrah asked.

      “Just a brief conversation.”

      He turned to Jersan. He was dressed in Academy clothing and looked at everything with something of a wide-eyed stare. Given his age, he shouldn’t be quite so intimidated.

      “How has your adjustment to the Academy gone?” Tolan asked.

      “I suppose as well as possible. It’s… difficult.”

      Tolan looked over at Ferrah. “When I came to the Academy, I wasn’t able to shape at all.”

      Jersan opened his mouth, and it seemed as if you’re going to argue, but he shifted the nature of what he was going to say. “You weren’t able to shape at all?”

      Tolan shook his head. “Not at all. I could sense mostly. I could use earth, but not many of the elements.”

      “Why did they bring you to the shaping Academy here in Amitan?” Jersan swept his gaze around the city before turning his attention back to Tolan.

      “I had the same question at the time. I didn’t know. The Selection was believed to be infallible, and even though I wasn’t able to shape, the master shapers believed I was meant to be here.”

      “They’ve told me if we fail the first level, we’re forced to serve.”

      “That’s what they told me, as well.”

      “How many fail the first level?”

      Tolan glanced at Ferrah. He didn’t really want to reveal that as far as he knew, none had ever truly failed. The Academy worked with everyone who passed the Selection, in order to gain the knowledge needed to serve in some way.

      “It’s not common,” he said.

      “I’ve heard about you,” Jersan said softly. “There are stories the other first-level students share about you. Apparently when you were a student, the Draasin Lord attacked and you were involved in those attacks?”

      “That is true,” Tolan said.

      “How was a student involved in that?”

      “By chance. And because I like to get into trouble.”

      Ferrah laughed bitterly.

      “I can’t shape the way they want. I don’t know if I just can’t, or maybe I haven’t learned. It’s just… hard.”

      “All I can say is keep trying,” Tolan said. “I felt the same way, but eventually, something within me awoke.”

      He didn’t know how to do the same for Jersan. There were some shapers who simply were able to shape only a single element. Some were able to shape more than one. It wasn’t up to him to determine who was able to reach them.

      “Is that all you needed from me?” He glanced over at Ferrah as he said it, mostly as if realizing that he wasn’t sure if he should’ve said something in front of her.

      “Not exactly. I needed you for something else back in Telfair.”

      “Why would you have us go back there?”

      Tolan shifted his feet, looking out over the city. He detected a faint energy of power, different than what he’d detected in the past. “What have you detected of earth?”

      Ferrah frowned at him.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Have you detected anything different about it?”

      “I’m not as well-connected to earth as I am to wind.”

      “That’s not true. You can speak to the earth elemental, so I know you have a connection to earth. Has your connection to the elemental suggested anything to you?”

      “I haven’t heard anything from the elemental in quite some time.”

      It seemed to Tolan that he hesitated in admitting that, almost as if afraid that by doing so, he would be acknowledging he wasn’t going to be able to reach the elementals again.

      “Something changed with the bond,” Tolan said.

      “Are you sure that you—”

      Tolan shook his head, interrupting Ferrah. He needed to have some honesty with the other man. If nothing else, he needed to share with him and get him to share in return.

      “I don’t exactly know what happened, but something changed with the element bond, and it seems to me it’s tied to what happened when we were in Telfair.”

      “We weren’t doing anything to the element bonds.” Jersan sounded almost petulant.

      “I know that you weren’t. You were speaking to the elemental. Jinnar shared with me that you don’t listen, but that’s not a reason for you to have angered an elemental. That wasn’t anything that would have changed the bond.”

      “I haven’t detected anything different about the bond,” Jersan said.

      Tolan studied him, debating what to share. “I have. I’m not exactly sure what it is, or what it means, but whatever it is has altered enough that I need to investigate.”

      “You’re going to carry us all there?”

      “I am.”

      “It took the better part of the day the last time. I do have classes, and—”

      “I have another way of traveling.”

      Tolan reached for each of the elements, realizing he utilized only his connection to earth and not the bond, and added spirit as he merged them all together. When he pulled a shaping from them, a burst of lightning streaked across the sky, shooting toward him.

      Jersan cried out and the lightning bolt carried them, lifting them toward Telfair.

      Within the shaping, there was a sense of strangeness. Tolan tried to hold onto it, trying to orient it, but the warrior shaping started to drift.

      Within the warrior shaping, things happened quickly. He tried to control the shell of energies around him, but there was a shifting that started to stagger the shaping.

      It was coming apart.

      Tolan reached for more of his connection to earth, trying to grab onto that, but realized that was part of the problem. He had to bind the shaping together, but he wasn’t able to do it by using earth through the element bonds. He had to release that connection.

      He relaxed. Shifting the nature of earth, he held on to only earth through himself. The other elements overpowered it and Tolan had to change the nature of the others, withdrawing all of them.

      When they landed, they did so far from his destination.

      Ferrah stared at him. “What happened?”

      “Nothing,” Tolan said.

      “What kind of shaping is that?” Jersan asked.

      Tolan looked around. They were in a rocky landscape that reminded him of the waste—and of what he had seen when he had been within the earth bond. His heart hammered and he tried to ignore the sweat streaming from his brow. He’d never felt the warrior shaping go awry.

      But it had.

      Tolan was sure it was because of his earth bond.

      What would happen if I were to use my own connection to shaping; avoiding the connection to earth?

      Maybe it was only because he had delved into the earth bond. Whatever Roland had done had affected him.

      Tolan tried to focus. “Wait here,” he said.

      “Tolan—”

      “Wait here.”

      He pulled on the other elements, staying away from the bond, thinking about how he shaped when he was within the waste. He reached for them, letting them wrap around him, and then he added spirit. Tolan carried himself only a short distance. Ten paces. Nothing more. If the warrior shaping was to go awry, he would need control over it enough that he wouldn’t end up hundreds of miles farther than where he intended.

      The shaping took him up, then back down. There was nothing unusual about it. There was only the sense of the shaping, nothing that worried him. When he emerged from the warrior shaping, stepping forward, he looked over at Ferrah.

      “The bond. We have to be careful with earth now,” he said.

      “I don’t detect that, though,” she said.

      “Maybe it’s only because I went into the bond, but—”

      “You went into the bond? How is that even possible?” Jersan said.

      “Are you sure that you can do this?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan breathed in. It wasn’t a matter of not being able to shape. He had enough energy and strength, and unlike in the waste where he’d be cut off from power and forced to pull upon his own strength, here there was nothing that separated him. He was able to recharge himself; drawing upon more strength.

      He worried about the fact that he was drawing upon the strength of the earth bond, and that it was that power that started to refill him, but if it did so, it was without him having any active involvement in it.

      He walked across the distance between himself and Ferrah before taking both her and Jersan by the arm. He glanced from one to the other, reaching for each of the elements, and bound them together before adding spirit. When the lightning bolt struck, carrying them up and toward Telfair, Tolan tensed in way he was not accustomed to when using the shaping. He hesitated, holding onto that power, afraid of releasing it in a way that would cause him danger. He feared losing control over it. If he were to lose control, he didn’t know where they would end up or what might happen to them.

      The shaping carried them all the way to Telfair.

      As soon as they stepped free of it, Tolan recognized that something was off. It pressed upon him through his sense of spirit. It was an emptiness.

      All of the people who had been within Telfair were either gone—or they were dead.
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      Tolan looked up at Jersan, and he wondered how much of this he would be aware of. He didn’t know how much he needed to share with him, but this was Jersan’s home. These were his people. If it had happened to Tolan’s home, he would want to know.

      Ferrah took his hand, pulling him off to the side. She used a hint of wind, swirling around, and Tolan added fire to it, sealing them off from Jersan.

      “Why do I get the sense that something is wrong?” Ferrah asked. “You’re not telling me something. Not that I’m surprised by that these days.”

      Tolan ignored the comment. “Because something is wrong.” Tolan focused on spirit, pushing outward as he had when they had been here before. He used the same sort of shaping Master Minden had, probing everything in front of him, and in doing so, he wasn’t able to detect the sense of anyone. The village had comprised almost eighty people before. Not a lot, but certainly enough that he should have some sense of them pushing on his awareness.

      There was nothing.

      What had taken place here?

      “I don’t detect anyone.”

      “No one?”

      “There were quite a few people before. It’s not a large village, but when I came with Master Minden, we were able to detect the others. I thought we would be able to sense them by now.”

      “What if they left because of what happened here before?”

      “What would have taken them away?” Tolan asked.

      Unless they were all connected to earth in some way. When they’d been here, he remembered the nature of the pit, the way that each home had one within it, and he remembered the sense of earth and power that existed within the village. It was unusual, especially compared to some of the places they’d visited, but not completely unique. There were other places tied to the elements—and the elementals—in ways the people did not know about.

      If they were all well-connected to earth, they might have known something had shifted within the bond. Knowing that, they might have taken that opportunity to go somewhere else. If that were the case, then Tolan would have to figure out why—and where they would have gone.

      He took a deep breath, focusing on what he could detect, and he headed across the distance to the village. Jersan stayed with him, and Tolan was tempted to tell him to stay back, but he wasn’t sure that was the right answer. If something had happened here, then Jersan should know. Kelvin would have to know, too.

      They reached the outskirts of the village, and Jersan stopped. “Something’s wrong,” he said. “I can feel it.”

      “What can you feel?” If Jersan could reach spirit, then it would explain his connection to the elementals. Maybe Jersan would be able to speak to the elementals. It seemed to Tolan that spirit was the key.

      “Earth is off.”

      “That might be nothing more than the element bonds,” Tolan said.

      “Maybe.”

      Tolan stopped at one of the homes and tested the door before pushing it open. Jersan stood framed in the doorway, staring for a moment. Jersan’s back stiffened, and when he closed the door, he turned to Tolan.

      “What did you find?” Tolan asked.

      “She wasn’t there,” Jersan said.

      “Who isn’t?” Ferrah asked.

      “My sister.”

      Somehow, Tolan had forgotten Jersan would have family here, but of course he did. His parents might have even been here.

      Had he given Jersan and Kelvin the opportunity to say something to the rest of the village, to let them know that they were taking them away for the Selection, then perhaps…

      Perhaps nothing. Taking the shapers away to the Academy was a part of the Academy. It was a part of all who lived within Terndahl. There was nothing that Jersan’s departure would have done that would have changed anything like that.

      They stopped at the next building. Much like the last one, it was empty. Jersan started to move more quickly, going door to door, checking on each of them.

      After he checked about a dozen, he turned to Tolan, the color drained out of his face. “They’re all gone.”

      “That was my fear,” Tolan said.

      “You knew?” Jersan glared at Tolan, and the earth began to rumble.

      “Easy,” Tolan said.

      “If this is your fault—”

      “It’s not my fault. I came here to try to better understand earth, not because of anything that happened to your village. I didn’t realize anything was amiss until we got here.”

      Roland had to be involved, but what had he done?

      “How did you know?” Jersan asked.

      “I could feel it,” Tolan said. “Through spirit.”

      Jersan took a deep breath, and he glanced from Tolan to Ferrah before heading through the rest of the village, going from door to door. Tolan let him.

      “What do you think happened here?” Ferrah asked.

      “Roland did something to them. It means he’s crossed the waste.” That worried him. The waste had served as a barrier that had prevented him from crossing before.

      Tolan followed the sense of Jersan and found him near the edge of the village. Jinnar had rumbled forward, coming forth from the earth, and stood across from Jersan. There was power coming from the elemental, but as Tolan focused on it, there was something else mixed within it.

      Was it the strange feeling of the earth bond?

      If something changed for the elementals as well, that would affect more than just the earth bond. He joined Jersan, sitting across from jinnar, looking at the earth elemental. He could hear the elemental rumbling, attempting to speak to Jersan.

      Could Jersan hear anything?

      Jinnar had said that Jersan spoke but was unable to listen. Maybe he could listen now. Jersan held onto a connection to earth. Power radiated from him, and it washed toward jinnar.

      “Where did they go?” Jersan was saying.

      The elemental continued to rumble, letting that power radiate from him.

      Tolan listened, focusing on what he was able to detect of the elemental, and thought about the energy coming off him, sensing the effort of what the elemental was saying, and couldn’t hear anything more.

      He mixed spirit, adding earth, pushing outward.

      By mingling the two, the rumbling started to shift. Tolan could hear a muted and muffled sound, but it was different than what he’d heard when he’d been with the elemental before. It was almost as if some aspect of his ability to understand the elemental had changed.

      “Can you still understand me?” Tolan asked.

      Jinnar shifted and turned toward Tolan. The elemental had a strange appearance. It was all rock and limbs, and a massive stone head that swiveled toward him. There were no eyes, but there was a sense of power coming off jinnar.

      “The bond,” the sense came.

      It was a rumbling energy, and it rolled through the ground, filling Tolan.

      “I know something is wrong with the bond, and I’ve been trying to understand what it is, but I don’t know. Can you help me understand?”

      Jinnar took a step toward Tolan. He once would have been terrified by the sudden nature of the movement. For as large a creature as jinnar was, the stone elemental moved quickly.

      He towered over Tolan. In that way, he was not all that different from the Guardian.

      He should be able to understand the elemental, but for some reason he wasn’t able to grasp what the elemental was saying in the way he was accustomed to. Tolan focused on his words but heard only the same sort of rumbling he had heard from the Guardian.

      “The bond,” the elemental said again.

      Tolan took a step forward. He had to try a different way, but he was afraid of using element bonds. In order to reach jinnar, he thought he might need to.

      He connected to the earth bond. In doing so, there came a faint echoing sense, almost a reverberation of power. It was off, but not so off that Tolan was able to identify its source. He connected to that and pushed outward toward the elemental, mingling spirit into it, using the two in order to try to reach the elemental.

      “Something’s changed. I can’t understand you the way I should.”

      The elemental took another step toward him. Now he was just across from Tolan, and the power radiating off the elemental was immense. It was almost more than Tolan could fathom. He stood in place; afraid to move.

      “The bond,” the elemental said.

      “I understand the bond, but what I don’t understand is what you’re trying to tell me about the bond. The Guardian mentioned the bond as well—”

      The elemental began to tremble.

      There was something about the sudden shift of energy that was enormous. He took a step away, and then another. All of a sudden, the elemental shot downward, power bursting into the ground, and jinnar disappeared.

      Tolan could only stare.

      “What happened?” Jersan asked. “He never left like that before. What did you say?”

      “I didn’t say anything that should have chased him away,” Tolan said.

      “You mentioned the Guardian. I heard that. What is that?”

      Tolan shook his head, looking over at Ferrah.

      What had happened here?

      He had mentioned the Guardian, and for whatever reason, that seemed to have upset jinnar. He held onto the connection to earth, focusing on the elemental, but even as he did, the awareness of jinnar began to drift away until he was no longer able to detect him.

      Ferrah caught up to them and looked over at him. “What happened?”

      Tolan reached through his connection to earth, straining for whether or not he might be able to uncover of the sense of the element and the elemental. They should be bound together, but as he pushed outward with earth, mixing it with spirit, he didn’t detect anything more of jinnar.

      “I didn’t think the elementals were afraid of the Guardians,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan shook his head. “They’re not.”

      The bond had changed—and now his ability to speak to the elementals had changed.

      What was Roland doing?

      Tolan looked around the village, focusing on the buildings. All of them had a connection to earth in a certain way. When he had been here before, there had been earth, and he had noticed it from the runes upon the buildings. He had noticed it from the bondars that formed the pits within them as well.

      Tolan headed toward the nearest of the homes. He pushed open the door with a hint of wind and fire, avoiding earth, and stepped inside. The air was still. He breathed in, noting a musty odor to it, and focused on his awareness of the room. The pit at the center of the room was like the other place he’d visited. Tolan crouched in front of it, running his fingers along the surface, noting the bondar and the runes. There was something within those runes that he thought he should have been able to feel, but there was nothing more than an emptiness.

      That was different than when he’d been here before. Earth had been strong enough that he was able to pick it up, and when he pushed out, he could feel it deep within the ground.

      “What is this thing?” Ferrah said, crouching across from them. For the first time in a while, she seemed interested. “It looks like a bondar.”

      “When we came the last time, Master Minden and me, there was a feeling of hashin having been freed. The bondar was disrupted and the elemental was coming up from the pit. I realized they were all connected, and so I replaced the bondar.”

      “I don’t see why that’s an issue.”

      Tolan shook his head. “At the time, I didn’t, either. I felt as if we were almost attacked by the sense of hashin, and I had to force it down into the ground, sealing it back with the bondar, but…”

      Getting up, he found Jersan near the edge of the village, holding onto a shaping of earth. He was likely probing, trying to reach for the sense of jinnar again, but with as much as he was pushing, nothing was responding to him.

      “What are the pits in your homes for?” Tolan should have asked before but had thought they used them to speak to the elementals.

      Could it have been something else?

      “Nothing,” Jersan said. “They’re fire pits.”

      Tolan shot him a hard look. “Not fire pits. They have runes around them, and the markings are for earth, not for fire. What are they for?”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “I wouldn’t? I was here when hashin was released.”

      Jersan didn’t react.

      Tolan wasn’t sure whether or not the other man would even show any sign of what had occurred, and seeing nothing from him confirmed Tolan’s suspicions.

      “Were you and Kelvin trying to release one?”

      “It was our turn,” he said softly.

      “Your turn for what?”

      “Our turn to let him out.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Jersan looked up, and Tolan could see the concern in his eyes. Maybe even fear. “This village. It’s for hashin. We serve him.”

      “Serve him how?”

      Jersan looked away, and he continued to hold onto the sense of earth, mixing wind with it this time. The sense of it swirled around, lifting. “My people have long been connected to this land,” Jersan started. “Some of us are more connected than others.”

      “Shapers,” Tolan said.

      “Shapers. We have used that connection to help us support…” He closed his eyes, looking down. Earth and wind twisted together from within him.

      “To support what? Hashin?”

      “Yes. You celebrate the Great Mother. Others celebrate other things. We have always celebrated the earth. Hashin.”

      The pits within the homes suddenly took on a different meaning. Tolan had thought that they were a way of holding the elemental down, and perhaps they did that, but the elemental was interconnected from what he understood. Within that interconnectedness, they would have been able to tie the elemental in place.

      “When you said it was your turn. What did that mean?”

      “Each week we take turns. Hashin grants us an opportunity to visit.”

      “So you and Kelvin?”

      “It was his home, not mine. I was working with him; trying to help him. He has potential, much like I had potential, and much like the Golad had potential.”

      “Who is that?”

      A chill worked through Tolan, along with fear about what Roland might have been up to. With his control over spirit, it wasn’t hard to imagine that he would set himself up as someone else.

      Could he be the Golad?

      “He leads us.”

      When Tolan had been here before, he hadn’t detected anything else. Certainly nothing more of earth that would explain another shaper, but what Jersan described suggested there would’ve been somebody else with a connection to earth here.

      “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.”

      There was something Tolan felt through spirit that told him Jersan wasn’t completely honest with him. “You know something. What is it?”

      “He… he has a way of reaching us.”

      Tolan glanced at Ferrah before turning his attention back to him. What had he missed here? “How?”

      “He speaks to us.”

      Spirit. It had to be. Which meant it was Roland.

      “Can you speak to him now?”

      “He’s been silent.”

      “Ever since you went to the Academy?”

      “Yes.”

      “Now that you’re here, can you try reaching him?”

      “I’ve tried, but…”

      “What would you normally do to reach the Golad?” Tolan shared a glance with Ferrah, and she watched Jersan, worry in her eyes.

      “When he’s here, we simply speak to him. When he’s away, he still provides guidance.”

      Tolan shook his head. Roland had been here—and he’d missed him. Now he didn’t know if he would be able to track where he’d gone and find him again. “I think it’s time for us to get you back.”

      “I can’t go back. My people are gone. I need to learn what happened to them.”

      “I’m going to do everything I can in order to figure out what happened,” Tolan said.

      “You won’t be able to do anything.”

      “I’m a master shaper at the Academy. There’s much I can do.”

      Jersan shook his head. “The only person who can help us is the Golad.”

      “I will find him.”

      “Like you found me?” Power swirled around Jersan before settling. “I don’t want you to harm him. He’s led our people for a long time.”

      “I’m sure he has,” Tolan said.

      Ferrah joined him and Tolan held onto the warrior shaping, wrapping it around them, and used a burst of lightning to carry them back to the Academy. He made sure he didn’t borrow from any of the element bonds this time. When they emerged on top of the tower at the Academy, Tolan breathed out, relieved the shaping had worked as it was supposed to.

      Ferrah watched him, concern radiating from her that he wished was more for him, and forced a smile at Jersan. “I think it’s time for us to get you back to your classes.”

      As they left, Jersan cast a glance back over his shoulder, looking at Tolan, concern showing within his eyes. There was nothing Tolan could do to reassure him. The only thing he was going to be able do would be to find Roland. Though he wanted to figure out what he’d done to the rest of the people of Telfair, he was more concerned about the bond.

      The bondars in Telfair were the key. Luckily, he had someone who could help him understand the purpose of those bondars.
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      Back at the Academy, he caught a glimpse of Carson and one of the other Inquisitors down the street. They looked up, almost as if aware of his shaping, and Tolan hurriedly protected his mind, using a shaping to do so.

      Carson would likely use his sudden appearance and then disappearance against him. If he wasn’t careful, he was going to lose his position as Master of Spirit. He felt conflicted about it, though he certainly didn’t want someone like Carson taking over for him.

      Unfortunately, now wasn’t the time to worry about him. He had other things he needed to be concerned about.

      The shaping carried him over the mountains and toward the free elemental village. Tolan went alone, no longer confident in his warrior shaping the way he needed to be in order to carry others. He’d been relieved to have brought Ferrah and Jersan back to the Academy without getting lost by the shaping. With the way the bond had been altered, he couldn’t count on succeeding again.

      The village was nestled into a valley on the far side of the mountains that separated this land from the rest of Terndahl. It made it nearly impossible for others to reach, a place that shapers had once attempted to get to, thinking that it was the key to understanding the Draasin Lord. With his control over shaping, Tolan was able to find his way to the village much easier than he once had, not needing to use a shaping of earth to practically walk through the mountain itself as he had when he had first come.

      The homes here were simple. All were built out of shaped earth, and most carried runes around them to solidify them, strengthening the structures against the elements. Domed roofs covered them, some with plants growing from them, while others were simpler, just stacks of rocks. Others were covered with branches and leaves. All of the homes seemed to grow out of the landscape around them.

      The energy of shaping filled the entirety of the village.

      At the heart of the village was a Convergence. The building that surrounded the Convergence was open; a shaping that permitted it to shift when triggered by someone within the village, revealing the Convergence inside. The silvery liquid caught the sunlight, radiating some of the light, and as Tolan looked around, searching for anyone who might have opened the Convergence, he found no one.

      That wasn’t to say that someone hadn’t been responsible for shifting the Convergence.

      Or perhaps something.

      Tolan could feel the elementals around him. There were dozens of them, all from different elements, and they roamed freely. This had been the very first place that Tolan had ever come where he had detected the free elementals.

      Given the feeling he’d had in the North, the way the elementals had wandered, he was tempted to approach them to see if there might be something he could uncover about what had been taking place, but he had another task first.

      When he landed near the Convergence at the heart of the free elemental village, he looked all around. It had been a few months since he had come here. In that time, the elemental village had changed. There was more activity than there had been before. There were other shapers, as well. Some had come out of Terndahl, and some had actually come from the Academy. This was where Tolan was going to be able to find the greatest influence on reconnecting people to the elementals.

      He looked around at the buildings. Most of them were connected to the elements in a specific way, and all of them served as a bondar. The entire village formed an enormous bondar that wrapped around the Convergence at the heart of it. Tolan could feel that, and he could feel the energy within it, though he didn’t need to do so in order to recognize the power here. He could feel that power.

      He strode through the village, heading toward his father’s home, and knocked. When the door came open, his father looked at him, his eyes weary and his forehead creased. “Tolan?” He looked past him before shaking his head as if trying to clear his mind. “You came by yourself?”

      Tolan looked at his father. He was dressed as he often was in a simple brown jacket and pants. He had a satchel strapped to his side, and Tolan knew from his experience with his father that within that satchel were the tools he used to form bondars. “I need help.”

      “What kind of help?”

      Tolan looked behind him. Every so often, he could feel the power of shaping through the village, but it faded. When that of earth burst near him, he tensed. Tolan wanted to be away from that sense. “Can I come in?”

      His father glanced at him, and Tolan looked past to see that his father wasn’t alone. There was another shaper there.

      She was an older woman. Darker of skin and with black hair, she had an easygoing smile. Tolan didn’t recognize her. She hadn’t been in the village when he’d been here last.

      “I’m sorry, Tolan. This is Liza.”

      Tolan hesitated only a moment before smiling. “Liza. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Liza started toward him. She was a robust woman, and her smile widened. “Tolan.” She said his name warmly, almost as if she had known him her entire life. “I’ve heard so much about you. Your father speaks about you in such glowing terms.”

      Tolan looked at his father. There was a bit of tension around his eyes. “How do you know my father?”

      “We met in the village of Theon. Your father came with a few of the others, demonstrating his bondars. I’ve always had a knack for crafts, and he thought he might be able teach them to me.”

      Tolan looked over at his father, suppressing a smile. “What sort of things are you teaching her?”

      “She understands the nature of the elementals,” his father said, a hint of defensiveness in his tone. “I’m just trying to help her learn whether or not she has the potential to make bondars.”

      It wasn’t as if the creation of bondars was something that needed to be kept a secret. In fact, the opposite was probably true. There’d been a time when making a bondar was hidden from shapers. The knowledge of how to create a true bondar—not just a replica—had been lost. Anyone who might have the potential to make them should be valued.

      “How has it been going?”

      “Better than I expected. When your father described what he did, I thought there was no way I’d be able to do anything close that, but in the time that we’ve been here, working together, he’s shown me quite a few things.”

      This time, Tolan did smile. “I’m sure he has.”

      “I’ve almost succeeded with my first one,” she said.

      Tolan shot a half smile at his father. Perhaps that was for the best. For so long, his father had been tied to Tolan’s mother, and considering that she’d spirit shaped him, forcing a level of emotion Tolan wasn’t even sure was real, it was good to see that his father had moved on. In the time since he had rediscovered that his father still lived, there had always been a sense from him that he was unhappy.

      That sense wasn’t there now. He could feel something within his father; a joy that had been missing before.

      It didn’t even take Tolan to shape spirit to be able to determine that. He could practically see it on his father’s face. It was in the easy smile he offered to Liza. It was in the lack of tension within him.

      Tolan and his father had a strained relationship. Partly that came from how his father had been shaped by his mother, something that was not Tolan’s father’s fault, but partly that was how his father had shown no real desire to try to return to Terndahl with Tolan. He was content here.

      It left Tolan suspecting that his father remained under a spirit shaping, though every time that he had come to this village, Tolan had tested him, probing to see if there was any evidence that his father had been spirit shaped. Each time he did so, Tolan found nothing. There was no sign that a spirit shaping lingered.

      It was that spirit shaping which had changed everything for Tolan and his father. His mother had been a powerful spirit shaper, and she had used her connection to spirit in order to overpower both Tolan and his father. Using that power, she had overwhelmed both of their minds, coercing them into a series of beliefs that had left Tolan still wondering how much of his childhood he actually remembered.

      “The first one is always the hardest,” Tolan said. “You’ll get it, I’m sure.”

      “Your father tells me you have something of a knack for it.”

      “I do, but I do also have the advantage that I can shape.”

      “I heard that as well. What is that like?”

      Tolan smiled. “Sometimes it’s difficult.”

      His father tapped him on the shoulder. “Why don’t you come in, Tolan? Then we can talk about what you need.”

      Tolan joined them inside, and his father guided him to a chair near a hearth in one section of the room. A fire crackled warmly, and there was a hint of saa within it, the flames of the fire elemental giving off warmth and energy. Every so often, the elemental danced within the fire, easy for Tolan to notice because of how he connected to it. He could feel other elementals within the village. There were dozens upon dozens of free elementals roaming through the village, all connected to this place, drawn by the Convergence. That had been something that had surprised him when he had first uncovered that connection, but it shouldn’t have. The Convergence was a place of power for elementals; a place where they were able to get closer to the source of energy that fueled them.

      His father brought him a mug of steaming tea, and Tolan took it, sipping at it.

      “What brought you here?” his father asked.

      There was no accusation, though Tolan hadn’t visited in quite a while. “I may need to show you.” That was part of the problem. He didn’t necessarily want to carry his father to Telfair, but he wasn’t sure how to show him the nature of the bondar otherwise.

      “A bondar, I presume. Otherwise I doubt you would have come to me with this.”

      “It is a bondar. It’s one for earth—and strange.”

      “You don’t have it with you, I suppose.”

      Tolan shook his head. He took another sip of the tea. It was good. It had a hint of spice to it along with a trace of mint. It warmed his throat as he swallowed it. It left him with a tingling sense of alertness.

      “You like it?” Liza asked.

      Tolan nodded. “It’s quite pleasing.”

      “Oh, good. A special recipe I’ve had. Your father likes it as well. He says it helps focus his mind. I don’t know if it does that—I think he’s being kind—but it’s meant to be soothing.”

      “Thank you,” Tolan said.

      “Can you show me?” his father asked.

      He handed Tolan a stack of papers and a pen.

      That was a better idea. Tolan leaned forward before starting to draw the shapes he’d seen within Telfair. Most of the shapes in the bondar were similar. There was a repeating pattern to them that Tolan had identified; one per stone. They ringed the entirety of the pit, and it wasn’t until Tolan had started to draw that he began to recognize the nature of the pattern. There were five in total, five different patterns, and five repetitions of it.

      Twenty-five altogether, and they circled the entirety of the pit.

      He didn’t know if the others were the same. When he’d visited the other homes, he’d spent some time trying to get a feel for them, but he didn’t remember whether or not the patterns were the same.

      His father leaned over his shoulder, looking at the drawings as Tolan worked. “That is an interesting combination,” his father said.

      “That was what I thought,” Tolan said.

      “Why interesting?” Liza asked.

      “It’s the repetition. When we create bondars, repetitions concentrate power. Now, the more you repeat a pattern, the more power is concentrated—but there are limits to it.”

      “I haven’t seen any with five repetitions like this before,” Tolan said.

      “There are some. The bondar within the waste has thirteen repetitions, at least on some of the patterns. Not all of them required quite that much repetition.”

      “I realize that.” Tolan had been a part of creating the bondars to seal the Guardians back to the heart of the waste and recreate the connection from the Convergence to the Guardians.

      “The repetition creates an augmentation even as you’re making it. The more you place that pattern, the more that energy builds. With the right type of connection, power can explode before you’re ready for it to do so.”

      Tolan thought about what he had experienced when he had been replacing the stones holding hashin. He had been wrapped up with the power of the elements, and so he may not have even noticed any sort of building energy. They also had already been formed, so he had needed to do nothing other than replace the stones, forcing them back into the position they’d been in.

      What purpose would Roland have had with it, though?

      “This one had five repetitions. Only five different patterns.”

      “I never thought the complexity of the pattern was crucial,” his father said.

      “I thought the more you create different patterns, the more complicated it becomes,” Tolan said.

      “In some respects, that’s true. When you use the bondars they have at the Academy, the patterns are tied to the specific elemental. In other situations, the patterns are tied to the element and not the elemental.” His father shrugged. “As I’m not a shaper, and as I can only speak to the elementals—not control them the way some can—I can only tell you what I know about the elementals and the runes.”

      “Do these markings represent any specific elemental?” Liza asked. She stood on the other side of Tolan, pressing toward him. He used spirit to sense her interest.

      “There is a familiarity to it, almost as if there’s a sense of the elemental within it. This one,” his father said, pointing to one of the markings, “looks as if it is tied to feranl, an elemental of dust, but that rune is a little bit more like this.” Tolan’s father took the pen from Tolan’s hand and began to draw, making a similar rune, though not quite the same. There was just a hint of it that was different. When he was done, he frowned. “It could also represent yaloh, though that would looks more like this.” He scribbled another rune.

      Tolan marveled at his father’s understanding of the runes. He knew his father was skilled, and with everything that he was able to do to make the bondars, he’d known his father had considerable knowledge when it came to them. However, this was more than what he remembered his father knowing. He had clearly been studying.

      “I don’t know either of those markings,” Tolan said.

      “It’s from something Master Minden lent me. She thought I might benefit from one of these ancient journals you have at the Academy.”

      “I wish she would’ve offered it to me,” Tolan said.

      “I suspect she thought you were too busy with your new assignment.”

      “Yes,” Liza said, clapping her hands together. “I hear you’re the master spirit shaper.”

      He didn’t know why, but there was something about her that annoyed him. It rubbed at him in an irritating way.

      He wanted his father to be happy, and suspected the irritation came from residual spirit shaping used on him. When he was younger, all of the memories he had of his mother had been spirit shaped by her. When she’d died, Tolan had been conflicted. While she’d ultimately given him something that would protect him and had saved him, she’d been the reason he was in danger in the first place.

      “Is there anything more you can tell me about this?”

      “It is unusual,” his father said. “Maybe if we experiment with it, we might be able to test the purpose of it.”

      “I don’t know if I have time for that.”

      “You have to get back the Academy so soon?”

      “This is… a bit of a side project of mine,” Tolan said.

      His father didn’t need to know about the danger Roland posed. This village had been through enough pain caused by Tolan’s mother under Roland’s influence.

      “If you were to help me, I suspect we could get this done sooner.”

      Tolan flashed a half smile. He could help with this.

      He had an understanding of the runes, and he also had an understanding of the elements and elementals, which allowed him to make bondars. It had been quite a while since he’d made his own bondar. Most of the time, he didn’t really find the need. He had the warrior sword, a bondar he’d created. Other than that, there wasn’t much he needed to do.

      “I can help as well,” Liza said.

      Tolan started to object, but his father headed him off. “I think you would help a great deal. Why don’t you work with me on what I’m going to do? Tolan often works best alone.”

      She smiled, still far happier than Tolan was comfortable with.

      They headed to the back of the home where his workshop was. Within it was a workbench, a wall of tools, and an entirely empty floor. Tolan glanced at the workbench, looking to see what his father had been working on. There was a stack of various shapes, some of them cracked from the bondar having failed, while others were intact.

      “It looks like you’ve been busy,” Tolan said.

      “It’s more about practice,” his father said. “Now that I remember how to make bondars, and am now back at it, there’s something to be said about being able to use them in a way that allows for us to connect to that power.”

      An idea came to him. “Have you had anybody from the Academy come to you?” Roland could probably use spirit to pose as anyone. Tolan swept spirit through his father, but found no influence.

      “Do you mean other than you and the Grand Master?”

      “There are others who’ve come.”

      “Others have come, but they mostly come to see the elementals. It’s a curiosity, not that I can blame them. The first time I came here and experienced the free elementals, I recognized the power that was within this place and how different it was from everything else.”

      “You haven’t really talked about that before.”

      “I think that was what happened,” his father said, rubbing the side of his head. “I don’t even know.” He took a deep breath. “How terrible is that? I have memories of this place, memories of coming here, memories of my reaction to it, and memories of the time I was here, but I still don’t even know how much of those memories are mine and how many were forced upon me.”

      Tolan had tried to use what he knew about spirit to reach into his father’s mind and see if there was anything he could do to help, but hadn’t uncovered anything. Spirit left little in the way of traces of energy there.

      It was the same thing for him. While he wanted to know whether or not there was any influence within his mind, there wasn’t an answer. The Grand Master himself had probed Tolan, searching for whether or not there was any way to restore his memories. Even Tolan had attempted to delve into his own mind, using the power of spirit, along with the spirit bondar, and hadn’t found anything.

      Whatever shaping had been done to both of them had changed them.

      Tolan and his father both took up implements and began to make the shapes on the bondar from Telfair.

      Tolan worked slowly. He didn’t have the same knack with forming shapes on the stone as his father did, though Tolan did have the understanding of the rune. He tried to focus on what he felt as he carved it. There was something to the making of the bondar that helped him understand the bondar itself. It was freeing in a way.

      His father worked next to him, saying nothing. He and Liza whispered softly to each other, the two of them working together. Tolan made an effort to ignore them.

      There was the sense of the shape that he was able to bring out of the stone, and he was certain he replicated it the way it had been on the bondar within Telfair, but he didn’t learn anything.

      There were times like this when Tolan wished he had more experience with making bondars. He’d worked with his father often enough that he had some experience, but nothing like his father possessed. When it came to the bondars, he could replicate them, and he could even grasp the making of them, but he wasn’t able to make new bondars from scratch.

      Every so often, Tolan glanced over at his father, listening to him and Liza as they whispered softly. They laughed with each other, making small comments and generally enjoying each other’s company.

      It felt as if it had been a long time since Tolan had done anything quite like that, when he had been able to relax—and laugh—like that. Instead, he’d been so focused on his responsibilities within the Academy and on what Roland Var might be doing that he’d neglected to spend the time he could have—and should have. Maybe Ferrah needed to be here, though he didn’t know if she’d come.

      “How is Ferrah?” his father asked, as if knowing his thoughts.

      “Disappointed in me, I think.”

      His father looked up. “Why?”

      “I’ve been preoccupied with chasing rumors that I haven’t spent the time needed with her. Or teaching. Or doing all the things she thinks I should be doing.”

      “Is she right?”

      Tolan looked down at his work. “Roland is out there. He’s still attacking.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      Tolan nodded slowly. “She’s probably right.”

      “What will you do to fix it?”

      “Fix it?”

      “You do want to fix it, don’t you?”

      “She’s been with me through everything.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “I… I don’t think I can do it without her.”

      “Have you told her that?”

      “She should know that.”

      “How could she know if you don’t tell her? You’re the spirit shaper, Tolan.”

      It was such simple advice, but nonetheless accurate.

      His father had never been one for much advice, but maybe his experiences meant something Tolan could use. He’d have to talk to her as soon as he could.

      Tolan finished with the bondar he worked on and took another piece of stone and began to create another. This one was a little different than the last; the symbol less familiar to him. He didn’t recognize the rune, nor did he recognize which elemental it was tied to, if it was tied to any at all.

      He still wasn’t sure whether or not the bondar that was found in Telfair was connected to any of the elementals. It was possible that it was simply runes marking other symbols.

      Tolan finished with the second stone and stepped back, studying it. Even after having made two of them, he still didn’t really understand their purpose.  These weren’t the same kind of bondars he expected for earth.

      Tolan frowned, thinking about that.

      The runes were similar to earth elementals, but not the same.

      What if that was the key?

      As they’d been working, Tolan had been focused on the idea that all of this was bound to the earth elemental, but it was possible it was not tied to that at all. It was possible that there was another aspect within it that he hadn’t even considered.

      When he’d been within the earth bond, he’d detected earth and spirit intertwined.

      Besides, Roland shouldn’t be able to use earth. What if the combination was the key?

      Tolan focused on the sense of spirit, probing at the recreated bondars.

      When he did, there came a strange echoing. It surged, filling him in a way that it hadn’t before. Tolan’s breath caught.

      That was it.

      These weren’t just bondars for earth—though that was a part of it.

      There was spirit here as well.

      “Father,” Tolan said.

      His father and Liza were laughing. They had stopped working quite so diligently on trying to create the bondar, and they were talking to each other. His father was motioning somewhere toward the other end of the house.

      Tolan tore his gaze away, turning it back toward the bondars. “Father. I think I found the key.”

      His father and Liza’s conversation died off and his father made his way over to him. “What do you mean that you found the key? We need to make the other parts of this bondar for you to be able to understand the sense of it. Sometimes, it takes experimenting to be able to understand what’s trapped within it.”

      Tolan glanced over at the other two. He suppressed his frustration. “Spirit.”

      “I thought you said this was a bondar for earth.”

      “I thought it was. Maybe it partly is. Spirit is mixed in as well.”

      His father took a seat at the table and pulled out a piece of paper along with the pen. He began to draw, adding flourishes to the shapes he was making, and he worked quickly, drawing out the form of the bondar. As he went, he added a few other elements that Tolan hadn’t seen.

      When he was done, he looked up at Tolan. “Try this,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I was looking at it from a different way. When you brought it to me saying that was an earth bondar, I let that focus how I thought about it. I should have known better, but…”

      His father flicked his gaze back to Liza. His father had been distracted, and because of that, his father hadn’t been thinking quickly.

      Should Tolan begrudge his father that?

      “Thinking about it as spirit, I see something different. Not the runes, at least not so well that I understand the purpose of this bondar, but I recognize there are a couple of complementary shapes missing.”

      “What happens if they’re missing?”

      “The focus of the bondar changes. Rather than focusing power and allowing it to augment, without these complementary shapes, there’s a piercing nature to it, like focusing a beam of the element.”

      “What would happen if you added these complementary aspects?”

      “It should soften it. It should make it so that it opens up the effect of the bondar. Of course, I’m not entirely sure whether or not that would even work.”

      He shrugged and looked up from his work.

      “It’s possible I’m wrong. As I said, I haven’t seen anything quite like this before, and with the power within it, it’s possible what I’ve been able to determine isn’t even accurate. If we went where you found the bondar—”

      “That’s not a good idea,” Tolan said.

      Not only did he not want to bring his father and Liza, but he grew increasingly concerned about what Roland had placed there. It was tied to hashin and forcing the elemental into the bond—and changing the bond.

      Everything had begun in Telfair. To stop Roland, Tolan would have to return there.
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      Wind caressed him as Tolan stood on the edge of the mountain. The valley stretched in front of him. He had used a warrior shaping, and thankfully the shaping had not gone awry, but he’d felt a waning sense of strength which had forced him to redirect. It was the second time since detecting the change in the earth bond that he’d been forced to change how he used the shaping.

      He feared it wouldn’t be the last.

      Tolan looked down upon the valley, focusing on what he could see. From here, the buildings of Telfair were obvious. They blended into the landscape, but there was something about them that carried a specific sort of energy.

      They had runes worked within them, bondars, and those markings added to the power of the village itself. While standing here, he could almost see what the village had looked like before.

      Why would those bondars be designed to focus the power of spirit?

      There was one way he might be able to discover the answer, but that involved triggering the bondars in a way that he could reveal spirit. Tolan wasn’t sure he wanted to do that. There was no one else here, though, and until he better understood what was taking place, he couldn’t return to the Academy.

      When he’d been here before, there had been the sense of the free elementals. All of that was gone, too. Tolan hadn’t paid any attention to that before, but now that he recognized it, he realized that not only were the villagers gone, but with the absence of the elementals, he had to wonder whether that was all connected.

      The villagers were tied to earth. That was what Jersan had said. They’d been here for generations—or so he’d believed.

      Great Mother!

      He hadn’t tested him for spirit. When he returned to Amitan, he would have to do that. And Kelvin. That way, he could figure out whether Roland had shaped them, or whether he had only presented himself as the Golan.

      Tolan used a shaping of wind along with fire to travel down to the village.

      He wandered through the buildings, making his way from one to another, thinking about what he could detect. The buildings themselves were all simple. None of this seemed to him the way anyone could—and should—live.

      Tolan focused on spirit. The village was empty, but there was the awareness of the buildings. Tolan paused before one of them, looking at the runes. He pressed power into them, focusing on what he was able to uncover. There was a hint of power within it, and it washed over the building, fortifying it. It was one of the old kind of runes with power that provided protection for the buildings. He had started to get up when something caught his attention.

      The rune might be old; at least the nature of it. Tolan had seen it on ancient buildings all throughout Terndahl. The nature of the rune was such that it offered a level of protection from the elements, though many of the buildings with that protection didn’t necessarily need them. This rune, though the shape of it looked older, was not old itself.

      He reached down, running his fingers along the surface of it. The marking was deep, the symbol formed relatively recently.

      Tolan focused on it, thinking about what he could uncover from it. There was power within it. As he probed it, he detected power—the way that it flickered for a moment, fortifying the stone.

      Maybe they’d been forced to rebuild these buildings.

      If there were the case, it would explain why this marking was relatively new. It had been placed within the last few years. Not any older than that, and yet, there wouldn’t be that many people who knew about markings like that. Most who did would have come from the Academy.

      Tolan moved on, and he paused at one of the next buildings. While there, he traced his fingers over the markings, focusing on the runes. There was the same sense of power. As before, he had a sense of what these markings once would have been like, the feel of age that should have come from them.

      Even though there should be a feeling of age from them, he didn’t detect anything like that. They weren’t all that old.

      He headed through the village, testing each of the buildings.

      It was something he hadn’t considered when he had been here before.

      He took to the air, using fire and wind, hovering. He looked down at the buildings, focusing on them from this vantage. There was nothing particular about them; nothing other than the shape of the structure.

      There was power from within them. And they weren’t old. If they weren’t old, then all of them had been built with a purpose. Likely, Roland’s purpose. Tolan had to look at one of the bondars.

      He dropped to the ground, heading into one of the buildings, choosing at random.

      The room was empty, like all of the homes had been empty. He reached the ring of stone. Crouching in front of it, he focused on the bondar and decided he had to know what it might do.

      He pushed spirit into it.

      There was resistance, but then the shaping flowed outward, focusing toward the center of it. Something was missing, though.

      Tolan focused on earth.

      As he did, he could feel the energy surge, shifting. It was a strange sensation, but he still didn’t know what he detected.

      What about the other elements?

      Tolan had presumed that it was only earth, but if there was spirit in here, there was also the possibility that there were other elements that he hadn’t noticed before.

      Five patterns. Five elements.

      Tolan shifted to fire, focusing on that. It erupted through the bondar, and with the addition of spirit, there was a shimmering nature to it.

      In the back of his mind, he could feel Thoren crying out. Tolan released the shaping.

      What was that?

      He shifted, trying wind, then water. All of the elements worked. All of them were tied to spirit. The bondar was surprisingly powerful.

      He headed back out in the street, taking to the air, and pushed upward. He hovered there, staying in place. There was considerable power here. It came from the buildings, but it also came from the bondars. Power like that typically meant a Convergence.

      How had I overlooked that?

      There had been free elementals here before. He’d felt them when he’d first come. Elementals were tied to the Convergences, drawn to them. Tolan and the others within the Academy had gone looking for the Convergences to find as many as they could. He thought they knew all the Convergence locations, or at least those within Terndahl’s borders.

      Tolan pushed downward, probing with spirit.

      Probing in this way, he normally would be able to detect the sense of a Convergence. There was a distinct feel to it, and using spirit in this way, he should have been able to uncover what was down there.

      He didn’t really expect to find a Convergence. Had there been one, Tolan would’ve been aware of it sooner. His probing struck something deep beneath the ground. He added a hint of earth and fire and wind and water. By combining each of the elements, Tolan was able to generally detect Convergences. That was how the others had been uncovered, but these days, there weren’t all that many Convergences remaining to be found.

      The energy that was down there was similar to what he would’ve expected with the Convergence, but different.

      He shaped himself higher into the sky, focusing on what he was able to uncover from far below. The feeling from the ground grew more distant. The power that he knew was there grew fainter. As he traveled, he watched the ground below.

      There came a shimmering.

      It was subtle. When it swept across the ground below him, he wasn’t even sure what he was seeing. It was something that Tolan hadn’t seen in quite some time. It had been years, actually. Long enough that Tolan had thought he wouldn’t see it again. That shimmering swept across the ground and left everything looking only a little bit different.

      Tolan lowered himself again. When he did, he saw a shimmering once again. Each time that he shifted positions, the shimmering came again. His heart pounded.

      He dropped back to the ground.

      He paused at one of the outer buildings and traced his hand along the runes. There was a series of them all around the building and he tapped them, using a hint of power to destroy them. The knowledge he had of destroying the bondars came from his mother; the gift she had provided him before she had died.

      As the rune shattered, the building began to collapse.

      It happened quickly, a brief rumbling, but then it disappeared.

      It was almost as if it wasn’t there.

      Could the building have been nothing more than a skilled shaping?

      He went to the next building and did the same thing, shattering the rune.

      When it disappeared, he realized where the rune had been placed.

      The markings formed a circle, and as far as he could tell, there was no actual structure. The ground still bore the circle of the bondar, and that power was focused downward, but everything else was shaped. The people that he’d detected…

      Was it possible they weren’t even real?

      He remembered when he’d first come here; what he’d detected. He remembered pointing out the people to Velthan and then to Master Minden. There had been two powerful people here. He had brought Jersan back and had been certain that Jersan had not been a part of a shaping.  The only other person who had been here was Kelvin, and everything within him told him that Kelvin was young and inexperienced. While he might be able to reach for the elementals, there was nothing else about him that would make him dangerous.

      Unless that had been a shaping.

      He walked through the village, destroying the bondars as he went, the illusions disappearing in a burst, leaving no evidence that they had ever been there; nothing that would suggest to him that there was any sign of stone or anything else. When he was done, the village was gone. There was nothing other than the series of bondars.

      Even those were troubling to him.

      He needed to get back to the Academy. He needed to find Kelvin. Then he needed to figure out what else Kelvin might know about Roland’s plan.

      Both Kelvin and Jersan might have been spirit shaped. Worse, Tolan might not even have known. He thought himself protected, but Roland was so skilled with spirit that his protections didn’t matter. Coming here had been done as part of the Selection, pursuing shapers who had potential for the Academy. He hadn’t focused on protecting his mind. He’d been focused on using spirit to test. What if someone had used that shaping to reach for him?

      Tolan had to get back. And quickly.
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      When he returned to the Academy, Tolan didn’t detect anything unusual. Everything had the same sense it had normally, and despite what he’d just encountered, and what he thought was taking place, he didn’t feel anything unusual here.

      That didn’t mean that there wasn’t anything here to be concerned about. During his return journey to the Academy, Tolan had realized there was another aspect of all of this that he had yet to focus on. If someone—or something—had begun to target the earth bond, there was still a possibility they were doing the same thing with the other element bonds.

      Carson waited for him outside the spirit classroom. Students were moving in and out of the classroom. Had he been even a little later, he would have missed his class, which unfortunately was exactly what he thought Carson wanted. “Master Ethar. It’s good that you have come for your class.”

      Tolan glared at him. He looked past Carson and into the classroom. “Of course I was going to come for my class.”

      “Unfortunately, the Grand Master doesn’t share your confidence. He asked that I ensure that your classes  had the necessary instruction.” Carson tipped his head, and a hint of a spirit shaping came from him. “Perhaps you wouldn’t mind if I observed.”

      Tolan knew that he could object, but if he did so, it would only antagonize Carson even more. Worse, he couldn’t deny that it would be beneficial for the students to have an alternative working when he was not available. Velthan would work well for the lower-level students, but the upper-level students needed somebody who understood spirit in ways that Velthan had yet to do.

      “Of course not,” Tolan said.

      He looked around the students.

      They all looked back at him. This was a high-level class, and the students were all older, and all of them had a considerable ability to shape.

      He scanned the room. He knew all of them by name and had been working with them for the last few years, ever since he’d taken up his post. In that time, he’d tried to teach them to reach spirit. While some of them had a hint of ability with spirit, not all of them did.

      Of course, he didn’t need all of them to have an ability with spirit. Today he decided there was something else he could teach. It was something he’d focused on before, but not many of them were able to grasp the concept nearly as well as he liked.

      “Today we’re going to talk about protecting yourself from a spirit shaping,” he said, looking over at Carson. “If you recall, you will have heard me talking about how spirit naturally protects one from spirit shaping, but not all of you have the ability to reach spirit, so we need to learn how to defend yourself against a shaping.”

      Velthan watched him, a strange expression on his face. He glanced at Carson, frowning. Tolan wondered what Carson had shared with him about his absences.

      “In the past, we’ve talked about using a shaping of one of the elements in order to protect yourself.”

      Using a single element allowed for some protection against spirit, but it was incomplete. It was an easy way to start the conversation. In order for these shapers to be able to master the nature of offering protection to themselves, having any sort of protection was better than none. Within the Academy, they didn’t face much in the way of spirit shaping. It was mostly Tolan, and there weren’t many other shapers of spirit who knew more than him.

      “Today we’re going to talk about something much more complicated. We need to focus on how many of you are able to use each of the elements.”

      At this point in their training, all of them would have to be able to use each of the elements—other than spirit. In order to remain within the Academy at this point, to continue their studies, they had to be masters of each of the elements, at least while holding a bondar.

      “The nature of the shaping is such that you need to twist it. Each of the elements need to wrap together. Once done, you can add it, layering it over your own mind. The shaping is difficult, and so I’m going to go around the room and show you the shaping.”

      It wasn’t the way he usually liked to teach, but with the threat of Roland present in his mind, he needed to do so.

      Tolan started in front of the classroom, drawing power from the rune, and therefore through the Convergence, as he tapped on each shaper. When he did, he created the shaping within their mind, showing them what they needed to know. It was a way of giving information, but it was a way that carried with it some challenges. Having knowledge but not having experience with how to use it meant that they might attempt to draw upon that power when they shouldn’t.

      That was part of the reason Tolan didn’t attempt to teach this way very often. Not only that, but there was value in being able to try to find the knowledge on their own.

      He walked through the classroom, looking at each of them. When he reached Velthan, he paused. He watched Tolan, a look of suspicion in his eyes, though that was not unusual for him.

      Tolan was curious. They’d traveled to Telfair together. It was possible Velthan had been shaped. Glancing to see Carson watching, he drew upon the power from the rune; from the Convergence. Then, rather than showing him the shaping, he swept spirit through him. It was a way of drawing power; looking for any sort of influence that might be there. There was something there. A hint of power remained dormant in the back of his mind.

      There was a sense of power Tolan had felt before, similar to what had been layered upon him when he was younger. A spirit shaping.

      Tolan used the rune, letting power flow out and into Velthan. He swept the spirit shaping away, pulling it free from his mind. Then he showed Velthan how to shape.

      The other man sucked in a sharp breath.

      “What was that?”

      The influence would be gone. Tolan didn’t know what Carson would remember. Possibly nothing. He leaned forward, using a shaping of wind to carry his words to Velthan only. “There has been an attack. There’s a dangerous man who controls spirit and has influenced Telfair. I need to find the two students we brought from there and make sure they haven’t been shaped. The way that you were shaped.”

      Velthan looked up, locking eyes with him for a moment. He nodded.

      He finished making his way through the students, tapping on each of them. When he was done, he went back to the center of the room, standing within the circle of power that allowed him to reach for the rune. “Now that you each have the knowledge of the shaping, what I want you to do is practice. Wrap each of the elements and bind them together. When you have done this, you pull it down upon your mind.”

      It would be a stronger shaping if he were to add spirit, but at least this way there was still some strength to it.

      “How will we know if this works?” Hira asked. She was slight, a wind shaper primarily, and she sat in front of the class. Though she was a powerful wind shaper, she was gifted with each of the elements.

      Tolan probed, pushing upon the barrier that she formed.

      It was potent. Even though he had a gift with spirit shaping, a gift given to him by his mother before dying, he still wasn’t able to push past what she used to protect herself.

      “You did a good job. I can feel your mind is protected.”

      “You can feel it?”

      “A spirit shaping requires there be access to the person’s mind. When you layer this particular shaping over your mind, you protect yourself from anyone else being able to use it upon you.”

      “Would it protect from the Inquisition?” This came from somewhere in the back of the room, though Tolan wasn’t able to tell who it was.

      He glanced at Carson. “A shaping like this would defend against Inquisition,” Tolan said. “But then, we haven’t had an Inquisition that involves students in many years.”

      “What’s the point of shaping like this?” George asked. He had some talent with spirit. “If we don’t know we’re going to be spirit shaped, then how would we even be able to defend ourselves?”

      “There was a time when shapers constantly kept their minds protected, using a shaping like this to defend themselves from spirit shaping.”

      “Hold it all the time?”

      He looked over at Carson. “The other possibility is that when you know that you’re going to be near a spirit shaper, you would use a shaping like this in order to protect yourself.”

      He stopped in front of Jons, a bearded water shaper, and probed again. This time, there was a bit of weakness.

      “You need to add more fire,” he said.

      “You can tell that?” Jons asked.

      “There’s enough of a barrier that I can feel the resistance you’re using, but there’s not so much that you have completely defended yourself. Continue to practice as much as you can.”

      “How can we practice it we don’t know where the deficit is?”

      He needed to finish with the class. Find Jersan and Kelvin. As he looked at Carson, he couldn’t help but feel as if this delay was going to be too much of a problem.

      “You can have George or Velthan help you with that,” Tolan said.

      “I can use spirit, but I won’t be able to tell them where they need to continue their work,” George said.

      “Sometimes letting them know whether or not the barrier is effective is the most important piece,” Tolan said.

      He stopped at Velthan and probed. There was a hint of power there, and the other man was holding onto a shaping, but it wasn’t complete. “You need to add more wind,” he said.

      “I am adding wind,” Velthan said.

      “You are, and I can feel it, but what you need to do is focus on a little bit more of the wind, and twist it within.” He used spirit again, shaping the knowledge into Velthan’s mind. As he did, he focused on trying to ensure he understood the steps involved. He needed Velthan to get this right. “Do you see the difference?”

      Velthan nodded slowly. His shaping began to form again, and there was a better mixture of each of the elements. When he pulled it down upon his mind, Tolan attempted again to use a shaping. This time, there was more of a barrier.

      “Very good,” he said.

      “Why do you suddenly want us to know how to protect ourselves?” George asked.

      He could see Carson watching him, and Tolan suppressed his frustration. It was time to be done with this. “Because you’ll all be in danger if you don’t.”

      With that, Tolan stepped out of the spirit classroom and dropped to the lower level.

      He hurried through the Academy and headed toward the first-level students section.

      It was a place he rarely went. Most of the time when he was in the Academy, he stayed within the spirit tower, or the library, and very rarely went into the other towers. He paused, focusing on spirit, and pushed outward. There was no sense of anyone there. Which meant they were likely in one of the other towers.

      Tolan headed back to the main level, but paused. He pushed upward, focusing on spirit, using that to detect where the first-level students were. He didn’t have enough strength to do that so he borrowed from the power of the rune, using that to tap into the Convergence.

      As Tolan probed with spirit, he detected an awareness of them. They were within one of the towers. Of course it would be the earth tower.

      Tolan headed toward the earth tower, hurrying up the stairs, and from there, he paused at the classroom. He pulled the door open just a little, enough to hear the instruction. When he had come as a student, his experience here as a first-level student had been difficult.

      Master Shorav instructed today, as he often did, and he was talking about elementals. At least his description of the elementals had grown far more accurate in the time since Tolan had been a student.

      “Now, those of you who need to take a golan, come up to the front of the class. As I tell you each time, these bondars are delicate. They are not to leave the classroom.”

      There was a gentle murmuring, and the students all headed toward the front of the room.

      Tolan stepped into the classroom and Master Shorav locked eyes with him, a deep frown creasing his brow. Tolan shook his head slightly.

      He swept his gaze over the students. He used a shaping of earth and wind, masking his presence.

      Tolan used it specifically so Master Shorav would understand what he tried to do, but then he started to push out with spirit, letting it sweep over the students. By probing them in this way, he searched for something that would explain what he had seen in Telfair. He searched for anything that might explain whether or not there was anything from Kelvin. He found him near the front of the classroom, grabbing a bondar, though he doubted Kelvin would even need one.

      Tolan pushed on him, using a shaping of spirit.

      He didn’t detect anything.

      It bothered him that Velthan had been shaped. It meant Roland had been there when they had been there.

      Jersan sat at the same table as Kelvin, looking somehow younger than Tolan remember, both of them working on the shaping that Master Shorav had asked of them. Kelvin seemed to loom over him as they worked with spirit. It was a simple shaping, one designed to demonstrate turning stone into dust. It was one of the earliest shapings Tolan had attempted, though he had failed each time that he had tried.

      They had a piece of rock sitting on the table in front of each of them, and all of them were trying to shape at it, using the connection Master Shorav had demonstrated and trying to use whatever they could in order to be able to break the rock.

      He focused on spirit, using that as he swept over Jersan. He didn’t detect anything within his mind, either.

      He had to try again. He focused, sweeping spirit through. As he focused on Jersan, he felt a twinge. It was subtle, but it was there, buried within the back of the man’s mind.

      Tolan focused on that and he probed again, letting more power flow from him. He used each of the other elements, combining them, thinking that what he needed to do was not only peel away what had been done to him, but also to offer a layer of protection over Jersan’s mind.

      While doing so, he stripped that shaping free. It was a subtle shaping, barely more than a thin layer, but as Tolan began to focus on it, he could feel the energy of it and could feel the edges and peel them away.

      Jersan suddenly looked up.

      He sat motionless.

      Tolan worried that if it was related to Kelvin—something he increasingly felt was likely—he needed to be careful. He pushed a hint of spirit shaping against him, wanting to protect him but also wanting to keep him from speaking up.

      Within that shaping was an instruction for him to keep working on earth. Tolan shifted his attention to Kelvin. He focused on spirit, but also on each of the other elements. Much like he had done with Jersan, he probed, using his knowledge of the element to sweep through him.

      There was a barrier. It was similar to the barrier he’d been teaching the other students, though there was an aspect to it that was far more potent than what he’d been demonstrating.

      The more that he probed, the more he recognized that there was something within Kelvin’s mind. Only, as he probed, he realized that what he was detecting wasn’t even real. It was a shaping he couldn’t penetrate. For something like that, he suspected it would take a bondar.

      He focused his effort in a different direction. If there was a bondar, then he needed to figure out the source of it. He turned his attention to probing all along Kelvin. If he had a bondar, it would be on him.

      He pushed, sending out a probing from each of the elements. It happened slowly, gradually, and he did so cautiously so that if Kelvin was alert enough to recognize that somebody was trying to do something, he wouldn’t realize what Tolan was doing.

      At first, Tolan didn’t feel anything, but the more that he pushed, the more that he began to detect something.

      Resistance.

      It was a bondar. The bondar was dangerous. There was power within it. He continued to probe, letting power flow away from him, toward what he detected, and he pushed again.

      There was resistance.

      Something was trying to protect the bondar.

      Tolan focused on the rune for earth before deciding to focus on the runes for each of the elements. Because of the runes around the Academy, he could tap into the Convergence even from a distance. There wouldn’t be many people who would know how to do that. The Grand Master could. Master Minden could. Maybe a few of the other master shapers could tap into the power of their particular element.

      Tolan could tap into each of them.

      Power filled him.

      There was danger in it, and that danger was that somebody who was connected to power would recognize what he was doing and would turn toward him.

      Much like Kelvin was turning toward him now.

      He pushed.

      Rather than waiting, he used everything in his power and pressed outward, letting that power slam into the bondar Kelvin held. It overwhelmed the protection he held, and the bondar shattered.

      It came as a soft hiss, but Tolan could feel the energy that shifted and the way the bondar dissolved. It was similar to how the runes around the buildings within Telfair had dissolved.

      Kelvin changed. Everything about him started to ripple. It was strange how it happened, but his appearance shifted. Even knowing that it was possible Kelvin had used a powerful shaping, and even knowing he was more than what he seemed, watching the shaping shatter—the rippling change right in front of him—was surprising.

      Tolan stared, trying to comprehend what he was seeing.

      That was a mistake. Kelvin lunged forward.

      But then it wasn’t Kelvin.

      It was Roland Var.
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      Roland looked much as Tolan remembered. He had dark hair, lean features, and power. It was the power that Tolan could feel most of all, almost as if Roland wanted Tolan to be completely aware of just how powerful he was. He tried to focus, readying his own shapings, but Roland loomed in front of him.

      The man was supposed to be dead. Tolan had seen him die. Had been the one to watch as he’d tumbled from the tower and landed below.

      As Tolan stared, Kelvin—Roland—barreled toward him.

      Tolan used fire, wanting to draw on earth but defaulting to the element he could trust.

      Roland was thrown back. He used a shaping of spirit, lashing out.

      Not at Tolan. Instead, he used spirit on all of the students.

      Of course he would use spirit. Without a bondar, it was all he could use. It struck each of them. They all turned toward Tolan, preparing to attack. Master Shorav was the only one who did not.

      Thankfully, Master Shorav must have recognized something was taking place and had protected himself, but now Tolan was going to have to figure out what Roland was after. Tolan drew upon the power of spirit, calling through the rune and through the Convergence, and he swept it outward, slamming through each of the students, undoing what Roland had done.

      Roland used that moment of hesitation and crashed into Tolan before escaping from the room. The collision knocked Tolan back, and the contact seemed to allow Roland to use more power against him. Tolan tried to protect his mind, shielding himself with each of the elements, wrapping them around himself. A shaping bounced off him.

      Tolan had no idea about the purpose of the shaping, only that he could feel the sense of it as it tried to work through him. He fought, struggling against that shaping. It swept over him. It washed back into the room, and it went through each of the students, attacking them again.

      Tolan got to his feet and started to push on the students despite knowing he needed to figure out what Roland was doing. Shorav would have to manage on his own until he figured it out.

      He stormed out of the room, closing the door and hurriedly sealing it off, using a shaping of each of the elements. He had no idea how much strength the students had. They were all first-level students, but some of them would be powerful. He knew how much power some of his classmates had had when they’d been first-level students. Ferrah had been incredibly strong, as had Draln. For shapers like that, it wouldn’t take much to be able to overwhelm the shaping around the door. He tapped into the runes, using the Convergence, and closed off access to the room.

      He would come back later.

      Roland raced down the stairs ahead of him.

      Tolan drew upon a shaping and used water, turning the stairs to ice, letting Roland slide. He tried to curve the ice up to create a barrier, but Roland blasted through it.

      Tolan shaped himself forward, using fire and wind. There should be nothing but an opening down the stairs, but he struck a solid section of stone.

      He pushed with earth, but that wasn’t strong enough. Instead, he used fire, wind, and water, mixing all of them together, and he peeled away the shaping Roland had created. When he reached the main level of the Academy, he saw Roland heading along the hallway.

      Tolan ran. Chasing after him, he began catching up to him.

      Something was wrong.

      A shaping.

      Roland was far too gifted with spirit to be captured like that. Roland wanted Tolan to believe he was catching up to him.

      This wasn’t Roland at all.

      Tolan pushed outward, focusing on what he was able to see—what he was really able to see. There was a sense of Roland running through the halls, but it shattered as he swept forward with each of the elements.

      He spun, turning his attention.

      What if Roland had gone toward the Convergence?

      The Convergence had been attacked within the Academy once before, and Tolan wouldn’t be surprised if that was what Roland was after, but as Tolan focused on it, he didn’t detect anything like that at all.

      Tolan felt the presence of Roland somewhere else.

      The library. It was a strange location.

      Why go toward the master librarian section?

      Tolan reached the staircase leading up, taking the stairs as quickly as he could, his movements augmented by shapings. Using a combination of wind to lift him and a hint of earth to push him forward, he could move much more quickly. This time, he didn’t even attempt to suppress the gust of wind swirling around him.

      At the top of the stairs, he paused. There was a sense of power on the other side of the wall near the portraits.

      Tolan stepped forward, drawing upon the energy from each of the runes; drawing upon the power of the Convergence. When he threw the door open, he was prepared to unleash it, uncertain what he might be able to find but knowing that there was something here.

      Roland stood at the end of the hall.

      “You were dead,” Tolan said.

      Roland smiled at him darkly. “Was I? What if I wanted you to think I was dead?”

      “You were dead. The elementals claimed you.”

      The other man merely smiled at him. “You know how long it took me to find a way across that blasted waste? Every time that I tried, I met resistance. The waste truly is a fantastic barrier, and it has kept so much from getting into your land. Unfortunately, you revealed the key. The power has been here all along. Now I just have to bring it there.”

      “I didn’t reveal anything.”

      “When you were there with your mother, I touched your mind. Do you think that I could not?”

      That attack was still prominent Tolan’s memory. He remembered how his mother had gifted him knowledge and information, a way of shaping spirit that Tolan wouldn’t have known otherwise. He remembered the way that Roland had controlled his mother, using a power over shaping that Tolan couldn’t comprehend at the time. Despite the gift that his mother had given him, he still could not. He still struggled to understand and believe what he had done to his mother.

      It had connected him.

      Tolan could only stare. Roland was an incredibly powerful spirit shaper, so Tolan couldn’t doubt that the other man had discovered some way to access his thoughts and mind. It was how Roland had controlled his mother all those years. It was how he had controlled so many people who had served him.

      “You can only shape spirit.”

      “I can only shape spirit, but others can use each of the other elements, and because of the knowledge your mother brought me I uncovered the secret of the bonds. Spirit allows me access to those elements. My time here has given me a chance to see just how effective my change has been. Soon, the other bonds will be the same.”

      Tolan pushed outward with each of the elements, but there was resistance.

      Roland pushed against him.

      The man was powerful, and he drew upon the energy of whatever bondars—or spirit connected to the bonds—that he could. He managed to combat the shaping Tolan drew upon. Tolan used the energy of the runes, that of the Convergence, and was able to summon strength in that way, but Roland countered him.

      “I’m not so helpless,” Roland said. He seemed content to remain standing in front of Tolan.

      What did he hope to accomplish?

      There was power within the portraits here. Tolan had seen it and had felt the nature of that power. Master Minden had shown him that power.

      It had come from the portraits, and the shaping within them, and it had come from the knowledge and understanding the ancient shapers possessed.

      As he stood in front of the portraits, Tolan realized Roland drew upon a power that Tolan couldn’t even understand. That power flowed along the portraits, and outward, through them. Tolan had to intervene.

      But how?

      He had no idea what he was trying to do, only that he was drawing upon the power of the portrait. Tolan pushed back, squeezing against what Roland was doing.

      “What is this?”

      Master Minden appeared from a door at the end of the hallway. She was dressed in a robe and surprisingly had a sword strapped to her waist.

      “Get back,” Tolan said.

      She glanced down the hall toward Tolan before looking at Roland.

      Something flickered across her face; an expression that almost seemed like recognition.

      “This is Roland Var. He’s been in the Academy the whole time.”

      Roland turned his attention to Master Minden, smiling widely at her. He shifted his shaping. Tolan started forward, trying to get to Roland before he did anything to Master Minden, but Roland used some sort of power and pressure and pushed Tolan back. He struggled against it. Somehow, Roland was able to prevent him from heading forward.

      It wasn’t a shaping of any of the elements other than spirit.

      He was using spirit against him, even though Tolan had his mind protected.

      Unless he didn’t have his mind protected.

      Did I only think it’s protected?

      When it came to Roland, there was so much Tolan began to question, and so much he didn’t really know. Roland was incredibly powerful. Roland was not only using a shaping of spirit, but he was drawing something from the portraits.

      That was unusual, and it was different than any of the other shapings Tolan had encountered before. Different even than what he’d seen from Master Minden.

      She reached for something nearby—Tolan’s sword.

      How had she gotten it from my room?

      Roland darted forward, grabbing for the sword, and jerked it away from her.

      “No!” Tolan shouted.

      Roland cried out and held it up.

      It was a bondar; a powerful one. Made in the way of the old warriors, the sword was designed to allow him to connect to each of the elements, including spirit.

      Roland would be able to use it.

      He sliced Master Minden with it.

      She grabbed at her belly, cupping her hands as blood poured down.

      Tolan screamed, trying to race forward.

      He couldn’t move.

      Whatever Roland was doing was holding him in place.

      Tolan remembered the nature of that shaping. He had felt it before. He thought about the knowledge his mother had given him, the way she had shown him how to avoid a shaping like this.

      How could I access those memories?

      There was only one thing he thought would work. He shaped through himself.

      The shaping unlocked knowledge. He held on to spirit, washing it through him, turning it inward in a way that allowed him to understand things that he had not before. He could feel that energy and he recognized that power, and he used it to hold onto himself, sweeping it all the way through him so that he could defend against what Roland tried to do. It was a shaping that granted him knowledge and understanding, a shaping that showed him aspects that he could not have accessed otherwise. He was able to hold onto that knowledge, and it seemed as if Roland had tried to prevent him from reaching it, as if he had wanted Tolan to forget the lessons his mother had granted him.

      Then Tolan realized what Roland was doing.

      Tolan pushed on the shaping, sliding it free from his mind.

      That was the only way he could do it. He couldn’t simply block him. Roland was far too skilled with shaping spirit. The shaping slipped off Tolan’s mind, and he was freed.

      He staggered forward and headed toward Roland. Roland pointed the sword at Tolan. A shaping began to build from it. The blade started to glow.

      Tolan hesitated. He focused on the runes scattered around the Academy. The Convergence. He honed that power, sending it toward Roland.

      That power blasted into him, but Roland deflected it, drawing it through the sword and then outward.

      A mistake.

      All of this was a mistake.

      He was calling upon power, and Roland was redirecting the nature of that power.

      He was feeding the bondars. By drawing that much power to the bondars, Roland empowered himself. Everything Tolan poured into the other man, everything he did was giving him more and more strength.

      Roland laughed. “In all the time we’ve been apart, I would’ve expected you to have learned more than you have. Instead, you use the same tricks. They aren’t any more effective now than they were then.”

      Tolan tried to ignore him. He had to find an answer. He could feel the energy Roland used; the nature of what he was doing. That energy was potent. It was so potent that Tolan didn’t have any way of countering it. That was what Roland counted on.

      He had to move. Master Minden needed him.

      Tolan struggled, taking a step. Master Minden was down. Bleeding.

      He needed to get to her. She needed shaping.

      He focused on her, focusing on what he could sense of her and on what she needed from him.

      She needed power.

      Could he give her the power she needed?

      He tried to shift the nature of the shaping, trying to pour water and spirit into her. Seeing her bleeding out on the ground like this, seeing the way she suffered, was almost too much for him to bear.

      Tolan pushed again, straining against what Roland did, straining to reach Master Minden. All he wanted was to offer her healing.

      Roland laughed.

      “You don’t even know what I’ve been planning. You cannot know.”

      “You won’t succeed.”

      Roland tipped his head to the side, studying him, and jabbed out with the sword. “What makes you think that I haven’t already?”

      There came a burst of power. It swirled around and tossed Tolan back, throwing him out of the hall. Roland had planned on every reaction he had.

      Tolan scrambled to his feet, trying to get to Master Minden. When he reached the hall once again, she was gone. So was Roland.

      Tolan threw open the door at the end of the hall, heading up the stairs that would take him to the top of the Academy. He focused on the power of the Convergence, focusing on the runes, calling that power up through him. He shaped, letting that power sweep outward, searching where Roland had gone.

      He shouldn’t be able to use a warrior shaping.

      But then, hadn’t I given Roland just what he needed?

      He would have been able to access Tolan’s thoughts. He would have known the warrior shaping. Tolan pressed out hurriedly with each of the elements but found no sign of them. There was nothing.

      He hurried back downstairs, back into the library, and looked around. He paused where Master Minden had fallen.

      Her loss struck him in a way that surprised him. He’d grown close to her in the time he’d been at the Academy. She’d served as an advisor, guiding him toward his shaping, helping him understand he was more than he had believed. It was because of Master Minden that he had come to know the elementals. It was because of Master Minden that he had come to believe in himself and his ability to shape.

      Now she was gone. Roland didn’t even leave her body behind for him. Tolan frowned.

      Why would he have taken her?

      A shaping.

      He focused on the stones, and he saw no sign of blood. With how Roland had carved through her belly, she should have bled out over the stones. There was no sign of that.

      He focused instead on spirit, probing the area. There was a considerable use of spirit here. All of that had been used on Tolan.

      That was what Roland had done.

      He had made it seem as if he’d killed Master Minden.

      Tolan didn’t even know whether or not the other man had actually attacked her. It was possible he hadn’t and that he had done nothing more than simply create the illusion of an attack.

      Why, though? Was it only to mess with my mind?

      Roland would have used spirit upon Tolan. There was no doubt of that in Tolan’s mind. And because he had used spirit, he would have known what Master Minden meant to Tolan, even if Tolan didn’t fully understand it.

      He would have known she was valuable to him.

      Which meant he still needed to find Roland.

      He got to his feet, looking around.

      The portraits were untouched. Roland had done something here. It had to do with spirit, as everything that Roland was able to do had to do with spirit, but he’d hidden the nature of his use of spirit, making it so that it was difficult for Tolan to understand.

      Tolan continued to probe, forcing himself to find the answer.

      What would Roland have been wanting from the portraits?

      That was the key.

      Tolan hurried along the portraits, focusing on the images within them. When he was here, he thought about what he had seen over the years, the way he’d seen power shifting, and the way he’d seen the images along the wall shifting.

      Racing through the hall, he skidded to a stop when he noticed something off about one of the portraits. It was the one of the younger girl with the lizard.

      Always before, there had been a sense of shadows behind her. It was almost as if shadows swirled, circling around her. Those shadows seemed troubling to Tolan.

      Something about it was different.

      The lizard.

      That was what seemed different.

      Rather than her holding the lizard on her lap, now the lizard seemed to have moved behind her. How was it even possible a painting would have shifted?

      Why would it have shifted?

      Spirit tingled along the surface of the painting.

      That was what he detected.

      Why would there be spirit along the surface of the painting?

      He pushed out with spirit, letting it probe along the wall. Spirit had shifted here. There was no sense of what it had done, or why—only that it had shifted.

      Roland had wanted this hall of portraits. He had distracted Tolan with an illusion in order to come here. That had to matter.

      He stood in front of the portrait, focusing on each of the elements, mixing them together.

      That was the key, wasn’t it?

      Roland had wanted the knowledge Tolan had. That knowledge included the portrait, but it also included the knowledge of the warrior shaping. It was a shaping that had alerted the other elementals in that strange land as well. That shaping was unique, powerful, and because of it, he had drawn their attention, their focus. Because of that shaping, he had proven himself.

      Would it matter here?

      Tolan focused, wrapping that sense of power around him, and he sent it washing toward the painting with the lizard.

      When he did, everything shifted around him.
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      Tolan blinked, opening his eyes. He stepped out into a cave with the musty scent of earth all around him. There was moisture, the sound of it dripping nearby, and a warmth on the wind that gusted through. Through all of it was the sense of elements, and all of it was powerful. He could feel that energy within him.

      As he did, he focused on shaping.

      His shaping was there.

      For a moment, he had worried he might have lost his ability to shape. He had no idea where he was or how he’d suddenly moved, but Tolan suspected it had something to do with what he’d connected to within the painting.

      Tolan shaped again, forming a barrier around his mind. When he did, there seemed to be a reverberation. It was almost as if the shaping bounced off him.

      It didn’t work. The barrier he tried to form failed. When he’d used a shaping like that before, he’d never had a barrier fail quite so dramatically.

      Why would it not work for me now? Tolan looked around. If I wasn’t able to shape a protection over my mind, could I shape spirit?

      Tolan concentrated on that element; using only a single focus. Power built within him. Spirit was a unique element and came from some deep source within him. He let it flow outward.

      As he pushed outward with spirit, there was an awareness nearby.

      He wasn’t alone.

      Tolan headed through the tunnel.

      As he went, a question began to build in him. He had no idea where he was, and he had no idea if this was some sort of shaped trap that Roland had placed.

      It certainly could be, but why did it appear so much like the portrait that hung on the wall?

      If this had somehow shaped him into the painting, Tolan had no idea how—or even why. The only thing he knew was that he was surrounded by power. He could feel that energy, the nature of it as it rolled around him. Still, for whatever reason, he wasn’t able to shape a protection over his mind.

      That troubled him.

      Tolan continued along the tunnel toward the dripping sound in the distance. The air seemed to grow thicker, almost as if he were passing through some shaping of wind. The presence of earth squeezed all around him, and there was a warmth everywhere.

      Each of the elements was here. Each of them was potent, as well, though spirit seemed the most prominent.

      The tunnel continued into the darkness. Somehow, he sensed that was where he needed to go. There was movement up in the distance that called to him, drawing him forward.

      Tolan paused.

      If this was what he thought, and if somehow he had been brought into the portrait—something that seemed impossible to believe—then he wondered if he might find the girl… and the lizard.

      He followed spirit, making his way through the tunnel, heading toward what he detected. He also focused on the other elements.

      That was the key here. He could detect not only spirit, but also the other elements.

      Ever since the change to the earth bond, Tolan had taken to avoiding delving into the bonds, focusing instead on his own power. He preferred to use what he could of the runes, and the Convergence, avoiding the bonds themselves.

      Which was why he had not attempted to do that now.

      Perhaps that was a mistake.

      He thought about fire. That was a bond he was powerful with; one that he was well-connected with. Using his connection to hyza, Tolan had to believe there was something more he could do; some greater connection to the element that he might be able to find.

      That sense was there, though it was faint. It was almost as if he were trying to reach for the bond through some great distance. Tolan tried again, focusing on it and reaching for fire through the fire bond. It was there. Faint, almost like a reflection.

      Almost as if it was a memory.

      Could I use it?

      Tolan tried again, and this time he shifted into wind. He focused on the energy within the wind bond, thinking about what he was able to remember of it, the nature of that power. He could feel it, and he could feel the way that energy flowed.

      He held onto that knowledge, holding onto that power, but there was nothing.

      Tolan attempted it with water. As he attempted to reach for water, he found the sense of it was faint, much like the others.

      All of them were faded.

      Because he had to be in the portrait. Somehow.

      Whatever had brought him here was near.

      Tolan moved more carefully now, not certain what he might find. As he headed through the tunnel, energy continued to build, and he didn’t know whether there was anything more to it.

      The energy around him was potent.

      He followed the path of the tunnel.

      Energy seemed to be near where the water dripped.

      The farther that he went, the more Tolan began to think he would see the little girl and the lizard. Everything here left him troubled, but different than he’d felt when within the earth bond. Now it was fear of a trap.

      Another step.

      Tolan wondered if this was in his mind. Illusion or a shaping or some trick like that.

      It didn’t matter.

      He stepped forward—then emerged in a small cavern. Sitting in front of him was the lizard from the portrait.

      It looked at him and didn’t move.

      Which element would the lizard represent?

      A lizard seemed like it would be fire. There were other elementals like the lizard that represented fire, but he had also seen some earth elementals similar to it.

      He started with earth. If the elemental was tied to earth, and with what happed to the bond, it would explain why he had been called here. It was possible that this strange portrait was all some way of trying to help him know what he needed to do in order to restore earth.

      Earth didn’t work.

      Tolan focused on fire.

      There was nothing.

      Not fire, then. It wasn’t earth, and it wasn’t fire. What was it?

      There was power coming from this elemental. Tolan could feel that. He tried with water, then wind. Neither of those elements gave him any response.

      Maybe it was only because this was some sort of strange shaping with the portrait. It was possible that he wasn’t going be able to detect anything at all.

      There was one other possibility, but the idea that it might represent spirit seemed unlikely.

      If it did, then why a lizard?

      Tolan focused on the elemental, thinking of spirit. If this was spirit, then he would have to try a different approach. He braced himself, thinking about the nature of spirit and the element. As far as he knew, there was no spirit elemental. Until recently, he’d never even known there was a spirit bond. He suspected that was because the spirit bond was somehow interwoven with the other elements, but maybe there was another answer.

      Tolan focused on the lizard.

      When he forced spirit toward the lizard, there was no response.

      What if I connected to the Convergence to reach each of the elements? Once there, I could tie that power together to see if anything made a difference with the lizard.

      Tolan reached for the power of the Convergence. The energy was distant, but he could feel something. More than a memory.

      He had to find a way toward that power.

      Then he had it.

      He pushed power onto the lizard.

      There came a flash of power, a surge of something that blasted through him, almost an understanding—and then a strange tearing that seemed to course through him. Tolan could feel it as the lizard separated.

      Then it disappeared in a burst of light.

      The lizard was freed.

      Tolan stood there, trying to comprehend what had happened, when another surge of power exploded, and he was thrown free of the portrait.
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      Tolan stood in the hall of portraits. There was a residual energy that he could detect, but nothing else. The portraits lining the hall looked unchanged—all but the one he stared at.

      The portrait with the lizard was different. The wizard was no longer even in the portrait. The young girl remained, though now a smile curled upon her face.

      Always before, there had been a sense of darkness around her. Now it still seemed as if the darkness surrounded her, but there was a hint of light pushing outward, almost as if it were trying to combat the darkness. The level of detail and intricacy of the portrait was impressive.

      Tolan felt as if he knew the tunnel in the portrait. He had somehow gone into the portrait.

      How was that even possible?

      He wondered what had happened to the lizard. The lizard had been a part of this portrait, and important in some way, though Tolan had no idea how or why.

      What am I supposed to do? Tolan wondered, though the answer was obvious. Stop Roland.

      To do that, he needed to question Jersan. He needed to restore the classroom. He needed to find Ferrah—and the Grand Master.

      Tolan hurried through the Academy, and when he reached the earth tower he saw that the shaping he’d placed over the door remained intact. Tolan lowered it and almost immediately he could feel the energy of power beginning to converge, turning toward him.

      He embraced spirit.

      There was a surge within him, a burst of power that built far more rapidly than he had expected. He pushed outward, letting it sweep out over the classroom—and the students.

      When he stepped into the room, Master Shorav was near the back, a barrier of stone all around him. The room was in complete disarray. Desks had been strewn around, and the bondars at the front of the classroom were scattered around the ground, some of them damaged. There was a time when damage to the bondars would’ve been impossible to restore. At least now they could fix them. Power thrown at the walls had left them damaged, though nothing so significant that it couldn’t be repaired. The assault looked like a blast of power had simply overwhelmed this space.

      “It’s done,” Tolan said.

      Slowly, the barrier began to ease and Master Shorav strode forward.

      “What happened?”

      “An attack on the Academy,” Tolan said.

      “How?”

      “A spirit shaper most thought dead.” Tolan strode forward, heading toward Jersan. The boy he now saw was young, no more than twelve or thirteen, far younger than most shapers who came to the Academy. The shaping that had been place upon him had created an illusion—along with altering his interactions to make him seem older.

      He’d thought him older than most—though not as old as Kelvin—and connected to the elementals. Now not only was he responsible for bringing one of the oldest shapers, he had also brought the youngest.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      Tolan used a sweep of spirit, using it to erase the memories of the other students within the room, wiping from them what had just happened, and brought Jersan with him.

      Once out in the hallway, he turned to Master Shorav. Using the shaping of spirit, he sent a connection to him. It was a message, his way of letting Master Shorav know the students would not have any memory of what had taken place and that everything had been restored.

      The other man seemed shaken; a reaction that Tolan understood. They had just undergone a significant attack, but none other than Tolan and the master understood that.

      He guided Jersan through the halls and toward the spirit tower before deciding to take him to the Grand Master’s room. While heading there, Tolan focused on Ferrah. With his connection to spirit, he had an awareness of her most of the time. He was able to use that awareness and he locked onto her mind and sent a surge of energy. All he wanted was for her to have the desire to come find him and the Grand Master. The shaping was far more powerful than what he had intended.

      When he reached the Grand Master’s room, he knocked. There was a delay before the door came open.

      The Grand Master frowned at Tolan. “Master Ethar. Is there a reason you brought a boy into the Academy?”

      “This boy is one of the shapers I Selected in Telfair.”

      The Grand Master frowned, nodding, and then stepped aside.

      Tolan guided Jersan inside, and the Grand Master closed the door, sealing it with a shaping. The Grand Master’s room was enormous and cluttered. He had shelves and desks and floorspace littered with strange items, many of them seemingly shaped into existence, and when Tolan had probed the items previously he had found power radiating out of them. Portraits hung along the walls, not paintings like in the hall of portraits, but there was a similar feel to them. Tolan had wondered if perhaps they were not in fact the same, though when he had attempted to uncover more about them he found nothing.

      The air within the Grand Master’s office had a distinct aroma as well. It was an almost sickly-sweet spice. Incense burned on one desk, a trail of smoke drifting up. A fire crackled in the hearth near the far wall, though no logs were there. It was either shaped—or elementals. Tolan didn’t think it was elementals, as there appeared to be none present.

      “The Academy was attacked. Roland Var hid himself within the Academy.”

      “For what purpose?”

      Tolan shook his head. “It’s the bonds. I think he’s trying to use spirit to connect to the bonds.” The Grand Master frowned. “Either that, or he wanted to be close to me.” That was a dangerous possibility given Roland’s knowledge of spirit. What might he be able to learn? “I’m going to need help going after him. I have requested that Master Changen join us,” Tolan said.

      “May I ask how she is aware she should come?”

      “I sent her a suggestion.”

      “Your control over spirit is more than what I remember.”

      “It was merely a suggestion. Not a command.”

      “We will see if it works.”

      Tolan suspected that it would. He could feel Ferrah coming toward them already, and he knew she came because she had the question about why she should feel compelled. That urgency, that drive, was there within her from the shaping Tolan had used on her.

      “Take a seat and wait for us,” Tolan said to Jersan.

      He probed the boy, feeling the uncertainty within him.

      He had no idea about what had happened. There was confusion, and a sense of fear.

      He joined the Grand Master near a small basin on the table. Within the basin was a silvery liquid that reminded Tolan of the Convergence, though Tolan doubted this could be Convergence liquid. That liquid dissolved everything that it came into contact with, other than shapers.

      “Do you care to tell me what happened?”

      “I’ve been trying to understand what took place myself. Telfair was an illusion.” Tolan told the Grand Master about what he had experienced there, and the way that he had uncovered the key to the bondars there. “I still don’t understand the purpose of the bondar, other than that it seems to focus spirit.”

      “That is most troubling.”

      “That’s not the only part of it. When I realized that there was something amiss about Telfair, I came back to the Academy, wanting to talk to Jersan and Kelvin.”

      “Why them in particular?”

      “That is where I first discovered them. Also, Jersan had come with me to Telfair—”

      “You understand that bringing a student out of the Academy without alerting others is a violation of our process.”

      “It was necessary, Grand Master. The earth bond was altered. I was convinced it was Roland, even if others were not.”

      “Master Minden shared the same thing, but I have a hard time believing the earth bond is altered. I feel nothing different about it.”

      “Shape with it for a while, and you might feel differently. Regardless, when I was there with Jersan, he was troubled by what had taken place. It wasn’t until I came back to the Academy that I realized he’d been spirit shaped. Then I found Kelvin, holding a spirit shaping.”

      “A first-level student would not be able to hold a spirit shaping, Tolan.”

      “A first-level student wouldn’t. Roland Var would.”

      Tolan explained what had happened, going through the details of the attack, and as he said it, he relived parts of it, including the part where he had watched Master Minden die. Even now, the retelling of it was so vivid in his mind. Tolan knew that it had to be at least partially an illusion, but he had no idea how much of it was.

      “I need you to test me for a spirit shaping.”

      “You are a far greater spirit shaper than I am.”

      “That may be, but I still need you to detect whether there’s a shaping within my mind. I can’t tell anymore. With what he did to Master Minden, I need to know.”

      “What do you think he did?”

      “He used a spirit shaping upon my mind, but I don’t know why. He was in the hall of portraits, and he took Master Minden with him. I’m not entirely sure as to his reasons, only that he carried her away. At least, I think he carried her away.”

      The Grand Master looked at him, locking eyes, and then he nodded.

      He started shaping.

      Almost immediately, Tolan reacted the way he always did when someone shaped spirit around him. He started to create a protection around his mind, trying to create a barrier—and then stopped, forcing himself to hesitate.

      He frowned.

      “What is it?” the Grand Master asked.

      “When you were shaping spirit, I recognized it and reacted.”

      “I sense that. I wasn’t going to be able to penetrate the barrier you formed.”

      “When Roland shapes, I don’t know it,” Tolan continued. “I can’t even feel it. That’s unusual for me.”

      “With spirit or with all elements?”

      “Really with all elements, but I can blame my inability to detect other elements on him using bondars—but not spirit. I would expect I would be able to detect him trying to use spirit upon me, but each time he does it, it’s so subtle that it slides beneath even my barriers.”

      “Let me try again,” the Grand Master said.

      Tolan took a few steadying breaths and forced himself to relax. He was opening himself up to the Grand Master, and he was opening himself up to the Grand Master being able to find out information about Tolan, diving deep within his mind. He wouldn’t be able to maintain any secrets if the Grand Master went digging. Not that he expected the Grand Master to do so.

      Even so, Tolan found it troubling.

      “You need to relax,” the Grand Master said.

      “I’m trying to relax.”

      “You may think you are, but I can feel you resisting. Let go.”

      Tolan took a few breaths, releasing that energy. It was incredibly difficult for him to let go but he needed to know whether or not he’d been shaped.

      The spirit shaping swept through him.

      It started slowly, shallow within his mind, but it began to work its way inward. Tolan was fully aware of it. He could feel that energy as it washed through his mind, the probing fingers of power the Grand Master used as he drew spirit through Tolan.

      As that power swept through him, Tolan didn’t feel anything different. There was power, but that was it. The Grand Master continued to probe, sending power sweeping into Tolan’s mind. There was a sense of him digging, finding information. Uncovering secrets. None of those secrets were anything he wanted to keep from the Grand Master, but all of those secrets were trapped within his mind, the Grand Master attempting to draw them out from him.

      It wasn’t going to be enough—Tolan could tell that already. There was something he could do. It was something he hadn’t attempted to do before, but should have.

      He trusted the Grand Master.

      The Grand Master needed more information. He needed to have a better control over how to hold onto spirit. That was something Tolan could offer him.

      For whatever reason, ever since returning to the Academy, he had been hesitant to release all the information his mother had given him. That had been her dying gift, and though he and his mother had never had a caring relationship, at least not in his adult years, it still had felt as if it were a gift to him. It was something that he had protected; holding dear.

      That was selfish of him.

      Tolan recognized the selfishness of it, and he opened himself up, letting the Grand Master have his mother’s knowledge. He poured that information into him, and the shaping within Tolan began to shift, becoming more complex; gaining a higher degree of subtlety.

      Giving knowledge to somebody who didn’t have the necessary experience didn’t make any difference. It was a combination of knowledge and experience that allowed a shaper to use the knowledge in a beneficial way. The Grand Master had decades of experience; far more than Tolan.

      The Grand Master used the knowledge Tolan lent him in a way that was even greater than Tolan had ever managed to do. Power filled him. More surprisingly, by giving the Grand Master that knowledge, Tolan received something in return.

      Knowledge was a two-way street. By shaping into the Grand Master, it opened up the Grand Master so that Tolan could borrow from him.

      That was a key to spirit shaping that Tolan had never fully understood.

      It made sense, though. It was an opening. Spirit bonded shapers together, and by using spirit upon him, Tolan opened himself up. Both sides of spirit could learn from each other. That was the way spirit worked.

      That was the key.

      Roland had shaped Tolan, and it had opened Tolan up to the other man.

      What Tolan needed was to allow Roland to shape him.

      If he did, Tolan could figure out what Roland was up to and find a way to stop him.

      Somehow, Tolan had to find him first.

      “There,” the Grand Master said.

      A shaping continued to work through Tolan’s mind, and it swept through, digging; peeling away aspects of himself. Tolan braced himself for pain. For a moment, there was a flickering sort of discomfort, but it wasn’t pain like what Tolan expected. That energy continued to peel away from him; separating from his mind.

      Then Tolan felt it completely removed.

      Layers of power came free.

      It was even more than what he’d expected.

      Here he thought he’d used everything he needed to shape his mind, to reveal what had happened to him, but he’d been wrong. Nothing that he’d done was like that. Nothing that he’d done would explain the nature of power used on him.

      This was a shaping that had been layered, power that had remained within him, power that Tolan could scarcely comprehend. This was an incredible amount of shaping.

      The Grand Master continued to peel it away.

      When he was done, he let out a long breath. “That was incredibly difficult.”

      “Are you sure that’s all of it?”

      “I’ve done everything I can, and once you added additional knowledge, I was able to push even more.”

      “I should have given you that knowledge long ago.”

      “I understand why you didn’t.”

      “I am sure that you do, but I still should have given that knowledge away long ago.”

      “All that matters is that you have now.”

      Tolan turned to Jersan. “Now that we have him here, and now that you have the knowledge you do, see if we can uncover anything about him. Roland used him. He needed him.”

      It might have to do with his ability to reach the elementals, but there might be something else. What other reason would there be that Roland would have wanted to draw upon him and use his shaping connection.

      “Tell us about yourself,” Tolan said. He grabbed a chair and pulled it over to sit in front of Jersan. They were in the center of the room, with artifacts all around them. In the Grand Master’s rooms, there were dozens upon dozens of different artifacts, items of strange and peculiar power, and all of them seemed to provide a level of power.

      Jersan looked at Tolan, something on his face unreadable. “I don’t know what to tell you. I shouldn’t even be here.”

      “You know where you are?”

      “The Academy.”

      “Very good. How much do you remember?”

      “I remember all of it.”

      Tolan shared a look with the Grand Master. “You remember all of it?”

      “I remember being forced to come. You forced me.”

      “You were Selected.”

      “I was Selected, but you forced me to come here.”

      “Do you remember anything that happened before then?”

      “I was offered a chance to learn.”

      “By Roland.”

      “The Voran. He offered me an opportunity to learn.”

      Roland would have posed as the Voran. For a shaping like what had happened to him to have been effective, there must’ve been an element of truth within it. It made shapings far easier to hold, especially spirit shapings where there was an aspect of power that needed to be held.

      “Where is your home?”

      “Telfair. You were there.”

      “What does Telfair look like to you?”

      “It’s not large. A couple hundred of us in the village. We are a farming community.”

      “What do you farm?”

      “Mostly wheat, and we trade that for everything else we need.”

      “Where is your village?”

      “We’re outside of Terndahl.”

      “Beyond the waste?”

      Jersan’s face screwed up into a frown. “What’s the waste?”

      If it wasn’t beyond waste, then where was it?

      “Where is your village?”

      Tolan thought that he could find information that he needed by shaping him, but he was hesitant to do so. He didn’t want to dig into his mind any more than was necessary. He had already been influenced, and with everything that had happened to him, Tolan didn’t want Jersan to be tormented any longer. Besides, Tolan wasn’t even sure if it was necessary.

      “I told you.”

      Tolan forced a smile. “You did. When did you meet Roland?”

      “I don’t know Roland.”

      “When did you meet Kelvin?”

      “He was sent by the Voran to work with me.”

      “Work with you, not the other way around.”

      “I…”

      He closed his eyes, and Tolan could practically see him trying to work through what he remembered.

      It was spirit shaping that made it difficult. Tolan had been through something similar, and he recognized shapings like that could be difficult. When he’d gone through a similar shaping, he’d lost his own memories, losing everything he’d been able to recall about what existed. All Tolan had was a sense of inconsistency. Even though the shaping had been peeled away, he didn’t have any real memories. That was the part of spirit shapings that made it difficult.

      “It’s okay,” Tolan said. “I was shaped by him, too.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He used a spirit shaping on you. He took away your memories and he forced you to believe something else.”

      “How can he force me to believe something?”

      “He’s a powerful spirit shaper. I don’t know anyone else like him. With the shaping he used on you, he forced you to believe what he wanted you to believe.”

      “What did he want me to believe?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I’m still not sure. You have a connection to the elementals, and I think that’s what he was after, though I don’t know.”

      “I was only doing what the Voran wanted me to do.”

      “And what was that?”

      “We took the elementals and we…”

      There seem to be another struggle within Jersan.

      Tolan leaned forward. Whatever else he was going to uncover, this was the key.

      They took the elementals, but what did they do with them?

      That was what Tolan needed to understand. He knew they took them, but he didn’t know what they had done with them.

      “What does it have to do with the pits?”

      “The pits?”

      “The circles within the village.”

      Tolan focused on earth, and he created an image in front of them, forcing that outward.

      “It’s our way of helping us connect to the elementals.”

      Tolan frowned. He thought about what he knew about the bondar, the way power would flow. It wasn’t to connect the elementals, but Tolan had no idea what it was for.

      “How does it help to connect to the elementals?”

      “I don’t know. The Voran explained we had to push the elementals into it. Then we can connect to them better.”

      Push the elementals into it?

      “How many elementals have you been able to speak to?”

      “All of them.”

      Tolan blinked. “All of the elementals, or all of earth elementals?”

      “Earth, mostly, though I can speak to a little bit of wind. I don’t really know what wind is telling me, only what I can feel of it.”

      That had to be why Roland valued him. If he could speak to more of the elementals than Tolan knew, it explained it all too well.

      He glanced over at the Grand Master. They weren’t going to be able to stay here much longer. In order to know what he was up to Tolan was going to have to figure out where Roland was going. If it had to do with this hashin elemental, then Tolan suspected he knew, though he still didn’t understand why.

      “What is he after?”

      “I don’t know that he’s after anything,” Jersan said. “The Voran is only trying to help us to reach the elementals. He only wanted us to know that power. He’s trying to help them.”

      Tolan grunted. “He’s not trying to help them. He’s trying to control them. What I’m trying to understand is what he’s after and how he intends to do it.” He turned his attention to the Grand Master. “We’re going to have to return to Telfair, or whatever this place might be.”

      “What do you think that we’re going to find?”

      “If these pits are somehow being used against the elementals, I have no idea what it might be, but I have a guess.”

      “What is your guess?”

      “It’s tied to the bondars. When I studied these bondars with my father, we recognized they were for spirit, but there was something about the nature of spirit that we uncovered. It was the way that the bondar would focus that energy.”

      “I don’t see what that would do against the elementals. Nor what that has to do with him connecting to the bonds.”

      “I don’t either. That’s the trouble. But if Roland is up to something, and knowing what he wanted the last time we faced him, I fear we have to resolve this.”

      The other man nodded. “What do you need?”

      What do I need?

      Tolan couldn’t do this by himself. What he needed was people who had the ability to understand elementals. But he also needed people who had the ability to protect themselves. He needed those with spirit.

      He needed Inquisitors.

      “I think it’s time I trained the Inquisitors,” Tolan said.

      The Grand Master only nodded.
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      The clearing outside the Academy had a residual energy. It came from all of the shaping that had been used here, and Tolan noticed that the power swept out around him. It was considerable. He had used many shapings over the years himself, most of them in order to test students as they progressed through their training.

      Tolan was agitated. Master Minden was missing, much as he had suspected. There was a part of him that had hoped that it had been nothing more than a shaping, that Roland had created an illusion that involved Master Minden, but that was not to be. It meant she was with Roland. It was even more reason to hurry.

      He waited for the other shapers to arrive. The Grand Master was the first to come. Tolan wasn’t surprised by that, but he hoped there would be others. Ferrah stood next to him. He had to talk to her now.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quickly, turning to her. “I haven’t been the best person for you these days.”

      “Tolan—”

      “No. I know you’ve been upset. And rightly so. I’ve been so focused on Roland and haven’t paid attention to you.”

      “Is that what you think I’m upset about?”

      “Aren’t you?” he asked.

      She frowned at him. “I want you to have the same passion for me as you have for chasing him. I want you to have the same passion for the Academy. Your responsibilities. That’s what I’m upset about.”

      He nodded slowly. “I deserve that.”

      “And I deserve better.”

      He held her gaze. “I promise. I’ll be better. With you. With the Academy. With all of it.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to end up like my parents. I want to be better. I want… well, you.”

      She took his hands. “You have to prove it the way you’ve proven Roland is the threat you’ve believed. Can you do that?”

      It was her way of giving him an opening. “I can. And I’ll start now.”

      

      Velthan and several Inquisitors arrived, and Velthan looked over at Tolan.

      Ferrah leaned close. “Are you sure about having a student?”

      “You wanted me to prove that I can serve the Academy.” And he needed to. Not just as a master of spirit, but as an instructor. A teacher—a real teacher. “He’s the most skilled spirit student that we have.”

      “But he’s still a student.”

      “As we were when we saved the Academy.”

      “And the Inquisitors?”

      Tolan looked to the Inquisitors coming to join them. “The Grand Master and I are going to test them ourselves.”

      “You’d trust them?”

      “I need to.”

      “What makes you think you’re going to be successful?”

      “I don’t know. I just have a hard time thinking my mother was able to influence so many of the Inquisitors. Even if she was, I don’t know the purpose behind her doing so.”

      “The purpose was for her to hurt you, Tolan.”

      “She served Roland, and he was after power.”

      And he was after the element bonds. It was about his desire for the element bonds, for the power that existed within them.

      Does any of that help explain what I have experienced so far?

      He didn’t think so.

      There were seven Inquisitors, the Grand Master, and Velthan. Tolan knew all of them, though not well. He used a shaping spirit; sweeping it through them. It was the same shaping the Grand Master had used on him. It was different than the shaping that Tolan had used in the past, but by having the Grand Master show him what he needed to do, Tolan was far better equipped to use the power he wanted to understand if there was anything to be concerned about.

      He didn’t detect anything. He moved from shaper to shaper, sweeping through them, and when he was done, he looked over at the Grand Master and asked, “Did you detect anything?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I didn’t either,” Tolan said.

      “Are you content, then?”

      “As content as I can be,” Tolan said.

      “What is this about?” Carson asked.

      “The Academy has been attacked. A spirit shaper of considerable power has assaulted us.”

      “If there was a spirit shaper here, we would’ve known about it,” Carson said.

      “Unfortunately, I doubt you would have. This is a spirit shaper more powerful than any you have ever encountered before.”

      “We have experience with powerful spirit shapers.”

      “This spirit shaper is more powerful than Irina. More powerful than her daughter.”

      Tolan locked eyes with Carson as he said it, and when he said the last few words, the other man’s eyes flickered.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve faced him.”

      “Are you trying to convince me that you are more powerful than either of them?”

      “Not me, as I nearly died. Had it not been for my mother, I might have. What I’m trying to get across to you is just how dangerous this shaper is. He used an illusion to mask himself, hiding himself so we had no idea he was mixed in with the students.”

      By saying that, he admitted he’d made a mistake. Doing so was dangerous around the Inquisitors. They viewed weakness the way a predator viewed weakness. For Tolan to be able to get their help, and for them to be able to accomplish what he needed, he was going to need honesty with them. He was going to need them to assist him with everything he intended to do.

      “Where is he now?” Carson asked.

      “Gone, but I think I know where he’s going and what he intends.”

      “What?”

      “He intends to attack the elementals.”

      Carson watched him for a long moment. This was the part where Tolan didn’t know how the other man was going to react. He didn’t know how they viewed the elementals. Some of them still viewed the elementals in the way the Academy had viewed them for centuries. Others had begun to come around.

      It was always difficult for Tolan to know. He didn’t have enough experience with them, and he hadn’t tried to gain it in the time that he had been working at the Academy. That was a mistake, and it was one that he needed to rectify, but now he was going to have to ask for their help.

      “We know you would see the elementals freed,” Carson said.

      “I would see the elementals who want to be freed remain free. It’s a difference.”

      “I fail to see the difference.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I’m not trying to release the elementals from the bond. I’m trying to ensure those elementals who want to escape from the bond are allowed the opportunity to do so. That is the difference.”

      The other man glared at him. “What do you want from us? You obviously want something; otherwise you wouldn’t have come to us.”

      “I want the Inquisitors to help the Academy.”

      He swept his gaze along them, settling on Carson before turning to the Grand Master. “The Grand Master agrees we need to do this. This affects Terndahl. This affects our ability to instruct.”

      “How?”

      “Test for earth,” the Grand Master said.

      Carson frowned, turning toward the Grand Master. “What do you mean?”

      “Reach into the earth bond. Tell me what you detect.”

      Carson took a step back, his jaw clenched. There was a sense of rumbling, a distinct sense of the earth, and then he pressed his mouth together into a tight frown. Tolan had resisted the urge to reach into the earth bond, knowing what he would find. Each time he’d gone into the earth bond, each time he’d probed for it, he recognized there was something amiss.

      “I find nothing.” He looked at the other Inquisitors. “I’m not so sure we want to help.”

      Tolan glanced at the Grand Master, who nodded. “I can offer you something you don’t have otherwise,” Tolan said.

      “What can you offer us?”

      “Knowledge.”

      Carson stared at him. For a moment, Tolan wondered what he might do, whether he might react in a positive way or not. Then he started to laugh.

      “What sort of knowledge do you think you have? Do you think we need the knowledge you possess? What you teach the students is nothing like the way we use spirit.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” Tolan said. “Just as I’m well aware the knowledge I have is nothing like you possess.”

      “You’ve been a spirit shaper for only a few years. I’ve been a spirit shaper for decades.”

      “And I have been a spirit shaper for even longer,” the Grand Master said. “Still, Master Ethar managed to provide me with knowledge I didn’t possess previously. If he has offered you something, I would take him up on this offer. This is something that you will not be able to receive in any other way.”

      Carson stared at the Grand Master, frowning. “What do you think we could learn from him?”

      “How to use spirit in a way that you have never considered before. The memories of those who have come before us. An understanding of spirit that none in Terndahl possess.”

      Carson regarded Tolan for a long moment.

      “I can show you what my mother showed me,” Tolan said.

      Acknowledging that was difficult. So too was the idea that he might hoard knowledge that would benefit the Academy. Tolan knew he shouldn’t have done that. There were things the Academy needed; knowledge that he could provide to those who might be able to benefit from it. The Academy needed shapers to work together; shapers with the necessary knowledge to offer protection to those without it.

      He studied Carson, thinking about the offer that he was making, thinking about just how much he was willing to give up. And he knew that he had to do this. It was necessary.

      Carson stared at him, saying nothing.

      One of the other Inquisitors stepped forward, looking at Tolan. “I will do what you need,” she said.

      Carson gave her a meaningful look, but the Inquisitor ignored him.

      Tolan studied the young woman. Kerry was only a few years older than Tolan, and he didn’t know her as well as some of the others, only that she’d been relatively powerful with spirit while at the Academy. It hadn’t been at all surprising she’d chosen to work with the Inquisitors. He remembered her from when he was working with his grandmother, when Irina was trying to figure out what had taken place and who could be trusted. Kerry had been one of the shapers who had been involved then.

      Tolan focused on her before nodding. “You may have it.”

      He held onto the shaping, and he pushed out to her using spirit. She tensed at first, beginning to block the shaping, but after a moment, that barricade fell and he pushed inward.

      As had happened with the Grand Master, there was a connection between the two of them. Tolan could use that connection to sense whether or not there was anything dishonest about Kerry, but he detected that she truly wanted to help the Academy. That was the reason that she had become an Inquisitor. She believed that using her connection to spirit would help. She didn’t want to harm anyone, and she certainly didn’t want to harm the Academy.

      Tolan was reassured by that realization. Not that he had doubted it, but there was always a hesitation. When it came to the Inquisitors, that hesitation would probably never go away. It was much like the fear of spirit shaping would never go away. With everything he’d encountered, he didn’t know if it was even possible for it to do so.

      He stepped back.

      “How?” Kerry whispered. “I…” She closed her eyes, and he already knew what she was doing. He recognized the feeling that she had; the way power flowed. He recognized she had knowledge she didn’t before.

      “What did he do?” Carson asked.

      Kerry turned toward him. “He unlocked my mind.”

      Carson frowned. “How?”

      “Knowledge.” She looked over at Tolan. “He really is a master spirit shaper.”

      Tolan wished he deserved the credit for that, and that it was all his.

      Tolan focused on Carson. “When you’re ready, I’ll provide the same to you.”

      Carson hesitated, and Tolan recognized how he wanted to doubt, but at the same time, Carson probably realized that Kerry used a spirit shaping that was different than what she had used before.

      Finally, Carson nodded.

      As Tolan pressed the knowledge through him, his eyes widened, and he gasped. Tolan went through each of the Inquisitors, using the shaping of spirit, unlocking knowledge within them. When done, he glanced over at the Grand Master. “I hope this was the right thing to do,” he said.

      “Do you doubt them?”

      Tolan frowned, hesitating. “Not anymore.”

      “Then it was the right thing.”

      “Why?”

      “Despite everything that you’ve been through, you still questioned. You recognize the Inquisitors we have were no longer tainted the same way as they had been before, but you still struggled. By having this opportunity, you were given the chance to find something else. It was necessary.”

      Now he knew they were as protected as they could be when going after Roland. The other man was incredibly gifted when it came to spirit, and though Tolan knew these shapers might still be overpowered by him, they would no longer be outnumbered. If nothing else, that had value.

      “Where do we go now?” Carson asked.

      “Telfair.”

      Tolan looked around. There was one more shaping he hesitated to reveal, especially around all of them, but perhaps it didn’t matter. After having given them the knowledge he had, they would understand the nature of the warrior shaping. They may have seen him using the shaping, but knowing how to create it was a different matter.

      “Follow me. Be careful with earth or you may go astray.”

      Tolan took Ferrah’s hand, pulled on each of the elements—but not the element bond—and added spirit. The warrior shaping carried him away.

      When he landed near Telfair, he could already tell something was amiss. There was energy here, and there was more than just that.

      There was a shifting of power.

      It pressed upon him. It reminded him of what he’d detected within the earth bond, but this was strangely different. It pressed against him, almost immediately beginning to try to battle with him.

      Tolan erected barriers within his mind, prepared for the possibility that Roland was attacking him, but he didn’t feel anything. The only thing that he detected was the strangeness around him.

      One by one, the other shapers appeared.

      He wasn’t surprised the Grand Master was first. The Grand Master had controlled the warrior shaping even before Tolan had demonstrated it, and the Grand Master was incredibly gifted. He truly was deserving of the title Grand Master. He had knowledge and experience the others didn’t.

      “Something’s wrong,” Carson said.

      “Protect your minds,” Tolan said.

      “Do you think that we will be attacked already?”

      Tolan shook his head, sweeping his gaze around. He had no idea what was out here. “We still need to be careful.”

      Tolan started forward, Ferrah staying with him. The landscape around Telfair remained empty, bleak, and he realized something with a start.

      It had changed in the time since he’d first come here. Each time he’d come, something had changed. The first time he’d come, it seemed as if it was a rolling grassland, with a hint of power. The next time he’d come had been with Master Minden, and they had focused on the bondars around the rune. Each time after that, something else had changed.

      It came from the absence of the elementals.

      He looked around. There was no sign of Roland. Tolan closed his eyes, focusing on power around him, on the energy here. It had to be tied to what happened with the earth bond.

      Could it be tied to the other bonds?

      Tolan probed, reaching for fire.

      When he did, he felt something off.

      At first, he wasn’t entirely sure what it was, but the more that he probed, the more he recognized there was power pushing back against him. It surged, trying to combat him, trying to force its way against him. Tolan struggled not to fight against it.

      One of the Inquisitors was standing near one of the pits.

      He stood over it, holding onto the stone, and started to shape.

      “No!” Tolan shouted and headed toward the shaper, pushing him back.

      It was too late.

      They had started shaping through the stone, and the shaping bounced back, crashing into them. An enormous explosion of power rebounded, tossing everyone forward.

      Several Inquisitors fell into the pit.

      Tolan raced over toward them, trying to reach them, but by the time he did, they were gone. He probed, searching for a sense of spirit and of them, but there was nothing.

      Erica was gone.

      Tolan considered reaching into the pit, but as he shaped spirit there came a sense of nothingness. Whatever had happened to the Inquisitor meant he was gone.

      Where was Roland?

      He had to be here somewhere. Considering the power that Tolan could detect, there should be some sign of him, but he didn’t see anything.

      The other Inquisitors were nearby, all waiting. Tolan surveyed the remains of Telfair. There was no sign of anyone else here. Unless they were here and they used an illusion.

      Tolan focused on what he wasn’t able to see.

      It wasn’t so much an illusion as it was a spirit shaping. Tolan understood that now.

      Perhaps it was a shaping upon him that he hadn’t detected. The key wasn’t clear. If only he had thought to grab a bondar.

      Bondars.

      That was what he needed.

      He could create one… or better yet, disrupt the ones that were here.

      Tolan focused on the power forming the pit. He pushed energy into it, sending a burst of power outward, and it struck the bondar.

      He felt it reverberate; rebounding upon him. It was different than what had happened when the Inquisitor had attempted to shape it. Tolan only tried to disrupt it. When he forced energy outward, he felt the echoing of power, but he felt the way that it bounced back upon him. He braced himself, expecting the blowback. When it struck, he was prepared for it.

      He looked around and saw the other Inquisitors trying to do the same thing.

      They had his knowledge, and some of them had more experience than him.

      He had to understand the bondars here.

      He thought about what he knew. Something had happened to the earth bond. And Telfair. All that was tied together.  He understood the nature of bondars. He had knowledge accumulated from shapers within the free elemental village, and that knowledge was within his mind.

      He turned a shaping upon himself, turning spirit internally so he could recreate that effect—and that knowledge. He turned his attention to the bondar in front of him. Shaping slowly, letting the power build gradually, he pushed it through, linking the bondar to his knowledge.

      There were the five repeating runes. Each one represented one of the elements. That much he had already known. His father had suggested it was tied to spirit. That was the piece he didn’t fully understand.

      Using that knowledge, the answer came to him in a flash.

      When his father had mentioned the idea that the bondar had been a way of focusing a beam of power, he hadn’t really understood the purpose behind it. There didn’t seem any reason for there to be a bondar to create anything quite like that.

      The focus would allow a powerful spirit shaper to use spirit on whatever passed through. Tolan could guess just what Roland would use this for.

      He wanted to control elementals. With a focus like that, it might be enough to gain control—real control—over the elementals. Once he had control of the elements, then he could truly use that power.

      He wanted power like Tolan possessed.

      Roland had already shown he was knowledgeable enough to be able to use spirit in order to control shapers, even shapers of spirit. It was possible he could use it against other creatures of incredible power. The elementals would be lost.

      Destroy the bondar.

      That was first.

      The key to destroying bondars was in his mind. He used that and pushed upon the runes, cracking the nearest of the pits. When it shattered, each stone collapsed, one after another.

      Tolan turned his attention to the others. There were dozens of them. Far more than he would have imagined Roland would’ve needed. Far more than he could have imagined would have been even useful.

      Why would he have had so many?

      Hashin had been here. Earth. An elemental that was interconnected—and would have allowed Roland to create a series of connected bondars. Was that how he had intended to control this connection to the bonds?

      He couldn’t have controlled the bondars all at one time. It would have required him to have a focus, and to use that at the same time…

      Spirit shapers.

      In order to be successful, he needed spirit shapers.

      What had Tolan done but bring him spirit shapers?

      Tolan got to his feet, looking around, and realized the Inquisitors who’d come with him had all turned toward him.
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      Tolan reacted as quickly as he could and sealed Ferrah in a shaping of each of the elements to hide her. It might not work against spirit shapers, but without spirit of her own, she was in danger, and he had to do whatever he could to protect her. Hopefully she understood.

      The Inquisitors turned to him and he focused on the spirit within them. He thought they’d been protected—and that they knew enough to protect their minds—but that was against a regular spirit shaper, not against somebody like Roland, who had this kind of knowledge and control over spirit.

      The Inquisitors began to circle him.

      Was the Grand Master involved?

      Tolan turned, testing, and couldn’t feel anything within the Grand Master’s mind. When he tested the other Inquisitors, he couldn’t feel anything within their minds, either.

      Velthan stood nearby, his eyes wide.

      Tolan smiled at him.

      He could practically feel the protection that Velthan had placed around his own mind. He had done as Tolan had instructed. He had protected himself the way that Tolan had taught him.

      “Good work,” he said to Velthan. He shouldn’t be surprised. Velthan had proven himself a skilled student.

      Velthan pressed his lips together in a tight frown. “What happened?”

      “Spirit shaping. A powerful one, if they’re all influenced.” And had they done as Velthan and protected their minds at the moment of the attack, it wouldn’t have mattered. They would have been safe. “Grand Master?”

      “I see it,” the Grand Master said.

      “Roland must still be influencing them.”

      “It seems to me he was taking cues from what your mother had done.”

      Tolan could only nod. Unfortunately, it was the same thing his mother had done. She had gone to the Academy, using her ability to shape, and using everything Roland had taught her to gain control over the Inquisitors. She had forced them to serve her.

      Roland hadn’t taken nearly as long to accomplish the same thing.

      Tolan would somehow have to figure out how to keep the Inquisitors from attacking him. Not only attacking him, but from harming him. Power began to build upon him; a shaping focused inward.

      It was spirit, but it was mixed with other elements.

      Here Tolan had hesitated to give them knowledge and information, and had only been willing to do so when he thought he could trust them.

      “We have to incapacitate them.”

      “I’m trying, Master Ethar.”

      Tolan started to shape. He reached for the elements, but that wasn’t going to be enough. Against these shapers, and with the knowledge Tolan had gifted them, they had more than enough to withstand what he tried to do to them.

      What he needed instead was to try to reach for something they couldn’t use. They had power of the element bonds, and though he could reach for the elements, the element bonds offered far more strength. What he needed was to use not only the connection to the elements and the element bonds. He had to reach for something more.

      There was the power of the runes. If he could connect to that power, he might be able to dive into the energy that existed within Amitan, and he might be able to connect to the power of the Convergence. It would be challenging from this distance, and something he had not had much experience attempting, but if he could reach it he might be able to draw on enough to slow them.

      He needed his sword.

      He drew a marking on the ground.

      Someone shaped an attack toward him, but Tolan pushed back against it. Another shaping came toward him. This one was equally powerful. Tolan deflected it, hurrying to add another shaping on the ground.

      Between each attack, he continued adding power to his defense. Tolan added the next rune and began to shape through them; using them to connect to a greater power.

      It wasn’t even something that Tolan was certain would work. The only thing he knew was that the runes offered a different sort of protection. A different sort of power. Without intending to, Tolan borrowed from the knowledge of the bondars and he had added elements that turned the ground in front of him into something of a bondar. By the time he added the fourth rune, there was an incredible amount of energy bubbling up from within it.

      The Grand Master began to shape through it as well.

      Tolan wasn’t sure if that would even work, but the combined energy of the two of them shaping through it built, creating a bubble of power that expanded around them.

      “How is it that you knew to do this?” the Grand Master asked.

      “I’m not even entirely sure what this is.”

      “You connected us to the Convergence. As far as I know, that shouldn’t be possible, not without being closer to Amitan.”

      “It’s knowledge of bondars from the village.” He didn’t have to explain which village to the Grand Master. He would know.

      The Grand Master nodded, and he pushed his glasses up on his nose before turning his attention to the shapers all around them. “We cannot kill them.”

      “I know.”

      Carson turned his attention toward Tolan. The shaping that swept over Tolan was powerful. It battered at the barrier that he had erected. He focused on that power and, with each battering the Inquisitors used, forced himself to draw more through the runes, through the makeshift bondar he had formed.

      He continued pull upon that power, and it exploded outward.

      He and the Grand Master sent it surging away from them, and it knocked most of the Inquisitors down. Another surge, and Tolan held them down.

      The Grand Master strode forward.

      He used a twisting shaping of spirit, mixed with each of the other elements, a technique that Tolan didn’t know, and he pounded it into each of the Inquisitors.

      As he went, they collapsed.

      Finally, the Grand Master took a deep breath, sweeping his gaze around him. “It’s done. They shouldn’t cause any more trouble—”

      The air shimmered near the Grand Master and a shaping exploded, sending him flying. He landed with a sickening thud. Velthan collapsed next to the Grand Master, landing alongside him. Neither of them got up.

      Tolan looked over to see Roland appear.

      He watched Tolan, a look of amusement on his face. He carried Tolan’s sword.

      “You have become predictable, Tolan. Your mother thought more highly of you. She thought you would be far more impressive than this by now, but it seems to me you are no different than so many others we’ve faced over the years.”

      “What are you after with this?”

      “You really don’t know? Considering everything you supposedly know about the elements and the elementals, you have to ask me?”

      “You’re focusing spirit in order to control the elementals.”

      “Something like that,” he said.

      “I destroyed all of the bondars,” Tolan said.

      “I’m sure you did, but can you destroy all of them in every place I’ve put them?”

      Roland smiled at Tolan, and there was a flicker of darkness in his eyes.

      As Roland looked at Tolan, a shaping started to slither inside him.

      It was subtle, but it wasn’t so subtle that Tolan wasn’t aware of what was happening. He tried to resist, aware of the way Roland was trying to shift that shaping underneath his defenses, and tried to seal his mind, using each of the elements in order to do so. Tolan even went so far as to borrow from the bondar and the runes he’d formed, thinking that in doing so, he should be able to protect himself.

      Even as he focused on those elements, the power continued to seep within his mind. Tolan forced that power away, thinking there had to be some way to defend himself. The spirit shaping began to slow, but it was still there, working within his mind.

      “You won’t be able to hold onto that for long,” Roland said.

      “You won’t be able to use me.”

      “Much like I haven’t been able to use all of them?” He swept his hand around him, motioning to the Inquisitors. “Your mother did offer some good ideas during her time serving me. She wasn’t always the brightest, unfortunately, but she wanted to serve well. As I’m sure you remember. She longed to serve me. She loved it.”

      Tolan glared at him, thinking about the spirit Roland used upon him. “If you think taunting me with my mother and her death is going to affect me, you’re wrong.”

      “Oh, I’m well aware that won’t. What about this one?”

      The air shimmered again, and suddenly Master Minden was there. She remained standing, locked in place, unmoving.

      The spirit shaping used upon her was strong enough that Master Minden wasn’t able to move. Tolan could only guess at the depths of Master Minden’s power, but the one thing he’d long suspected about her was that she had enough power and control over spirit to make her formidable. Had she known about his mother, she might have been able to stop her before they got to the point they had.

      “I feel your affection for her. You try to hide it from me. Much like you try to hide your affection for him.” He nodded toward the fallen form of the Grand Master. Tolan had to hope the Grand Master could recover and somehow was able to use a shaping of water—or even any of the other elements—to heal himself, but Tolan didn’t have the time to test and determine if that was the case. “When I’m done with all of this, there is another I know you feel affection for.”

      Tolan resisted the urge to turn. So far, Ferrah was hidden, a masking over her, but…

      “It seems I don’t even have to go for her, do I?” Roland asked.

      He used a shaping that swept out around them, sweeping through Telfair, and it revealed Ferrah.

      Tolan resisted the urge to scream. It would’ve done nothing anyway. The only thing it would accomplish would have been giving the other man what he wanted. He wanted that reaction from Tolan; to know he’d gotten to him.

      Tolan had to continue to fight.

      “Why?” Tolan had to keep him talking. The one thing he’d learned about Roland was that he loved to hear himself talk. If Tolan could convince Roland to keep going, he would give up something and perhaps even reveal the purpose behind his actions. “If you’re after the elementals, there would be a better way to go about it.”

      “You mean the Convergences. Yes. That was what your mother thought, but in the time since you and I have last seen each other, I have come to realize the Convergences are not quite what I had hoped they would be. In my mind, I thought that they would give me the power I needed over the elementals, but unfortunately, Convergences are tied to the elementals. How can I use power tied to them against them? What I needed was information, and you provided the means.” He grinned. “It was a simple matter to hold spirit shapings even at your precious Academy.”

      Roland said it in a way that sounded so rational, so reasonable, as if he was telling Tolan nothing more than facts. He looked at Tolan, studying him, and there was something about his expression that Tolan wanted to…

      He forced that sense of spirit back.

      He was skilled with it. Spirit continued to slide underneath the protections he held onto. Even with the power he drew from the distant Convergence, the runes he’d formed tying him to them, he wasn’t going be strong enough.

      Eventually that connection would begin to fade. His strength would begin to fade. When it did, whatever Roland intended would happen. As much as Tolan wanted to prevent the other man from succeeding, he had enough control with spirit that he could batter at Tolan’s protections. Eventually Tolan suspected Roland would succeed.

      The only way he had a chance of stopping him would be by pushing him back, knocking him out and—unfortunately—killing him.

      Even if Tolan killed Roland, he wouldn’t be able to have the knowledge and information that he needed to undo whatever Roland intended. Without knowing what Roland was doing…

      Knowledge.

      That was what this was all about. That was why Roland had wanted to go to the Academy. Roland was far more gifted with his knowledge about spirit. He was far more gifted with how to shape. He had experience as well, which made him doubly dangerous, but Tolan was at the greatest disadvantage in that Tolan didn’t even have Roland’s knowledge.

      With the shaping coming at him; the way he snuck through the protection Tolan tried to place, there was something Tolan could do to find what Roland was after. Doing it was a dangerous gambit. He had no idea whether it would even work.

      He was going to fail if it didn’t. He was going to fail if he did nothing.

      What choice do I have other than to try?

      “Why did you want to use spirit against the elementals?”

      “You aren’t going to get me to share, Tolan Ethar. I can tell your thoughts. I can tell you intend for me to share with you, thinking you can delay me. Do you think you can outlast me when it comes to spirit?”

      “No.”

      With that, Tolan stopped fighting.

      Spirit flooded into him.

      It happened quickly; almost more than Tolan could withstand. He recognized the sudden shift, the way that Roland shaped him. Spirit offered a certain natural protection, but against somebody who had as much power as Roland did, even that wasn’t enough.

      Tolan had done something Roland wasn’t expecting. The sudden connection forged between them allowed Tolan to race along it. He’d been ready the moment he lowered his natural protections.

      Tolan pushed outward, using his connection to spirit, sliding into Roland’s mind. All he wanted was knowledge. He wanted to know what Roland intended, but Tolan also wanted his shaping ability. He flooded into Roland’s mind.

      There came a surge. It happened rapidly, and then knowledge exploded within him. Everything that had been happening began to make sense.

      It was about spirit.

      Roland wanted to strip spirit free from the element bonds, tearing it free from the elementals. He wanted to create a connection to spirit that hadn’t existed before. Roland wanted a spirit bond. With that bond, he could control incredible power. With a bond like that, he could control shapers and elementals alike.

      Roland’s knowledge filled Tolan as he severed the connection.

      He did it in no more than a heartbeat. In that time, he’d absorbed as much of Roland’s knowledge as he could. He’d absorbed the way he could use shaping, the nature of how he controlled spirit. He was able to grasp where he’d placed other bondars like this.

      Tolan sealed off his mind.

      It was similar to the shaping he’d used before. A warrior shaping, but in the case of what Roland had demonstrated in that brief moment, there was a way of twisting it; inverting it slightly at the end of the shaping, that allowed Tolan to protect himself.

      He could feel how Roland tried to batter at his mind, but was unsuccessful.

      “You are after spirit,” Tolan said.

      He was able to move, and he stepped toward the other man.

      With a drawing of his own spirit, calling upon it, Tolan released Master Minden.

      The hold over her faded, and he forced a connection between them, shoving as much of his knowledge that he’d borrowed from Roland over to her. It filled her, flooding into her mind, and she quickly created the same shaping as Tolan. They both sealed their minds off from Roland.

      She turned her shaping upon Roland.

      Tolan focused on the Grand Master. He was next to him—and surprisingly, the Grand Master was getting to his feet, power coming from him.

      Tolan shaped through him as well.

      Between the shaping he used on Master Minden and the one that he used on the Grand Master, it took barely more than a few moments.

      When he was done, he turned his attention to Roland.

      “You are incredibly gifted with spirit, but you forgot one critical piece when it comes to it. You forget that spirit binds all things. When you have knowledge of the elementals, and when you have communicated with them, you recognize that spirit works in both directions.”

      Roland glared at Tolan and tried to take step toward him, but Tolan held onto the power from the runes, from the bondar he’d made, and held him in place. That power wasn’t going to last for much longer, but hopefully it would last long enough for him to do what he needed to incapacitate Roland.

      Then… then he would have the Grand Master and Master Minden help him decide what needed to be done with him.

      “I know what you were planning. I know what you know.”

      Roland tipped his head to the side. “You think you can know everything in a moment? You know nothing. You know only what I permitted you to know. You know the power I have allowed you to have.”

      A spirit shaping built from him and it washed through Tolan, overpowering the barrier that he held. It washed over Master Minden and the Grand Master. None of them could move.

      Roland started toward him. Tolan strained, focusing on spirit. He needed to find some way out. Roland had far more power than Tolan thought was even possible.

      “You have been so easy to manipulate, Tolan Ethar. With your connection to the elementals, you will be the key to what I intend.”

      Elementals.

      There was something about that which tickled in the back of his mind. Tolan grabbed for the element bonds, all but earth. He felt the power within them. He felt the energy of spirit. Recognizing that it was intertwined within it, he was able to separate out what he needed.

      Spirit surged within him.

      It wasn’t going to be enough.

      What he needed was earth as well. He had avoided using earth ever since Roland had attacked it, but Tolan had to try now. He focused, sending his connection through the earth bond and drawing on that power. It was still there, and the energy interwoven within it was still there. He teased that out, borrowing spirit, and he drew it forth.

      He mingled them together.

      It was a sort of shaping he’d never attempted before.

      With it came a flash within his mind. An image of the lizard appeared in the back of his mind for some reason and spirit exploded, filling him.

      He was freed.

      Filled with spirit, Tolan latched onto that energy.

      In that moment, Tolan was aware of what Roland had done.

      Tolan had a connection to spirit that he hadn’t felt before. He could draw that power to him, letting it fill him. He pulled upon spirit, sending it streaking toward Roland, attempting to forge a new connection.

      It simmered there for a moment; nothing more than that. In that moment, Tolan had a flash of understanding. Knowledge. Tolan began to build a shaping.

      Too late, he realized that the connection that formed between himself and Roland had given Roland the same insight.

      He knew the moment Tolan prepared to attack.

      Roland reached for a bondar, pulling it from his pocket, and in a blast of power, he wrapped the warrior shaping around him, summoning a burst of power and disappeared on a blast of lightning.

      Tolan could scarcely breathe.

      He stood, panting, focusing on the power that was flowing within him. It filled him. There was a sense that hadn’t been there before, an understanding of the bond that he’d never had before. Spirit was a part of it.

      He breathed out, slowly releasing that energy.

      Master Minden came over to him, resting her hand on his arm. “You can let go.”

      “I don’t know what I did.”

      “You have reached for the spirit bond.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I see it within you.”

      Tolan looked down. His breath caught as he realized that everything within him seemed to glow, reminding him of when he was in the Convergence. Power radiated from him, almost as if he were filled with spirit that expanded out beyond him. It reminded him of what he had seen within the hall of portraits, a sense of power that had been there and something that could not be real, but Tolan had no other explanation as to what it was.

      “He escaped.”

      “He escaped. For now. We know what he intends.”

      Tolan wasn’t even sure if that was completely true. He knew what Roland had wanted him to know. He knew the locations of other places like this that Roland had given him. Despite that, he suspected there was something more.

      And they would have to hunt it down. It wasn’t over between them. Tolan looked over at the other shapers.

      “There’s something more I think I can do,” Tolan said.

      Master Minden nodded.

      Wrapped in the power of the spirit bond, Tolan called upon that power, and he pushed through the Inquisitors.
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      The Academy was quiet. It was times like this when Tolan felt it comforting being here. He hadn’t been back for long. The search for the bondars Roland had left had taken him the better part of several weeks, and in that time, he’d been concerned that he might appear at each place they visited, but there had been no sign of him as Tolan destroyed each of the bondars he uncovered. As he had worked, he gradually began to relax.

      Tolan wasn’t even entirely sure he should relax. Roland was still out there, and he was planning. He knew more than Tolan did about spirit. Tolan might be able to tease apart the element bonds, he might be able to separate spirit from them, but he still didn’t have the experience he needed.

      As he had traveled, he had spent time focusing on the spirit bond, focusing on what he might be able to uncover from it, thinking that if nothing else, he might be able to work with it. He might be able to practice and see if there was anything else that he could learn.

      He strode through the hallway. Ferrah was somewhere nearby in their quarters. She would want to know he’d returned, so he sent an alert to her. She seemed willing to forgive him, which he appreciated, but he would have to keep proving himself to her. Perhaps that was what was needed in a relationship—not the distractibility he’d demonstrated with her for far too long.

      Not only with her, but with the Academy. He had to be better in so many ways.

      He passed the library and paused.

      The door was closed and Tolan pulled it open just a crack, looking inside. It was late enough that there wouldn’t be very many students inside, if any at all. He was surprised to see students poring over books in one corner. One of them was Velthan, who looked up as Tolan peered inside, nodding to him briefly before turning his attention back to his studies.

      Sitting on the dais were two master librarians Tolan didn’t know all that well.

      He closed the door, making his way up to the hall of portraits. It was the first time that he’d been back here ever since the latest confrontation with Roland. As he strolled along the portraits, he wasn’t at all surprised that something had changed. He had changed, and his connection to the elements and the elementals had changed, so he recognized that the nature of power was different.

      He paused at one of the portraits. In it were three draasin flying overhead. Every time Tolan saw this one, he felt a hint of sadness. In his time, there was only one draasin—the Draasin Lord.

      When he was gone, would other draasin suddenly appear?

      Tolan hadn’t attempted to reach into the fire bond in order to determine whether or not the draasin were even there—or interested in coming out of the bond. There was a time when he wouldn’t have believed the draasin were able to go into the bond. They seemed so physical and formidable that the idea that creatures like that could be forced into a bond was almost laughable. That was until he’d uncovered how they could be forced down into it.

      He breathed out, moving on. He reached the portrait with the young girl. The lizard was gone, but the rest of the painting had shifted as well. The light within it was different.

      “You always end up looking at that one,” Master Minden said.

      Tolan looked up and smiled. He wondered how long he’d been staring at the portrait. “I guess I do. This one has changed the most for me.”

      “Has it?” She joined him, staring at it. “I have always found it intriguing. This girl always looks so stern, and yet there’s something of an optimism in her eyes.”

      “The lizard is missing,” Tolan said.

      Master Minden leaned forward, squinting. The milky film over her eyes shifted for a moment, almost as if she had healed it, but then it returned. “Perhaps it is.”

      “When Roland attacked, when he abducted you, something happened with this painting.”

      “Oh?”

      “It felt as if I were pulled into the painting. I used a shaping on it, trying to figure out what Roland was after.”

      “Was that shaping anything like this?” Master Minden began to shift the nature of the shaping that she used, pushing out with spirit, but also mingling several of the other elements within it. She let it wash along the ground—but no further.

      Tolan noticed that she never pushed it toward the paintings.

      “It was like that.”

      “He shouldn’t have known that shaping,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “What happened when you used that shaping on this portrait?”

      “I was pulled into it. At least, that’s what it felt like. It seemed as if it dragged me inside. There was power. I was not alone. I could feel the energy there, and I followed the power within a cave, trailing through until I came to this lizard.”

      “Not the girl?”

      “Not the girl.”

      Master Minden pressed her lips together, frowning again. “That is unfortunate.”

      “Why?”

      “There is one secret I have kept from you, Tolan Ethar. Given what you’ve seen, perhaps it’s time you know.” She took a deep breath, standing up and clasping her hands behind her back. “There has been a master librarian within this library for centuries—more than that, there has been a Minden librarian within this library for centuries.” She smiled sadly. “In time, that will end. Mostly, that is because of choices I made. Misfortune that has befallen me. But because of that, the knowledge of the Minden line will fail.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Oh, but you do. When you first were pursuing your understanding of shaping and the elements, I shared with you a journal that my ancestor wrote. Many of these paintings were created by my ancestors, much like the one that you are looking at.”

      “Your ancestor painted these?”

      “Painted. Shaped. Perhaps it’s all the same. The shaping Roland used is one he should not have known about. It’s a shaping that allows these portraits to be unlocked.”

      “You’ve shown me power within these portraits before.”

      “I’ve shown you the hint of power in these portraits before, but I’ve never shown you the true power.” She glanced over at him, and in that moment, the film over her eyes was missing entirely. “Each of these paintings has something you can learn from. Each of these has more than what appears within them. When you gain the necessary knowledge, you can unlock it.”

      “And this one?”

      Master Minden shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t have the answer to this one. I’ve never been able to unlock it. That you have tells me you should be the keeper of knowledge here.”

      “I’ve told you I don’t want to be a master librarian.”

      “You don’t want to, but I question whether or not you have much choice. At this point, given what you have proven and seen, it might be necessary for you to take on a greater role.”

      Tolan started to laugh. “I’m not sure how I take on a greater role than I have.”

      “There is much about the world you need to know, Tolan. Much that most have forgotten. The Minden line has never forgotten. Now it’s my turn to pass that knowledge on to you.”

      “What is the lizard?”

      Master Minden stared at the painting for a long moment before moving on and stopping in front of another painting. This one had a rolling field within it, and strangely, there was a series of markings. Something about the painting reminded him of Telfair.

      Tolan frowned, studying it. He didn’t remember it looking quite like that before.

      “This wasn’t like this before.”

      “No. It was not.”

      “What does it mean that it’s changed?”

      “Most of the time, these paintings change when our knowledge changes, but there are some times when these paintings change when the world changes. Unfortunately, I fear the latter is true now.”

      “With what Roland has done?”

      “With what he has done. With what he intends.” She turned toward him. “The influence he placed upon earth is still there. I’m not entirely sure what he did, only that he influenced it in certain ways. Given what you have done previously, I’m afraid you are going to have to return to the earth bond in order to understand it.”

      “I don’t know that I can do so and return. I need to be… well, me. Tolan Ethar. Master of spirit. It’s long past time that I dedicate myself to it.’

      “If not you, then I don’t know who. There is no one else who can, Tolan.”

      He could already imagine what Ferrah might say. “How am I going to be safe?”

      “You will have something you didn’t have before.”

      “I almost lost someone through this, Master Minden.”

      “We all must sacrifice,” she said softly.

      Tolan studied her, wondering what she’d sacrificed, and what he would have to sacrifice before all of this was over. “What if I can’t?”

      “Then we might fall.” She forced a smile. “I am hopeful we won’t, but it wouldn’t be the first time much has been lost. Mankind has gone through this cycle with the elements and the elementals before.”

      Tolan sighed. He could feel Ferrah through the connection to spirit. How would she feel about this conversation? “I don’t know.”

      “You must. It’s more than about you, Tolan.”

      “Before, I didn’t know that I could be cut off from the elements quite like that. Before, I didn’t know that there were elementals I needed to be concerned about. Before, I didn’t know that—”

      “What do you think the lizard represented?”

      “I don’t know. It was a lizard in a painting.”

      “You have some idea, though.”

      “Spirit,” Tolan said.

      “Is that what you think, or what you know?”

      “I don’t know. I have a hard time believing that there’s a spirit elemental. In all the time I’ve studied them, and all the works we’ve researched, there’s been no sign of a spirit elemental.”

      “Perhaps it was there and we didn’t know it,” she said.

      “Because somebody shaped it so that we wouldn’t know?”

      Master Minden nodded to the painting. “Perhaps it was only there when we were ready for it. You ask what you have this time that you didn’t before, and what I tell you is that you have a connection to spirit. Not only have you proven that you have a way of reaching toward the spirit bond that didn’t exist before, but I think by connecting to the power within this portrait, you tapped into something else—and possibly even freed it.”

      Tolan stared at the painting and shook his head. “I thought these were just paintings.”

      “Most of them are. Others…”

      She shaped, and as she did, there was a power that flowed into one of the portraits. Tolan felt the energy coming back at him. It was the power of an elemental.

      Master Minden withdrew that shaping, and the sense of the elemental retreated.

      “Others are something more, Tolan. In the case of the portrait you worked with, I think you released a spirit elemental back into the world.”

      “How? Why?”

      “The how I think you know. The why is much more difficult to answer. I suspect the reason you were able to do so was because it was needed.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means we must be concerned. Very concerned.”

      Master Minden turned her attention back to the portraits, staring at them.

      Tolan had no idea what to say. “Ferrah will be disappointed,” he said softly.

      “Then help her understand. Help her see what must happen. Help her see what would be lost if you did not do this.” She looked over to him, her milky eyes clearing a moment. “This is bigger than the Academy and Terndahl, Tolan.”

      Bigger than them, which meant that it was bigger than him and whatever struggles he’d been having with Ferrah. He hoped she understood. “I will learn what I can from you.”

      “I’m afraid you must. The last time this spirit elemental appeared was when the world was nearly destroyed. I shudder to think of why it has returned.”
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      The true spirit master remains at large. Tolan might be the only one able to stop him, but he must find the truth within himself first.

      The element bonds, for so long the primary way to reach the power of the elements, have been tainted. The threat Tolan has long feared has revealed himself but escaped before his plan could be stopped. Now Tolan and his allies must travel beyond the waste to search for answers.

      The journey again takes him away from his teaching responsibilities. Now that Tolan has gifted the knowledge of spirit to other spirit shapers, he's no longer certain he's the best spirit instructor, especially not when another exists who's so much more skilled with spirit than him. If he's not the spirit master for the Academy, then how can he best serve the Academy?

      Another attack beyond the waste forces his hand. What he finds are more questions and a plot deadlier than anything he's ever faced before. Tolan struggles to stop Var, but how can he stop a master spirit shaper who knows everything he does?
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Shape 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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