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      Tolan stormed through the halls of the Academy, annoyance flashing within him. He didn’t like getting summoned in this way, and he really didn’t like that they would call for him, demanding that he meet. He shouldn’t allow himself to get so upset, but it felt as if he had so much that he needed to get done, and there simply wasn’t the time to do it all. There was even less time to do it when he received a summons like this that would draw him away from his other responsibilities.

      “Would you slow down?”

      Ferrah kept pace with him, and she glanced over at him every so often, her cloak stirring with the speed with which they walked through the halls. They didn’t pass any students, though that was mostly because of the time of day.

      Tolan shook his head, running a hand through his increasingly shaggy brown hair. “I can’t slow down until we get this sorted out,” he said. In the distance, a pair of Inquisitors made their way along the hallway. Their black cloaks seemed almost as if they didn’t move with the speed they marched along the hall, something Tolan found irritating.

      When it came to the Inquisitors, there was much about them that he still found irritating, despite how he had helped them.

      “You don’t need to run. You are the spirit master, after all.”

      Tolan grunted. He might be the spirit master, but there were times, especially times like now, where he still felt like the student of all of those years ago. When he had been here as a student, he had been at the mercy of others summoning him, which was no different than he felt now. He felt as if he were expected to jump the moment the other master shapers demanded.

      “If I don’t answer the summons quickly enough…”

      Ferrah caught his arm, pulling him back around so that he would look at her. “Take a deep breath.”

      Tolan clenched his jaw and nodded.

      All of this because he had made a point of trying to prove himself.

      And he had.

      There was no doubting he had demonstrated his skill with spirit, which had benefited the Academy. It had also been difficult. By demonstrating his knowledge, he had given up his one advantage over the Inquisitors, leaving him with only his experience. The problem was that many of the other Inquisitors had more experience than he did. Now that they had his knowledge of shaping spirit, they no longer viewed him the same way they had before.

      It was a disadvantage, and it was one that he hated, but at the same time, Tolan was determined to do whatever he needed to serve the Academy.

      He focused, centering himself as he prepared to answer the summons. There was no reason to be this irritated and agitated, nothing other than the fact that he knew the Inquisitors would be a part of this. Even so, there was no reason to let them bother him as much as they did.

      They turned a corner in the hall, passing a pair of statues resting on either side of the hallway that marked various elementals. It still surprised him that the Academy would have so many sculptures for the elementals, given the previous hatred for them.

      Ferrah took his hand, and together they walked along the hallway, moving a little bit more slowly now than they had been when Tolan had first received the summons. No longer were they racing through the halls. Now there was a controlled step to them.

      “Breathe,” Ferrah whispered.

      Tolan took a deep breath and inhaled some of the scents of the Academy. There were floral fragrances mixed into the air, mostly from the bouquets of flowers stuffed into vases along the walls. In some places, it looked haphazard, as if whichever gardener had decided upon the flowers they would choose for the arrangement had picked the nearest collection of flowers but made no point of trying to coordinate the colors. As far as he could tell, he didn’t think they had any sort of shaping—or sensing—ability, either. The earth sense coming off the flowers was not nearly as coordinated as what it should be.

      Ferrah glanced over at him, frowning. “What are you looking at?”

      “The flowers,” Tolan said.

      “The flowers now?”

      “They aren’t put together right,” he said.

      She started to laugh but cut off as she watched him. “You’re serious.”

      He shrugged. “I feel earth within them,” he said.

      “Even if they aren’t put together quite right, do you really think it matters?”

      “Considering everything we’ve dealt with regarding earth, I think it matters a little bit,” Tolan said. He paused at the nearest of the vases, resting his hand along the ceramic surface, tracing a pattern in the blue paint. He could almost imagine it was a rune, though it was not one that he recognized. He pressed out with a brief probe of earth mixed with spirit, straining to see if there was any connection that he might share with that vase, but came up with nothing. “Earth is still tainted,” he said. “Regardless of anything else that we do, we are going to have to come to terms with that.”

      “It shouldn’t matter to you,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan stared at the vase, the flowers within. There were two roses—one yellow, one red—a few daisies, and a broadleaf flower that seemed to overwhelm the others. Through his connection to earth, he detected how the other flowers detested the way that larger flower overwhelmed them.

      It was a strange thing for him to be aware of, though when it came to the various elements and how they interacted, it wasn’t altogether shocking that he would feel something.

      “Just because I can shape without reaching for the element bonds doesn’t mean I want to leave the bond tainted the way it is.”

      “The Grand Master is working on it,” Ferrah said.

      “The Grand Master is, but I need to help.”

      “I thought you were.”

      Tolan just nodded. He had attempted to work with earth as much as possible, struggling to find answers as to what had been done to the bond, along with why it had been done, but had still failed. Despite his attempts, he had not yet uncovered the key to what Roland had done to it.

      And there was no doubt in his mind that it was all due to what Roland had done. He was responsible for what had taken place, and until Tolan could figure that out, he didn’t think they were going to be able to stop him.

      Ferrah watched him, pulling him around so that she could meet his gaze. “Is this all about you and him?”

      He shrugged. “Shouldn’t it be?”

      She started to laugh. “You aren’t going to be able to do everything.”

      “I’m not trying to do everything,” he said.

      She laughed again. “You could have fooled me. You’re determined to stop him all by yourself.”

      “Others get hurt when they get involved.”

      “So let them get hurt.” She squeezed his hands and forced him to look up and meet her eyes. There was affection within them, concern as well. It was an emotion that Tolan sometimes wondered whether he deserved from her or not. “You aren’t the only one who has to risk yourself to benefit the Academy. You aren’t the only one who’s been willing to risk themselves.”

      He shook his head. “I know.”

      “You say that you know, but your actions say otherwise. Ever since Roland got away, you’ve been disappearing.”

      “Somebody has to try to understand what he’s been doing.”

      “And somebody has been.” She glanced behind her, along the hall, looking toward the Grand Master’s room. “If you had been paying attention, you would have realized that the Grand Master has all of the Inquisitors looking.”

      “They…” Tolan cut himself off. There was a time when he would’ve claimed that the Inquisitors wouldn’t have been able to do anything when it came to stopping Roland, but how could he argue that he knew any more than them? He couldn’t. Not anymore.

      Perhaps that was what troubled him the most. He was no longer the one the Academy needed to go to for answers.

      “You’re right. I need to put more faith in the Inquisitors. I just have history with them.”

      She grunted softly. “We know you have history. The Great Mother knows you have history. These aren’t the Inquisitors who are responsible for what happened to you. All of those Inquisitors are gone. There’s no reason for you to hold onto those memories the way that you do.”

      Tolan inhaled deeply, smelling the collection of fragrances from the flowers, wrinkling his nose at the pungent aroma coming off the larger flower. He didn’t recognize it, but perhaps it didn’t matter. He didn’t necessarily need to recognize it to know it. All he had to do was stretch out into the earth bond, however tainted it might be, and he could identify it. Perhaps the earth bond’s taint was what made the flowers so pungent.

      “Come on,” Ferrah urged.

      Tolan tore his gaze away from the flowers and followed her. When they reached the Grand Master’s room, she paused in front of it, holding her hand out. The shaping that built from her was a mixture of earth and wind, the combination allowing her to sweep beyond whatever barrier the door presented, probing beneath it as she stretched outward.

      “He’s not here,” she said.

      “The summons said that we were to come to his room urgently,” he said.

      “Yours did,” she said.

      He shook his head. “How is mine any different than any others?”

      “I’m not saying it is,” Ferrah said. “All I’m saying is that your summons said that we needed to get here.”

      “You didn’t receive one?”

      “The summons was with spirit,” Ferrah said. “Seeing as how I don’t have a connection to spirit…”

      Tolan took a deep breath and reached for his connection to spirit. That connection was there, initially faint, but it grew stronger the more that he probed at it. He probed outward, searching for anyone on the other side of the door. He had visited the Grand Master many times over the years and was quite comfortable in his quarters, unlike when he had first gone there. There was a time when going to the Grand Master’s room felt like a punishment, and though there was still a bit of hesitation at receiving a summons like this, it was not at all the way that it had once been.

      “I don’t detect anything.”

      “So he’s not here.”

      “The summons said—”

      A burst of energy came to him. It was shaped energy and it pulled through the air, making use of the sense of spirit near him, as if it were drawing upon the Convergence deep beneath the ground. Likely if it came from the Grand Master, that was exactly what it did. He would have the ability to call upon that power without stepping foot into it.

      At least that was one thing Tolan could do that some of the Inquisitors could not. He also could reach into the Convergence, tapping through the spirit rune, using that in order to access greater stores of power than he would otherwise.

      “What is it?”

      “We didn’t come fast enough,” Tolan said, taking her hand and heading out the main entrance of the Academy.

      Once outside, bright sunlight shone down, illuminating all of the city of Amitan. The smells of the city were different here as well. Thankfully, there wasn’t the floral fragrance that was present within the lower level of the Academy. Hints of roasted meats and vegetables and breads mixed with the smell of all of the people within the city. Some was foul, but not all. The connections to the people within the city pressed upon him as well. Tolan could feel it through earth, through spirit, but he also felt it carry to him on the wind that gusted through the air, the fluttering of water that connected him to the heartbeats of people nearby, even to the heat radiating off everyone. The city, much like many other places, combined all of the elements in its own signature. Tolan could embrace that, feeling that power, and could identify Amitan without even opening his eyes.

      It was home to him. He had been here long enough now that it had become something much more than he had ever expected it to be. His childhood home of Ephra could never rival what he now had in Amitan. Many students who came to the Academy found themselves caught up with the life within Amitan. Tolan wasn’t the first who chose to remain, and he doubted that he would be the last. So many students enjoyed their tenure at the Academy and found the rigors of their study rewarding, so they remained—or perhaps chased different dreams if they didn’t find the success they once had.

      The summons called out to him, and Tolan followed his awareness of it, heading through the street as he made his way to the small park near the Academy proper. The park was a wide green space, grass and trees and a pond that all allowed students at the Academy to find a connection to the elements and the element bonds that they wouldn’t necessarily have within the Academy. It was here where Tolan had found himself drawn when he was a student. It shouldn’t surprise him that here would be where the Grand Master would summon him.

      They entered the garden and Tolan slowed, feeling the awareness of other shapers near him. Not all were Inquisitors.

      Tolan had thought they would all be Inquisitors, that everybody who would be connected to spirit would hear the summons from the Grand Master, but that didn’t seem to be the way that he used his power. Most of those summoned could use spirit, though, including Velthan. Tolan nodded to him politely. It was only a matter of time before he tested for promotion to full master shaper.

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah, having brought her once detecting the summons. “Do you feel anything?”

      She shook her head. “I told you, I’m not connected to spirit, so I don’t expect to feel what you do.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I’m not so sure that this is about what somebody with spirit can feel.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Tolan frowned. “I don’t know. It’s just…”

      He slowed, trailing off as he came across a trio of Inquisitors standing with Velthan. Kerry was the youngest of them, and though she was connected to spirit more strongly than the other two, her junior status gave her lower rank among the Inquisitors. Tolan didn’t fully understand how that worked or why that would matter, but when it came to the Inquisitors, it seemingly did.

      Thomas and James stood on either side of her, almost flanking her like guardians. Tolan felt them send out a spirit search the moment that he appeared, as if they were concerned that he would suddenly pull upon a shaping and use it on them. He found that ironic, considering how Inquisitors had been known for using spirit shapings on others as they tried to defend the Academy and all of Terndahl.

      “You were summoned as well?” James asked. He was heavyset, with a bulging belly that pressed upon his dark Inquisitor clothing, and he had a poorly trimmed beard that in other circumstances would make Tolan smile. The connection to spirit he maintained was significant, though. Tolan could feel the power surging from him, using a shaping that Tolan had demonstrated through his shared knowledge.

      “I thought it was for all who were connected to spirit,” Tolan said, looking around the park. Other than the three Inquisitors and Velthan, he saw no one else nearby. He stretched out, pushing with earth, and realized why that would be.

      The remainder of the people were not far from them. Near the pond.

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah. “Not only spirit shapers,” he whispered.

      “What was that?” Kerry asked.

      Tolan looked over at her. She had dark hair and the dark complexion of one who came from the far south of Terndahl. Tolan imagined that she was from Parashan or perhaps Laineth, though he didn’t know. If he were to use spirit upon her, he might be able to detect the answer, but he also suspected that if he were to use spirit upon her, she would rebel, throwing up a barrier that he would have to struggle to get past. He had once believed that spirit shapers had natural immunity to spirit, and while there was some level of immunity, it wasn’t absolute. Spirit shapers could be shaped no differently than others.

      “It wasn’t only spirit shapers who were summoned,” Tolan said, glancing at James and then Thomas. He was the oldest of them, and from the way he stood with his hands balled at his sides, he seemed the most irritated by Tolan. Many of the older Inquisitors were irritated with him, partly because of his rapid ascent through the Academy and partly because he had known spirit better than them, however short-lived his advantage might’ve lasted. There were times when he wished that he had not demonstrated the shaping to them. Of course, had he withheld that shaping, they would have weakened the Academy. Tolan wanted to serve the Academy, which meant that he needed to reveal the secrets that he had learned, if only so that he could help protect those he had pledged to serve. “If you use earth, wind, water, or even fire, you will find what I’m saying,” Tolan said.

      It didn’t require much. He could probe easily and send that connection out through each of the elements and detect the shapers who were here. As he waited, Kerry was the first to attempt it. Tolan wasn’t surprised by that. She had a willingness to try things that some of the older Inquisitors did not. It was part of the reason that he would be able to rely upon some of the younger Inquisitors.

      “I feel them,” she said. She glanced over at James—not Thomas, Tolan realized—and frowned. “There have to be a dozen. Possibly more.”

      “What does the old man intend?” James asked.

      Tolan started to smile. “I’m not so sure that the Grand Master would be thrilled with you referring to him as an old man.”

      “Well, he is old,” James said, resting his hands on his prominent belly. He started to smile, and it changed so much of his demeanor, making him appear less irritable.

      When he did that, Tolan could almost imagine that he could be friends with an Inquisitor, or at least friendly.

      “We should go,” Thomas said. “The summons had an urgency to it.”

      It was like the summons Tolan had received. They weren’t able to get an absolute understanding as to what the Grand Master wanted from them, but they could feel an urgency, along with the location. It was the reason that he had hurried.

      The three Inquisitors turned, heading away, and Tolan waited until they were gone before taking Ferrah’s hand and following them.

      “I can tell you don’t care much for the other two,” Ferrah said.

      “Which two?” Tolan asked, glancing over at her. The gentle breeze coming through the park tousled her red hair, and though she didn’t gather it behind her, she somehow managed to keep it from getting into her face.

      “The older two. You always had a soft spot for Kerry,” she said.

      Tolan shot her a look. “A soft spot?”

      She shrugged. “Not that I could blame you. She is quite lovely. That is, if you’re after an Inquisitor.”

      “I most definitely am not,” Tolan said.

      “I saw the way she was looking at you.”

      Tolan frowned, looking ahead where the Inquisitors had disappeared. “I’m not so sure Kerry was looking at me in any way.”

      “Maybe you didn’t see it, but I did. It’s a woman’s intuition.”

      “Not a shaping?” Tolan asked.

      Ferrah patted his hand. “Not a spirit shaper, Tolan.”

      She pulled away from him and headed toward the center of the park.

      Tolan followed after her, shaking his head. He had always found Ferrah to be challenging, which was part of the reason that she appealed to him so much. There was simply something about the power she possessed and the intensity that she had, along with her mind, that he valued.

      When they were first students at the Academy, he’d met her early on. Her and Jonas, though his old friend Jonas had decided that he couldn’t handle some of the things Tolan had begun doing. Perhaps due to his success, or perhaps because of something else. Tolan never really understood, and he didn’t push at it, either. There was no point in doing so. They had fallen out years ago.

      When he reached the pond at the center of the park, he saw a dozen shapers. Many of them were master shapers, though not all. In addition to Velthan, there were several other senior-level students.

      The Grand Master looked over at them. He was small, thin, and with his wire-framed glasses had something of a delicate appearance. He was dressed in a deep forest green wool jacket with matching pants. Tolan noticed that the embroidery along his jacket and pants seem to be worked in shapes that looked like runes, though he didn’t know if power was embroidered into it. It was possible that it was; perhaps the Grand Master had added some power to his clothing through the runes. It was something Tolan would have to consider.

      “Now that we are all here,” he said, leveling his gaze on Tolan for a long moment. “We may begin. I called you here today so that we can try to understand what has been done to the earth bond. Many of you are connected to earth primarily, but all of you are connected to earth in some fashion.” He swept his gaze around the shapers. “We have spent considerable time working at the earth bond, trying to gain an understanding as to what has been done to it and whether there is anything that we can do to modify it. Unfortunately, we have failed separately. It is my hope that by coming together, we might find an answer.”

      Several of the master shapers nearest the Grand Master began murmuring and the Grand Master raised his hand, silencing them with no more than a look.

      “I have spoken to all of you individually, and I understand your hesitation and your concerns. That is why we are here. We are close enough to the Academy and the power that it possesses”—Tolan noticed that the Grand Master did not mention the Convergence, which didn’t surprise him, as there were quite a few of the shapers who were here who wouldn’t necessarily know anything about the Convergence—“so we can feel free to try whatever we think might be successful in helping us reach for the bond. As it is, we know there is a taint. What we must do is cleanse the taint and ensure that the other bonds are not affected in the same way.”

      “Is there any suggestion they might be?”

      The question came from Master Sartan, the master of fire who had been at the Academy since Tolan had first come. Master Sartan had been one of the first who believed Tolan had an ability to reach fire, something Tolan still appreciated. Master Sartan could be harsh, but fire could also be harsh and passionate. It was what made fire so powerful.

      “Master Ethar has been trying to determine whether we must be concerned about the other bonds, but as far as I know, he has not found anything.” The Grand Master looked past the other shapers, and his gaze settled again on Tolan. There was a stirring of spirit that came from him, a hint of something that was designed to urge Tolan to speak.

      Tolan nodded. “I have been pursuing Roland throughout Terndahl. So far, I have not found any additional influence like we have with earth. I remain concerned he intends to influence other bonds, but we have not found any evidence to that.”

      “No other evidence other than what he has done to earth,” Master Shorav said.

      Tolan looked over at him. He was a large, muscular older shaper, powered by the earth bond. He had always been hard on Tolan. “Other than what happened to the earth bond. Though I’ve searched throughout Terndahl, I haven’t encountered any other similar influence as what we found within the earth bond.”

      “Why would it have to be within Terndahl?”

      Tolan looked over. Kerry shrugged at him, meeting his gaze. She had dark eyes that tried to hold him, and he could feel spirit flowing out from her. It was subtle, almost more subtle than what he anticipated from her.

      “Just because he has attacked Terndahl once before doesn’t mean that he would have to do so again,” she said.

      “Correct,” the Grand Master said. “Which is why Master Ethar will be exploring the lands Beyond.”

      There came a steady murmuring.

      The Grand Master watched Tolan, locking eyes with him.

      Tolan said nothing. He had avoided going to the lands Beyond until he had convinced the Grand Master that he should. Doing so would have been an abandonment of his classes, but it also would have been potentially dangerous. Those who knew about the lands Beyond understood the danger inherent in that place.

      “He should not go alone,” one of the Inquisitors said, though Tolan wasn’t able to tell who it was.

      “He will not,” the Grand Master said. “But greater numbers will only draw greater attention. Which is why I will encourage Master Ethar to keep his visits to a minimum.”

      Tolan nodded.

      To a minimum meant him and one or two others.

      He could tell by the way Ferrah pressed up against him that she intended to be one of the others. Though she couldn’t necessarily shape in the lands Beyond, using a bondar, she would be able to store power which could be released there.

      He took her hand, squeezing it. The tension within her eased.

      “Now that we have that settled, I am going to ask everybody to focus on their respective elements. I will hold the shaping together, and if this goes well, we might be able to use this shaping in order to undo what has been done to the earth bond. If nothing else, perhaps we can gain a greater understanding.”

      They formed a circle.

      It seemed a formal arrangement, though Tolan had never found any real power in shapers taking up position like that. Each of the shapers began shaping their prominent element. Even the Inquisitors were drawing upon power, summoning their primary element of spirit. Tolan waited. He could reach each of the elements, and though he was the Master of Spirit, he didn’t necessarily think that he was bound to spirit in any greater way than he was to the other elements. He viewed them equally, though he did have an understanding of spirit that was more than he had of the other elements.

      As soon as each of the shapers began pulling upon the connection to the element bonds, including those who were connected to earth, the Grand Master started a shaping of spirit.

      Like the Inquisitors, the Grand Master had been given Tolan’s gift of knowledge. That gift allowed him to know the connection to spirit that Tolan’s mother had possessed; the same connection that she had been given from Roland. Tolan had even gifted some of the knowledge that he had taken from the shared connection between himself and Roland, though that hadn’t been nearly as much as what he knew Roland possessed. There were limits to just how much he had been able to send across the bond.

      The Grand Master connected them, weaving his spirit together, and power began to build. Tolan began to understand why he had chosen this place. There was something about the park that drew out even more energy, even more power.

      He could feel it rising from beneath them. It was connected to the Convergence within the Academy, but it was also connected through the runes marked upon the Academy. And it was tied to the elements, the element bonds, and even the elementals.

      He could feel the elementals joining the shaping.

      Connected here, the elementals wanted to be a part of it. They recognized the need to help cleanse the earth bond. Several different elementals joined, though they were shimmers behind the circle of shapers. Jinnar, saa, hyza, ulind, trathe, grold. Elementals flashed briefly before fading, adding their connection and their power.

      Tolan wondered how many were aware of it.

      The Grand Master watched him, locking eyes with him, and Tolan realized what the Grand Master wanted from him.

      He needed Tolan to tap into the elementals.

      That was his strength.

      He could latch onto that, draw from that power, and as he did, he could find some power that might add to the shaping. The Grand Master continued pulling the shaping, spiraling it around them, creating a pattern.

      Tolan used his connection to the elementals, binding it to spirit, and then toward earth. He could feel the way earth pressed through him, the connection to it potent but altered. Tolan was aware of how that earth sense was there, the power that existed, and he was aware of the tainted nature of the element bonds.

      It irritated him. It flowed against him, a strange sense that filled him with agitation, and it was one that seemed difficult to grasp. He struggled with it, pushing through the earth bond, trying to grasp for more power than he could otherwise. Yet as he did, he failed to come up with anything more.

      He needed additional power.

      Though he was connected to earth, and to the earth bond, he wasn’t able to draw enough power on his own. Even by borrowing from the elementals, Tolan couldn’t feel nearly enough.

      He had to borrow from the shaping that surrounded him. He twisted the spirit connection the Grand Master used, taking control of the shaping. He ignored the Grand Master’s brief protestations, and as he summoned that power, he held onto it, filled with that energy. It surged through him.

      Then he poured that power into the element bonds. When he did, he felt a tingling energy. It was strange and it rippled against him, but he could feel that something was off about the bond. Tolan shifted, pouring power into each of the other element bonds, moving from fire to water to wind.

      He did so rapidly and noticed shapers gasping behind him. The power he borrowed from them was considerable, but he needed to understand just what had happened to the earth bond. He needed some way to grasp what had taken place here, and he felt as if he were close to knowing.

      The answer seemed to be there. It seemed to be just at the edge of his understanding.

      Tolan pushed even more power through, alternating from one to the other, rotating through each of the bonds until he paused, reaching earth again.

      As he pushed through the earth bond, he thought he had an answer. He thought that the understanding would be there, that all it would take would be to call a little bit more power, but then it faded.

      The shaping around him collapsed.

      He looked at the others.

      Many of them had dropped to their knees, unable to keep standing. Only the Grand Master and, surprisingly, Kerry remained standing.

      “What happened?” Tolan asked.

      The Grand Master shot him a hardened look. “You decided to take control over my shaping.”

      “It was necessary. I needed to know if there was anything that I could find out about the bond.”

      “That is not why I summoned you here,” the Grand Master said.

      Tolan took a deep breath, shaking his head. “I know that it’s not the reason you summoned me, but I felt as if I were close. All I needed was another moment.”

      Even if he would’ve had another moment, Tolan didn’t know if it would have been enough. He had cycled through the different element bonds, attempting to reach for the understanding as to what he needed to do in order to restore earth, but he hadn’t come up with the answer.

      Now he didn’t know if he ever could.

      “You manipulated my shaping. I intended to use that shaping so that we could try to cleanse earth.”

      Tolan shook his head. “It wasn’t going to work,” he said. Several of the other shapers began to get up. Ferrah was among them, and she looked over at Tolan, confusion on her face. She looked exhausted. The effort of the shaping that they had used must’ve been considerable, probably more than what Tolan should have borrowed. Other shapers getting to their feet shared the same look of confusion, one that left him thinking that perhaps he might have made a mistake. “I could feel what you were doing, and it wasn’t going to cleanse earth.”

      “I needed more time. Some things need subtlety, Master Ethar. Other things need brute force. In the case of what you did, you turned subtlety into brute force.”

      “Some things need both.”

      The Grand Master watched him for a long moment. “Did you find any answers, at least?”

      Tolan sighed. “Unfortunately, no. I cycled through the different element bonds, trying to feel for the differences between them, to see if there was anything that might explain how this was different than the others, but I didn’t find any.”

      “The next time, I expect you to allow me to lead the shaping.”

      Tolan looked around as the other shapers gradually got to their feet, and he nodded.

      He needed to be careful. He shouldn’t have pushed so hard.

      That was the reason he set himself apart from other shapers within the Academy. A gentle shaping of spirit came from the Grand Master. With it came a message, a whisper shaped into Tolan. For you to get along with other shapers, you must work with them and not against them.

      Tolan held his gaze for a moment before finally turning away.
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      The inside of the spirit tower was quiet, and Tolan called upon the energy of spirit, using as much as he could to send it out through the room. He swept it toward the Convergence, drawing upon it so he could maintain a greater connection to spirit. He probed, but as he did so, he realized that he couldn’t reach for the full strength of the spirit bond that he thought he needed. In order to do what must be done, to confront Roland the way that he believed would be necessary, he would have to have control over the spirit bond. For now, he simply did not have that.

      The first of the students began to arrive, a shaping of water and wind carrying Grace to the spirit tower. She was younger, had mousy brown hair, and always seemed a little disheveled. Despite that, or perhaps because of that, she was an incredibly gifted shaper. In some ways, she reminded him of Ferrah when she had first come to the Academy. Ferrah had been incredibly powerful from the very beginning, connected to each of the elements, and had used that connection to grow more rapidly than almost anyone else.

      “Master Ethar,” she said, taking a seat surrounding the rune at the center of the room. She spread out her belongings and Tolan realized that she had a bondar for earth with her. It was one of the newer styles, a bondar that had been created since his father and those within the free elemental village had revealed the making of them, and it would allow her to reach the earth bond much more effectively.

      “I didn’t realize that students were using bondars outside of the classroom,” Tolan said, getting up from his desk and joining Grace.

      She looked down, pulling it to her, rolling it in her hands. “Master Shorav suggested we each have a bondar with us to practice the earth. It’s gotten difficult to use, you know.”

      Tolan nodded slowly. “I understand. Has Master Shorav explained why it has gotten difficult to use?”

      “He tells us that the bond has been modified.” Grace looked up from studying the bondar, meeting Tolan’s gaze. “Not that he needed to tell us, though. Most of us can feel what changed.”

      “What do you feel?” Tolan asked as he took a seat next to her.

      “I’ve always had a connection to earth.” She rolled the bondar in her hands, her finger tracing along the runes marking the elementals that the bondar was designed to capture power from. Tolan doubted that the students understood the way the bondar was used. Perhaps given that they were now using bondars, he should explain the function and the creation of them a bit more so that they could better understand it. “It was one of the earliest element bonds I gained understanding of. When I was home, I could use earth to connect to others in my city. It was helpful.”

      “Where’s your home?” Tolan asked.

      “Versan. It’s a small place in the west of Terndahl. Far to the west, I should say,” she said, smiling. “Not too many people know about it.”

      Tolan smiled. “I’ve been there,” he said.

      She looked up at him, eyes going slightly wide. “You’ve been there? Nobody has been there.”

      “I wouldn’t say nobody has been there,” Tolan said. “You must’ve had a Selection, which means that some from the Academy have been there.”

      “I suppose,” she started.

      “My travels take me all throughout Terndahl,” Tolan said, getting to his feet as another student shaped their way into the spirit classroom, this one with fire. Using a single element bond to travel to the spirit tower required incredible control. Tolan had learned how to do it, but he had been more of an advanced student at that time. “It gives me an opportunity to see where my students come from.”

      “That’s why you travel?”

      “Not necessarily,” Tolan said. “The Grand Master has me doing many things on behalf of the Academy.”

      The new arrival was a boy named Laurent. He was tall, slender, and had bright red hair. So many of the pure fire shapers were touched in such a way. It was part of the reason that Tolan was surprised Ferrah did not have fire as her primary element.

      Laurent studied Tolan for a moment. “Is it just the two of us?”

      Tolan shook his head. “The two of you are early.”

      “I can come back,” Laurent said, glancing down at Grace before looking up at Tolan.

      “There is no need, Shaper Rens,” Tolan said, thinking that perhaps he needed to indicate a bit more space between himself and Laurent. “Why don’t you and Shaper Yveln attempt to spirit sense each other?”

      Laurent shot Grace a strange look for a moment before shaking his head and settling down across from her.

      Even without using a hint of spirit, Tolan could tell they weren’t necessarily friendly. Perhaps friendly enough, and perhaps they would get along out of necessity, but the expression that Laurent gave her suggested that they weren’t friends.

      Tolan had interacted with plenty of people over the years within the Academy who weren’t his friends but who he had been forced to be friendly with. It was a good lesson for them to learn; that they could work together despite their differences.

      He took a seat at his desk, pulling a stack of papers over. On the papers, he had a list of places throughout Terndahl that he had visited. In another pile, Tolan had a map of Terndahl, and he had marked off every place that he’d been to, using that to help ensure that he traveled everywhere to find the answers about what Roland might’ve been doing.

      Other students appeared, shapings of each of the elements carrying them to the spirit tower. The spirit tower was unique among the various towers, different in that one had to have mastered the ability to carry themselves on one of the elements in order to reach it. It signified an aspect of control, and because of that, only shapers who had the level of control needed to reach the spirit tower were able to study with him. That might be the only way he had survived as an instructor.

      Tolan only half listened as the newcomers learned from Grace and Laurent how they were supposed to work on spirit sensing. He shuffled through the papers, looking for patterns that he might have missed, but failing. He struggled to find anything that might reveal what else he needed to do to uncover Roland and his plan.

      Perhaps Kerry’s suggestion was right. It was possible that Roland had created something similar outside Terndahl.

      The only problem with that suggestion was that in Tolan’s experience, the places beyond Terndahl weren’t quite as connected to the element bonds. In the case of the land Beyond, there was no connection to the element bonds.

      Which was why Tolan was convinced Terndahl was where he’d be spending most of his time. So far, he had not encountered Roland again.

      Tolan looked up. The classroom had filled with students, and it was time to begin teaching.

      As he got to his feet, he looked around the students and realized that quite a few of them had bondars with them. Grace wasn’t the only one who carried a bondar.

      He frowned. “How many of you needed an earth bondar before?” he asked. Several of the students raised their hands, and Tolan nodded slowly. “That is what I thought. Today we will talk a little bit about bondars.”

      “Why bondars and not about spirit?” Grace asked.

      Tolan shrugged. “Considering many of you,” he started, looking at the students gathered around him before frowning, “perhaps most of you, have begun to need a bondar, I thought it would be best for you to understand just what it is that you are using and how that power is drawn from the bondar.”

      “Doesn’t it only help us connect to the bond?” Lisa asked. She was tall, heavyset, and already a skilled water shaper.

      A shaping of spirit swirled toward him and he looked up to see Carson joining the class. The Inquisitor had done so more often of late, especially since Tolan had begun disappearing. Tolan had to be especially careful with him.

      “A bondar does allow you to reach for the element bonds, but it’s the how I think you would benefit from better understanding.” He went to the back of the room and found a length of wood. He had it here for this very reason, though he hadn’t expected to do so around the students. Keeping the creation of bondars secret didn’t serve the Academy. It was why Tolan had been willing to demonstrate the creation. He took a seat in the center of the rune for spirit, settling to the ground with the length of wood resting on his lap. “You can join the lesson,” he said to Carson.

      “I am only here to watch. As Grand Inquisitor, that is my right.”

      Tolan shook his head, straightening and looking at the class. “How many of you could create the rune for earth if I asked you to?”

      Only a few of the students raised their hand.

      Tolan nodded. “As you continue your studies, you will find that there are runes for each of the elements. Those runes allow you to connect to the power of the element in a way that you wouldn’t be able to otherwise. There is energy within those runes; a way of reaching elements and the element bonds that you wouldn’t have were you not able to master that.”

      “So we just have to mark runes on a branch?” Laurent asked, laughing.

      A few of the other students laughed nervously along with him.

      “When I was a student, probably about the same level as you, I had that same question. I wasn’t a very skilled shaper at the time.” Tolan had told that story enough times that he knew the students were aware of it, but it never hurt to remind them that not all students were skilled shapers when they first came to the Academy, and that didn’t necessarily mean they couldn’t become one. “I needed bondars. That was the only way that I could access the shaping of the element bonds. Unfortunately, when I was a student here, we weren’t given access to the bondars the way that you are now.”

      “We aren’t usually given access to the bondars,” Emily said. She sat off to the right of him, and seemed to try to shrink in upon herself. It was almost as if she didn’t enjoy speaking aloud.

      Perhaps that was only Tolan’s sense of her through spirit, and not necessarily the reality.

      “No. I suppose that you aren’t usually given access to bondars, but I think that the master shapers have done well by allowing you to use them. You need to have access to the bondars, if only so that you can continue to reach earth while it has been tainted.” He made a marking on the branch, tracing over it with his finger, using a faint shaping of spirit and fire to create the rune. As it settled into the branch, Tolan solidified it, holding it there. It was a familiar rune, one that called forth the elemental saa, bridging it into the bondar.

      Seeing as how he was going to start with the bondar for fire, creating a furios, he might as well continue.

      “Each of these runes is tied to the element in a specific way. The one that I’m using is tied to a gentle flame, one that many of you are probably familiar with.” He glanced up, tracing the symbol for saa again, and once again sealed it with spirit. There came a surge within the bondar, adding the hint of power from the elemental into the newly formed bondar, bridging power into it. Tolan didn’t need to use much strength in order to do this anymore. He had an understanding of bondars that very few did.

      Carson moved a step closer. Few people in the Academy truly knew how to make bondars, so Tolan wasn’t surprised.

      “All we need to do is study the runes?”

      Tolan looked up, meeting Grace’s eyes. “It’s more than just studying the runes. That is a part of it. You do need to have the knowledge of runes in order to fully understand what the bondar would do, but it’s more about how you place it. This first rune represents saa.” Tolan waited, and a few of the students sucked in breaths. They recognized the elemental name. Tolan began to trace a different pattern. “This one is for iffin. As you see, it is less about the flame and more about sparks.” There was a faint crackling as he sealed it. He created again, copying the same rune, binding power into it as he did. The students around him watched, but had fallen silent. “This one would be for lisinar. The flame from this burns a little bit differently than it does with saa, and it would be prominent in a different region than saa.”

      “What do you mean a different region?”

      Tolan looked over at Emily. “Why, the elementals are more common in specific regions.”

      Carson shot him a curious look that Tolan ignored.

      “The elementals are bound within the element bonds,” Laurent said.

      Tolan nodded. “They are. And I’m not saying anything we do here will release them from the element bonds.” He swept his gaze around them, noting a relieved look on most of their faces. It was a shame that the fear of elementals persisted. His gaze lingered on Carson, who held his arms crossed over his chest. Tolan was tempted to use spirit on him, but didn’t.

      He had to counter the fear of the elementals. Tolan had been working to try to counteract that, but there were still too many people who feared the elementals and their power. “But the elementals, in their natural state, had a predilection for different areas. In the case of saa, it was far more common in Parnal. Whereas lisinar was much more common in Cholan.” Tolan started to trace a different pattern. “Shiron represents smoke in Erand and surrounding areas, whereas esalash would represent it in Terndahl.” Tolan marked both of them, sealing them within. Already he could feel the changing of the bondar he formed. “Now we could begin to add several of the other elementals for fire, such as ivay”—Tolan sealed the steam elemental to the bondar—“or even isaw, but you would need to know how to utilize them, and to be fully aware of how to control the power.”

      “You use that to control an elemental?” one of the students near the back of the room asked.

      Tolan shook his head. “It’s not about controlling the elementals,” he started. “The bondar does connect us to them, but control is not the key, nor is it the goal. The key to the bondar is how it allows us to reach for the elemental energy and how it allows us to use various aspects of it.” He held out the newly formed furios. Runes marked along the sides for each of the elementals that he had mentioned filled it with various powers. Tolan reached for fire through the bondar, feeling the connection as it suddenly searched. It was powerful, and it would allow whoever used it to find and access fire in ways that they wouldn’t have normally. “What the runes do, rather than controlling an elemental, is that they help you find a connection to the elementals within the bond. It is similar; not the same.”

      Tolan held it out, waiting.

      No one attempted to take the furios from him.

      “If anyone is curious whether this worked, be my guest.”

      Laurent smirked as he got to his feet and grabbed it. “You couldn’t have made a bondar like that in front of us. The other master shapers are so careful with them that they…”

      As he trailed off, Tolan could feel the energy of fire flowing through him, and he realized why he was trailing off. He recognized the power Tolan had placed into the bondar. It was different than the furios that they would use in Master Sartan’s class. The power within this bondar was a mixture of several different common elementals, and they were frequent enough within the fire bond that somebody could reach for them and draw upon that power much more easily. For those who were attuned to fire, this newly formed furios would allow them something that they could not do otherwise.

      “You were saying?” Tolan asked.

      Laurent continued calling on fire. Tolan could feel the way that it flowed from him, the energy that poured out from him. He stared, holding onto the furios, shaking his head. “How did you do that?”

      Carson had stepped forward, tilting his head to the side as he studied Tolan.

      “As I said, it’s a matter of understanding the power within the bond, using the correct rune that bridges to the intended elemental, and tying you to it. Nothing more than that.”

      One of the other students got to their feet and reached for the bondar. Fire surged through it, flowing from them, and Tolan smiled. One by one, the students began to work at the bondar, borrowing it as they tested the connection to fire. Some of the students were far better connected to fire than others, and as they attempted a shaping through it, he found himself keeping track of who had the greatest connections. It wouldn’t really matter. The only thing that mattered was that the students now, as they always did, had various connections to the elements.

      He waited until the students took a seat again, and he reclaimed the bondar. He offered it to Carson, who frowned before turning and leaving the spirit tower.

      Who would he report to?

      “Once you learn how to control the elements, you can create a bondar on your own.”

      “You said it was more than just the elements. You said it was tied to the elementals and to the runes.” Grace leaned forward, watching him.

      Tolan nodded. “It’s tied to all the ways that you can access power of the elements. Which is why you need to study. The more you learn, the easier it will be for you to recreate power and shaping that those who founded the Academy could use.”

      He took the furios and got to his feet, carrying it to the back of the room.

      “Now that we have talked about the elementals and the runes, along with bondars, I think we should—”

      Someone cried out.

      Tolan rushed forward and found Laurent making a marking for saa on a piece of paper resting near him.

      It was similar, but not the same as the one Tolan had used.

      “What’s happening?” Laurent cried out.

      “Easy,” Tolan said. “Just take a deep breath.”

      “Take a deep breath? It’s burning!”

      Tolan looked down and realized Laurent had begun to release an elemental.

      It was surprising. Using a rune like that shouldn’t do it, but perhaps it was the shape, or perhaps there was something else. It might have been the tension upon the element bonds that caused the elementals to want to escape.

      “I’m going to help,” Tolan said. “But you are going to have to remain still. The elemental is trying to come out of the bond.” Tolan ignored the gasps around him, focused only on Laurent. “Can you feel the burning?”

      “I told you that I felt the burning. Why is it happening?”

      Tolan cupped his hands around the sudden crackling flames. “Somehow, you must have bridged the elemental through the element bonds. And it seems to me that it’s using you to bring itself out of the bond.”

      Laurent’s eyes widened. “Can you do anything to stop it?”

      “There’s no need to stop it. We don’t need to suppress elementals that want to escape from the bond.”

      “They’ll hurt us,” Laurent said.

      “They won’t,” Tolan said. “Again, the elementals simply want to have the choice.” He was repeating things that he had been told over the years from the elementals, and from creatures like the Draasin Lord, but Tolan didn’t know if it was entirely true. The only thing that he knew to be true was that the elementals that were trapped within the bond didn’t always have the choice.

      That was the reason he had committed to allowing them to remain free when given the opportunity.

      He looked up briefly, thankful Carson wasn’t here for this.

      “Now, I’m going to help the elemental.”

      “You’re going to help?” Laurent looked up, and panic burned in his eyes.

      Tolan pushed out with a soothing pressure of spirit, trying to use that to calm him. “I’m going to help the elemental, which will help you. The elemental has no interest in harming you. Give it a moment.” Tolan borrowed from the power that was erupting from the elemental and began to add a hint of fire to it, connecting it to spirit. The combination helped him speak to the elemental, and it allowed him to help soothe the elemental the same way that he was attempting to soothe Laurent.

      “It’s not much longer,” Tolan said.

      He could feel the way the elemental was coming. It pushed outward, probing through the bond, pressing with an increased tension. Tolan recognized the power in the way that it was squeezing out from the bond, and he could feel the energy that was coming with the elemental.

      How could Laurent feel that this was anything to be afraid of?

      There was nothing to fear here. The elemental only wanted the opportunity to escape; to be out of the bond.

      He could feel that desire coming from the elemental as he pushed on spirit with a connection to fire. Tolan could feel more and more power from the elemental and became increasingly aware of how it was bridging.

      Then he felt the elemental escape.

      Flames danced in the room.

      “There you are,” he whispered.

      The students jumped to their feet, backing away from him.

      Tolan held his hand out, reaching for the elemental. “Easy,” he whispered.

      The elemental darted, twisting in place, spiraling upward. Tolan focused only on the elemental, ignoring everything else around him. “I need you to relax,” he whispered to the elemental. “No one here wants to harm you.”

      Many of the elementals had tried to escape from the bond before, and when they had, they had known shapers would try to force them back down into it. Tolan wasn’t about to do that to the elemental; he was not at all interested in scaring the elemental. He wanted to help soothe it.

      Gradually, the elemental began to settle and the darting of flames started to ease, and Tolan breathed out. Saa twisted in the air, spinning in place, but didn’t move.

      “Can you see the elemental?” he asked, looking around at the other students. “This is saa. Flames. Not exactly plentiful here, but common enough. This is one of the runes I made on the bondar. Shaper Rens has done well by demonstrating how the elementals are tied to those runes.”

      “Does he control it?”

      Tolan couldn’t tell who was asking the question, but he shook his head. “It’s not a matter of controlling the elemental. Now that the elemental is freed of the element bonds, there is no control. It’s more about speaking to the elemental; asking.”

      “How do you speak to the elemental?” Emily asked. She was one of the few who hadn’t backed away, and Tolan didn’t know if it was that she was unafraid or that she was trying to prove herself to the others.

      “I speak to the elemental the same way that I speak to you. To anyone. You ask the elemental what you need of it. If it chooses to, the elemental will speak back.”

      “Has it spoken to you?”

      Tolan looked over his shoulder at Grace. “Not yet. Sometimes it can be difficult for the elemental to choose to speak to a shaper.” He turned his attention back to saa. “In time, this elemental may choose to speak to me. It may not. That would be up to the elemental.”

      “They don’t attack?”

      Tolan shook his head. “The elementals don’t attack. They may resist if you try to force them back into the element bonds, and they would only do so if they truly did not want to return, but they don’t attack.” He looked around the room. “There was a time when shapers were connected to the elementals. There was a time when they worked with the elementals, wanting to share that connection and an understanding of each other. That is what we need to get back to. When we can understand the elementals, they can begin to understand us again. We can work together.”

      “Are all elementals like that?” Laurent asked, staring at saa. He seemed transfixed. That was at least better than he had been before.

      “All I have met.”

      “Are there any that aren’t?” Grace asked.

      Tolan took a deep breath, focusing on the elemental, and then shook his head. “No. The elementals all need an opportunity to work with us. They all need that chance.” He leaned toward saa and whispered to it, “You may go.”

      With that, the elemental flickered and then disappeared.

      Tolan swept his gaze around the classroom. “I think that’s enough for today.”
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      Tolan lingered on the top of the Academy, looking all around. He felt the energy of the city sweeping out before him, power that drifted from shapers within Amitan, but also a connection to those who didn’t necessarily have the ability to shape. All of it felt potent to him, all of it pressing in upon him, granting him an awareness of the energy that was there. He breathed it in, recognizing the signature of Amitan, thankful that he could still feel it.

      Underneath all of it was a strange undercurrent.

      There was something not quite right, and it didn’t take probing all that deeply into each of the elements to know that what troubled him the most was that earth remained shifted; altered from how it should be. All it took for Tolan to feel that was a light touch, sweeping out with his connection to earth, letting it flow from him. In doing so, he recognized that so much of the connection to earth had been modified. Those within Amitan who were earth shapers didn’t reach for it the way they once did. They hesitated, though Tolan couldn’t blame anybody for hesitating to reach earth in its current state.

      Why would they want to reach for something that might cause problems? Why would they want to place themselves into danger by touching upon a tainted aspect of the element bond?

      Tolan released his connection to earth. There was no point in trying to touch it now. He could still access earth through himself, but reaching for that greater source of power was beyond him, or at least beyond what he wanted to do.

      “Are we going to the land Beyond?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan looked over at her, shaking his head. “Not yet. The Grand Master wants us to go, but I’m not sure who else will need to come with us.”

      “At least you’re willing to bring somebody else with you.” She offered a hint of a smile, but he could feel the edge underneath the words.

      She didn’t like that he had gone to the land Beyond without her before. She also didn’t like that she wasn’t able to shape there, though that was going to be a challenge for anybody who went with them. He could bring one of the master librarians, someone like Master Minden, who might be connected to the elements in the same way as Tolan. Through that connection, she shouldn’t struggle to shape in the land Beyond. The hesitation Tolan had about that was that Master Minden, much like all of the master librarians, wasn’t equipped to battle with Roland.

      That was assuming they encountered Roland. So far, it had been difficult to find any sign of Roland. He was out there. Tolan was certain that he was, but other than the residual effect upon the earth bond, Tolan had found nothing to suggest that Roland was anywhere nearby.

      “I’m not trying to upset you,” Ferrah said.

      “We’ll go soon. First, I wanted to explore the Convergences.”

      “What do you think you’ll find when you do that?” she asked.

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t know. I keep thinking back to Roland and his plan. It has to be tied to the Convergence in some way.”

      “Why must it be?”

      “Because of what he was doing in Telfair. If we can figure that out, then we can figure out what else he might be after. All we need to do is find some way to stay ahead of him, to stay ahead of what he’s planning, and to protect the Academy and those within it from anything that he might intend.”

      “You’re assuming that he intends to attack again.” Tolan looked over at her, and Ferrah shrugged. “It’s possible he won’t. I know you don’t want to hear it, but what if he has been beaten now and has decided it doesn’t make sense to continue to come at you? He knows you have gained access to some of his spirit shaping, so you pose more of a threat to him. He knows the lands Beyond better, anyway.”

      Tolan turned his attention out to the city. Down in the distance, he could see people moving through the streets, either by foot or some by cart, and could feel the energy of it. It was that of the elements, that of life. “I think he wanted me to have the shaping knowledge that he gave me,” Tolan said softly. “All of this is some plan of his, and once I know what that is, then I can figure out what I need to do to stop him.”

      “And if there isn’t a way to stop him?”

      “There has to be some way to keep him from succeeding.” He breathed in, holding out his hand, and Ferrah reached for it.

      “Are we staying in Terndahl?”

      Tolan nodded. “For now.”

      He pulled upon each of the elements, wrapping them together, adding spirit with a burst of lightning that struck down, carrying them.

      The warrior shaping brought them away from here in the blink of an eye. When they landed, they did so atop the tower in Par. The sky was gray, and the sudden shift upon his senses from each of the elements was a little jarring, though not so much that he struggled with what he detected. He could feel the different signature that was down in the city below him. Some of it came from the people and their connection to earth and spirit. Yet some of it came from the land itself; the way that it pressed upon the elements and the element bonds in a distinct manner.

      “Why here?” Ferrah asked softly.

      “You didn’t want to come home?”

      She looked over at him. “This isn’t home to me anymore. It’s no more home to me than I suspect Ephra is to you.”

      Tolan inhaled, breathing the salty air. This close to the sea, he could feel the difference in the air and recognize that there was some aspect of it that connected him to this land, some aspect that bound it to the elements the same way that all lands were bound to the elements. “Ephra isn’t home. Amitan is, which if I’m perfectly honest, surprises me. It’s the reason I want to do everything that I can to protect it.”

      “And you don’t think I want to protect it?”

      Tolan shook his head. “That’s not it at all. We need to protect all of Terndahl. And Par is a part of Terndahl.”

      Ferrah approached the edge of the tower. A low stone lip kept her from stepping off the edge and out into nothingness. She would have been able to catch herself on a shaping of one of the elements were she to do so, but having that low stone lip there was at least a reminder of the edge. There was energy within the tower that reminded him of the energy within the Academy. Perhaps it was tied to the runes that were marked upon this tower; runes that were similar to those which he found within Amitan. Shapers from long ago had created both places, and they had bridged the Convergence with the power of the runes.

      “What do you think you might find from the Convergence here?” She spoke softly, but her voice carried toward him on a faint shaping of wind.

      “I don’t really know. This is a Convergence I figured you would know well. It’s also the very first Convergence I found Roland attacking.”

      Ferrah looked over her shoulder, glancing at him. “Roland didn’t attack here.”

      “He had my mother attack here. It’s the same thing. Considering he was shaping her to control her, it has to be the same.”

      She frowned but didn’t say anything more.

      He joined her at the edge of the tower, taking her hand. Using a shaping of fire, he lowered them down to the ground and they entered the tower. There was no one here.

      Tolan wasn’t surprised.

      The tower had been closed for a long time, and there weren’t many who knew how to reach the Convergence. He headed to the back of the tower, to an opening that was there, and used the warrior shaping to carry them down to a vacant chamber deep beneath the tower. As soon as he emerged from the warrior shaping, he could feel the power of the Convergence swirling around him. Runes were marked along the walls, hundreds upon hundreds of them, all meticulously made. He imagined shapers from long ago creating those runes to seal in power, concealing the presence of the Convergence, as if they needed to hide it from anyone who might come looking.

      Ferrah made a circle around the Convergence. It was a silvery pool of liquid set into the floor. The stone worked all the way up to the edge of the Convergence, runes set into each stone for the various elements, marking power and signifying that the ancients had certainly known about the Convergence, but more than that, they had seemed to understand how to mask it.

      Tolan pressed briefly into the various runes, pushing power out from him in order to determine whether there was anything that he could feel stretching away from these markings and toward the Convergence itself.

      There was nothing.

      “Are you going to get in?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t think that I need to. Why? Do you want me to?”

      “I’ve always enjoyed the way you look when you step free from the Convergence.” She gave him a devious grin.

      Tolan just shook his head. “Maybe you should be the one to go in.”

      “I’m happy to,” Ferrah said, stepping toward it, reaching the edge. “The only problem is that I don’t have the same connection to spirit as you do. Unfortunately for you, if I were to do so, I would disintegrate.”

      “We don’t know that,” Tolan said.

      She shrugged. “We don’t, but you and Master Minden have speculated that would be the case.”

      Tolan nodded slowly. They had spent quite a bit of time trying to figure out what would happen if somebody without a connection to spirit would step into the Convergence. No one really knew. No one had been foolish enough to attempt it without having somebody else with them to ensure their safety. Tolan suspected that if he went into the Convergence with Ferrah, he could funnel spirit over to her to protect her, but short of that, no one would dare go into the Convergence on their own.

      “We don’t know,” he said.

      “I’m not about to be the one to test it.”

      Tolan stared at the liquid. It seemed thick; almost impossibly so. “I seem to recall that you were the one who was most interested in reaching the Convergence.”

      “I was interested in knowing whether or not there was a Convergence here. Stepping into it myself is a different matter altogether.”

      He smiled. “Is it?”

      She glared at him. “You know that it is.”

      They lingered for a moment. As they did, Tolan probed toward the Convergence, feeling for the power within it. The reason he had come here was to try to understand what Roland might have been after. He wasn’t the first one to come to these Convergences, either. Others had visited, spending far more time than Tolan had, and they had enough experience that they would have been able to find anything Roland might have been up to. Unfortunately for Tolan, along with the Academy, there wasn’t any new information about Roland.

      “That was the first time that I learned my mother was still alive,” Tolan said softly.

      “It doesn’t change anything.”

      He looked over at her. “Doesn’t it? I’ve struggled, if I’m honest.”

      She took his hand, squeezing. “I know you have.”

      “It’s been difficult for me, knowing she put on an act my entire life. It’s been difficult knowing the person I thought she was isn’t the person she happened to be.”

      Tolan stared at the Convergence, and he could feel its power. He recognized the energy within it, and there was a part of him that wanted nothing more than to step within it and let its energy overwhelm him, giving him the power that could explode from within the Convergence. There was no purpose in doing so, though. He wouldn’t learn anything more by entering the Convergence here than he would within Amitan. That wasn’t the reason he had come, either.

      As he looked around, feeling the energy radiating upward from the Convergence, Tolan had to wonder what exactly he had thought he might find by coming here. He still didn’t know. Though there was power and energy here, Tolan wasn’t at all certain of the purpose of it and didn’t know what he might find by being here. There was only that power around him.

      “She redeemed herself at the end,” Ferrah said. “That has to matter.”

      Tolan nodded. Perhaps that was all that mattered. His mother had become someone different at the end of her life, gifting him the knowledge that he needed in order to defeat Roland once and giving him a chance of defeating him again. Were it not for that gift, Tolan might not have been able to have succeeded. He might have been lost in the land Beyond. Even with that knowledge, it might not be enough. Tolan struggled, searching for answers, wanting to see if he might learn more, but finding those answers had proven difficult.

      “We should keep moving,” Tolan said.

      “Where else do you want to go?”

      “I want to see if there’s anything that we can learn from the other Convergences. There had to be something that Roland was searching for by coming here.”

      Tolan didn’t know what that was, only that the Convergences had been targeted.

      They took off on a warrior shaping, bursting out of the tower in Par, and he brought them to the next Convergence. This one was on the edge of Terndahl, in a place that he had been surprised to find a Convergence. There was no city built around it, though much like every other Convergence, there were runes surrounding and shielding it. The power of those runes masked the presence of the Convergence from anyone who wouldn’t know how to look for it.

      Ferrah paced around the inside of the cave, shaping fire to give it some light. It was dark, with shadows stretching into the distance, the air smelling of dampness. This place was quite a bit different than any of the others they had visited, and as he peered around, Tolan felt the energy of the Convergence as it pressed upon the room.

      “I haven’t been to this one before,” she said.

      “Not many have been,” Tolan said. “I found this one while I was exploring.”

      She shot him a look. “When did you find your way here?”

      Tolan shrugged. “It wasn’t long ago. I came looking for places I haven’t explored.”

      “What sort of places?”

      “Places Roland might have attempted the same danger that he did before.”

      “Are we still in Terndahl?”

      Tolan nodded. “All of this is Terndahl. I think if we left Terndahl, you would know. You can feel it.”

      “What do you mean I could feel it?”

      Tolan shrugged. “You would feel the shifting and you would be aware of the difference here.”

      “The same way that I’m aware of the difference in the Beyond?”

      Tolan nodded again. “The same way. There’s something there that is different. At least within Terndahl, we’re still connected to the element bonds, but once we leave here…”

      He looked around the inside of the cave. It was poorly lit, only a little light drifting in, though he didn’t need all that much to see. It was almost as if the Convergence glowed with a soft light of its own, as if the spirit within it radiated energy, reminding him of the lizard. He hadn’t encountered the lizard, the spirit elemental that he’d somehow separated from the painting in the hall of portraits, again since defeating Roland, though he believed that he was somewhere. Perhaps crawling through the various element bonds, or perhaps he had retreated, returning to the wall of portraits.

      “We don’t know that Terndahl is unique in the connection to the element bonds,” Ferrah said, stopping at the edge of the Convergence. “We haven’t traveled well enough to know.”

      “The borders create a separation,” Tolan said.

      “Have you traveled much beyond Terndahl?” She turned to him. “I’m asking because I haven’t. If there is something beyond here…”

      Tolan shook his head. “There isn’t anything that I know of.”

      He was curious what might be found beyond the borders of Terndahl. The only place he’d ever visited was the land Beyond. Even there, they’d found no signs of human life other than the tower that suggested it had once been something more. That and the strange elementals. There was nothing else for them, nothing that would indicate they would be able to find much else.

      “That’s what you want to do.”

      Tolan looked over at Ferrah. “I don’t know.”

      “You can admit it. You want to explore beyond Terndahl.”

      He turned in place, sweeping his gaze around the inside of the cave. “Even if I want to, I’m not sure that I should. Terndahl needs me. The Academy needs me. If I were to leave, I feel as if I would be abandoning those who rely upon me.”

      “With your warrior shaping, you could leave and return quite quickly.”

      He smiled slightly. “It never quite works out that way. Something always seems to happen that delays us.”

      He made his way to the edge of the Convergence and crouched down in front of it, tracing a finger through the silvery liquid. It stuck to his finger, sending a jolt of power coursing through him. Immediately, Tolan was aware of that energy, the power, and he was aware that it felt off, at least in some way. He couldn’t quite place the reason behind it, only that something was not quite right.

      Ferrah watched him, saying nothing.

      Tolan pressed out through the Convergence, reaching for the various element bonds. He started with fire, probing for it, but didn’t detect anything wrong. Tolan rotated through the bonds, using the same connection that he had when he was in the park holding onto the power from the others, and let that energy swirl through the Convergence, connecting him to the bonds. By doing so, Tolan became aware of something off. He could feel just how much that power flowed out from him, connecting him to the strangeness that was within the earth bond.

      It was that strangeness he needed to come to grips with. If he could master what it was and why there was something that felt wrong within that connection, then he believed there would be a way to overpower it, and a way for them to resolve it.

      Until they did, Roland had the advantage. No other shaper could access earth safely, not without going through the strange tainted edge of it that impacted how earth could be shaped.

      Tolan reached for the earth bond in particular, holding onto a connection within it, and he felt the strange edge. He attempted a simple shaping, little more than to create a stone, and felt the resistance that bubbled up within him from the earth bond.

      He pushed more power, drawing it through the Convergence, and each time he attempted to do so, he could feel the resistance pushing against him, making it so that he could not do it. That was what he had to overcome.

      How could I overwhelm that resistance even when connected to the Convergence?

      He had no idea what it was going to take. He had no idea whether it was even possible.

      Perhaps he had to do what the Grand Master suggested, a subtle touch rather than a burst of strength. If he were able to do that, then he might find the answers he needed.

      Tolan pulled his hand out of the Convergence, waiting for the liquid to drip off, separating from him. He looked over at Ferrah, who watched him.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “It’s you,” she said.

      “What about me?”

      “I can tell that something is off.”

      “Other than earth?”

      “This is more than about what is going on with earth.”

      Tolan sighed. “I’m not exactly sure what it is. I can feel something here, and it troubles me. I can tell that there is something more that we need to be doing, only I don’t know how to do it.” He looked over at Ferrah. “Roland damaged the bonds in some way. As far as I know, he hasn’t managed to damage any of the other bonds, but I keep waiting for us to find evidence that he is starting to.”

      “It’s been a few months, Tolan,” she said. “If he hasn’t done it yet, then maybe he won’t. Maybe he can’t.”

      Tolan doubted it was a matter of Roland not being able to do so. Perhaps he was only biding his time, trying to find the right opportunity. If that were the case, then they had to find a few more answers. They had to be ready for his next attack. All Tolan wanted was to protect the other element bonds.

      But what if there isn’t a way to do it? What if there isn’t a way to stop Roland?

      Ferrah watched, and he could almost tell what she was thinking without needing to reach through spirit to connect to her.

      Worse, she was right.

      What troubled him was the fact that everything that he had gone through so far had proven that he was incredibly connected to the elements. Not only was he connected to the element bonds and could shape without the bonds, but he understood runes and he could reach the elementals. All of that power he had access to still wasn’t enough for him to undo what Roland had managed to do through his access to spirit.

      There should be something he could do to stop Roland, and there should be something he could do to undo what Roland had already completed. Why did it seem to him that he continued to fail? He looked over at Ferrah, found her watching him, and forced a smile.

      “There is something you haven’t tried,” she said.

      “What’s that?”

      She shook her head, looking around the Convergence chamber before settling her gaze back on Tolan. “I hesitate to even say anything, but knowing you, you’re going to keep trying until you get to it yourself. You went into the element bonds once before. What would happen if you did it again?”

      Tolan shivered. The idea of going back into the element bonds terrified him. When he had gone into earth before, he had very nearly not managed to make it out. “That’s not a great idea.”

      “It’s not a great idea, but it’s an idea. And considering what you have been dealing with, I am starting to wonder if it might be the only idea that we have.”

      He wished that it wasn’t the case, but maybe she was right. Maybe what he needed was to attempt to go back into the bond. It was a dangerous gambit, but it might be the only way that they would find answers. The only problem was that Tolan hadn’t had any control when he had gone to the element bonds before, and he had very nearly lost himself. If that were to happen again, though he had escaped once before, he didn’t know if he could escape a second time.

      If I didn’t, what would happen to me? Would I be trapped within the element bonds for all time? Or worse, would I eventually die, losing myself and becoming a part of the bond?

      Tolan needed answers to those questions before he dared to risk going into the bond again, but he suspected the only way to find those answers would be to attempt to go into the bond. It was almost as if he had to risk it in order to find what he needed, but risking it was the one thing he feared the most.

      He looked around the inside of this chamber once again, finally shaking his head. “We should go.”

      “Where to now?”

      “We need to visit more of the Convergences.”

      “Will that really help you?”

      Tolan shook his head before shrugging. “I don’t know, but I feel we need to do something.”

      “I’ll go with you. You know I will. But we also have to get back. You have to teach, and the students need me.”

      “It would be easier if we didn’t have to worry about the Academy.”

      “Easier, but not the right thing. We’re doing this because of the Academy, Tolan.”

      He nodded. “I know we are.”

      “Then show it,” she said.

      He took her hand, pulled upon a shaping of each of the elements, adding spirit last as he often did when creating the warrior shaping, and a burst of lightning came for them.
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      Tolan crouched in front of the Convergence. This was the seventh place they had visited, and each of them had been much like the one within Amitan. He had no answers about what he was searching for, no explanation about what Roland had been after, other than what they had seen when they had been attacked before.

      At the time, Tolan had believed there was some darkness that his mother was twisting within the Convergence, something that he believed was Chaos, but he had come to question whether that was real or not. There was a part of him that wondered whether or not it could even be real.

      How could it when it seemed that rather than Chaos, she had been spirit shaped?

      That was a far more obvious explanation than some mysterious element that he had never encountered before or since.

      “We haven’t found anything,” Tolan said, shaking his head as he stood. They were inside a small building, little more than a hut, hidden on the edge of Terndahl, though not quite as isolated as the one within the cave. The walls were made of stone, shaped into place, creating a domed chamber. There were some runes along the walls, but not nearly as many as there were in some of the other places. Tolan pushed out with a connection to spirit, shaping through the chamber as he searched for anything that Roland or his mother might have done, but found no answers.

      “I still can’t tell…”

      He hesitated.

      That was different.

      As he was shaping spirit, he had anticipated searching for anything that would explain what Roland had been up to. And though he found something, it wasn’t at all what he expected. There was pressure here, but it was a strange sort of pressure, a connection different than what he would’ve expected.

      “Tolan?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan raised his hand, urging her to silence.

      He hadn’t imagined that. He knew that he hadn’t. Which meant that whatever else was here, something was real.

      He pushed out with spirit again, sweeping around him. He added a hint of the other elements, but withdrew them when he felt the strange irritation within earth again. There was no point in adding earth to anything these days, as the shaping only failed, but there was resistance upon him when he tried to use it.

      He paced, making a circuit of the inside of the Convergence. There was no natural light here, nothing other than a shaped lantern that provided a dim glowing light that emanated with the pale orange of fire, but it was enough to push back the darkness, and enough for him to feel as if there was something more here.

      It wasn’t any of the other elements that had irritated him.

      Spirit.

      That was the one piece that he could feel, and because of it, Tolan was certain there was something more that he had to find here.

      It was a matter of continuing to push.

      As spirit washed away from him, he felt the energy here and realized what it was.

      There was a familiar sense to the connection of spirit. It took him a moment to recognize why that familiarity would be there, but it was because he had linked to Roland before. It was a connection to him.

      “He’s been here,” Tolan breathed out.

      “Who?”

      Tolan looked up, locking eyes with Ferrah. “Roland has been here.”

      “When? Recently?”

      Tolan took in a deep breath. The air was stale, humid, and he suspected that were they to step out of the small hut that surrounded the Convergence, humidity would press upon them along with a baking sun. Inside the hut, however, there was at least a more temperate quality to the air. It wasn’t quite as comfortable as some of the places they had visited, but it was at least tolerable.

      “I don’t know if it was recent or not. I can’t tell that from the connection to spirit. I can feel that he has been here, though the tracing of it is faint.” Tolan could practically see where Roland had walked. As he closed his eyes, focusing on spirit, he found himself following the footsteps that Roland had left, following his path, and he made a steady circuit. Something pressed upon him.

      Tolan paused.

      He was near the edge of the hut. The wall stretched up, curving overhead, and yet what he detected was near his feet. He crouched down, running his hand along the floor until he found it.

      The ground was irregular and rocky all throughout here, and without the same runes on the tiles, it was easy to get distracted by what he encountered. When he lifted a particular rock, he realized that wasn’t what he’d found at all.

      It was a bondar. An orb bondar.

      He turned to Ferrah. He held it out, and she joined him.

      “Is that what I think it is?”

      “It is. This must have been how he got here.”

      Tolan pressed power into the bondar and felt energy reverberating back.

      “It’s not spent, either,” Tolan said. “I wonder why he would’ve left it?”

      “Maybe he didn’t know there was still energy left within it,” Ferrah said.

      It was possible. Considering that Roland didn’t have the same understanding of the other elements as he had of spirit, it was entirely possible that he wouldn’t have known that the orb bondar still held power within it, but given Roland’s reliance upon the bondars, Tolan would’ve expected that Roland would have come to understand the power within them and would have mastered a way of depleting them entirely. Even the bondar itself was valuable. It surprised Tolan that he would’ve left it behind—unless Roland had found others able to make the bondars.

      That was certainly possible. There were many who now understood how to make bondars, such that it was no longer the same hidden talent that it once had been. And if Roland had found others capable of making them for him, then he might not rely upon having them with him.

      Tolan stuffed the bondar into his pocket, looking over at the Convergence. “We can study this later,” he said.

      “What more do you think you will uncover from a bondar like that? It’s no different than the bondars we use. We knew that he needed them since he can only reach for spirit.”

      “I know. I just keep thinking that if we can uncover a little bit more about what he intends, we might be able to use that against him.”

      She smiled at him. “I’m not so sure a bondar is going to help you in any way.”

      Tolan reached his hand into his pocket, squeezing the orb bondar, feeling the stirring of power within. It was subtle, but there was still energy there. He couldn’t tell which element it was for. That surprised him. Maybe Roland had used spirit upon it, or maybe he had stored spirit within it.

      “We should get back,” he said.

      “You don’t want to explore more of the Convergences?”

      Tolan looked over the Convergence. “If I said that I did, what would you say?”

      “I’d ask what you thought you might find.”

      Tolan shook his head. “To be honest, I don’t really know.”

      “Then we should go.”

      Taking her hand, he used the warrior shaping, and they emerged upon the tower atop the Academy. As soon as they did, Tolan felt something change, a fluttering sense that irritated him, stirring within his pocket.

      It was the bondar.

      Tolan pulled out, holding it up.

      Standing here atop the tower, under the bright sunlight within Amitan, he studied the bondar in a way that he hadn’t while within the Convergence chamber. It was a pale stone, almost white, and perfectly round. He should have known that something was off about it when he had first encountered it, and should have known that it was a bondar rather than simply rock. Of course, in the dim light within that chamber, regardless of the shaped lantern that was there, Tolan couldn’t see well enough to determine much of anything.

      “What is it?” Ferrah asked.

      “Just the bondar,” he said. “I felt something when we came here on my shaping.”

      “Well?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. I am going to have to study it.”

      “While you study it, I’m going to return to my responsibilities.” She flashed a smile at him, releasing his hand. “You should return to yours, too.”

      Tolan waved his hand. “I will. I am going to study this, and then…”

      Then he didn’t really know what he was going to do. He had been determined to try to find answers when it came to what Roland was up to, but all he had were questions.

      More than that, he needed to have answers as to what was going on with the earth bond and whether there was any way to restore it, but anything that he had done had failed to provide him those answers.

      She watched him, and Tolan could feel a surge of concern radiating from her. She was worried about what he might do.

      “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “I’m not going to do anything foolish.”

      “It’s not a matter of you doing anything foolish that I’m concerned about,” she said.

      Tolan arched a brow at her. “It’s not?”

      “Well, it’s not entirely about you doing something foolish. I suppose I am worried you might do something that you shouldn’t.”

      “What exactly shouldn’t I do?”

      “Leave without me.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere without you. When we do eventually go to the land Beyond, I know you need to come with me.”

      “We need to have somebody else who can join us,” she said. “It can’t just be about you and me. You might have enough shaping ability to ensure your safety, and I might have experience using the bondars, but if we end up outnumbered, we need to be ready.”

      “We just need to be careful,” Tolan said. “And if we find anything, we also need to be prepared to reach others to come and help.”

      “You have a bondar for that?”

      Tolan held up the bondar. “I think something could be retrofitted.”

      “Good. Why don’t you work on that?”

      He grunted and she slipped away, heading down the stairs, back into the Academy, leaving him standing on the rooftop alone.

      He remained there by himself, not moving as he continued to probe the bondar, stretching outward with his connection around the city, looking for answers that might be there. He didn’t have any answers other than what he had already detected. Though he could feel the energy within the bondar, there was nothing about it that struck him as distinctly tied to Roland.

      Tolan took a deep breath, letting it out.

      It was time for him to return to the spirit classroom. They had been gone long enough, much like Ferrah had said.

      He ventured into the Academy and paused, looking over at the wall of portraits for a moment before passing through and beyond. There was no point in lingering there. Answers weren’t going to come from the paintings, though he wondered what more he might see the longer that he progressed with his connection to the elements. The one thing that he did know about those paintings was that they seemed to change over time. They were tied to lessons that he had learned and connections that he had gained from the experience that he had with the elements, along with the elementals.

      Nothing seemed to be changed this time. His gaze lingered briefly on the one where he had seen the lizard, but even now that lizard was gone, leaving only the little girl glowing with the bright light.

      Tolan headed down to the main part of the Academy and then to the spirit tower, where he shaped himself on fire and earth into the tower. He froze, realizing that he wasn’t alone.

      “Velthan?”

      Velthan turned and faced him. He was standing near the desk, looking down at Tolan’s writings. “I didn’t mean to snoop,” Velthan said hurriedly.

      Tolan smiled at him, shaking his head. There was a time when he would have been far more annoyed by Velthan than he was now, but Velthan had proven himself. Not only could he shape spirit, but he was one to whom Tolan had gifted his mother’s knowledge. They’d had to work together, and Tolan had tried to ensure Velthan understood the gift he’d been given and what it meant for him, but Velthan lacked experience.

      Tolan hesitated to try to give him the kind of experience that he had gone through. It was dangerous, not only for Velthan, but also for anyone else who might be with him. After all, they might have to deal with somebody who might be a bit more impulsive, especially at first.

      Then again, his time with Velthan had shown Tolan that the other man was always going to be impulsive. The same, however, could be said about Tolan himself.

      “Not snooping. There’s nothing here I would hide from you or anyone at the Academy, for that matter.”

      Velthan turned and motioned to the desk. Papers were piled upon it, some of them falling off the side. Books were stacked along one side, all of them borrowed from the library, most of them dealing with elementals. They were more advanced volumes describing the elementals, something that Tolan had kept for himself, though he occasionally wondered if he should allow others to have access to these books, if only so that they could gain an increased understanding of the purpose of the elementals.

      A vase with flowers set into it made him smile. Ever since he had paid attention to the flowers in the main hall of the Academy, Ferrah had made a point of bringing flowers to him. At least she had the good sense to ensure that the flowers she picked went together.

      “What are these places?”

      “They’re all places that I have visited,” Tolan said.

      “Why? What are you hoping to find?”

      Tolan looked up at Velthan. He was different than the man Tolan had known when they were young. That man had been eager to torment Tolan, and had seemed to take a perverse sort of glee in doing so. Not that Velthan had completely abandoned that person, but his worst traits were mostly suppressed.

      “You were there. You know that Roland will continue to attack.”

      “I haven’t heard of anything more,” Velthan said.

      “No. Neither have I. I keep waiting for it to happen, though. Eventually, I suspect he’s going to either use what he’s done to the earth bond or he’s going to attempt to do the same thing to the other bonds. If we fail at stopping him, or fail at understanding what he accomplished by attacking the earth bond, then…”

      Tolan shook his head. He didn’t know what would happen. That was part of the problem. It was part of his frustration. Answers simply weren’t there.

      “What is that?” Velthan asked, nodding to Tolan’s hand.

      He held out before setting it down on his desk. “A bondar.”

      “I’ve heard of those. At least, I’ve heard of that type. It’s different than the ones they let us use here.”

      “This kind of bondar would allow you to shape on the waste. It would allow you to shape beyond the waste. It’s the reason that Roland could use any of the other elements.”

      “Why do you need it?”

      Tolan took a seat at the desk, leaning back and looking up at Velthan. “I found it. I have been looking for where Roland might move next, knowing that it’s inevitable that we will find him attempting to attack, but this is the only sign of him that I’ve come up with.”

      “You seem disappointed.”

      “I’ve spent a long time trying to find him,” Tolan said. “And unfortunately, there has been no sign up until now.” He leaned forward, touching the bondar. “I don’t believe we’ve stopped him. Slowed him, maybe. Even in that, I still feel like we’re manipulated.”

      Velthan started to chuckle. “You think all of this was part of some plan of his? That he wanted you to defeat him so that you could, what? Force him from Terndahl?”

      Tolan shrugged. “When you put it like that, I would say no, but it’s more a matter of having experience with him.” More than that. It was a matter of having the shared connection through spirit. It was because of that shared connection to spirit that Tolan realized there was something more to what Roland had been up to. He had attempted to deceive Tolan. He was using his connection to spirit, though how he intended to guide, or what he hoped to accomplish, remained a mystery. Maybe he wanted nothing. That was the most frustrating thing for Tolan. All of this might be far less vital than he believed.

      “Can I see it?” Velthan asked.

      Tolan nodded and Velthan took the bondar, holding it up. He shaped spirit, using a subtle and soft shaping, far gentler than what Tolan typically used, as he pressed into the bondar. “There’s something here,” Velthan said.

      “That’s why I brought it back,” Tolan said.

      “What is it? Is it just stored power? It feels… I don’t know. It feels different. Strange. Almost as if it is reacting to me.”

      Tolan looked up. “What was that?”

      Velthan shrugged. “I don’t know. The spirit shaping seems to react within it.”

      “Let me—”

      He didn’t get a chance to finish. Velthan pushed out with another spirit shaping, this one with a hint more power than the last one, and when he did, Tolan could feel the reverberation of power within it, and realized his mistake.

      It wasn’t simply an empty bondar.

      There was an elemental trapped within.

      “I need you hand that over. Carefully.”

      Velthan looked at him. “Why? If it’s just stored power—”

      “It’s more than just stored power. These bondars can be used in other ways. With the right control, someone can force an elemental into the bondar. That gives the shaper almost unlimited power.”

      “Unlimited?”

      “At least if they don’t have power of their own. They could use it.” Which is probably why Roland had discarded this one. He might have believed that he had drawn off all of the power from the elemental, and once he had done that, then the elemental would have been useless to him.

      Roland had simply thrown it away.

      Velthan pushed more spirit.

      The bondar began to tremble.

      “Careful,” Tolan said.

      Velthan looked over at him. “I thought you told me the elementals aren’t dangerous? Isn’t that what you’ve been sharing all throughout the Academy? That we need to be freeing the elementals?”

      Tolan nodded and reached for the bondar, already starting to shape spirit, trying to wrap it around the bondar itself. He wanted to hold the elemental at least somewhat confined until he had a chance to release it and had an opportunity to use a subtle shaping that would allow him to soothe the elemental as it was freed from the bondar. If it had been used by Roland, there was no telling what sort of torment it might have experienced.

      “We do need to free the elementals, but we need to do so in a controlled manner, and we need to make sure that the elementals know that we mean them no harm. If you had been in a cage your entire life, you would suspect that anybody holding that cage was the same.”

      Velthan dropped the bondar.

      Tolan lunged forward, grabbing it.

      As soon as he did, power exploded out of the bondar, the stone of the bondar itself cracking, and a swirl of wind erupted. It spiraled around, whipping into the room.

      “Tolan?”

      There was something off about this elemental.

      There was power to it, but it was strange. Most of the wind elementals Tolan had worked with had a hint of spirit connected to them so that he could communicate with them. Now that he understood how the element bonds were bound to spirit, he understood the purpose behind that.

      This elemental reacted differently. Even as he stretched out with spirit, Tolan could feel something unusual about it. He recognized there was a strange energy to the elemental, and that strange energy made it so that the elemental reacted.

      The wind continued whip, tossing the papers on Tolan’s desk. It sent Velthan flying back, and he slammed against one wall. Tolan braced himself, anchoring to the ground with a shaping of earth and wind, pushing against the elemental. He shaped out with spirit, trying to soothe the elemental, but he could feel the swirling power continuing to battle him, pushing against him.

      Tolan held his hand up. “Easy,” he said, pushing out with spirit and wind, trying to reach for the elemental. Even doing so, he could feel that the elemental didn’t react to him. It reacted against him.

      It was much different than most elementals he encountered.

      There were some who were still wild and still raged against him, but in this case, he could feel this elemental in a way that he hadn’t felt before, and he recognized that some aspect of it was off.

      He pushed spirit at the elemental.

      He anchored it with wind, trying to tie to the elemental so it would understand he wanted to help, but when he did, the elemental continued to rage. It whipped around the room, tossing papers, tossing some of the books, and raging with increased violence.

      Tolan needed to hold the elemental.

      “Tolan?” Velthan called out from across the room. “I thought you said the elementals were harmless.”

      “Most of them are,” Tolan said.

      “We’ve seen wild elementals like this in Ephra,” Velthan said.

      “Those were agitated because they just came out of the bond,” Tolan said. “Maybe this is the same.”

      “Maybe?”

      Tolan pushed out with wind, probing with spirit, and continued to try to reach for the elemental.

      Having been held within the bondar, he couldn’t help but think that it would be no different than were the elemental trapped within the bond.

      What must that have been like?

      Torment, that was what would’ve been like. There would’ve been nothing else within the bondar for the elemental. Not like within the element bonds, where Tolan had seen there were other elementals.

      He pushed spirit, trying to soothe the elemental, but it failed to connect.

      Had Roland stripped spirit away from this elemental?

      It would’ve been a horrible thing to do, but it was exactly the kind of thing that Tolan could imagine Roland having done.

      He pushed out again, and again he failed. A shaping built from nearby, and Tolan looked back.

      A student… Emily.

      He pressed out with wind, pushing against the elemental, and wrapped Emily in a buffer, forcing her back down, but the elemental turned its attention to her and whipped at her.

      She slammed down toward the stone.

      Tolan pulled upon the wind, yanking at it, pulling as much power as he could in order to protect Emily. He raced forward, swirling the wind around, and he hurriedly slammed it back into the wind bond, ignoring the elemental’s struggle.

      When he reached the ledge overlooking the entrance to the spirit tower, he found Emily lying on the ground. Tolan jumped, lowering to the ground with a shaping of earth and fire, dropping next Emily. He pushed out with water, sweeping it through her.

      She was still breathing. With the water shaping, she sucked in a gasping breath. She looked up at him, eyes wide.

      “What was that, Master Ethar?”

      Tolan shook his head.

      It was Velthan who answered. “That was an elemental.” Velthan looked over at Tolan, frowning at him. “He says they’re harmless.”

      Emily looked up, locking eyes with Tolan for a moment before her head sagged back, resting on the ground.

      “Help me carry her to Master Wassa,” Tolan said.

      “Are we going to talk about what you did?” Velthan asked.

      Tolan glanced up at him. “I forced the elemental into the bond. I hated doing it.”

      “Even though it was wild like that?”

      Tolan locked eyes with Velthan. “The only reason it was wild like that was because it reacted to being held within the bondar.”

      Velthan stared at him but said nothing.

      Tolan was glad he didn’t push.

      What was worse, Tolan wasn’t entirely sure that it was only because the elemental had reacted to its time in the bond. There was the strangeness he had detected from it. It was a strange sort of separation, a connection—or lack of one—that had left him feeling as if the elemental was even more violent than others he had seen that had escaped from the bond.

      What would’ve happened had I not been here? How many others would have been hurt? If the elementals reacted like that, how was I going to help them?

      He pushed all of those thoughts away as they carried Emily to Master Wassa and the hospital wing. It was difficult to ignore all of those thoughts, though. They lingered within him. He had hoped that the younger students like Velthan and Emily would be the ones to lead the charge to help restore the elementals to the status they once had within Terndahl, but maybe that was wishful thinking on his part. Maybe there was nothing that could be done to convince others that the elementals should be protected.
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      Tolan shuffled papers around his office, stacking them into place. It would take him a while to get everything organized again. That was if he could even do so. Several of the books had been shredded, the wind elemental tearing through the pages, leaving little more than tattered fragments behind. Tolan wouldn’t be able to piece them together without an incredible level of patience which he simply did not have.

      When he came upon the fragments of the bondar, he picked them up, setting them on his desk. He could feel something within the bondar that was still off. It was like a memory of the torment the elemental had left behind.

      “I heard what happened,” Ferrah said, joining him.

      Tolan looked up. “You heard?”

      She shrugged. “I heard. I suspect that word of the attack is going to get through the Academy.”

      She strode forward, reaching the bondar, and she rested her hand on the desk as she studied it. “I’m surprised that we didn’t detect that it was an elemental trapped within there.”

      “I wasn’t even thinking that there would be an elemental within that,” Tolan said. He grabbed another stack of papers from one side of the office, shuffling them in his hands before carrying them over to the desk and setting them down. “I should have, though. It’s my mistake to have not considered that.”

      “We know that he will use any sort of power that he can to get his advantage,” Ferrah said.

      “And because of it, I’ve set back the progress with elementals quite a ways.”

      “You have? Don’t blame yourself. This was all about Roland and what he’s been doing.”

      Tolan grunted. “What if he wanted me to do that?”

      “Roland wouldn’t have known that you would free the elemental within the Academy. Even if he did, he wouldn’t have known whether or not you would have any way of suppressing the elemental. What do you think he was hoping to accomplish?”

      Tolan struggled with that. He didn’t have that answer, but felt as if he should.

      He was the one advocating for the elementals. He was the one claiming they deserved protections. He was the one trying to convince others that the elementals deserved their freedom. He still believed it, but not only had Velthan seen the elemental attack, Tolan had been forced to push that wild elemental back into the bond.

      That, as much as anything, pained him.

      “Emily is going to be fine,” Ferrah said. “I figured you’d want to know.”

      Tolan nodded. “Thank you for telling me.”

      “And she doesn’t blame you. Or the elemental. She says you have told the students that the elementals can be a bit wild when they first are released from the bond. She thinks she startled it.”

      “I don’t even know if that’s it,” Tolan said, looking over at Ferrah. “I don’t know if it’s a matter of startling the elemental or if it’s a matter of something inherently wrong with it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that the elemental didn’t react the way I was expecting. I don’t really know what was going on with it.”

      “Do you think it was influenced by something Roland did?”

      Tolan shrugged, taking a seat at his desk. “I don’t know. It felt as if he had used something, though even with that, I can’t answer you with much certainty. He could’ve pulled spirit off it, changing the elemental in a way, or he could have simply tormented the elemental within the bondar.”

      “Or it could have been a different elemental.”

      Tolan looked over. “What was that?”

      Ferrah shrugged. “It could have been a different elemental. Think about it. Roland comes from the land Beyond. What if he used one of those elementals?”

      Tolan frowned. “I suppose it’s possible.”

      “The elementals were different. You said that yourself.”

      Tolan nodded. “The times I’ve gone back, I haven’t found any sign of the elementals we encountered when we were first there.”

      “How many times have you gone looking?”

      Tolan shrugged. “Perhaps not that often.”

      “Do you think you should go back?”

      “Would it make a difference?” he asked.

      “If it helps you understand what Roland intends, then I think it would.”

      Tolan smiled, and he shook his head. “Even if I knew which elemental he had used, I’m not so sure that it would make a difference.”

      Ferrah took a seat next to him, settling onto the ground, as there wasn’t another chair. She looked up. “You know, the Grand Master did give you permission to go and see what more you can find in the land Beyond. Not look at Convergences, regardless of how that might help you understand Roland. Maybe it’s time that we do that.”

      “We need to do that. We need to find a way to know what he intends with the bond. We need to prevent him from attacking the other bonds. We need to—”

      Ferrah took his hand, squeezing it. “We need to do all those things. We should start with one, though.”

      “I don’t know if I have it in me to bring somebody else with us.”

      Her brow furrowed as she studied him. “If you’re not willing to have somebody else come with us, then let me make a few preparations.”

      “What preparations do you need to make?”

      “Wait here.”

      He only nodded.

      She got to her feet and hurried away. Tolan sat, looking out across the spirit tower.

      Times like these made him wish he didn’t have to teach. Not that he disliked teaching. There were aspects of it that he absolutely did enjoy. He liked the fact that he was willing to teach aspects of subjects that he had not learned from the Academy and had been forced to uncover on his own. He liked that he could discuss the elementals with the students, and that he gave them accurate information about those elementals, unlike some of the lessons he’d had when he had been student. Too many of his instructors had not known the truth about the elementals. He liked that he offered aspects of the runes and that knowledge to the students.

      But he felt conflicted because there were other things that needed his attention.

      He shuffled through his papers. There were no answers there. He had surveyed all of Terndahl and had not come up with anything to explain where Roland might attack next.

      Having visited as many of the Convergences as he had, he still didn’t know what Roland had been after.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on the power of the Convergence here, and used the spirit rune to guide him. As he did, he could feel the energy flowing from the Convergence, directed.

      He opened his eyes, frowning.

      He knew the Convergences were tied together, a connection formed as they flowed toward the heart of the waste and the Guardians that were there. What he didn’t know was why the Guardians were there. He also didn’t know what purpose the ancient shapers had in creating something like that.

      If it was all about suppressing some dark energy, the Chaos that they had battled before, then Tolan wondered why the land Beyond was so different. There didn’t seem to be a Convergence there. There was no connection to the element bonds. Even shaping felt different. Those were the questions he needed to be asking, and the understanding he needed to have.

      By the time Ferrah returned, he was making a circuit of the spirit tower, pacing in place.

      “What did you do?”

      She held out a bondar. “I filled as many as I could. If we’re going to travel to the land Beyond, I wanted to make sure that I’m ready for whatever we might encounter.”

      “I don’t think we’re going to come across Roland.”

      She shrugged. “Even if we do, I want to be prepared. He can shape spirit, but I have experience shaping the other elements. He’s not going to trap me again.”

      They headed out of the spirit tower, up to the top of the Academy, and with a warrior shaping, Tolan carried them to the edge of the waste.

      A sense of emptiness stretched all around him. Out here upon the waste, with nothing but heat and the expanse of rock around him, that sense of emptiness was almost a physical presence. That feeling of presence pressed in upon him, forcing him to acknowledge it. He focused on that sense, breathing it in, aware of it but also reassured by it. Having that emptiness around him gave him a certain familiarity.

      “Why does it seem as if you enjoy being out here?”

      Tolan turned to Ferrah. The sunlight shone upon her red hair, and without much of a breeze, it hung around her shoulders; she hadn’t bothered to tie it back. Her deep blue eyes scanned the entirety of the waste, and her lips pressed together in a harsh frown. She couldn’t hide her discomfort in being here. She no longer tried.

      “It’s not a matter of enjoying being out here, it’s a matter of this feeling the way it’s supposed to.”

      “It doesn’t feel the way anything is supposed to,” Ferrah said, pulling out one of the orb bondars, a device that held a shaping inside and allowed her to use it while on the waste, and holding onto it. She used a shaping from that bondar, letting power flow outward. The wind began to stir, spinning up a little bit of dust, debris starting to spiral around them. Nothing else moved.

      “I keep worrying Roland is going to change even the waste. Coming out here, feeling the way it does now, the emptiness that’s supposed to be here, I’m reassured nothing more has changed.”

      “He won’t be able to move the waste.”

      “I’m not so sure that he won’t. My mother was almost able to alter it.”

      He turned his attention back toward the center of the waste. From here, the far north edge, he wasn’t even able to feel the sense of the Guardians near the center. There was nothing. It was almost comforting, if that emptiness could ever be comforting.

      “If we’re going to do this, then shouldn’t we travel all the way beyond the waste?” Ferrah asked. “We’ve done it before. We know what’s out there.”

      “We know what’s out there, but I’m testing before going any farther,” he said. “Ever since Roland escaped, I’ve been trying to find where he’s gone. We’ve looked all through Terndahl, and we haven’t found any evidence of him. More of the attempts to isolate the bonds, but nothing else. He has to be somewhere.” Tolan sighed deeply. “I thought by coming here, I could see if there was anything he’d begun to influence.”

      He didn’t really expect he would have come out to the waste to implement it. It didn’t seem the kind of thing Roland would be interested in. He was far more interested in the idea of shifting and moving power around, rather than anything that had to do with the waste itself.

      If Tolan were honest with himself, he suspected that Roland wouldn’t come here, and that was part of the reason Tolan found it so appealing to come here. There would be no evidence of the other man, and there would be no reason to be afraid of him.

      “If he’s not in Terndahl, then he’s in the Beyond.”

      That was what they used to describe the land past the waste. They’d spent some time there, though not as much as Tolan wanted. He needed to understand that land, to know what was there.

      “Which is why we’re taking our journey today,” he said.

      Tolan held his hand out, waiting for Ferrah. When she took it, he called to the elements, binding them together in the warrior shaping before adding spirit. A bolt of lightning streaked from the sky, carrying them up and then forward.

      He didn’t use a powerful tug of energy. It was enough to carry them out of the waste and into the green lands of the Beyond.

      They didn’t have a name for these lands. All he knew of it was that it was beyond the waste. There was a time when he would have said that traveling here, reaching any place beyond the waste, was impossible.

      These lands were so different than those within Terndahl, and strikingly different than the waste. At the edge of the waste, a grassy plain stretched forward, eventually turning to a dense forest—at least in this section of these lands. Tolan had not visited this area often since defeating Roland the first time, though he knew that he needed to spend more time here. There were answers that he had yet to find, an understanding of the strange elementals who lived in this land; elementals who were so strikingly different than the elementals of his own land. As far as he had been able to determine, they were elementals who wanted nothing to do with any connection to mankind, behavior that was quite different than the elementals within Terndahl. Despite having been forced into the element bonds, those elementals still wanted contact with humans.

      The energy here was different, though. There was power, though Tolan could not reach it as easily as he could within Terndahl. Still, he could reach it, something that others like Ferrah could not.

      He breathed in heavily, calling upon more power. They were out of the waste, and out of lands that were designed to separate shapers from their bonds, to keep them from being able to move easily across it, but even here, there was a separation. Ferrah looked over at him. “I still don’t like this place.”

      “You can sense the elements.”

      “I sense them, but I can’t use them. If it weren’t for this,” she held up the orb, and it glowed slightly, showing off the power within it, “then I wouldn’t be able to do anything. You’d better not let me get captured again.”

      He started to laugh. “I’ll do my best.”

      “I’m not kidding, Tolan.”

      “If there is any sort of threat, I’ll return us to the Academy immediately.”

      That seemed to placate her, though if there was any sort of attack, Tolan wasn’t entirely sure he would have the necessary strength and control in order to be able to return them to the Academy as quickly as they might need. Out here, the sense of energy was considerable, and he might able to use it to connect to the element bonds—though not the way that he traditionally would—but that didn’t mean that he couldn’t call upon power. He wasn’t the only one out here who could do that.

      They took to the air, a shaping of wind and fire lifting them and sweeping low above the ground. Tolan didn’t want to travel on the warrior shaping here. It would carry him too quickly, and he wouldn’t be able to see anything. What he needed now was to find an answer as to whether there was something more that he might be able to understand. What he needed now was to see if his newfound connection to the spirit bond would be beneficial.

      “It looks the same as when we were here the last time,” she said.

      “The last time we were here, I was more concerned about the draasin, you, and these strange elementals to pay much attention to the landscape.” The elementals had a connection to spirit—the only elementals that he had known to have one, at least at the time. Now there was the lizard, though Tolan wasn’t sure what to make of it. The elementals here were troubled, or had been until he had helped them.

      “I remember thinking that it was similar to the Varden Isles. One of the islands is quite a bit larger than the others, and it’s flat and grassy like this,” Ferrah said. “It’s not too far off the coast of Par, and from there, there are other places like it.”

      It still amazed Tolan that there were so many places in the world that Terndahl didn’t fully influence. These islands sounded like one, though even from Par, they were difficult for anyone from Terndahl to fully access. Were it not for the Shapers Path, they might not have had much of an influence there at all.

      “Is there anything else it reminds you of?”

      “Nothing other than the landscape.” She glanced over, smiling. “On the islands, there were wild goats.”

      Tolan chuckled as they soared above the ground. Wind whipped around them, but they used a shaping of wind in order to be able to speak. “Goats?”

      “The goats keep the grass in check. There are other creatures. Birds and insects and a few species of squirrels. Nothing that really hunts the goats, though.”

      “How you keep the goat population from exploding?”

      “There’s only so much grass for them to eat.”

      Tolan readied other questions, but he didn’t have an opportunity to ask.

      In the distance, the dark image of the tower they had seen when they first came here came into view. From the air, the tower was a smear of darkness, but even with it only a smear of darkness, he could feel the energy within it. There were earth shapings all throughout it. A bondar of sorts, and the shapings penetrated the stone, binding it together. This was where his grandmother had died. This was where his mother had died.

      And this was where he had thought Roland had died.

      From here, Tolan could feel the way the bondar pressed outward, and was fully aware of power that existed within it.

      “Can you feel it?” he asked.

      “I feel something,” Ferrah said.

      “The pressure of the tower,” Tolan said. He stared, trying to focus on what he could make out, but he wasn’t able to see or understand the contours of the building from here. He could feel it, and he could feel the pressure of the earth, but he wasn’t able to see anything. He could use wind, sweeping it in such a way that it would magnify his vision, creating an enhancement. Even with it, he didn’t know that he would have the full details of the tower. The only way he could do so would be to travel there and visit.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Ferrah said, holding onto his arm.

      “I know.”

      “You say that you know, but I want you to truly know that you don’t have to do this. I know your mother was lost there, and I know that with what happened to Roland—”

      “That’s just it. We don’t really know what happened to Roland. We thought we did. At least, I thought we did. He didn’t really die here.”

      His mother had, however. There had been no illusion about that. Her death had been real, as had been the way that the draasin had cremated her.

      The finality of that was surprisingly reassuring. If it came down to being about Roland, perhaps that same finality would be beneficial to Tolan.

      If only the Draasin Lord was willing to stay with them now. Tolan didn’t know if they might be able to do more with him than without him. It was possible that having the Draasin Lord with them would only confuse things, especially considering the illusion that Roland had used in this land. He had created the illusion of a draasin, using that in order to try to control the elementals. Having a real draasin could backfire on them.

      Tolan took another deep breath, focusing on the distant sight of the tower, and he used a shaping of wind and fire to carry them to it. Once above it, he lowered slowly, focusing on the sense of the tower itself, on the energy within it he might detect. He didn’t want to be caught unaware. He didn’t feel anything, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t something here.

      As they descended, Ferrah held tightly to his hand, squeezing it.

      When they reached the rooftop, he held onto her. Memories flashed back into his mind. Not only had his mother died here, but it was here that she had gifted him the knowledge of spirit shaping in the moment before she had died. It was here where he had thought he had been successful in ending the threat of Roland.

      Even as he focused on what he could detect, he wondered what of those memories had been real and what of them had been falsified.

      “Something’s troubling you,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan looked over at her. “I thought the elementals were attacking the tower, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “I saw it, too. I know what was here.”

      “When it comes to Roland, I’m not so sure we do know what was here. With the way that he’s able to place images and memories and thoughts into our heads, he might have made us believe there was something here, but…”

      Tolan stopped at the edge of the tower, remembering the attack and what he had known at that time. He thought about the energy that he had detected, the sense of power that had exploded outward and filled him. As he focused on that, he tried to piece through what had been real and what had been imagined.

      It was difficult.

      If it wasn’t real, and if what I believed I’d seen was not real, then what exactly had happened?

      He needed to understand that. He might be able to piece together what Roland intended. The image of the attack flashed back through his mind. While it did, Tolan held onto spirit, letting that roll through him as well.

      He remembered what he had seen—how the elementals had slammed against the stone of the tower.

      Hadn’t they?

      Tolan closed his eyes, focusing. He could use spirit and let that flow through him, trying to piece together what he’d seen when he’d been here. There had been the elementals… only not at the tower.

      Tolan grunted.

      There was no attack. No sign of elementals.

      That had all been shaped by Roland and he hadn’t even known.

      Some of it had to have been real. Tolan had detected the elementals when they had attacked, and he was certain that they had been there. He wouldn’t have known about the elementals otherwise. Just because the attack hadn’t been real didn’t mean the elementals themselves weren’t real.

      Tolan thought about his encounter with the various elementals, thinking about what he’d experienced and whether there was something within those memories he could use. As he thought about the elementals, the mixture of spirit in each of the other elements, he shaped himself, letting spirit roll through him in order to try to piece together what was real and what was forced upon him by Roland.

      The answer was there. It was buried, but within the back of his mind.

      Everything prior to the attack had been real. Everything he’d experienced with Rory, and with the other elementals, had been real.

      That was how Roland had managed to influence him. It was easier to shape spirit when somebody already had something upon which to build an encounter. Creating an entire image was far harder. Now that he had borrowed from Roland’s knowledge, Tolan could see how that was the case.

      He stepped back from the wall and looked all around. There had been the presence here that had trapped him. There had been others here with Roland.

      That was what he had to study now.

      Tolan held onto Ferrah’s hand as they headed down into the tower.

      A sense of energy surrounded them as they descended.

      Tolan stopped at one point and crouched down to look at the wall. He traced his fingers over the runes. This wasn’t the work of his mother or Roland. They didn’t have the knowledge of runes and bondars. She had come to Terndahl in order to try to find that knowledge. Which meant this was something else.

      If not Roland and my mother, who was responsible for the creation of this tower?

      Tolan wondered if he might be able to find answers within the tower itself. He had come here thinking that there might be something that would reveal more about Roland, but perhaps this was merely a physical place to him, not his home.

      Getting to his feet, he headed along the hallway. He found the stair leading down. This one was narrow and there were no signs of markings along the wall, though Tolan could feel energy within the walls around him, so he knew there had to be something. Every so often, he would pause, resting his hand on the wall, thinking about the power there. He let that energy fill him, aware of it and of the power that existed.

      “I sense earth all around us,” Ferrah said softly.

      “There is earth all around us, but I don’t know how much of it is from the building itself and how much of it is from runes that lock in power.”

      “How is it that Roland and your mother were able to do all of this?”

      “I’m not so sure that they did,” Tolan said, stopping at the bottom of the stairs. From there, he swept his gaze along the stone hallway, taking in the sight of gray blocks stretching out in front of them, the hall opening up before them. Runes marked on each stone gave off more of the feeling of earth. The air shifted here, and not only was there the sense of earth, but there was a sense of wind.

      That had to be shaped as well, though what purpose would there be in it?

      “If it wasn’t them, then who was responsible for it?”

      Tolan shook his head, pausing again in the hallway. From here, the hall was much wider, and there came a presence, the sense of energy that he detected all around him. It pressed against him, an amazing sense that told him how much of this was shaped.

      “When we were in the waste the first time, before I had fully connected to hyza, I had an image of someplace like this,” he said. Even with Ferrah, he didn’t reveal Thoren’s name. He had long ago realized that the name was something almost magical to the elemental, so he kept it between himself and the elemental. “Hyza told me that it was the way that things could be.” Tolan turned to Ferrah. “It’s almost as if this is the way that things looked before everything took place. Almost as if it was before the element bonds were formed.”

      “Tolan, there wouldn’t be a time before the element bonds were formed. Element bonds have existed for as long as there have been shapers.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “Shapers couldn’t have created energy like that. We might have created access to it, but the actual power itself…” She shook her head. “That has always been here. Nothing that we have done has created something like that.”

      Tolan wondered how much of that was true or not. He didn’t really know. For all he knew, shapers had been responsible for the creation of the bond. That was what he guessed Roland was after. He needed to create a spirit bond to have access to that power. If he would reach spirit, if he would have come across a way of controlling the spirit bond, there would have been far more danger to them than there already had been.

      So far, Tolan had done everything in his power to try to stop Roland, but he wasn’t entirely sure if what he had done was enough. It was possible Roland had uncovered the key to accessing the spirit bond.

      “I see the look on your face,” Ferrah said.

      “There’s no look,” Tolan said.

      “There is. You’re bothered by something again.”

      “It’s just Roland.”

      “We will find him.”

      “Even if we do, I don’t know if we are strong enough to stop him.”

      “With all the shapers the Academy has, and with everything you’ve done to help protect them, we would have to be strong enough.”

      He wished that he had her confidence. Roland had already proven how a single man could gain control over the Inquisitors. His mother had done the same thing, but Roland and his attack were far more direct—and faster. Whereas Tolan’s mother had required time with which to enact her plan, Roland had come into the Academy, pretended to be someone he was not, and gained access to the Inquisitors so quickly that he had nearly undone everything that Tolan had tried to secure.

      Even with the lessons Tolan had shared with the Inquisitors, it was possible that Roland still had more knowledge than they could counter.

      “We should keep looking,” he said.

      “What is it that you think that you’re going to find here?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan shook his head as he looked around. He wasn’t entirely sure what was here. All he knew was that he needed to try to find some answer. It had to be tied to whatever reason Roland had chosen this place.

      “When he shaped spirit at me, he gave me knowledge.”

      “I know,” Ferrah said.

      “But within that knowledge, I haven’t been able to detect anything that would explain why he chose this place.” He looked over at her. “It’s almost as if he tried to keep that from me.”

      “I thought when he connected to you with spirit, you were given access to everything that he knew.”

      “I was given access to what he wanted me to know. I think that he knew what would happen.”

      I was difficult for Tolan to acknowledge, but there was no doubt in his mind that Roland had wanted him to know specific things. He had risked it, willingly sacrificing a certain aspect of knowledge in order to try to defeat Tolan, which meant Tolan had to question whether he’d done so as a way of trying to prevent him from accessing something else, or whether there was some other reason behind it.

      “I don’t think he intended for us to come here,” he said. “This was a mistake. When we found this place, I think he wasn’t ready for us.”

      “You think that whatever he was planning here is important?”

      “I think this land is important,” Tolan said. “I don’t really know why, but there is a reason he stayed here rather than coming to Terndahl sooner, rather than coming to the Academy.”

      “I thought he couldn’t come to Terndahl.”

      Tolan had initially thought the same thing, but the more that he learned about Roland, the more that he questioned. The other man had encountered Tolan’s mother in some way, and that must have been out on the waste. For him to have done so suggested that he knew how to cross the waste, whether or not he chose to do it.

      Tolan had tried sifting through his memories, tried sifting through the knowledge he’d acquired from Roland, but when he did so, he wasn’t able to come up with anything that would explain what the other man had been after. The only thing he could come up with was more questions.

      “Let’s keep looking,” Tolan said.

      “What exactly do you think you will find here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      They made their way along the hall and encountered a set of wide double doors made of a faded and weathered wood. Two massive iron rings were set in the middle of the doors. Tolan paused, tracing his hand along runes marked on the doors. They were markers for each of the elements, and the markings were such that Tolan was familiar with them, though he wondered if they were truly for elements or whether they were something else. In this place, Tolan no longer knew what he was truly finding.

      “What do you think of those?” Ferrah asked.

      “Runes.”

      Ferrah leaned in closer to the door, pressing her head up against it. “We’ve both seen these before.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look at them. Look at the patterns that are here.”

      Tolan frowned, trying to understand what Ferrah was seeing and what she thought he should be able to see. He studied the patterns but didn’t come up with an answer.

      Then he shaped upon them.

      Some runes were only activated when they were shaped, and in this case, as he pushed power out through them, there came a burst of energy, and within that energy was a sense of power.

      It was a binding.

      Within that binding was something that was familiar.

      That was what Ferrah was getting at.

      “It’s like the library,” he whispered.

      She nodded.

      He pushed on the door, opening it, and when he did, a massive room stretched in front of him. Rows upon rows of shelves lined the walls. Books were stuffed into them. There was a sense of age here, one that reminded him all too much of what the library within Amitan felt like.

      Tolan stopped in the middle of the room. He swept his gaze around, his eyes gradually adjusting, and turned back to Ferrah. “This was why he was here,” Tolan said.

      “He wouldn’t have left the library if this was the reason.”

      Tolan wasn’t entirely sure. There had to be something here that had compelled Roland to stay here.

      But what?

      A soft glowing light caught his attention, and Tolan turned toward it.

      It was near one end of the room, and it moved.

      They weren’t alone in the library.
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      Tolan pulled on a sense of each of the elements. He felt resistance, almost as if he were trying to shape within the library in Amitan, but he had experience shaping beyond those barriers, using his power when he wasn’t supposed to. He called upon that shaping, letting that power fill him.

      “Careful,” he said in a whisper of wind.

      Ferrah stepped toward him. She reached for another orb bondar, clutching it in her hands. At least with those, she wouldn’t be restricted within this library. She would have enough power that she would be able to overwhelm any sort of shaping.

      But what was it that we’d seen?

      Tolan moved forward. He doubted it was Roland.

      If it were him, why would he have returned to the library?

      He would’ve known that Tolan knew about this place, and unless he didn’t fear Tolan—which was entirely possible—he wouldn’t have come here again.

      Besides, if it was Roland, the man wasn’t about to reveal his presence. He had ways of hiding himself, masking himself within his shaping, so that he didn’t need to reveal anything.

      That suggested it wasn’t Roland.

      Who, then?

      They headed across the library. Unlike within Amitan, where there were desks with chairs all around, this was an enormous empty room. Other than the shelves and the books, there was nothing else here. No carpet covered the dusty stone floor. No lanterns to light their way. Only a hint of dirty light that streamed in from windows along the far wall.

      It was a place that had once been prominent. From the runes on the door to the sense within the room, Tolan could feel how important this place had once been. Perhaps it still was. Despite the importance, he couldn’t help but wonder why it had been abandoned.

      Why hadn’t the books gone with whoever had left it?

      He reached the far side of the room where the light had been. It was gone now.

      Tolan pushed outward, sweeping his sense of spirit, probing for something.

      With what he’d learned from Roland, he thought he would have known whether there was someone here, even Roland. He doubted that the other man would to be able to hide himself as effectively as he once had. He didn’t feel anything.

      Tolan reached for the spirit bond, probing for the various elements before remembering he didn’t have access to them in this land. He could indirectly reach them, flowing through the elementals and borrowing that power, but doing so was more difficult than accessing them directly. Attempting to reach spirit in that way was far more challenging.

      It was possible to do, he suspected, but it meant that he was reaching for spirit—and the bond—through Thoren or one of the other elementals.

      Tolan didn’t want to do so. He didn’t think that it would weaken Thoren, but he didn’t know with any certainty. It was entirely possible that by borrowing spirit from Thoren, he would be calling upon more power than the elemental could loan him. It meant that he was going to have to pull upon his own spirit and nothing more than that.

      “Try a shaping of fire through the orb,” he whispered to Ferrah.

      “We don’t need to deplete them.”

      “If it depletes them, I can refill them,” he said.

      Ferrah glanced over before nodding. She used a shaping, calling that power forward, and the orb began to glow softly. Light flowed from it, and it began to illuminate the inside of the room.

      Now that it did, he could make out more details of the library. It was even more impressive than he had realized. The shelving was made of well-oiled wood. It had either been maintained or shaped in such a way that it was protected. He glanced at the walls, and from there he could make out something more. Not only was there the shelving, but he noticed something else. The markings of runes all along it.

      There was power to that.

      Tolan stared. Within the Academy, he had no idea where to find the markings that created the power within the library, but here he thought that he understood. The markings that he saw on the walls—and even upon the ceiling—would be incredibly powerful. Within those would be the energy that created a sense of the shaping power he detected.

      Tolan swept his gaze around, searching for the sign of whatever it was that he’d seen. There had been something here. He didn’t know what it was, and he didn’t know what had caused it, but he was certain that there had been something.

      He saw nothing. More than that, he felt nothing.

      “Are you sure that you saw something?” Ferrah asked.

      “I thought I did,” he said.

      “Maybe there wasn’t anything here.”

      Tolan frowned, thinking about what he had detected, the power that he had seen. There had been a light, but he didn’t have any idea as to the purpose behind it.

      “Maybe,” he whispered.

      Ferrah watched him, saying nothing.

      Tolan let out a frustrated sigh, turning back around.

      “Don’t you want to explore the library a bit more?” she asked.

      “I don’t know that there’s anything here for us to explore,” Tolan said.

      “The books.”

      “Even if we had endless amounts of time, I’m not sure we would find anything here.”

      “If this was important to Roland—”

      “We won’t be able to know why, though.”

      Tolan stood in place for a few moments, looking around before shaking his head and turning away. Heading back out into the hallway, Tolan paused along the stretch of the hall, focusing on spirit.

      Using spirit, he thought that he might be able to detect whether there was something else here. The faint light he’d seen was important.

      Regardless of anything else, Tolan had seen something. He had no idea what it was or what it meant, only that there had been something.

      He and Ferrah headed along the hallway. Pausing at another door, he strained, trying to feel what might be behind that door. There was nothing.

      Perhaps this place truly was empty.

      He paused at another door.

      At this one, he could feel the power of the elements.

      Ferrah stayed close, but she said nothing. Every so often, she would hold the orb up, using that to let light flow from her, illuminating everything around them. Then she would set it back down, following Tolan.

      “Be ready,” he whispered, then pushed the door open.

      Tolan wasn’t sure what he expected, but certainly not what he encountered on the other side of the door. There was a wide room, with a table and rows of desks. A layer of dust hung over everything, a sense that this had once been a place of importance, but now had been abandoned, left with nothing. He paused at one of the desks, running his finger along the surface, disrupting the dust. Ferrah watched him, sweeping her gaze around the inside of the room but saying nothing. Tolan took a deep breath and focused on the elements, then pushed out briefly with his connection to those elements, straining to see if there was anything here that he might be able to understand about why this place had been abandoned, though he had no obvious answer.

      He paused in the middle of the room, looking around him. Dark stone walls pressed upon him, but there was no sense of earth from them. The air was still and heavy, no wind. The air was cool; not nearly as warm as it was outside the tower. It seemed an absence of the elements here, though Tolan doubted that was the case. This wasn’t isolated the way that the waste had been. Instead, he thought that this represented the strangeness of this land the same as outside.

      Something gleamed on the back wall. Tolan headed over to it, lifting it. It was stone, but more than that, there was something about it that struck him as familiar.

      “What is that? It looks almost like—”

      “A bondar,” Tolan said.

      “Why would there be a bondar here?”

      Tolan looked at the desk, thought back to the library, and hurriedly headed back into the hallway, opening a door on the other side. When he did, he found a similar room, with another row of desks.

      “An Academy?” Ferrah asked, stopping behind him.

      Tolan grunted. “That’s what it looks like.”

      “Why would they have started an Academy?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t think they did. I think this was here before them.”

      “Why would they need a bondar if they don’t have access to bonds?”

      Tolan held onto the bondar and focused on it, thinking about the power that might be within it. Bondars could grant access to the element bonds, though in this case, without knowing which particular bonds it was designed to reach, he didn’t know if it would even be possible.

      He strained to connect through the bondar, focusing on the power that could be there. There was no sense within it, though it reverberated in his hand, a feeling as if there should be something within the bondar.

      “Why don’t you try?” he said.

      “I can’t shape in these lands,” Ferrah said.

      “Maybe it doesn’t have to do with shaping in the same way as we do at the Academy.”

      Ferrah took the bondar from him, holding it carefully. She frowned as she did so. “I don’t really know what you expect for me to be able to do.”

      “I don’t either, but just try it.”

      Ferrah rolled the bondar over in her hand. She studied it, frowning. “I see some of the symbols that look almost as if they should be similar to the ones we use in Terndahl, but there’s something about them that isn’t quite right.”

      Tolan nodded. “That’s what I thought as well, but I don’t know why they should be familiar.”

      “Maybe they use a different way of connecting to the elements here?”

      Tolan frowned. If they were using a different way of connecting, then the power that existed within the bondar might be different.

      She shook her head. “Maybe if we understood these runes, then we would be able to shape through it, but until then, I don’t know that there’s going to be anything that we can use this for.”

      “That’s probably why my mother and Roland left it.”

      “Unless they wanted you to find it,” Ferrah said.

      He had started forward again and froze, looking over at her. “Why would you say that?”

      “When it comes to those two, I feel as if everything is somehow planned. Especially with Roland.”

      “I don’t think planned so much as he influences it. With his spirit shaping, his touch is so subtle that you almost don’t even know that he’s there.”

      Ferrah nodded. “With that being the case, then how do we know he doesn’t want you to have this? What if he wanted you to come back here and uncover the key to shaping through it?”

      It was possible, though Tolan thought that it was unlikely. If Roland had wanted him to find it, he would have kept it on him, maybe finding a way for Tolan to uncover it that would seem more accidental. In this case, there had been no sense of that accidental nature of finding it. Tolan had simply found it.

      “Let’s keep looking through here,” he said.

      “If this ends up being an Academy, then who do you think was once here?”

      “Beside the people who built it?”

      Ferrah arched a brow at him. “Obviously.”

      “I don’t know. There isn’t anything here. There’s a sense of power, though that’s probably from the building itself, but nothing more than that.”

      That was what bothered him.

      If this was meant to be some sort of powerful place, then why were we able to detect it now? Why hadn’t it been noticed before now?

      He stopped in each of the rooms, looking all around, but he didn’t find anything else. Other than a few desks, there wasn’t another bondar. Nothing else that would suggest that there was anything of value or power here.

      After they searched this entire level, Tolan reached another stair that led down.

      “Where do you think this leads?” Ferrah asked.

      “When they had us trapped, we were in a different section of the tower.”

      It was strange that the prison rooms were higher up.

      They started downward. Now they were below the main entrance, below the level of the ground. Tolan pushed outward with spirit, probing. If this was an Academy, maybe it had been built upon a Convergence.

      If it was, then where was the sense of power from it?

      Tolan would’ve expected to have detected it by now, but there wasn’t anything here. The only thing that he could detect was the power of the building.

      The stairs narrowed as they continued down them.

      There were no other markings on the walls. The deeper that they went into the earth, the less there were runes upon the walls. There was less of the sense of energy here as well.

      “This isn’t right,” Tolan said.

      “Why?”

      “There’s nothing else here.”

      “The stairs would suggest otherwise.”

      “Use earth sensing,” he said. “I know you can’t shape here, but you can sense, and you should be able to detect something.”

      Ferrah paused, her mouth pressing together in a frown of concentration. “There isn’t anything here.”

      “That’s my concern, too. There should be something, shouldn’t there?”

      He didn’t know exactly what there should be, but as he looked around, he didn’t encounter anything. There was the sense of energy here, the sense of the shaped power that was in the wall, but even that was faint and growing fainter.

      What was farther underground? The stairs would lead somewhere, but where—and why?

      He continued down.

      “I thought you said that we wouldn’t find anything down here,” Ferrah said.

      “I don’t think we will, but I want to check.”

      “And if there’s not?”

      “And if there’s not, then we head back up,” he said.

      As they went, the sense of the pressure all around them continued to fade. Eventually, there was nothing. Tolan paused, looking at the walls. That wasn’t entirely true. There were still markings upon the walls, runes that suggested power, but as he studied them, he didn’t see anything that would tell him their purpose.

      They continued down the stairs.

      Near the bottom of the stairs, Tolan paused again.

      From here, he could feel the sense of energy, but nothing more.

      There was nothing else beyond the bottom of the stairs. It was as if the stairs simply ended.

      “This is unusual,” Ferrah said. She pushed past him, running her hand along the stone, probing it.

      Tolan joined her, focusing on the stone, and tried to feel whether there was anything within it, but he didn’t sense anything.

      It was an emptiness.

      Almost as if the stone had the same absence as the waste.

      “This is strange,” he said.

      “That’s what I said.”

      “It’s strange for a different reason than just that. Feel what’s here.”

      “That’s what I’m saying. I don’t feel anything,” she said.

      “Did you detect anything the higher you went?”

      She frowned. “Up higher, the stone had some sense to it, but…” She turned and looked up the stairs, but when she turned back around, her hand held out, she frowned again. “There should be something here, shouldn’t there? And if there’s nothing, then… Why would it be like the waste?”

      He had no idea. It was as if this place had been built above something that left a sense of emptiness.

      But why would that have been the case?

      “We should go back,” he said.

      “And see if there’s any reason this was here,” she said.

      “How?”

      “The library,” she said. “There has to be some reason they left it like this.”

      “Unless they were digging and they just gave up.”

      What if this was the reason that Roland had wanted this place, and not the library?

      Tolan grabbed Ferrah and, using a shaping of wind and fire, he carried them up the stairs. When they reached the top, they paused. He breathed in and out heavily, focusing on the sense of power that was here.

      It wasn’t until he returned to the top of the stairs that he realized that he had been feeling off. The emptiness he’d detected, that vast nothingness that was far below, had left him uncomfortable. Now that he was back up here, he no longer felt the same tortured sensation.

      “How much longer do you want to stay here?” Ferrah asked.

      “I don’t know. I thought that we might find answers, but maybe all we can find here is more questions.”

      “That could be part of the reason that Roland wanted to have you come back here.”

      Tolan grunted. “You’re right.”

      “What was that?” she asked, grinning at him.

      He shook his head. “I said you are right.”

      “That’s what I thought. It’s nice for you to admit that.”

      “We could take some of these books back to the Academy.”

      “I think we should probably take all of them back to the Academy,” she said.

      “I’m not sure that I would be able to do that.”

      “Maybe not yet, but over time. And the bondar. Along with anything else you think might be beneficial.”

      “What if it’s not beneficial for us?”

      “Why would that matter?”

      Tolan looked along the hallway. “This isn’t our Academy. What if things were different in this land?”

      “Things shouldn’t be so different that the connection to the elements has changed.”

      “They shouldn’t, but I wonder if maybe they are. Think about your ability to shape. Here in this land, you don’t have the same ability to shape as you do in Terndahl. You don’t have the same connection to the bond. What if there are other things like that?”

      “I don’t see how that would even be possible. The elements don’t change.”

      “The elements don’t, but the elementals do.”

      It was something that Tolan hadn’t considered as much as he should have. He knew that there were strange elementals in this land, and he also knew that they were connected in a different way to the various elements. Not necessarily through the element bonds, mostly because the element bonds were unavailable here. There might be other elementals he had yet to uncover.

      Tolan glanced down at the bondar. The symbols might represent different elementals. If that were the case, then what he needed to find was a way of reaching them.

      Maybe there were element bonds here, but it was possible the bonds in these lands were different and the connection to them was different. It might involve needing to find a different way to reach them.

      He let out a soft sigh, turning to Ferrah.

      “I know that look,” she said.

      “There’s no look,” he said.

      “There is. You intend to do something.”

      “I think we need to stay a little bit longer.”

      “To see if there’s something to these elementals here?”

      Tolan paused at the door to the library. “To spend some time in the library.”

      “Great. Now we’re going to be just like first-level students again.”
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      Tolan looked up from the stack of books. Most of them were unreadable, at least to him. They were written in a different language, and though he had tried to piece it together, so far he hadn’t been able to find anything useful. He’d spent hours pouring over the books, trying to find answers, mostly to see if there was something that would explain the elements and the elementals in this land.

      If nothing else, Tolan knew the elements themselves were the same. He could shape, and his control over those elements and his control over the connections was the same as it was in their land. Which left only the bonds that might have changed.

      Ferrah was looking through a completely different set of books. She had more experience with some of the different languages, having come from Par. Tolan hoped she would be able to find something he couldn’t, but in the time they’d been looking, they’d found nothing.

      Not exactly nothing. There were histories of these lands. If he could piece together the language, if he could try to dig through the knowledge that existed here, he might be able to find things that would help him.

      Some of those histories were written in a language that he could almost understand. Aspects of it were familiar to him. Having worked through the library within the Academy in Amitan, Tolan had experience with strange languages, and had typically been able to break them down so that he could try to work through some of the various ancient texts that he had encountered. In this case, he struggled with them more than he had before. Master Minden would be disappointed in him.

      He studied the shelves. They had started in one section, figuring that they could at least flip through the books to find something written in a familiar language, but in all of the books they’d gone through, they’d found no answers. The only books that they had found in their language were not helpful. They described various stores of food, nothing else.

      Ferrah closed the book in front of her, looking up at him. “I’m afraid we aren’t going to be able to uncover anything of use here. Without having any way of reading this, I don’t know how you expect us to come up with anything.”

      Tolan sighed. “I don’t know, either. There should be something here, but…”

      They’d been searching for a long time to come up with answers, but neither of them had found anything of use.

      “Maybe Master Minden would know something,” she suggested.

      He had considered that. If anyone would have the ability to determine what was here, it would be her. Getting her here would be the challenge. “Possibly,” he said.

      “We can gather the ones we think are likely.”

      “We could, but I keep thinking that there has to be something like what our Academy had. Some sort of record of the elementals. If we can find that, then maybe we can uncover the elementals here.”

      “It’s possible they don’t keep a record like that here.”

      Tolan shook his head, frustrated.

      “Roland wouldn’t have any easier time looking through here,” Ferrah said, turning her attention back to the book she was working on.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Roland spoke our language.”

      Tolan rested his arms on the table, looking over at her. That was something he hadn’t even considered. Roland did speak their language, but he had a knowledge of spirit that Tolan didn’t. Possibly even knowledge of these languages.

      Tolan studied the books, thinking about what he’d borrowed from Roland, the knowledge that had come from him. That connection should allow Tolan to access aspects of his knowledge. He still believed Roland had controlled what he had given up, sharing only so much as he thought would have been beneficial, and nothing more.

      Sighing in frustration, he knew it was time that they returned to the Academy.

      Ferrah watched him. “What are you thinking about?” she asked.

      “That I wished I had a way of tapping into Roland’s mind better so I could read these books. Either that or find someone who could read them.”

      “I know your mother shaped knowledge to you that way, but generally knowledge isn’t transferred by shaping of spirit,” she said.

      Tolan frowned, focusing on spirit, focusing on what he had borrowed from not only Roland, but also from his mother. Maybe she had given him some of that knowledge as well.

      “I feel as if we should try to better understand things that came before us, but I’m afraid that with Roland, we don’t have the luxury of time to gain that experience,” he said.

      He gathered the stack of books, pulling them toward him. It was such a small subset of the books within the library, but even as he gathered them, he couldn’t help but feel that there might be much more that they needed to try to understand. There had to be something else that they could take from here.

      Ferrah gathered a handful of books as well. As they headed toward the edge of the library, Tolan swept his gaze back around. They had used a shaping of fire to illuminate everything in the room, and as he extinguished it, there was a strange fluttering.

      For a moment, Tolan thought that he recognized the fluttering. He headed across the room in the darkness. Ferrah called after him, but he ignored her.

      This was where he had seen the lighted shape initially.

      Tolan pushed out with spirit, focusing on the room. He thought about the other elements, adding each of them to it, shaping one after another, using that to gain a certain connection here. Even as he did, there wasn’t anything that he could uncover. Tolan continued to push outward, probing, searching for something that would explain what was here.

      He found nothing more. Maybe there wasn’t anything else here. He released his hold on shaping. He could borrow from Thoren.

      He hadn’t done so in quite a while, and certainly not since coming to this land. Doing so here put the elemental in a different sort of danger. Using his connection to hyza, he could reach into the bonds. Tolan probed, drawing upon fire, then earth, and using that to reach the bonds. Earth was still off, but he was still able to feel the bond; the power that wove within it. He held onto that, focusing and drawing through it.

      As it filled him, he let it roll outward.

      There was nothing for fire. Nothing for earth.

      There was one other aspect of the bond he could draw upon. Tolan probed gently, drawing upon the sense of spirit. Within each of the bonds was a connection to spirit. It was woven within the bonds, and Tolan had seen how he could unwind it, drawing on spirit alone, connecting to something greater than he had ever known before.

      Holding on to spirit as he did, he felt a reverberation near him.

      It was an echoing sense of power. As he held onto that sense, he could feel the energy within it. He swept spirit out from him. Using it in this way, there was a sense of spirit not only from him, but from the bond. It gave him far more strength. Maybe he could find the key to whether there was anything here.

      Roland wouldn’t have been able to hide under this connection to spirit. The other man had knowledge and experience with spirit, but he didn’t know the bonds. Reaching for the spirit bond was something Roland wanted from Tolan.

      Through his connection to spirit, there was a sense of Ferrah behind him. He focused on her, thinking about the power within her much like he thought about the power within himself.

      Every so often, he felt a twinge against spirit.

      Tolan held onto spirit and swept it around.

      He felt the sense of movement, but then it ended.

      Within that movement came a strange familiarity. It was almost as if he had been here before. Almost as if he had seen something here before.

      “Ferrah?”

      There came a flash of white light.

      This time, Tolan thought that he could see where it was.

      Spirit was the energy all around him.

      He closed his eyes. Doing so blocked out the flash of spirit around him, and he could focus on what he could feel. There was a strange shifting, almost as if he moved—or was drawing on a shaping, but that wasn’t what he had done.

      “Who’s here with me?”

      He said it, but the words didn’t seem to come from his lips. They rang in his mind.

      It was as if he was talking to elementals.

      “Did you think you were alone?”

      This voice came from everywhere. It came from within his mind, it came from someplace deep within him. It was strange and musical and seemed to be filled with power.

      Spirit.

      The lizard.

      Master Minden had wanted him to try to find the lizard. If they were right, then the lizard was a spirit elemental.

      If they were right, then the purpose of it was to help draw upon the necessary power, but why now?

      According to Master Minden, the last time that the lizard had appeared had been a time of great need for shapers. For the lizard to return suggested that there was another great need.

      “You,” Tolan said.

      He sensed amusement, though he didn’t hear anything. It was almost as if he had connected to the lizard the same way that he connected to hyza when he was around. If he could sense the lizard, then it suggested that the lizard could sense him as well.

      “You search, but you search for the wrong thing.”

      “What am I supposed to search for?”

      “You’ve been searching for power, but you need to search for understanding.”

      There was another sense of amusement within the lizard, and it flowed outward, pressing all around Tolan. He focused on the lizard, on the energy he could detect, and tried to see if there was something more that he might be able to uncover. As he probed for the lizard, he couldn’t uncover anything else.

      The lizard was there, seemingly amused.

      “You pulled me here,” Tolan said.

      That was the shifting. Tolan had moved from the library.

      Where am I now, then?

      “Did I, or did you come?”

      “I didn’t come anywhere. I was within the library at the strange Academy, and…”

      That was the light he’d seen.

      By drawing upon the spirit bond, he had connected to the lizard, or whatever it was that he had done here.

      “What happened?” he asked the lizard.

      “You found your way to us.”

      “To who?”

      “Spirit.”

      “I don’t fully understand.”

      “You will. When you seek understanding, you will.”

      There came another flash, something of knowledge, and the lizard seemed to laugh.

      The sense of it was strange and musical and seemed to fill him. Nothing around him changed. The light around him didn’t change. The power around him didn’t even change. The only thing that changed was the sound of the lizard. There was an energy to it, and within the lizard’s voice, there was something musical.

      “How is it that you were within the painting?”

      “Are you sure that’s where I was?” There was more laughter. “You ask questions, but you don’t seek to understand.”

      “What are the paintings?”

      The lizard laughed again. “That is a better question.”

      “Are the other elementals in those paintings trapped there?”

      “Trapped, or have they chosen to remain?”

      “They don’t seem as if they have chosen anything.”

      “You know the elementals?”

      “I know some of them.”

      There was a surge, and it seemed to press deep within Tolan’s mind.

      “That you do. Not many have chosen to come to understand the elementals recently. There has been fear.”

      “I’m not afraid of the elementals. I am afraid of what might happen to them if Roland succeeds.”

      “Roland doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

      “You know him?”

      “Roland has touched spirit.”

      “Does that mean that you know him?”

      “That means he has touched spirit.”

      Tolan focused on the lizard, trying to connect and learn from it, but there was no additional knowledge within it. It was almost as if the lizard was there, trying to provide him with something, but Tolan couldn’t reach it.

      “Where are you?”

      “I am in spirit.”

      Tolan tried looking around him, focusing on anything that might be around him, but he still wasn’t able to see anything. He could feel the energy of the lizard, and he could feel the power that came from him, but there was nothing more.

      “I saw you in the painting. And I saw you out of the painting, as well.”

      “Then you have seen me.”

      “What would happen if Roland were to see you?”

      “That one believes he understands power. He believes he is in control of it, and he believes he is far more capable than he is. If it were up to him, he would control the elementals.”

      “That’s what he was trying to do in Terndahl.”

      “Yes.”

      “We stopped him,” Tolan said.

      “Do you believe him stopped for good?”

      “No. My experience with him has been that much of what he does is different than reality. I don’t know if it’s illusion or his way of shaping spirit upon us to create his own reality so that I don’t know what is real.”

      The lizard seemed to move around him, though Tolan couldn’t see anything. He could feel the sense of movement, and he could feel a sense of energy there. It was almost as if he were supposed to feel that, though when it came to the lizard, Tolan wasn’t entirely sure what he was supposed to feel.

      “You have never known the truth.”

      Tolan shook his head, though he didn’t know if it mattered to the lizard. “I have never known the truth.”

      “At the same time, you have always known the truth.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that you believe that you don’t have answers, but you do. They have always come from you.”

      It was more than Tolan had expected to discuss with the lizard. They were questions that he hadn’t considered; that he had intentionally avoided asking.

      “How can I know myself if I don’t know anything about where I came from and what happened to me?”

      “What have you done in your time within the Academy?”

      “I tried to learn how to reach the elements.”

      “The elements. The element bonds. The elementals. You have tried to reach for aspects of all power. You have succeeded in ways that others have not. Do you think you have been held back?”

      “I might have known those powers sooner otherwise.”

      Even as he said it, Tolan knew that wasn’t true. He had long believed that the way his mother had influenced him had likely helped him reach for power in a different way. Because she had influenced him as she had, and because she had shaped his mind, he had struggled more than he would’ve otherwise. He had searched for understanding, and because of that search for understanding, Tolan had been able to find something else. He had found a connection that he would not have known about otherwise.

      “I see you already know the answer.”

      “Even knowing the answer doesn’t help,” Tolan said.

      “Perhaps not,” the lizard said. “But knowing the answer brings you closer to knowing yourself. I suspect that you feel as if you don’t know yourself.”

      Was that what it was?

      Tolan thought about what he knew, and what he believed about himself. He knew he had a connection to the elements, and he knew that he had a connection to the element bonds. He knew that he had a connection to the elementals. He was a shaper. He was the master of spirit at the Academy in Terndahl. He was Tolan Ethar.

      The lizard suddenly shimmered into existence in front of him.

      “It seems as if you do know.”

      “What do I know?”

      “That is what you must pursue.”

      “What if we don’t find anything?”

      “Then you keep looking.”

      “Is this library going to be helpful?”

      “Is there knowledge here?”

      “I imagine quite a bit.”

      “Then you must use it.”

      “What about the other elementals in this land? Am I right in thinking the elementals here are different than they are in our land?”

      There was a hesitancy from the lizard that Tolan detected, almost as if it came across a connection to spirit between them. At first, he wondered if the lizard would answer, then there was a fading.

      “You are not wrong,” the lizard said.

      The brightness all around him began to retreat, and the library took shape around Tolan. He blinked, looking for signs of the lizard, looking for anything that might explain what had just happened and holding onto the sense of spirit that still flowed through him. Even as he did, he couldn’t detect anything more.

      Ferrah stood behind him, and he lurched forward.

      “Did you see that?” he asked Ferrah.

      “See what?”

      He focused on spirit, thinking about the lizard, and even as he did, he realized that the lizard would be gone. The lizard had chosen to allow Tolan to experience him, but he doubted that would happen again so easily.

      “I just saw the lizard elemental.”

      “Where?” Ferrah leaned past him, but Tolan shook his head.

      “He was here, but now he’s gone. I think he wanted me to find him.”

      “What did you learn from him?”

      Tolan frowned. “I don’t really know.”

      What he learned was that the lizard was connected to spirit. But then, Tolan had known that. He had felt that before. Noticing it now, knowing that the lizard was there, that he was connected to the power of spirit, didn’t really change anything. The only thing that it changed was that he had spoken to the lizard.

      When I had been within the painting, had I spoken to the lizard?

      He had been aware of the lizard, and he had been aware of that power, but he didn’t know if he had actually spoken to him. This time, there was no question that he had.

      “I think it’s time for us to get back.”

      “And then what?”

      “Then we keep looking. The lizard told me that we needed to keep looking for understanding. Though I don’t know if there’s anything we’ll be able to understand, it feels as if we need to. At least, we need to try.”

      Tolan looked around the library again, clutching the stack of books he’d gathered together. When they reached the top of the tower, he held tightly to the books as he called upon the warrior shaping, letting that power surge toward him. As the bolt of lightning struck, he looked around the tower, wishing they would have answers, but then the shaping carried them up and away.
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      As he and Ferrah headed toward the waste, Tolan became aware of something different. It was a pressure that was unique; a surge of energy that reminded him of what he had felt before. He looked over at Ferrah, testing whether or not she was aware of anything, but she only watched him, no expression of concern on her face. She didn’t detect the same thing he did.

      Why should that be surprising?

      He was near the waste, but even if he hadn’t been near it, they were still in the land Beyond, and it was there where he detected the strangeness. There was no real connection here, nothing that bonded him to the elementals or the element bonds in the way that he needed.

      He slowed, lowering them to the ground.

      “What is it?” Ferrah asked him.

      Tolan swept his gaze around. He pushed out with his connection to the elements, straining to test whether there was anything here in this land that would help connect him to the elements more effectively. There was nothing. The shaping energy came from him, isolating him from everything else.

      “I feel something.”

      “Something as in one of the elementals?” She looked around her, eyes wide. “We haven’t seen any sign of the elementals since we came here.”

      Tolan shook his head. “Not elementals.” At least, he didn’t think it was elementals. He didn’t have enough experience with them to know for sure. In the time that they had been in this place, Tolan had not seen any sign of the other elementals. It had been a long time since he had encountered them at all, leaving him to wonder whether they were even still active. It was possible they were not. If not, then he couldn’t help but wonder where they had gone. His experience in this land had not revealed anything more. Just the tower.

      “If it’s not elementals, then—”

      A burst of energy came from behind them and Tolan spun, already beginning to pull on a shaping that would mix the elements together. He wasn’t sure what was there, but he wanted to be prepared for whatever it might be.

      He stared, looking around him, but found nothing.

      Ferrah stayed close to him. “This is why we should’ve brought others with us,” she muttered.

      Tolan glanced over at her. “If we would’ve brought others with us, they wouldn’t have been as willing to stay within that library to try to find answers.”

      “Did we find any answers?”

      Tolan frowned, shaking his head. “No.”

      “We were concerned about what was here.”

      “It’s probably nothing. Just one of the elementals.”

      Even as he said it, Tolan didn’t know if he could even believe that was the case.

      If it was one of the elementals, then why would I feel that bulging of power?

      He headed toward what he detected. They passed over the bright and vibrant green grassland, the strangeness of it, and the lack of any energy coming from it, calling to him. He swept over the landscape, moving quickly. He glanced over at Ferrah as they traveled, but she remained silent. Tolan tried to offer her a reassuring smile, but he wasn’t completely convinced that she was reassured by him.

      Power flowed from him.

      He had to be careful. The more energy he summoned, the more likely it was that he would deplete his own stores of power. If he did so too quickly, he would run the risk of extending himself more quickly than he should. If that were to happen, they would have only Ferrah’s bondars.

      He glanced over at her once more. She remained silent. Strangely, though the wind whipped around them as they traveled, there wasn’t the same pressure coming from the wind as there normally was. There was not the same sense of the wind, nothing other than the soft stirring of a breeze. It was almost as if the absence of the elementals here and the difficulty that Tolan had connecting to the elements extended to the strangeness of how they behaved.

      He slowed as they approached what he had detected before, and he shot a look at Ferrah. A single tree grew nearby, its branches stretched and stunted. Through his connection to earth, Tolan could feel something off about the tree, though he couldn’t quite place what it was, only that there was something that felt wrong.

      “Have you noticed that the elements don’t feel quite right here?”

      Ferrah looked over at him. “The elements?”

      “Right. Something isn’t the way that it should be.”

      “Tolan, nothing in this land is as it should be. I’ve been telling you that from the very beginning. You might be able to shape, but you’re the only one who can.”

      “I’m not the only one,” he said.

      “Fine. Roland could shape here as well. Your mother. And I suspect the librarians could shape, especially after what you’ve told me about them, but that would have to be it.”

      Tolan sighed. “That probably would be it.”

      “Which is why I am somewhat concerned. I have always been concerned about this place and what we have detected here. Nothing is the way that it should be.” She looked over at him before sweeping her gaze around her, bringing it to bear upon the entirety of the landscape. Tolan turned in place. A rolling hillside flowed before them, and other than that tree, there was not much else that blocked his ability to see anything out here. He attempted to stretch out with his connection to the elements, but it didn’t bring him a greater awareness.

      Tolan sighed. “I wonder if all I felt was the elementals that are here,” he said.

      “And if that’s what it was, think about what we encountered when we were here before. The elementals don’t necessarily want to interact with us.”

      “There’s something that’s off about them,” he said.

      “I know. Which is why you need to either leave them alone or you need to have others with you who can shape when we come here.”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      Ferrah started to laugh. “Maybe? There’s no maybe about it. I am right. I was willing to come with you here, but only because I thought that this would be a brief visit. If we’re going to explore this land, more than just visiting the tower, then you really do need other people with you.”

      Tolan looked around. Not only did he not see anything, but he didn’t feel anything either. It was the strangeness that surrounded them, the odd signature to this place that struck him, the same he had felt the last time he had been here.

      Unlike in places like Amitan or Par, places where he had the awareness of the elements and the elementals, in this land, Tolan didn’t have the same signature of the elements. There was nothing, really.

      He turned toward the waste. Even now, Tolan could feel the waste nearby. It was a constant presence, an awareness that pressed upon him, something that seemed to trigger him as if it were trying to tell him something. Tolan knew that was only his imagination, but he believed the waste had some purpose. He just didn’t know what it was.

      “We should go,” he said, taking Ferrah’s hand.

      With the shaping of wind and fire, they took to the air. As soon as they did, Tolan thought he felt another echoing response of the elements, something that was a faint reminder, a calling of the power he knew to be the elementals, but then it passed. It wasn’t real.

      He guided them toward the waste. When they reached the edge of it, he paused again. Once there, he began to prepare a warrior shaping. It would be the easiest way to return to Amitan, and it was long past time that they do so. Ferrah was right in that. They had spent far too much time here, and without having others who could assist them, they needed to be more cautious with the time they spent. They could return to the library here, but they would have to do so with others who would be able to offer them the help they needed to ensure their safety.

      More than that, they would have to bring master librarians, those who were equipped to handle the vast volume of texts that were found here. As he prepared the shaping, another sensation came to him.

      This time it came from out in the waste.

      There should be nothing out in the waste. No evidence of shaping, nothing that would trigger him. The fact that he felt anything troubled him.

      “There’s something out there,” he whispered. “A shaping. Or perhaps not a shaping.” It was possible that it came from one of the Guardians, though he had never detected anything from them before.

      Tolan prepared his warrior shaping, and instead of heading back to Amitan, he focused on what he had detected. The shaping carried them across the waste, settling them near massive pillars of rock. There was movement.

      More than that, there was a shaping energy.

      Tolan reacted, creating a buffer around himself and Ferrah with wind and earth, trying to conceal them, but it was too late.

      A blast of energy came toward them, disrupting the rock nearby.

      “Is that—”

      “Roland,” Tolan growled.

      Roland was about twenty years older than Tolan, with dark hair and only a hint of gray streaking through it. He had an athletic build, one that suggested that he had remained active ever since escaping death the very first time, and had managed to remain well fed. He was dressed all in black today, which should have made him easier to see, though it seemed almost as if shadows swirled around him. Tolan felt the power radiating from Roland and worried what that might mean for him.

      Roland had a pair of orb bondars in hand. Tolan targeted them, shooting a burst of earth and spirit at it, and could feel the bondars beginning to crack.

      Power exploded, sending Roland off to the side.

      Tolan darted forward, trying to get to Roland, but he had already recovered. He grabbed for another bondar, and he used a mixture of power out of it, swirling it toward Tolan.

      This was a burst of fire, wind, and earth.

      The suddenness of it was overwhelming.

      Ferrah was there, already adding a hint of power to the shaping, but Roland deflected it, pushing away from what Ferrah had done, somehow managing to avoid the attack.

      Tolan turned, sending another burst of power, this time angling it at Roland, trying to create a circle of wind around him. It was a shaping that he would have found much easier anywhere else but on the waste. Out here, separated from the element bonds as he was, he was at a disadvantage. Roland could summon power from those bondars, and it gave him a strength that was nearly the same as Tolan’s.

      He gritted his teeth, darting forward. He focused, thinking about Thoren, sending a desire for that connection through the elemental. These days, Tolan rarely attempted to reach for the hyza elemental, not needing that power, though it was only when he was in trouble that he found himself calling out to the elemental. Times like now.

      Tolan pushed again, and again Roland resisted. He set several of the bondars on the ground.

      How many does Roland have?

      There were more than Tolan could counter. Already he could feel pressure building from Roland.

      Ferrah landed behind him but Roland spun, blasting at her with wind and fire. Ferrah stood, the wind whipping her flaming red hair around and tearing at her jacket, and somehow she managed to withstand the attack.

      Thoren granted him a connection to the element bonds.

      They were there within him. Bonded to the elemental, Tolan could reach through that connection and find the element bonds. Through that, he attached to fire and earth.

      He reached for fire first.

      Fire was the most effective, the most helpful, and it was the only one that he really trusted. By calling upon the element bonds, Tolan wrapped a flame tunnel spiraling around Roland. It whipped at Roland, spinning toward him, and flames began to engulf him.

      Only they didn’t.

      Roland countered.

      He turned to Tolan, standing there in the midst of the flames, a grin on his face. “I’m surprised you found me.”

      Tolan focused on the Draasin Lord. He needed his help, but would he answer? The connection between them allowed Tolan to feel for him across the distance, but it was a faint sense. “I’m going to stop you. Whatever you intend to do to the element bonds will be stopped.”

      Roland grinned again. “Will it?” He swept his gaze around, and Tolan realized that he turned toward the heart of the waste. Which meant that he turned his attention toward the Guardians. Toward the Convergence that was there, isolated.

      Was Roland after that power?

      Tolan had thwarted him once before, stopping his mother’s attack, keeping her from releasing whatever was there.

      “Is this about Chaos?”

      Roland grinned. “You really believe that, do you? So much has happened that you don’t understand. And it will be too late for you to understand.”

      “What do you mean that it will be too late for me to understand?”

      Roland sent a burst of power in his direction. It blasted at him, surging toward him, leaving Tolan only able to react. He responded by countering, sending another source of fire toward him, but somehow Roland seemed to be immune to Tolan’s attack with fire.

      In order to be immune, he would need an incredibly powerful bondar. An elemental bondar. The bondars on the ground around him began to take on a different meaning. Roland had trapped elementals.

      “You aren’t going to hold those elementals,” Tolan said.

      “Do you really believe you can stop me?”

      Tolan focused on the bondars on the ground. There were five of them, and he realized Roland was placing them in a pattern, trying to hold Tolan inside.

      Did he think that would work?

      He focused on the nearest of the bondars. He hammered at it with spirit, adding a mixture of the other elements, drawing through what he could shape without needing to reach for the element bonds, but even as he did, he felt something fading.

      Failing.

      Roland watched him. “So much still to learn, Tolan Ethar. And no time to do it.”

      Tolan focused on hyza.

      He needed Thoren to help.

      As he borrowed that power, he let it surge up through him, and he added fire to his shaping, mixing it with everything else, and it blasted at the nearest of the bondars.

      It cracked.

      The elemental slipped out.

      Tolan was too distracted by Roland’s own attack to focus on which elemental it was, only knowing that it was one. Which meant that each of the bondars held at least one elemental. It was possible they held more than one, given the nature of the power Roland was throwing at him. It was possible that Roland had some way of manipulating these bondars that would allow him to counter anything Tolan might do.

      This was a time when he needed help.

      Draasin Lord!

      He tried communicating, but there was no answer.

      This was a time when having others with him out on the waste would be far more beneficial, but he feared what would happen to them. Roland was skilled, and he seemed to have a depth of knowledge that even Tolan didn’t possess.

      Could I link spirit with him?

      He attempted to shape spirit at Roland but felt the other man brush it off.

      “That won’t work this time,” Roland said. He set another bondar down, and now there were seven surrounding Tolan.

      Where was Ferrah?

      He found her outside of the circle of bondars. She attempted to get to him, but a wind battered at her, making it difficult to push through. She had the power of the bondars, but even with those, Tolan knew that she would be limited if Roland was using as much power as he detected.

      Tolan focused on spirit again, and he tried to latch onto Roland. If he could know what he was doing, the way that he was intending to attempt another shaping, he might be able to figure out how to counter it. Even as he focused on that, there wasn’t anything within the shaping Roland used that Tolan could identify.

      “I have to thank you,” Roland started. “You thought to borrow from me throughout our connection to spirit, and yet it was me who gained.”

      That was how Roland had learned as much as he had about the elements.

      “My plan was wrong. You showed me that. You showed me just what I needed to do.”

      “You aren’t going to gain access to the element bonds.”

      Roland glowered at him. “And you aren’t going to be able to stop me.”

      Tolan turned in place and felt the power building against him, holding him in. Each of the bondars set on the ground pressed upon him, squeezing him, trying to constrict him. Tolan held onto his connection to the elements, and he reached through Thoren in order to find another access point, but even as he did, it wasn’t enough. He couldn’t call on as much power as he needed. That energy was there, but he couldn’t overwhelm the bondars.

      And what was worse, Roland knew it.

      The bondars began to collapse. The power started to compress around Tolan. It was squeezing. Each of the elements pressed in upon him, and it wouldn’t be long before he was crushed under the strain of it.

      He struggled again.

      He would have to break through these bondars. Not only to release himself, but he needed to release the elementals. If he managed to release those elementals, then it was possible he might release help. Only, out here on the waste, the elementals didn’t survive quite as well, either. Tolan would need to offer them a different kind of help. He didn’t know if he could do all of that. The only thing he could think of doing was breaking through the bondar.

      He had to use the power of Thoren, connect through the element bonds, and only then could he possibly find a way to draw enough strength. Distantly, he was aware of hyza. It was growing more distant the longer he waited.

      There was a connection to the fire bond. It wasn’t strong enough.

      Without the Draasin Lord answering him, Tolan would have to use the earth bond. He was reluctant to do so. Given Roland’s attention to the earth bond, Tolan thought that he had to be careful.

      But what choice do I have?

      Even tainted, the earth bond would still offer him power. That was what Tolan needed right now. He called on both fire and earth. He added spirit to it, wind and water from himself, and targeted the bondars.

      Focusing on one bondar at a time wasn’t going to be enough. He was going to have to target them all. Which meant that he was going to have to use an incredible shaping. Tolan filled himself with the energy of the element bonds. As he did, he was acutely aware of the strangeness within the earth bond. It might not hold, but he had to try.

      In order to overcome Roland, he needed that power.

      Tolan forced more energy out from him. It slammed outward, sweeping in an arc around him.

      There was resistance. He could feel how the element bonds were pressing against the bondars and the power trapped within them, but he could also tell that that resistance wasn’t going to be enough.

      He shoved a bit more, pushing out with everything that he could, and found a way through.

      Again.

      With a surge of energy, Tolan overpowered the resistance, and with a loud crack, the bondars shattered. Elemental energy swept outward, and the pressure upon him was released.

      He pulled that energy through him, using earth and fire, shaping himself toward the sky, preparing to attack Roland…

      Then he fell.

      Earth collapsed, the shaping failing.

      Tolan gathered himself up, looking around.

      Roland was gone.

      Tolan took in a deep breath and made his way over to Ferrah. The wind that had been battering her had died. She held onto three bondars. Two were in one hand, and another was in the other. Her eyes were wide and she dropped the bondars, shaking her head. “They were spent. It didn’t take long for me to burn through that power, either.”

      Tolan nodded. “I know,” he said.

      “We didn’t stop him. We had a chance, and we—”

      “I know.”

      Tolan crouched down near one of the bondars, lifting it up. “He’s after something that has to do with the elementals. He’s trapping them in his bondars.”

      “To use them on us,” Ferrah said.

      “What if that’s not all there is to it?” Tolan asked. He pulled the cracked remains of the bondars to him. “What if he is after something more than just a way to trap power?” He got to his feet. He pushed out with his own connection to earth and spirit but didn’t detect any more bondars here. Roland had taken everything else with him. He couldn’t find a tracing of where he had gone, either. “He said that he had learned something from me.”

      “He was just trying to use you,” Ferrah said. “He’s trying to bait you.”

      Tolan turned in place. The rock of the waste here was flat, other than the massive pillars of rock that stood near them. It was as if they were standing within a bowl formed by these pillars. It was a strange location, and stranger still was that it was devoid of any power or pressure. Much like all of the waste.

      He hadn’t seen anything quite like this before.

      Had it been here?

      He had seen pillars of rock when he had come to the waste, but he didn’t know if this was new or if this had existed before.

      “You can’t let him get to you,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan held a hint of his connection to Thoren, all too aware of how earth remained tainted. “I’ve been avoiding something,” Tolan said.

      “Him? Or going to the land Beyond? Either way, you haven’t been avoiding it. You’ve been preparing.”

      Tolan looked over, meeting Ferrah’s eyes. “I have been avoiding something. We’ve needed to restore the earth bond. Not only for ourselves but for our shapers, so that Amitan can be protected. It’s more than that, though. I need to know what I can do to help the earth bond so that I can ensure the other bonds aren’t altered as well.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “What you suggested before. I hesitated because honestly, it terrifies me, but I think it’s time for me to enter the earth bond again.”

      He expected Ferrah to object, to argue with him, to tell him not to do it. There were valid reasons that he shouldn’t. Most of them revolved around the possibility that he wouldn’t be able to return when he went into the earth bond, but she didn’t say any of the expected responses. Instead, she nodded.

      “When you go, bring help. Master Minden.”

      Tolan sighed. “I think you’re right.”

      He looked around, convinced there was something here, some aspect of the waste that he was missing, but failed. It was one more thing Roland had been doing that Tolan still didn’t fully understand. One more thing Roland had that Tolan needed to know. And it was one more thing that he worried he would not learn in time.
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      The hall of portraits was a familiar sight to Tolan these days. He stood within it, staring at the paintings. The lizard had suggested there was something here he might be able to understand, but perhaps the only thing he could understand would be what he had already realized. He had been here before; he had learned there was something about these paintings that mattered. There was something within them that suggested a sense of power, and Tolan had been able to reach for that power, to draw upon it, but he wondered if that was always going to be the case.

      It was a narrow hallway, filled with paintings of various scenes depicting elements, elementals, and even ancient shapers. He had found that over time, his understanding of the hall of portraits changed, giving him an awareness of this place that he had not had before. He could practically feel energy here that called to him, as if the shaped power within these portraits demanded that he understand them. There were some who had studied their entire lives trying to understand the hall of portraits and had come up with no greater understanding than Tolan had in his brief time having visited here. At least the paintings were no longer blank the way they had been when he had first come here.

      He was alone, holding onto both the stack of books he had brought and the books that Ferrah had brought. Tolan tried to find whether there were any new answers here, but didn’t see anything. The only thing that he saw was the girl in the painting where the lizard had once been. She seemed to glow even more brightly than she had before.

      That didn’t seem accidental to him, but had no idea what it might mean. Having seen the bright light from the elemental, he suspected that it was tied to that, though not why.  He let out a soft sigh.

      “Each time you come here, you seem as if you’re frustrated.”

      Tolan turned to Master Minden. She was at the end of the hall wearing a long gray robe, her thin silver hair pulled back in a bun, studying the same painting that she often did, her hands clasped behind her. It was one with three draasin flying overhead.

      If this was real, and if the elementals had gone into the paintings somehow, then maybe the draasin were real. That relieved him a little bit. With what he sensed of the Draasin Lord, and the weariness of the elemental, he had begun to worry that the Draasin Lord would be the last of his kind. Now that he grew weaker, no longer even answering when Tolan sent a summons, he couldn’t help but question whether his time was truly short.

      “I found something,” he said, holding out the books.

      Master Minden stared at the painting a little bit longer before tearing her pale, milky gaze away and heading over to Tolan. She joined him, taking the books from him, and started to flip through them.

      “Where did you find these?” she asked.

      “Beyond.”

      “Beyond what?”

      “Beyond the waste.”

      She studied them, going from page to page, and there was a sense from her of first surprise, then of concern. “How is it that you came across these?”

      “We found a tower there. We had been captured there before, but this time, we went into the tower. Ferrah and I came across the library.” He glanced at the books in her hand. She had stopped on one page, holding it open. “We think it was an Academy.”

      Master Minden studied the books, keeping them open as she breathed out heavily. “Likely it was. There were rumors of many different Academies throughout the world. Terndahl was not the only place to have an Academy. In fact, Terndahl had more than one Academy at one point.”

      “We still have more than one Academy,” he said.

      “We have academies of shaping, but the Academies that existed before were much more impressive. Your friend Master Changen came from a place that had an Academy of great power.”

      “Par?”

      “Par was a land that had many shapers. There was a time when they had the most powerful shapers. They were able to draw upon power, and their connection to something else, to gain a certain level of prestige.”

      “This wasn’t anything like the Academy building here,” he said.

      “Nothing like it?”

      “Well, other than the library in the classrooms, but it doesn’t have the towers for each of the elements.”

      “Perhaps they had a different approach to teaching.”

      Tolan paused before asking the question that he thought needed to be answered. It was one that left him with the most questions, but it was the one that he thought might help them understand the other land better. “Do you think there are different elementals in other lands?”

      She looked up at him, frowning slightly. “Possibly,” she said.

      “I’ve been trying to understand why Ferrah and others aren’t able to shape in the Beyond. They can sense, but not shape. I’ve started to wonder if it has something to do with the land itself. Maybe the elements and the elementals there are different.” He paused, frowning. “Or perhaps not the elements, but the elementals are different.”

      “That would be possible.”

      “And if the elementals are different, then perhaps the element bonds are different.”

      Master Minden frowned. “We believe that we have access to the only element bonds.”

      “What if there are more bonds?”

      Master Minden turned her attention to the portraits. “Perhaps it’s not so much a different bond as it is a different way to reach the bonds. You’ve seen for yourself that we reach the bonds because of elementals we are familiar with. Perhaps the elementals in that land and the connection to the bonds are different because of that.”

      That made a certain sort of sense to Tolan. “I’m going to have to go back.”

      She looked over at him, frowning. Her milky eyes cleared for a moment, a hint of a shaping coming from her, before fading again. Tolan wondered what she saw when she did that.

      “I need to find understanding.”

      “You need to?”

      “I spoke to the lizard.”

      Master Minden tore her attention off the painting. “You did.”

      Tolan nodded. “He came to me. Or I came to him. I don’t even know. Either way, I spoke to him. He told me I needed to better understand.”

      “Understanding is the key to many things.”

      “I don’t understand the languages within that library, so until I do, I don’t know that I’ll even be able to find anything within the library that would be useful.”

      “I suspect in time you’ll gain the necessary experience and knowledge to be able to use what you want within the library.”

      He glanced over at Master Minden. “I feel like we should be able to find something there. That there are answers, if only we know how to find them.”

      “I think you feel that way because you want to feel that way.”

      “Roland couldn’t have disappeared altogether.”

      “Oh, I doubt he has. And as you know, the Grand Master has others searching for him.”

      Tolan could only nod. The others were all Inquisitors, all shapers who had the ability to use each of the elements, including spirit, and they were all powerful. Tolan had given them as much knowledge as he could to protect their minds. It still might not be enough.

      “He’s after something. If it’s not spirit and creating a spirit bond like when he was in Terndahl, it’s something else.”

      “We will find him,” she said.

      It felt as if they were behind Roland. It felt as if the other man was playing a different game. Despite everything Tolan could do with the elements, he didn’t know if they were going to be able to figure it out.

      Tolan turned his attention to the portraits. “The lizard suggested the elementals within the portraits went into it willingly.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Are these connected to the element bonds?”

      Master Minden smiled. “Perhaps they are.”

      “How?”

      “The nature of the paintings is such that they control considerable power. We have always known that.”

      Tolan focused on the power within the paintings. He shaped using the shaping that Master Minden had demonstrated. It was one that unlocked something about the portraits. It was a mixture of each of the elements with the addition of spirit, though spirit was the predominant element within it. Holding onto that shaping, Tolan could feel the energy, and he could feel the sense of power there. He latched onto it, letting that power flow to him.

      “Are you able to read those books?” Tolan asked softly.

      “No. The language has been lost.”

      “Do you think that you might be able to find a way to read them?”

      She nodded. “Just because language has been lost doesn’t mean that it can’t be found again.”

      He turned to her. “Would you help me understand?”

      “You have done an excellent job of that yourself, Master Ethar.”

      “This is different. I think I need to try to get a better sense of what’s going on before I can understand anything else. And the lizard wants me to find even more understanding,” he said.

      “I suspect he does. That would be spirit. As you know, spirit seeks to connect.”

      “What do we need to connect this time?”

      “I have been trying to figure that out myself, but I still don’t have the answer. The only thing I can think of is that he wants us to connect to ourselves. He wants us to connect to what’s out there. Perhaps he wants to see if we can connect Terndahl to the land beyond.”

      Tolan thought about his experience with the lizard, and the energy he had felt from the lizard, and within it was something similar. He couldn’t help but feel as if perhaps she was right.

      If we were able to connect to the land beyond, what would happen?

      Terndahl had been separated by the waste for so long that he had a hard time thinking about what it might be like if they were to connect to someplace else.

      He thought of the portraits here, the power that existed. Maybe the lizard wanted him to uncover something from the portraits to find some answer, but perhaps there was a different explanation altogether.

      “Why did he appear?” he asked softly, staring at the portraits.

      Tolan should have asked the lizard that question.

      He stared at the paintings. As much as he understood about them, there was still far too much he didn’t understand. There was still far too much that Master Minden either hadn’t shared with him—though that might be because he wasn’t a librarian—or she didn’t know.

      Master Minden stood next to him. Her shaping built, and it did so with a subtle sort of energy. Her control made him smile slightly. In the time that he’d been a student, progressing to a master shaper, he’d come to understand that she was possibly even a greater shaper than the Grand Master.

      “I feel as if there’s an answer here. I just have to find it,” he said.

      “There’s always another answer.”

      He stood for a moment, looking at the paintings, reaching briefly into the bonds as he shaped. When he touched upon the earth bond, there was a hint of the strangeness that remained there. Tolan looked over at Master Minden. “I haven’t gone to the earth bond again.”

      She looked over at him. “And at some point, you will need to.”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      “I figured as much.”

      The last time he had gone into the earth bond, he had nearly been trapped, but that had been before he had a way of reaching for spirit. The lizard had wanted him to try to gain understanding.

      The Draasin Lord might be able to help, though the last time that he’d gone to him, he’d been weakened. Tired. He hadn’t answered when Tolan had called to him in the waste—and still hadn’t responded to him. He was fading. He wouldn’t be able to help.

      Tolan turned to Master Minden. “What happens when the Draasin Lord dies?”

      “Are you asking about what happens in the After? There have been many people who have speculated about that. I suppose that given what you have encountered, I’m not surprised you would question.”

      Tolan frowned. “Actually, I wasn’t. At least, I hadn’t been before.”

      “Why the question then?”

      “Because the Draasin Lord has warned me that he’s near the end of his life. He rests for long periods of time, and even when he comes around, he doesn’t really move all that much.” As far as Tolan could tell, the Draasin Lord would hunt, but not much more than that. He was tired.

      Tolan had tried to protect him when he’d been severely weakened once before by placing him into an orb, but even as he had, he had known that was no life for the draasin. It was no different than when his predecessors had forced the elementals into the bonds.

      “I suppose that when the Draasin Lord nears the end of his life, he will perish the same way as other creatures do,” Master Minden said.

      “He said something about returning to the bond.”

      “There are some who believe that we never really die. That our power returns to the elements and eventually it can be reborn.”

      “What would happen if Roland is someone who was reborn?”

      “Perhaps the better question is whether any of us have been reborn.”

      Tolan hadn’t given it much thought.

      But if that were the case, then who had I been before?

      He looked at Master Minden, studying her and wondering who she might have been before. He supposed that he could have speculated about everyone he had ever encountered. Possibly all of them had been someone else before.

      Tolan smiled at the idea that he had been someone else in the past. Others might be troubled by it, but the idea that he had lived before, that he’d experienced the world, left him with a better understanding as to why he was so compelled to pursue the elementals and the knowledge of them. Maybe the person he had once been had a tie to the elementals.

      “What about the elementals? Can they be reborn?”

      “You are the one who has connected to the elementals. Perhaps that’s a question for them.”

      Tolan wondered whether or not that was something the elementals would even know.

      If they did, would they be able to answer? Would they want to answer?

      He swept his gaze along the hallway once again, thinking about what he needed to do, power that he had to call upon, and he realized that he had to gain understanding. That was the whole point of what the lizard had wanted him to find. Once he gained understanding, then—and possibly only then—would he be able to do anything else.

      Taking a deep breath, he looked over at Master Minden. “Will you stay with me when I go into the bond?”

      “I think that I should.”

      It reassured him. At least this time, he wouldn’t be going alone.
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      The chamber for the Convergence was massive, a roof stretching high overhead darkened by shadows. He could shape light here and illuminate the upper reaches of this chamber, but there was no point in doing so. From what Tolan had been able to tell about this Convergence, the Academy had been built around it, trapping its power for use by the shapers. It allowed shapers to begin drawing on power they wouldn’t otherwise be able to obtain.

      The walls were covered by runes, something that he had not known when he had first come here. Even now, Tolan could close his eyes and feel the power of those runes working along the walls. Still, that was not the reason he had come to this chamber.

      That was at the center of the room.

      The Convergence was a pool of silvery liquid, and from here, he could feel a sense of power. It radiated throughout the room, the energy that was here filling the entirety of the chamber. It augmented each of his connections to the elements without him even stepping foot into the Convergence.

      Partly that came from the fact that the runes around the Academy were designed to draw power from it, but partly it was because of his previous attempts at going into the Convergence. He knew that it didn’t take much to connect to that power; he could feel the energy that flowed there, the energy that existed, and he thought about the power that was there and how he was going to be able to reach it.

      Tolan looked over at Master Minden. She wore a gray robe and had her hands tucked into the sleeves, clasped in front of her. She said nothing as he quickly disrobed, though she did turn away.

      He’d considered talking to Ferrah, at least letting her know what he was going to do, but he’d been worried she would try to talk him out of it. She knew what had happened to him the last time, and she knew just what he risked coming here again.

      Once he stepped into the liquid, it flowed around him. A sense of power washed up through him. It filled him, coursing through everything within him. A sense of energy radiated from the Convergence, and a distinct sense of power left him feeling just how much energy was here.

      Turning to Master Minden, he nodded. “The last time I came into this, I didn’t know what I was doing. This time…”

      “If you need to reach me, try to go through spirit.”

      “This time, I wonder if I might be able to use the spirit bond while I’m in there.”

      When he had gone into the earth bond before, he’d recognized that there was spirit, but he hadn’t known how to reach for spirit itself. By delving into it now, by pulling upon earth in order to dive into the earth bond, he not only would be closer to the earth bond, but he would also be closer to spirit. It was possible that not only would he be able to reach for the sense of spirit, but he might be able to reach for the lizard.

      Master Minden watched him, saying nothing.

      He focused on the power within the Convergence. It rolled through him, the energy overwhelming, intoxicating, and he thought about that and what it would take to call upon that power. All he could think about was just how much power existed within the Convergence. He could think only about just how much energy there was as it tried to press through him

      It flowed through him. Unlike before, when he hadn’t been certain what he needed to do, this time Tolan had a better understanding as to what was required of him. He pulled on spirit, letting it flow through him, and he added a touch of earth. He didn’t need much more than a touch. In doing so, he could feel the energy as it flowed, and he turned the power of earth toward him.

      There came a sense of movement.

      He embraced it, holding onto it, and he flooded through the bond.

      When he had done it before, there had been a sense of the elementals, and this time there was the same sense. He passed them as he traveled to the bond. It was a flow of power, a river of energy, and Tolan continued to hold onto it, letting that sense drag him along. That energy continued to call to him, dragging him forward. Tolan held onto it, focusing on spirit and power, not fighting it. He let himself be dragged along, embracing the power of the elements.

      It forced him along a pathway.

      Every so often, Tolan had a sense of the elementals here.

      This time, he didn’t attempt to slow himself. He pulled upon the Convergence, maintaining that connection and letting power flow through him. It blasted him forward and he slammed into the green space that existed at the end of the bond.

      Once there, Tolan stood inside a massive forest. Trees towered high overhead. There was no sense of wind. No sense of water. There was only the sense of earth all around him. It wasn’t that it was unpleasant. There was power here, and it came from all of earth. Mixed within it was spirit. Now that Tolan was here and understood spirit within the element bonds, he could tease apart the power of spirit and the reason that it was here. It filled him with that sense. Spirit connected the elements and the elementals, along with the shapers. It was because of spirit that they were able to reach for the element bonds.

      Tolan focused on that, letting the energy fill him. He took a step, traveling what seemed hundreds of miles within a single step. At least, that was how it felt. It was possible he traveled only a few feet. The landscape changed, going from a lush green forest to a rolling, expansive landscape. Another step and it turned into a massive mountain. Beyond there, he knew that he would continue to make circles, traveling around and around, the power of this place carrying him as he traveled.

      He paused. Atop the mountain, he took a step. He focused on that energy, and he thought about the Guardian. By drawing upon the energy of the Guardian, Tolan had been able to reach for a power that had been there before. He could feel the Guardian, mixing with the pure sense of earth, holding back spirit.

      There was something else here.

      He focused on the way the element bonds were mixed together. Earth and spirit. There was a binding of them, a way that they intermingled, twisting around each other. Tolan could feel that energy as it twined together, and he thought he might be able to use it. What he needed was to pull them apart.

      This close to the element bonds, Tolan felt as if he could reach that energy far more easily than before. He drew upon it, letting it fill him. All he wanted was spirit. Much like all the Guardian wanted was earth.

      By separating them, Tolan felt a flash of spirit. It connected him more greatly to the sense of spirit. He thought about the lizard, and he thought about what he had felt when he had been around the creature. There was a surge of light, and yet it wasn’t as all-encompassing as he had detected before.

      Could that be because I am within the earth bond?

      He needed understanding.

      Standing atop the mountain, he felt a certain sense of peace. He could almost imagine that he was here in truth, rather than just in his mind. The power continued to flow through him, a sense of energy he let consume him.

      Understanding.

      That thought continued to come to him. It was what the elemental had wanted. Unlike when he had come the last time, Tolan wasn’t as terrified. There was fear at being within the bond. He didn’t know if that would ever disappear.

      Tolan tentatively sent out a streamer of power. This time, he used both earth and spirit, using them to probe, trying to determine what Roland had done to the bond. If the lizard wanted him to gain understanding, then this was the only way he could.

      In a distant channel, a flow of power Tolan could feel turned toward him.

      It was earth alone. There was no spirit within it, not as there was within the other elementals. Each time Tolan probed, he felt power pushing against him.

      It was separate, not even an elemental. Just earth.

      Different than the rest of the bond, where spirit wrapped into the bond, weaving amongst it.

      As Tolan continued to push, the sense of spirit flowing from him, he could feel the effort of it, could feel the way this power struggled, straining against what he was doing, almost as if it were alive—and fighting against his attempt to use spirit.

      With each passing moment, Tolan continued to push on spirit, letting that power flow from him. Power pushed against him. Tolan ignored it.

      He wove spirit within the bond of power, trying to squeeze, to tie it to the power he could detect. He felt that ongoing resistance. He had to overpower that.

      Tolan called upon spirit. There was what existed in him, but also within the bond. It filled him with it. He thought about the way that earth and spirit were wound together. They were woven within each other. Bonded in a way.

      The power started to thrash against what he was doing. Tolan continued to weave them together, binding spirit to earth.  A flash of knowledge exploded within his mind from the lizard.  Within that knowledge, he recognized what he needed to do.

      Tolan twisted the connection, forcing more power into it. Rather than striking the elemental, he began to bind it within. It was slow at first. Slowly, Tolan continued to weave, binding that power, and he worked it together.

      With a flash of light, it was done.

      It was a connection.

      Through it, Tolan could feel how the power was restored, at least as much as Tolan could. Now that it was done, he focused on what else was around him.  He focused on the rest of the earth bond. By holding on to spirit, holding on to earth, he could feel the earth bond, the way that it was connected, and he realized that the strangeness that he had been detecting, that unusual sense that he had felt all along, had been restored.

      Whatever else was out here, he no longer felt what had once been there.

      Have I fixed it?

      That didn’t seem likely. If that were the case, then the strange branch of power had been responsible for it, and Tolan wasn’t entirely sure if it was even possible for a single branch of power to be responsible for what had changed with the bond. Maybe there was something else here that he still had to detect.

      Distantly, there was the sense of the Guardian.

      From here, Tolan could feel the way that the Guardian was wrapped in the earth bond, but only the earth bond.

      He closed his eyes, thinking about the lizard.

      “Does the Guardian need to be brought into the spirit bond as well?”

      Tolan waited, thinking that if nothing else, the elemental might respond to him, but there was no response. There was nothing other than the vast emptiness. Power continued to push upon him, and he was aware of the Guardian, and he was aware of the other sense of elementals out there, but nothing more than that.

      “Lizard. Does the Guardian need to be brought into the spirit bond?”

      He thought that the lizard should be able to reach him here. If the lizard was tied to spirit as he knew that it was, then stepping into the earth and spirit bond should be no problem for the elemental.

      There was still no answer.

      Tolan pushed again, trying to connect to the lizard. He focused only on spirit, releasing his connection to earth, and tied to the Convergence.

      As he did, he tried again.

      “Lizard. Does the Guardian need to be bound to spirit?”

      There was no answer again.

      Tolan focused on the sense of the Guardian. He could feel his presence, the way that he was bound to power, the way that the sense of the Convergence locked him to that power.

      For whatever reason, the Guardian had been separated from spirit.

      If that was the key, and if there was something that had taken place that had at one point separated the Guardian from spirit, then there would have to be something that he could do now.

      Tolan focused on the spirit bond. The knowledge of what was necessary remained within him. The lizard had given him that, though it had been for a different purpose.

      Focusing on the Guardian, Tolan began to weave spirit.

      Unlike with the sense of the other elemental, there was no struggle. The Guardian didn’t fight and Tolan pushed spirit, weaving it within the Guardian, using that connection in order to find a way to bind them together. It happened quickly, and when he was done, he withdrew, recognizing that the Guardian no longer needed him to hold onto spirit. He could feel it was there.

      The Guardian drew on the earth bond—all of the earth bond. Now the Guardian could access spirit, and with it, he was changed.

      Now it was time to leave the bond. There was no reason to remain. He didn’t know if the knowledge and understanding that the lizard had wanted from him had been obtained, but he thought that he had done enough. He stepped down from the mountain. It happened in a single leap, and that leap carried him across the grassland and toward the forest. As he was heading toward the forest, movement near him caught his attention and he stopped.

      There were elementals around him.

      When he had looked around before, focusing on the power here, he had recognized that there was energy, but this was something altogether different. He could feel that energy, he could feel the way that it was flowing around him. He could feel the elementals. There were dozens of them. Dozens upon dozens.

      Did that mean that they no longer tried to retreat? If not, then why not?

      The idea that the elementals would want to stay within the bond was strange to him, but he also had to wonder if perhaps he had changed something. If he had, then changing it might not have been for the best. He didn’t know what exactly he had done, only that something had certainly changed.

      Tolan reached the forest. Within that, there was a connection to the Convergence. With a sudden understanding, Tolan realized that there were connections to other Convergences here.

      The key would be finding them.

      Was that the purpose of the Convergence? Did they tap into the power of the bonds directly? Could I use the bond to find Convergences outside of the bond? Perhaps even in the Beyond…

      It wasn’t something that he could grasp now. He would have to step out of the Convergence, leave via the same path as he had before, and then try to return.

      He focused on that power above him, letting that sense of energy flow from him. It carried him up and away. This time, though he was fighting upstream, he had the power and pressure of the sense of earth behind him. It no longer felt as if it was nearly as challenging. He held onto the power of the Convergence, but with the way that he was bound within it, he could carry himself through the bond and up toward the Convergence.

      He awoke, sitting up, and he looked over to see Master Minden leaning against the wall. Her lips moved in a steady murmuring, but she said nothing.

      “Master Minden?”

      She didn’t open her eyes.

      Tolan took a step toward her, climbing out of the liquid. When he was free, he grabbed his clothes, slipping them on.

      “Master Minden?”

      She still didn’t move.

      He reached for her, probing with a combination of spirit and water, and found that she was uninjured. There was a sense of energy within her, power that flowed from her, but nothing else.

      “Master Minden?”

      He probed again, pushing spirit and water out from him, but he couldn’t awaken her.

      She continued to murmur wordlessly. He suddenly realized that her eyes trembled, and he shook her, searching for some way to help her. Yet without knowing what was wrong, he wasn’t entirely certain what that was going to be.

      Whatever happened had to be his fault. He was the reason that she was here, and it had to be something tied to what he had done within the earth bond.

      But what?

      Tolan continued to probe at Master Minden, using spirit before adding each of the elements. He attempted various healings, but nothing that he knew worked. As he probed at her, he detected something, though.

      Power that seemed disrupted.

      Why would that be disrupted?

      Perhaps it was something that he had done, but all he remembered was what had happened while he was within the earth bond. It didn’t seem as if he had done anything that would have affected Master Minden.

      He pushed a shaping through her, sending as much power as he could sweeping through her, trying to restore her, but finding that he could not.

      Everything that he attempted failed.

      She needed his help.
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      “I can’t say with any certainty what happened to her,” Master Wassa said.

      He was a large man, with the girth of a water shaper, and dressed in a long, flowing robe while holding onto a bondar for water—something which surprised Tolan. Wassa crouched near the bed where Master Minden rested. Her hair had pulled down around her side, and she looked so thin and frail. It pained Tolan to see her that way.

      He was reminded of something Roland had told him. He had used Master Minden against him because Tolan had an affinity toward her, and it was the same reason he had used Ferrah against him. He had chosen people Tolan cared about. It surprised Tolan how much he cared about Master Minden, and how much he wanted to be able to do anything to protect her.

      “I don’t know what happened to her.”

      “You said you were near the Convergence?”

      Tolan had admitted to Master Wassa what he had been doing, at least to a certain point. He wasn’t about to reveal to Master Wassa that he had tried to connect to the earth bond in a way that would allow him to try to fix whatever had happened, but he wasn’t entirely sure that it had been necessary. Master Wassa seemed to recognize that Tolan had done something, though he didn’t know what it was.

      “We were near the Convergence. I was connecting to the power, and as you know when connecting to the Convergence, there is a sense that flows through you. You aren’t fully aware of what is taking place when you are there. I didn’t know what happened to her until I stepped out of the Convergence and then I saw her like this.”

      Master Minden continued to move her lips, though no sound came out. That was part of what was taking place that troubled him the most. Whatever it was seemed to be affecting her in such a way that she wasn’t able to speak.

      Tolan had tried to probe with water, but his own water shaping ability wasn’t enough to heal. He could restore himself, but that was about it. Nothing like what a true water healer could do. He had even probed her with spirit, thinking that if nothing else, he might be able to uncover whether there was any sort of bond to spirit that had affected her, but there was nothing.

      “I will keep looking,” Master Wassa said. “There are certain afflictions that aren’t easy to discern.”

      Tolan looked around the inside of the tower for water. They were in the hospital section, and it reminded Tolan of when he’d come here during his student years. He hadn’t spent much time here in the time since then. Most often, he could restore himself whenever anything happened. Now with Master Minden, and with his inability to do anything to help her, he couldn’t help but feel as if he were helpless. It was almost like being a student again.

      These days, there were so many things happening that left him feeling helpless. He hated that sensation. In the time that he had been a master shaper, Tolan had grown accustomed to being able to do everything that he needed, but in this case, he wasn’t able to do anything.

      He had no way of knowing how to help Master Minden.

      The door to the hospital section opened and the Grand Master entered. His wire-frame glasses slipped down his nose, but he didn’t bother to adjust them. Tolan wondered if the glasses were nothing more than a prop, especially considering that he likely could shape his vision in any way that he wanted. It was much the same way as Master Minden appeared to be elderly and frail with her milky vision, but could see quite clearly.

      “What happened?” he asked, taking a position next to Master Minden and squeezing her hand.

      “She won’t come around,” Tolan said. “We were near the Convergence, and I was”—Tolan glanced over at Master Wassa before turning back to the Grand Master—“using the Convergence to see if I could understand what had happened to the earth bond. When I came out of it, she was like this.”

      The Grand Master studied him for a long moment, and Tolan could practically see the question burning in his eyes. The other man likely was trying to get a sense of just what Tolan had done, and probably was trying to understand whether there was anything that Tolan had done that had been successful. A sense of shaping power exploded from him, flowing outward, and then released.

      “What did you do?” the Grand Master asked.

      “There was an aspect of the bond that had separated from spirit.”

      “That should not make a difference.”

      “It seems as if it did.”

      He would tell the Grand Master about it later, but he didn’t know if sharing about spirit within the element bonds was something that he wanted to do with Master Wassa present. It was possible that the other man didn’t need to know. Learning about it might change how he shaped. That was Tolan’s concern. He didn’t want to impact the other master shapers in a way that would impact their ability to teach.

      “I feel that something has shifted,” the Grand Master said.

      “I did more than just shift something. I’m not entirely sure what will become of it, not until I get to the waste.”

      The Grand Master pressed his lips together and turned toward Master Minden. Another shaping built from him, this one of spirit. The Grand Master shared Tolan’s knowledge of spirit, but more than that, he had experience. It was that experience Tolan hoped would make a difference.

      “I don’t detect anything,” the Grand Master said.

      “I can keep working with her,” Master Wassa said. “Eventually, I will find the key to helping her.”

      Master Wassa might know about healing, but there was the possibility that what afflicted Master Minden was different than what he could heal. He didn’t know anything about using elementals, and he didn’t know anything about the Convergence, things that Tolan thought were crucial for what had taken place and what had happened to her.

      “Why don’t you let me know if she comes around?” he asked Master Wassa.

      The man waved his hand. “Of course.”

      Tolan patted Master Minden’s hand and headed out of the room.

      The hallway outside the water tower was wide and open. Several sculptures representing the various water elementals rested along the hallway, something Tolan had always found amusing given the Academy’s reluctance to access the power of the elementals. Several paintings hung on walls, though nothing quite like what was found within the hall of portraits. Otherwise, the stone floor was bare. Lantern light, all of it shaped by fire, illuminated the hallway.

      The Grand Master was there behind him, and he closed the door and used a shaping of wind and earth around them to seal them off. “What really happened?”

      “I went into the earth bond.”

      “You went into it?”

      “Again,” he reminded the Grand Master. “This time, she was there with me, and she had told me that she would keep an eye on me.”

      “Do you think that she came after you?”

      Tolan thought about it, but there hadn’t been a sense of Master Minden there. If there had been, he thought that he would’ve recognized it. “No. I’m pretty sure that she didn’t. She wouldn’t have been able to do so without stepping into the Convergence, and she still had her robe on when I came free.”

      “What exactly did you do while you were there?”

      “I felt that there was an aspect of earth that was separated from spirit.”

      “You said you were within the earth bond.”

      “I was within the earth bond, but as we talked about before, all of the elementals are tied to spirit as well. The bonds are all linked to spirit as well. When I came around, I found her like that,” he said, waving at the door.

      “Did you do anything else while you were there?”

      Tolan frowned. “I did try to help the Guardian.”

      “Why would you have needed to help the Guardian?”

      “Each of the Guardians is separated from spirit. They comprise only the elements, and nothing else.” They did now, though the Draasin Lord had served as a Guardian as well, and he was connected to spirit.

      “That seems to be the purpose of them.”

      “That’s what we think, but it seemed the Guardian was like this other strange elemental.”

      “What did you do with it?”

      “I brought the Guardian back to spirit.” Or maybe not back to spirit. The Guardian might not have been connected to spirit before.

      The Grand Master pressed his lips together into a tight frown as he turned back toward the door leading to the hospital. “That should not have been what affected her.”

      “I don’t think so, either. I don’t know what it is. Whatever struck her is potent.”

      Master Minden was powerful, and she should have been able to handle any sort of strange attack.

      If she didn’t come around…

      He wouldn’t think like that. He would find a way to help her.

      Taking a deep breath, he looked at the Grand Master. “I should return to the spirit tower”—he wanted the Grand Master to believe that he felt the desire to teach—“but I need to go to the waste.”

      “To see what happened with the Guardian?”

      Tolan nodded.

      “I will come with you.”

      He contemplated whether or not he needed to go to Ferrah, but didn’t intend to be gone for long at all. They reached the top of the tower, and from there Tolan reached for each of the elements, probing briefly into the element bonds and finding that earth was not as strangely twisted as it had once been. Tolan drew upon the warrior shaping to carry himself out to the waste.

      The Grand Master did the same thing, though he held one of the orb bondars in his hand. Unlike Tolan, the Grand Master wasn’t able to shape completely out on the waste. He had grown some ability, though it wasn’t nearly as much as even the librarians were able to do. In time, Tolan believed that the Grand Master would be able to shape even more effectively out on the waste.

      As with so many things, Tolan didn’t know if they had the necessary time.

      When he emerged from the shaping, he looked around.

      At the heart of the waste, the Guardians were situated in four different quadrants, arranged around the central Convergence deep beneath them. Small structures had been erected all around them, giving a sense of permanence to a place where there had been no life before. Nothing other than the Guardians. For a long time, none had even known about the Guardians. It wasn’t until Tolan had come here, discovering their purpose and the role they served, that anyone had ever contemplated that people could spend any time here.

      Another burst of lightning struck nearby, and the Grand Master stepped free. He glanced over at Tolan. “Would you mind?”

      He held out the orb bondars, and Tolan drew upon a shaping of each of the elements, refilling the orbs.

      “Have you noticed anything?” the Grand Master asked.

      “Other than the fact that there aren’t nearly as many master librarians here?”

      “They have stopped spending time out here. After the attack on the Academy, I suggested that they might want to remain within Terndahl.” He swept his gaze around the waste. “It is difficult to defend this place.”

      Tolan nodded. “And I have a feeling Roland wouldn’t know what to do with the Guardians, anyway.”

      He didn’t have the sense that Roland had the necessary knowledge to break the connection. The only thing that he suspected Roland would be able to do would be to damage it, but even if he tried, Tolan doubted the other man would be successful.

      He pushed out with spirit, probing to see who else might be here, but there wasn’t anyone.

      Had they really all gone?

      After discovering that the waste had some life to it, and that there were runes and a Convergence, there had been interest in trying to better understand this place and the purpose of the Guardians. Now that the librarians had abandoned it, he wondered if they’d given up trying to learn anything more about them.

      Tolan stopped in front of the Guardians, and he looked at the earth Guardian. It had been a while since he had even seen the creature. Now that he was here, he could feel that energy building from the earth Guardian. He focused on what he could feel from the elemental, but wasn’t sure what he detected.

      He held his hand out toward the Guardian. He was little more than a pile of stone, immobile the same way the Draasin Lord had once been immobile here.

      “I remember the first time that I came out onto the waste,” the Grand Master said. “I was younger than you during your first time. I suppose you remember that as well.”

      Tolan nodded. “I think every student at the Academy remembers their first time going into the waste.”

      “I think you are probably correct,” the Grand Master said. “It can be terrifying. Especially for those who have known shaping their entire lives. For it to be suddenly ripped free…”

      “Was it terrifying for you?”

      “I was unique when I first came to the Academy,” the Grand Master said.

      “Unique in what?”

      Would the Grand Master reveal that he hadn’t been able to shape any of the elements, the same way that I had been unable to shape any of the elements when I had first come to the Academy?

      Tolan doubted that would be the case, but if so, then he might have another ally.

      “Unique in that I had already reached for each of the elements,” he said. “My local Academy had tried to get me tested several times, but the Terrenhal Academy had not come for us.” He smiled tightly, a pained expression on his face. “It is difficult being one of the few advanced shapers in your own Academy.” He glanced over at Tolan, shrugging. “Though I suppose you have come to understand that feeling.”

      “I’m not so sure that I know what it’s like to be an advanced shaper.”

      “You have an understanding of the elements and the elementals that many don’t have. That has set you apart. Your friends have stayed with you, despite those differences.”

      “Not all of them,” Tolan said.

      “Some of that is up to you, Master Ethar. I would expect that you need to maintain your friendships, at least those that are important to you.”

      “Did you have friends in the Academy that you lost over time?”

      “As I progressed through the Academy, passing tests more rapidly than almost anyone else, I found that I was set apart. There were only a few who understood what it was like.”

      “Master Minden?”

      “She was already a Master Librarian by the time I was a student,” the Grand Master said.

      Tolan frowned. That surprised him. “She taught you?”

      The Grand Master smiled. “I suspect she has taught many students over the years. The real question is whether or not they have paid attention and learned from it.”

      Tolan wondered what it might be like to have known Master Minden when she was younger. She seemed powerful, almost impossibly so, and in the time that he had been at the Academy, he had learned so much from her. Less so from the Grand Master.

      “She was the first one to help me understand the elementals, much like I suspect she was the first one to help you understand the elementals,” the Grand Master said. “In my time, we were taught to fear them. She helped me see that we should not fear something we didn’t understand. Given that we did not understand the elementals, there was no reason to fear them.”

      “Why has she always stayed as a librarian? Why hasn’t she taken a more central role within the Academy?”

      The Grand Master looked over at Tolan. “What makes you think that she has not?” He smiled slyly. “We should get on with what we were planning.”

      Tolan stared at the creature for a moment. “It’s almost as if I should be able to feel something from him, but I don’t…”

      “You’ve been here with him before.”

      He stared at the creature, thinking about the energy coming from the Guardian. This time, there was a sense of earth and there might even be spirit, though that might only be what he wanted from the Guardian.

      “Do you detect anything?” he asked the Grand Master.

      The Grand Master used a shaping through the orb bondar, drawing power from it, and frowned. He shook his head slowly. “There is nothing other than earth. Perhaps…” He shook his head again. “No. Nothing more.”

      Using earth and spirit, Tolan mixed them together to reach for the Guardian. “What changed within the bond?” he whispered, though it was more to himself than directed at the elemental.

      That seemed to Tolan to be the key. The more that he understood about the change to the bond, the more he would be able to understand what he had done, and whether there was anything dangerous to it.

      There was no answer. No response from the elemental.

      Tolan glanced over at the Grand Master. He held onto his shaping, continuing to pour that energy out. “There was something within the bond. I don’t really know what it was, only that I felt a threat. I did what I could to remove it, but I don’t know if it was enough.”

      As he said it, there was a response from the elemental.

      It happened gradually, but the sound came to Tolan like a rumble of thunder, as if boulders were rumbling away, heading downhill.

      Power burst from the Guardian. Nothing more, though.

      After waiting, he reached toward the elemental again, his hand stretched out. “Please,” he said to the elemental.

      He needed an answer.

      Gradually, the rumbling came again.

      This time, the rumbling echoed all around him. Tolan could feel it. He could feel that energy; he could feel that power and the surge of the earth flowing into him.

      Once again, there was a sense of something.

      Power.

      “I feel something changing,” the Grand Master said.

      Tolan tried to push earth and spirit, using the combined effort to reach for the knowledge he needed. Power. That had to be the first thing that he had to focus on. It had to be with earth, as well.

      Tolan thought about his experience within the earth bond, and he thought about the power that he had felt there, and he thought about his connection to the Guardian and the way that he had felt that power when he had been within the bond. Through that, Tolan could detect something more.

      The bond. That was what he needed to use.

      Out here, he couldn’t reach the bond on his own. He needed help.

      The elemental connection to Thoren might help.

      Tolan reached into the bond slowly, feeling the power seep into him, and then out and beyond. By holding onto that, he could push even more through.

      Then he felt the power within the Guardian.

      It was there. Blazing brightly in his mind.

      He waited for a moment, and then pushed the same question through.

      Now that he was standing in front of the Guardian, connected through the earth bond as he was, he felt something more.

      What he detected was different. More powerful.

      He let that energy explode outward, and there came a rumbling sense, but this time within the rumbling, Tolan was aware of the source of it, much as he was aware of what he could do to use that.

      “I need your help.”

      “What do you need?” The answer came through the bond.

      “I need to understand what happened to the bond.”

      “The bond remains intact.”

      “What about what happened to you?”

      The Guardian didn’t turn toward him, but he could feel something about the Guardian shift toward him, veering closer. “You’re concerned about how you placed spirit into me.”

      The earth Guardian spoke much more clearly than he ever had before. What would that mean for the Guardian? “Shouldn’t I be?”

      “Perhaps. I am uncertain what this change means for me.”

      Tolan probed, sending energy outward toward the elemental. “I don’t detect anything different from you other than I can actually speak with you this time.”

      “It feels almost as if I should have been like this,” the elemental said.

      “Should have?”

      “Yes.”

      For whatever reason, there was a strange rumbling that persisted from the elemental, almost as if he wasn’t able to communicate anything more to Tolan. He had something more that Tolan could detect from him, something that seemed to radiate out from the elemental, almost as if he wanted to share more but wasn’t able to.

      “The other elementals were bound within the spirit bond. Earth and spirit. Fire and spirit. Water and wind, both combined with spirit. Why aren’t the Guardians?”

      He probed, pushing that question outward, praying for an answer, but even as he pushed, there didn’t seem to be an answer from the elemental. It was almost as if the earth elemental didn’t know.

      Would the other Guardians know?

      They weren’t joined with spirit, either.

      Tolan had focused on heading into the earth bond, using that to try to figure out what had happened, and in doing so, he had been able to uncover that there was something missing for the Guardian.

      What if I were to do something similar with the other elements? Would it change something in the wrong way for each of the other Guardians?

      That was a question that he needed to have answered, but with what he detected from the earth Guardian, he didn’t know if this elemental would even have any idea.

      “I want to do anything that I can to help.”

      “I will do what I can,” the Guardian said.

      “I know that you will. It’s just that whatever else has happened seems to be tied to the elements in a way I don’t fully understand.”

      A series of images, one after the other, flashed within his mind. Tolan held onto them, using a shaping to hold the images together, thinking that he needed to hold onto them so that he could better understand just what it was that the elemental wanted to show him.

      The Guardians.

      What was it about the Guardians that I needed to understand?

      If it was about the element bonds and the connection to spirit, then Tolan had already known that. Even as he focused on what he might learn from the earth Guardian, there came a sense of something else.

      He wasn’t going to have the time he needed to get answers. He remained deeply within the earth bond, drawing through hyza, but as he did, there was a fading. Tolan wasn’t going to be able to hold onto that connection for too much longer.

      Suddenly, the Guardian gifted power to him.

      Tolan had a surge of the connection to earth. That power slammed into him.

      Understanding of the Guardian came to him.

      He backed away, releasing that hold.

      When he did, he looked over at the Guardian. It wasn’t just about bringing the Guardians to spirit. What he needed was something more. What he needed was to find a way to connect to the Guardians.

      At least, that was what it seemed the earth Guardian wanted from him.

      Why, though? What would the earth Guardian gain by having me connect to the other Guardians? Or perhaps the better question was what I would gain…

      Roland had been in the waste—which meant he’d been after something. Tolan just had to understand what that had been.
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      As Tolan headed toward the park outside of the Academy, a familiar figure made her way toward him along the street. Her dark hair and dark complexion were distinct within the Academy. She flashed a broad smile as she came toward him, and a sense of spirit surged from her, streaking toward Tolan.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you out today,” Kerry said.

      Tolan shrugged. “I’ve been trying to work on my teaching,” he said. “I don’t want to make the Grand Inquisitor feel like they need to take over for me.”

      She glanced over at the Academy. “I wouldn’t be too concerned about him. He’s a lot easier to get along with than the previous Grand Inquisitor.”

      Tolan chuckled and moved off to the side of the street so that he wasn’t quite out in the open. Kerry followed him. She was about a hand shorter than he was, tall for a woman, and had a sweet, floral fragrance to her. Rose or jasmine, he couldn’t quite place which. “She was my grandmother.”

      Kerry’s eyes widened. “Irina was your grandmother?”

      Tolan nodded. “We weren’t close, if you are concerned about that. I first met her when she came to my Selection.”

      “That was in Ephra?”

      Tolan nodded again.

      “I was there on a Selection once. It was quite a few years ago. It’s an interesting city. It’s so close to the waste that I remember spending time at the waste, trying to get comfortable with it. It wasn’t until much later that I…”

      Tolan frowned. “That you what?”

      “Nothing,” Kerry said, glancing over at the Academy again. He detected a hint of spirit coming from her once again, but it wasn’t targeted at him. “The Academy in Ephra was quite a bit different than the one I trained in.”

      “Where was that?”

      “A small village outside of Parashan.”

      Tolan searched his memories of the times that he had visited there. He had suspected that Kerry would be from there, given her appearance. “The only village I know outside of Parashan was Olanth.”

      Kerry frowned at him before laughing softly. “Exactly. I can’t believe that you have heard of it.”

      “I’ve traveled quite a bit.”

      “Why would you have traveled out there?”

      Tolan shrugged. “Roland.”

      Her brow furrowed. “He hasn’t shown himself again. It’s been a while now; do you really think that he will appear?”

      “I don’t know.” It was the easiest answer. He believed that he would, but others did not have the same faith in Roland’s desire for power. They didn’t know him the way that Tolan did. They hadn’t connected to spirit the same way that Tolan had. “I just have to prepare as if he will,” he said.

      “If there’s anything that I can do to help, you just have to ask.”

      Tolan nodded. “I should be going.”

      He started away but glanced back to see Kerry watching him, a strange expression on her face. Spirit stretched from her, though it didn’t touch upon him. It was a tightly controlled spirit shaping, one that she wouldn’t have been able to use had he not passed on the connection to spirit to all of the Inquisitors.

      He was glad Ferrah wasn’t here to have seen the conversation.

      Tolan headed into the park just outside the Academy. The energy of the elements pressed upon him and he briefly reached for each of them, cycling through them, touching upon the element bonds. When he did, he found the earth bond restored. There was no doubt in his mind that what he had done had been effective, but he still didn’t know if it was going to be enough to stop Roland and his plan. All Tolan knew was that he had made some headway.

      Would it be enough?

      He paused near a tree. The branch swayed down, brushing his head, and he rested against it. There was power within the tree, a connection to earth, and it wasn’t until now that Tolan realized that the connection had been altered much more than he had known before. He could feel the flow of earth through the tree, connecting to the ground, to the other trees here, and he could feel how that all worked together, giving this park its signature energy.

      He breathed in, letting it out slowly as he focused on each of the element bonds. The energy around him was significant, familiar, and for the first time in a while, cleansed.

      He reached for the earth bond, and when he did, he focused on elemental energy and pulled it toward him.

      Thoren responded. Tolan was aware of the elemental as it approached, prowling through the trees and the park. He opened his eyes, looking over to see the fiery creature. Strange that he had once thought that hyza was only a fire elemental. Now that he had restored the earth bond, Tolan was acutely aware of just how connected hyza was to earth as well.

      “Is it better?” Tolan asked hyza.

      “You know the answer to that,” Thoren said.

      Tolan took in a deep breath. Birds chirped in a tree nearby, and he could trace through the earth bond to find them, though he didn’t really need the bond for that. All he needed was his ability to sense, though he had become dependent upon the earth bond, much more dependent than he had realized. Now that it was restored, he found himself reaching for that power far more frequently than he had realized he would do.

      “I’m not exactly sure I did what was needed,” Tolan said.

      “What does it feel like to you?”

      “It feels like the earth Guardian has changed.”

      “Not just the Guardian,” Thoren said.

      “I didn’t change the other guardians, though,” Tolan said.

      “No,” hyza said.

      He rested on the ground near Tolan, who took a seat, looking over at Thoren. “I still don’t know what changed.”

      “The Guardian changed.”

      “But the Guardian wasn’t tainted before.”

      Hyza looked up, fire flickering through his eyes for a moment before he rested his head again. “Perhaps he was. Perhaps he was not. None really know.”

      “I’m going to have to protect the other bonds so that I can ensure that he doesn’t do the same with them.”

      “You will,” Thoren said.

      “Will it endanger me?”

      “Did it endanger you going into the earth bond?”

      “I worried I would get trapped.”

      “Trapped? There are many ways to access the source of the bond. Which means there are many ways you would be able to leave the bond.”

      Tolan shook his head, frowning at Thoren. “I only know how to enter and exit the way that I went.”

      “Perhaps in time you will begin to understand other possibilities.”

      They sat in silence for a while. “Roland claims I gave him knowledge he needed.”

      “It’s likely you did.”

      “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      Hyza looked up. “It’s not a matter of helping you feel better or worse. It’s a matter of knowing the truth. Spirit bonded you. You have told me that you gained from that connection. He would have gained as well. It’s possible that he wanted to share that connection.”

      Tolan had given some thought to that. He didn’t know whether or not Roland had really wanted him to learn about spirit, but he suspected Roland had wanted Tolan’s knowledge of the elements and the element bonds. Probably even his understanding of the elementals, especially considering what he had seen from him while out on the waste.

      “If that’s the case, then whatever he is planning is different than he had planned before.”

      “Probably.”

      “Which means everything I’ve been trying to find from him is wrong.”

      “Or it’s not,” Thoren said. “It’s possible that everything you need to know, you already do.”

      Tolan chuckled. “You’re starting to sound like the Draasin Lord.”

      “Would that be so bad?”

      Tolan smiled, resting his head back on the tree. “I suppose not. I haven’t seen him much.”

      “He grows tired,” Thoren said.

      Through the connection they shared, Tolan was aware of the uncertainty that Thoren felt by making that comment. It was fear that filled him. Fear at what would happen when the Draasin Lord moved on. The elementals respected the draasin, in a way that Tolan thought that he understood, though it was something more primal than that. The Draasin Lord was old, almost impossibly so, and had lived in a time that was much different than this one. As far as Tolan knew, the Draasin Lord had lived a time before the element bonds had connected the way that they currently were.

      “He grows tired,” Tolan agreed. “I should visit with him.”

      “You should.”

      “If Roland has my knowledge of the elementals, then he would have my knowledge of the Draasin Lord.”

      “Knowledge, perhaps, but not your connection.” Thoren sat up, and his fiery gaze locked onto Tolan. “Much like he doesn’t have our connection.”

      “Have you felt him trying to reach for you?”

      “I have been aware of… something.”

      “What exactly?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. He reaches for power, but even as he reaches for it, he fails. I don’t know what more to say. I suspect he will not always fail.”

      “Eventually he will succeed and will be able to reach for the elementals?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Tolan let out a frustrated sigh. “We know that he’s been reaching for the element bonds. By tainting earth, he intended something. I believe that it was about trying to separate spirit out, but even in that, I’m not entirely sure.” He closed his eyes, thinking about what he had experienced within the element bonds. “It’s possible he attempted that, but then abandoned it when he shared the spirit connection with me.”

      “It is possible,” Thoren said.

      “Then what else do you think he might be doing?”

      “The answers are within you.”

      “I know they must be. But I still don’t know what those answers are.”

      “If he shared the spirit bond with you, then he will have borrowed what you know.”

      “Or he wants me to think that he would borrow what I know,” Tolan said.

      Thoren growled, and somehow it sounded like a laugh. “I think you’re overthinking it.”

      “He’s attacked the Convergences before.”

      “Seeking power.”

      “You don’t think he was trying to release Chaos?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “Chaos is real?”

      “There are many energies in the world that are real. Chaos is but one.”

      “He didn’t succeed at that time.”

      “He did not, and you must wonder if he has learned since then.”

      “From me.”

      Hyza growled again. “From you.”

      “If he’s learned from me, then I need to think about what I know and how that might impact Roland’s plan.”

      “That is what you must do.”

      “It’s more than just the knowledge of the elementals. It’s more than just knowledge of the element bonds. And the elements.” All of those were things that Roland would have been able to find otherwise. He didn’t need Tolan for that. Which meant that somehow he would have pieced it together in a different way. “Why would he have been collecting elementals other than for power?”

      “I don’t know,” Thoren said.

      Tolan studied the elemental, and he had a sense that the admission troubled him. “Whatever he’s after is more than just trying to control the power of the elements.”

      “Perhaps.”

      Tolan leaned back, his mind racing. “I need to secure the other bonds,” he whispered.

      He opened his eyes, and Thoren was gone.

      But Tolan wasn’t alone. Velthan was there.

      “Who are you talking to?” Velthan asked.

      Tolan got to his feet, sweeping his gaze around the inside of the park. “I was talking to an elemental I’ve bonded.”

      Velthan stiffened. “What do you mean bonded?”

      Tolan shook his head. “When you get to know the elementals, you can form a connection to them. In this case, I bonded to one of them.”

      Velthan stared at him. “Through spirit?”

      “Through spirit, through earth, through fire.” Tolan shrugged. “I suppose it’s through all of them. I’m not entirely sure, to be honest with you. The bonding formed in my mind. I can speak to this elemental much more easily than I can almost any other.”

      “I thought you said you can speak to all of the elementals.”

      “I can, but some take more work than others. When it comes to this particular hyza, I can speak to him easily.”

      “You’re speaking to hyza?” Velthan frowned again. “Wasn’t it hyza that attacked outside of Ephra before you came to the Academy?”

      Tolan held his gaze, nodding slowly.

      “Were you connected to him then?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I was not.”

      “Does this elemental that you speak to attack the same way that hyza did?”

      “If I ask him to.”

      Velthan’s eyes widened. “If you ask him to? You control the elemental to attack?”

      “It’s not like that. There have been times when I have dealt with dangers and needed additional help. The elemental has been useful when I need that additional help. The bond permits me to ask for that.”

      “What else does it permit you to do?”

      “It permits me to reach the element bonds out on the waste.”

      Velthan took a deep breath. “She’s still in the hospital, you know.”

      It took Tolan a moment for him to deal with the sudden shift. “Emily?”

      Velthan nodded. “Still there.”

      Tolan knew that she was, but he also knew that she was recovering. She hadn’t been attacked so severely that she couldn’t come back from this.

      He had to be careful, though. Velthan was the kind of person who still resented the elementals, and he feared them, a combination that could be dangerous. That was a reason that Tolan had to be especially careful with him. But he was the kind of person Tolan had to find a way to get through to. If he could reach him, share with him the reason that the elementals could be trusted, that they needed to be trusted, then he had to believe that they could reach others like him.

      “The hyza elemental I speak to is nothing like the elemental that escaped in the classroom,” Tolan said.

      “What happened there?”

      “A student made a rune.”

      “How would making a rune make a difference with the elementals?”

      He watched Velthan for a moment. The answer was complicated, as was his desire whether or not to share with Velthan. If he wanted to get through to him, he was going to have to reveal answers he didn’t necessarily want to.

      “All power is interconnected. If you think about it, it’s all part of the energy of the elements. Fire. Earth. Wind. Water. Spirit. The elementals share that power, though they are but an aspect of each particular element. Some fire elementals represent the flame whereas others represent sparks or smoke. The same could be said about water. Some represent the pond,” Tolan said, motioning toward the pond nearby, “and others represent waves or the rain or a gentle fog. Each elemental has a similar connection.”

      “Even spirit?”

      Tolan shook his head. “As far as I know, spirit remains different.”

      “Because it doesn’t have an elemental.”

      “There is an elemental of spirit, but not nearly the same as we have otherwise.” He frowned, thinking about the lizard. It was different than the other elementals, and that difference still troubled him.

      Why should it be so different from the other elementals?

      Master Minden claimed that the lizard would appear when it was needed, but it wasn’t as if there was no connection to the elements and to spirit otherwise.

      He pushed those thoughts away. “As I was saying, the elementals represent an aspect of the elements, something that we touch upon with the element bonds, though not all of us need to use the element bonds in order to shape.”

      “How?”

      Tolan shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really know the answer to that. I can access elements without reaching for the bonds. I can shape without needing to tap into that energy. That’s why I can shape out on the waste. I’m not the only one who can. There are others, and as far as I have learned, there used to be many. We never needed the element bonds in order to shape. At that time, there were fewer shapers, but those who could shape were able to do so without reaching for the bonds. Now we have more shapers, but we’re reliant upon something else.”

      “What does this have to do with anything?”

      “You asked me about runes and the elementals. I’m telling you that all of the power is interconnected. The runes you’ve begun to learn are tied to one aspect of each of the elements. It’s the same as the elementals. Those runes tap into the same source of element energy as the elementals. When constructed in the right way, those runes can actually tie you into an elemental. That was what happened in my classroom.”

      “I heard you were making a bondar.”

      “I was demonstrating a bondar,” Tolan corrected. “The making of bondars is tied to the runes and the elementals.” He didn’t know if it mattered whether Velthan understood, but he felt compelled to try.

      “And that was how the elemental escaped?”

      “It wasn’t because of my creation of a bondar. It was because of the student practicing without the necessary control. It is the reason we work with students when they learn the runes.” In the past, learning runes meant you had to be supervised by someone who could ensure that the elemental that might escape would be suppressed back into the bond. Now that Tolan no longer permitted that, as much as he could, the study of runes had increased again. It still wasn’t the way that it once had been, but it was better.

      “All of this is part of the world,” Tolan went on. “All of this is tied to the elements. That is the reason that I believe the elementals must be a part of our world in order for us to have that balance.”

      “What happens when the elementals decide to attack?” Velthan watched him. “What happens when they decide they’ve been suppressed into the bonds long enough and they want to join together and target us?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I’ve not seen any evidence of that.”

      “Yet.” Velthan crossed his arms over his chest. “You haven’t seen that yet.”

      “Yet.” Tolan looked around the park. “Just because we disagree doesn’t mean that there aren’t things you can learn from the elementals. That’s all I’m asking of you, Velthan. Give it a chance. At least consider what I’ve been teaching.”

      Velthan hesitated before answering. There was a part of Tolan that wondered what he might say, whether he would even say anything, and when he finally did, he did so slowly. “I will consider it. That’s all I can promise.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      Velthan left him, heading deeper into the park, shaping as he went.

      Tolan looked around for a moment before realizing that he had been avoiding what he needed to be doing. He made his way back to the spirit tower, taking a seat at his desk, and he lingered there for a little while. Students began to arrive later in the afternoon, coming for their instruction, and though Tolan knew he needed to teach, he didn’t have the desire.

      Perhaps that didn’t matter. What he wanted wasn’t the key. It was what the students needed. He went through the motions of teaching and finally let the students get to work. Despite that, the inside of spirit tower was calm, though Tolan felt a rolling frustration that filled him. It had not left since he had been in the earth bond and since Master Minden had been injured. He couldn’t take his mind away from it, though he needed to. He needed to focus.

      More than that, Tolan needed to try to understand just what Roland might be up to. He still had time, though he didn’t know how much time he would have.

      He took a seat at his desk, moving the stack of papers around so that he had an empty space in front of him. The students in the classroom were working independently.

      A soft shaping built and Tolan looked up, thinking that it would be Carson coming to observe again, as he had so many times lately, but the Grand Master entered the room. The students returned their attention to their shaping, though a soft murmuring built.

      Tolan got to his feet. “Grand Master,” he said, nodding to him.

      “You seem distracted,” the Grand Master said.

      Tolan shrugged. “I am doing my best.”

      The Grand Master looked behind him. “Given what we’re facing, I think you need a reprieve.”

      “I don’t need a reprieve,” Tolan said.

      “I’m not saying that you need to be released from your responsibilities. I’m telling you that I recognize that you are distracted. The students need an instructor who can stay focused.”

      “Are you relieving me from my responsibilities as the spirit master?”

      The Grand Master chuckled. “I think that would be a disservice to those who have begun to take on a connection to spirit. Do you realize we’ve had far more students connecting to spirit over the last few years since you have become spirit master than we had in the decade before?”

      Tolan frowned, shaking his head. “I suppose that I didn’t know that.”

      “I’m not so sure that it is anything that you’re doing, though perhaps it is. Perhaps you have a natural gift. Or perhaps something with spirit changed. Either way, I wouldn’t relieve you of your duties until we know. Though, I must admit there are some of the Inquisitors who would see you removed from this post.”

      Tolan grunted. He could think of several of them. “Thanks, I guess.”

      The Grand Master chuckled. “There was no insult intended, Master Ethar. You are critical to the functioning of the Academy. It’s just that I know you have other areas where you can help.” He looked around the room. “I’ve often wondered if I should have encouraged you to take up a position within the library. Perhaps as a librarian, you might have had the time you want to pursue these outside interests.”

      “Maybe,” Tolan said.

      “But I do feel that would have been an unfortunate loss for our students studying spirit.” He looked up, smiling at Tolan. “At least, until recently. Now that you have gifted spirit to so many others, perhaps you would prefer that we allow someone else to become the Master of Spirit?”

      Tolan looked over at the students. If he were a librarian, he would be much more free to pursue his outside interests, and he wouldn’t be burdened by the need to teach. He wouldn’t have to deal with the Inquisitors quite as much, either. At the same time, there wouldn’t be an instructor willing to work with the students to demonstrate the elementals. To teach about runes in the way that Tolan knew them. There wouldn’t be an instructor willing to demonstrate bondars. That was one thing he did that so few others were willing to do.

      “I think the students would lose something if I weren’t teaching them.”

      The Grand Master pressed his lips together before pushing his glasses up on his nose. “You might be right. At least for now, I think you need to be freed to pursue what must be done. Until we have Roland in check.”

      “Who will teach?” he asked carefully.

      “Not an Inquisitor, if that’s your concern.”

      It had been, though Tolan wasn’t about to admit that to the Grand Master. “Who, then?”

      “One of your students has demonstrated enough skill that I suspect you could permit him to teach, if only for a little while. Considered it a mentorship.”

      “I don’t know how pleased Velthan will be to continue my teachings.”

      “Each instructor has their own technique, Master Ethar. You must know that. Let him teach as he would, and when you finish this, then you can return and offer the students the value that you have.”

      Tolan just nodded. “That might be best.”

      “Just make sure this is taken care of quickly.”

      “I will,” Tolan said. “For me to do it, though, I’m still going to need your help.”

      The Grand Master frowned at him.

      “I would ask Master Minden, but as she is incapacitated, I think that you would be the best alternative. If I do this, I think we can prevent Roland from poisoning the element bonds.”

      Which meant he had to go into each of them. He just didn’t know if he was ready.
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      The power that Tolan could detect was far more than he would have expected. As he focused on fire—he chose fire because he had connected to it before the other elements—he could trace his way down into the fire bond, thinking about the connection that was there. In doing so, he realized this was something he should have done before. He probed, allowing his connection to flow downward, detecting the power that existed within the bond and feeling how that energy rolled outward from him.

      It carried him along.

      Unlike with the earth bond, where there was a sense of power that dragged him deeper and deeper, with the fire bond, there was a sense of heat and power and it pressed in upon him, practically demanding that he pay attention to it. He tried not to focus too much on that power, focusing instead on what he could detect, but all he could feel was the sense. All he could feel was the power that was there.

      Perhaps there was something more.

      Tolan let that sense carry him down.

      As it did, he felt the energy dragging him deeper and deeper, the power that was forcing him into the fire bond, carrying him along.

      That power dragged something deeper and greater than anything he had been aware of before. In the distance, there was a bright surge of light. Tolan focused on that brightness, thinking about what he could see, and he held onto his awareness of it, wondering whether or not there was something more that he might be able to uncover from it. The bright light blasted with a sense of heat and energy, leaving him worrying about what he was going to find. Perhaps lava or fire or steam. Anything might be more than he could tolerate.

      In the distance, the glowing light became even brighter. Tolan headed toward it, letting the fire bond carry him downward. As he traveled, he looked around. There were no other elementals, not the way that there had been within the earth bond.

      Could whatever had happened to the earth bond have been isolated?

      When he reached the flame, he tried to hold himself in the air, trying to keep from allowing himself to be drawn into the fire. He had no idea whether the heat and fire would affect him here, and having no other way of trying to protect himself, Tolan didn’t know if it was even safe to consider going down into the flames.

      He looked around. As he had suspected, a field of lava flowed. It was enormous. Heat radiated from everywhere and the lava rippled as it flowed away from him. In some sections, it seemed almost as if the lava had cooled, but in others, it splashed outward, flames shooting into the air.

      Tolan had no idea whether he would be injured if he were to be splattered by lava. Within this place, he was separated from his body, connected to the fire bond itself, but not necessarily fully protected. He worried what would happen if he were consumed by the flames.

      As he pushed away from the lava, he found flames shooting upward. Much farther from that, there was a sense of steam that shot up from the ground, smoke streaming around it. Everything and everywhere he went was a sense of great power.

      Tolan ignored that sense, instead focusing on fire itself. As expected, there was a sense of spirit bound within fire.

      In the distance, he found a sense of pressure.

      Tolan hurried toward it, guided the same way he had been with the earth Guardian.

      The sense of the Guardian filled him. Tolan began to pull upon spirit, twisting it the same way he had with earth, using that connection to guide him.

      Much like with earth, as he mixed spirit, he could feel the way that the Guardian bonded now to spirit. It seemed almost as if spirit and fire guided him, as if the two wanted to be unified within the Guardian. He mixed them together, forcing them toward the Guardian, feeling the surge of energy as it exploded through him. As it took hold, he could feel the energy washing over him, almost more than he could manage.

      Tolan had to find his way out of the fire bond. He retreated, letting that power pull him back down, toward the lava, and then from there, he found his way back out. He used heat and fire, blasting his way beyond.

      Gradually, he could feel everything shifting.

      Then he was free.

      Tolan opened his eyes in the middle of the Convergence. The Grand Master was there, watching, waiting, but doing nothing else.

      “Did it work?” the Grand Master asked.

      “It worked the same as it did with earth.”

      “Why do you think that should be?”

      “I don’t really know. I have no idea why there would be such a change. I won’t be able to know for sure if it did anything until I do the same with the other element bonds.”

      “You intend to return?”

      Tolan closed his eyes, thinking about the other bonds and whether there was anything that he might be able to do. He worried about delving too deeply into the bonds, and he worried about what would happen if and when he were stranded. There was still the concern that something might happen that would lock him in the bond, unable to escape.

      He still had the memory of what had happened the first time he’d gone into the earth bond, and how he had nearly gotten stuck. It terrified him, and he worried about what would happen if it were to take place again.

      This was what he needed to do.

      Tolan focused on water. “Keep an eye on me?”

      “I’d rather help, but I’m afraid I don’t know that I can. Not with this,” the Grand Master said.

      Tolan turned his attention to water. It flooded through him. He felt water all around him, sweeping him under.

      He worked quickly, reaching for the bond, then feeling for the Guardian. Once he was there, he began to add spirit, quickly unwinding it and merging it with the Guardian. Experience made it far more rapid of a process, and when he was done, he powered back out before heading down into the wind bond.

      This time, as he plunged into the wind bond, he could feel the energy and the swirling power all around him. By the time he reached the Guardian, he knew exactly what he needed to do and started to unwind spirit from the bond. In doing so, he began to add it to the Guardian, thinking that it was much easier now that he understood what was required of him.

      There came a surge of pressure pushing against him.

      Tolan frowned as he tried to push outward, using what he could hold onto in order to push against that power. Energy flooded away from him.

      Wind continued to oppose him.

      Tolan wound spirit more tightly into wind.

      Only, that was part of the problem.

      When it came to wind, there wasn’t anything that could be done tightly. He thought about how to weave it together, the way that the other elements were bound together, and for a moment, he wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to use that sense of spirit as effectively as he had with the other elements.

      Then he felt spirit starting to take hold. It surged, pressing against what he was doing, and there came a familiar surge of power. Tolan waited, holding on to spirit, locking it into place. The pressure against him faded.

      Then it was done.

      When he resurfaced into the Convergence, the Grand Master watched him. “Is it done?”

      Tolan nodded. He was tired, almost a physical sense that wiped through him. “It’s done.”

      “Then we should see what changed.”

      Tolan stepped out of the Convergence and the Grand Master was there, a plush gray robe in hand. He held it out for Tolan, sweeping it around him. He took it and held onto it. He hesitated for a moment, but then he sagged, falling to his knees.

      He was tired. So very tired.

      Tolan tried to get up and tried to open his eyes, but the effort he’d used left him feeling unable to keep his head lifted. He took a deep breath, focusing on that power and on everything around him. Then he collapsed.

      The Grand Master was there, trying to help him up, but Tolan wasn’t strong enough.

      He looked over at the Convergence. With that, he thought he should be able to call upon a little bit of extra power. Even as he attempted to do so, there wasn’t any way to withstand what had taken place. He could feel himself fading.

      “The Convergence,” he whispered.

      “What about the Convergence?”

      Tolan tried to move, but he wasn’t able to get himself up. He could barely think. He could barely do anything. He felt as if all of his energy was fading.

      “I need to be in the Convergence.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s the right answer, Tolan. If you go into the Convergence and try to draw upon more power, I don’t know what will happen to you.”

      “The Convergence,” he said again.

      He felt as if he had to get into the Convergence, as if he needed to so that he could better understand what had happened to him, and to find a way to get to safety. What he needed was the ability to draw upon a little bit more power. All he needed was energy.

      Getting into the Convergence would help.

      It had to.

      The Grand Master sighed, but then with a surge of earth shaping, he dragged Tolan to the edge of the Convergence and then into the silvery liquid once more.

      Power flooded through him.

      There was something about that power which felt different than it should. Tolan floated within the Convergence, some part of him taking on the energy all around him, letting it fill him with a sense of power.

      He breathed in and out, taking steady breaths, and with each one that he took, he could feel something about him changing. He worried that he wasn’t going to be strong enough to recover, but he was going to keep trying, and…

      As he focused on that sense of energy, he could feel the way that it filled him. It was spirit mixed with each of the elements. Still, there was something more.

      He tried to reach for it.

      “You need to stop trying to shape,” the Grand Master said.

      Tolan didn’t know if that was true. He felt as if he needed to keep trying to shape, as if he needed to keep working to better understand what was happening and had happened to him. He felt as if he had to use that power in order to better understand the energy here.

      “I feel as if I need to be shaping,” he said softly.

      “You’re holding onto too much power. I feel it, and I see it.”

      The Grand Master stood at the edge of the Convergence, looking toward the middle of it.

      What was it that he could see?

      Tolan opened his eyes, looking all around the room. He could see power. Light glowed all around him. It erupted from him. He radiated a bright white light, much like he had seen when he was with the lizard.

      Spirit.

      All of that energy was there, and all of that was tied to the power of spirit.

      Was I drawing upon spirit while staying in the Convergence?

      His strength gradually began to return. Glowing with light as he was, he had to wonder if perhaps the lizard was giving him some sort of power.

      Could I connect to that lizard?

      The lizard seemed to appear only when it wanted. He didn’t come around when Tolan wanted. Tolan focused on the Convergence and the power here. All he needed was another moment and then…

      Energy threw him out of the Convergence.

      Tolan hovered in the air above the Convergence.

      “Relax,” the Grand Master said. “I’m trying to move you away, but you’re holding yourself up there.”

      He took a breath, focusing on the energy of the Convergence. He wasn’t shaping. Somehow, he was suspended in the air above the Convergence, but he wasn’t doing anything.

      “This isn’t me,” he said.

      “You need to relax,” the Grand Master said again.

      What if I shaped?

      If he were to shape, then maybe he could guide himself to the side of the Convergence. Tolan used a shaping, drawing upon earth and fire and wind, trying to draw himself to the Grand Master.

      Shaping power flowed from him.

      Within that shaping power, he could feel something else. He could feel that there was some additional source of power. All he needed now was to try to use it to guide him over to the edge of the Convergence.

      The shaping failed him.

      Even though he could draw upon the power of shaping, and he could call upon the energy that was here, he wasn’t able to reach the edge of the Convergence. He was stuck, hovering in the middle, the power that was here holding onto him.

      “I can’t move,” he told the Grand Master.

      The Grand Master built a shaping, and it swept toward Tolan.

      Despite that, some power held onto him, wrapping around him, keeping him from moving.

      “This isn’t your doing?”

      Tolan shook his head, but even in that, he wasn’t able to fully move. He remained suspended in the air.

      He was separated from the power of the Convergence. He could draw upon power, but he wasn’t able to do anything with it.

      Stranger still, there was a sense of something else changing around him. A sense of energy was beginning to drift away from him. A sense that he was starting to fade.

      “Wait here, Master Ethar,” the Grand Master said.

      Tolan didn’t have anywhere that he could go.

      Once the Grand Master left, Tolan remained suspended in the air, the power pulling upon him. He could feel energy sweeping out of the Convergence, and there was something else to it. It was almost as if it was trying to work upon him. Power seemed to draw down from him, and Tolan worried that he was going to lose his connection to shaping. Not only that, he feared he would lose his connection to the Convergence.

      He continued to focus on his power, but it began to fade.

      He began to fade.

      Something was changing, though he had no idea what it was.

      As his vision drifted to darkness, Tolan tried to claw for power to hold onto, but he failed. There was nothing more he could do.
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      There was darkness all around him. It seemed a stark contrast to the bright white light of the lizard. As Tolan looked around, he could see nothing but an emptiness. That emptiness seemed to consume him, pressing in upon him, filling him. Tolan tried to call upon each of the elements, but they failed.

      What had happened?

      His mind seemed scrambled and he had vague recollections of what he’d been doing. He had tried to help the elements, and he had tried to do whatever he thought was necessary in order to save the Guardians, mixing spirit within them. He had used considerable energy, and now he was beginning to fade.

      The darkness all around him seemed to swallow him.

      Tolan tried to focus on spirit. It was difficult to do, but some awareness of it was there. Not within him, though. Beyond him.

      “Hello?”

      He tried to cry out again, but his voice was a hollow sound in his ears. He again reached for that sense of spirit. And failed.

      He needed the lizard.

      How had I connected to the lizard before?

      The lizard had come to him. Tolan needed the lizard now. He needed the light. There had to be spirit within him. He wouldn’t lose that. Focusing on reaching it, he found it deep within him.

      He held onto it. That was it. Nothing more than just holding onto spirit within himself. Then he let spirit begin to flow outward. It started slowly, gradually, and he pushed it outward with more force.

      He didn’t know if he was actually doing anything. Everything around him seemed strangely empty. There was no smell. No sense of wind. No sense of even himself. There was only the darkness.

      That darkness continued to squeeze, pressing upon him. It threatened to overwhelm him. As he lay there, trying to grasp just what had taken place and what he was suffering from, he had to find an understanding of that darkness.

      It had to be tied to spirit. The lizard was there. It had to be. Tolan focused.

      When he had connected to the lizard before, he had no idea what he had done. The only thing he was fully aware of was that the lizard had come to him. Maybe this time, he would have to find a way to go to the lizard.

      He tried again.

      Spirit.

      Spirit worked out from him. He pushed a sense of desire and need into it.

      Then he waited. Doubt began to creep in.

      He remembered being stuck, hovering above the Convergence. He remembered the power that was there and not knowing what had happened to him. It was possible the elementals were upset with what he’d done to the Guardians. It was possible he’d somehow abused the power of the Convergence and was being punished.

      Spirit continued to flow.

      Gradually, there came a response. It was the first time that he had detected anything more. The darkness started to retreat.

      “Hello?”

      Tolan cried out again, not knowing whether there was anything that anyone or anything might be able to do for him. He tried to focus on the power around him.

      “If you’re there, please answer.”

      “You called.”

      It was the lizard. His voice was distant. Faded. Tolan didn’t know why.

      “I called because I have need of your help.”

      “What help do you think I can offer?”

      “I don’t know what happened,” Tolan said.

      “What do you remember?”

      “I tried to help the Guardians.”

      “Did you?”

      “When I was done, I couldn’t leave the Convergence.”

      “The power is considerable there.”

      Tolan nodded. “It’s considerable. I feel it, and…”

      It was almost as if there was something more to it.

      Why should I be aware of the power that was there?

      “Something happened. I was held there, and I can’t get free.”

      “Are you certain of that?”

      “I tried to shape my way free, but I wasn’t able to do it.”

      “How do you know that you tried?”

      The question sounded strange to Tolan. “I’m aware when I shape.”

      “Are you?”

      “What is this?”

      He tried to look around to find the lizard, but he didn’t see any sign of him. There was only the faded darkness around him. There was the barest hint of light.

      He focused on spirit to connect to the lizard. That was the key.

      “I need to get out of here. I need to figure out what Roland was after.”

      “Roland was after destruction.”

      “Destruction of what?”

      “You’ve already seen it.”

      “The elements?”

      “Yes.

      “The element bonds?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why was spirit mixed into the element bonds?” That was the other thing the lizard had wanted him to understand.

      Would the lizard answer me now?

      And… it hadn’t always been that way. “Spirit wasn’t always mixed like that, was it?”

      “Not always.”

      “Why was it?” The answer seemed important.

      “By adding spirit to the bonds, it enabled the elementals to become something more.”

      Would the lizard answer him?

      “What more?”

      “There was a time when elementals were different. They suffered. When spirit was added to the bond, the elementals were given the chance to evolve. To change. Some embraced that change, whereas others did not.”

      “The elementals I’ve seen have all been unchanged. We have records of that.”

      “They have.”

      “What changed?”

      “Others changed.”

      “What others… the strange elementals in the land Beyond?”

      The sense of the lizard came closer. Tolan could practically feel him getting closer, and he could practically see the light growing a little bit brighter near him. There was power coming off the lizard, and it pressed in upon him.

      “They were the first change, but others realized what happened. The change was too dramatic. The elementals became something they did not want to be. Other elementals wanted something different for themselves.”

      “What did they want?”

      “To be what they had been.”

      “What happened, then?”

      “They used the power of the element bonds in order to protect themselves.”

      “The elementals were forced into the bond.”

      “Some were. Not all. Most went willingly, recognizing that there was something within the bond that would offer them protection they didn’t have otherwise. They did so in order to maintain their identity.”

      “What would happen otherwise?”

      “We don’t know,” the lizard said.

      “You don’t know or you can’t say?”

      “We don’t know,” the lizard said.

      There was something more, but he wasn’t entirely sure just what the elemental was getting at. Only that there was something different. Some aspect of him that he didn’t fully understand.

      If it was tied to the bond, that was what he needed to grasp.

      “What was it like then?” Tolan asked. “I keep trying to understand that time, but I have found it difficult to truly understand what the elementals experienced back then.”

      “I’m not so sure that anyone can experience with the elementals went through. Our experience now is different.”

      The lizard said it as if he understood this time, though Tolan had a feeling from him that he did not.

      “How strong are your memories of that time?”

      The lizard watched Tolan. “My experience is different than elementals who have been trapped within the bond.”

      “Because you were trapped in the portrait?”

      Tolan wasn’t even sure if it was a matter of the lizard having been trapped within it, or having chosen to go into it, but either way, he felt as if the answer to what had taken place with the lizard was tied to that.

      He had a feeling from the lizard that there was something more, something the lizard didn’t want to share, and Tolan suspected that it came through spirit, though he couldn’t determine anything more than that. Perhaps the lizard didn’t want him to.

      It was a reluctance to share anything more.

      “What can you tell me about the elementals and the bonds?”

      Tolan thought that was the key. He had to better understand the elementals, the bond, and then he could figure out just what Roland thought he might be able to gain.

      There was some purpose behind the bonds, something he had yet to fully understand, and until he better understood it and grasped the key to what the lizard tried to show him, Tolan worried that he wasn’t going to be able to help the elementals.

      “You know everything that you need to know about the elementals and the bonds.”

      Tolan tried to turn toward the lizard but couldn’t tell where he was. “I know about the elementals, and I know what I have learned about the bonds, but there’s much I don’t know. That’s what I need from you. I need you to help me gain understanding. Insight. I need for you to help me—”

      “There is only so much that I can provide, given what you’ve done.”

      “What I’ve done? You mean the Guardians?”

      A flash of light surged. “They were outside of spirit. You have changed that.”

      Tolan had the sense that the lizard had wanted him to bond the Guardians to spirit. He’d learned what he needed from the lizard—only, that had been to repair the earth bond. Could he have made a mistake altering the Guardians?

      There was nothing other than the pale light around him.

      This wasn’t about what he knew. It was what the lizard allowed him to know.

      What purpose would there be for the lizard holding knowledge back?

      Unless his purpose wasn’t to save the elementals.

      It might be about the bonds.

      That had been when he had first come across the lizard, after all. It wasn’t until he had started to work on the bonds, where he had tried to understand them, that he had first encountered the lizard.

      He looked over to where he thought the lizard was. Tolan focused on spirit.

      “You’re still keeping something from me,” he said.

      “There is nothing more I can share with you.”

      “Nothing more that you’re able to, or nothing more that you’re willing to?”

      He tried to find the lizard but wasn’t able to see him.

      “You know everything you need to know, Tolan Ethar.”

      The sense of the lizard became more distant, fading away.

      The darkness pressed around him again. As it did, he became aware of something else. He didn’t think that he was alone here. It was more than the sense of the lizard, though Tolan felt that as well. There was something else here. He found a pressure building around him.

      Here he had thought the lizard would be the key to escaping, but that didn’t seem to be the case. It seemed almost as if the lizard wanted to hold him here.

      Could it be that the lizard was responsible for this?

      That didn’t seem right. The lizard was spirit. The lizard only came when there was a need. That was what Master Minden had said.

      A different thought came to him.

      What if I’m the reason for the appearance of the lizard? Not because I needed the lizard’s help, but because the lizard needed to protect the elementals from me? Hadn’t I been the one who had gone into the bond and tried to reach for something more? Wasn’t I the reason that the bonds had been changed? Could that be why the lizard had returned?

      He held onto spirit.

      Gradually, he became aware of something more.

      Spirit had covered his connection to the other elements.

      They were still there.

      And he would use them. He had to use them.

      He wrapped each of the elements together. Then he added spirit.

      With a burst of power, he was carried on a warrior shaping.
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      Tolan could feel a draw upon him, and realized as he did that it came from something that he had done. Some aspect of each of the elements, now bound with spirit, called to him, pulling on the warrior shaping.

      He opened his eyes and saw a bright landscape all around him. The sun shone down, and though there was an emptiness of each of the elements here in the heart of the waste, he at least was free of the trap that had held him at the Convergence. If nothing else, Tolan thought that beneficial.

      He focused on what he could detect in front of him. There was something out there. As he looked around, he could feel that energy, and the sense of the waste, along with that of the Guardians. That was where he needed to head.

      The bonds formed by the various Guardians locked power to this place, forcing it from here down to the Convergence, and then even deeper, beyond this Convergence. The shape was complicated, one that had been recreated after having failed following an attack, and the effort that had gone into generating this bondar was more than Tolan would have been able to do on his own. Thankfully, that had not been necessary. There were patterns within the bondar that he recognized, though that wasn’t altogether surprising. Each bondar typically drew upon the patterns for various runes suggesting the elements, and often for the elementals. In the case of this massive bondar, the patterns all mingled together, mixing various symbols for the elements and elementals, creating something greater. The knowledge that those ancient shapers had possessed, a knowledge that had been lost over time, amazed him.

      Focusing on the Guardians, Tolan strained for an awareness of the elementals. He had changed the Guardians, adding spirit to them, modifying them. He needed to know if there was something else that he had changed.

      He needed to know if he was responsible for something worse.

      The earth guardian was a massive tower of stacked stone, some giant of rock that lumbered when he moved, which was not often. Tolan didn’t even have a name for the Guardian, much like he didn’t have one for any of the Guardians. He knew it only as the Guardian.

      Much like with earth, the fire Guardian looked immobile. An enormous lizard that stretched across the rock, unmoving. Power radiated from the Guardian, heat mixed with the air, flowing outward. Tolan wondered if he would be able to get close to that Guardian or if the energy would push him back. Perhaps it would be more than he could withstand.

      Wind gusted near the wind Guardian, the translucent shape making it difficult for him to determine anything from that Guardian, other than the almost overwhelming feeling of the wind. The water Guardian was the most difficult one. It was a rippling of moisture that fluttered from the ground, almost steam, though not quite. In this land, Tolan wouldn’t have been surprised for it to have been steam, but much like wind, the water Guardian was practically translucent.

      Tolan felt for earth first. It was the first Guardian that he had shifted, and now that there were others, he realized something. Not only was he aware of the Guardians here, he was aware of a connection here. That connection bonded the Guardians, tying them together.

      They hadn’t been bonded like that before.

      What he sensed now was a blending. He stopped in the middle of the clearing. From here, the Guardians pressed upon him with their power. The energy of them was all around him, and spirit filled him. It was the first time within the waste that he had felt spirit.

      Spirit was focused here upon the heart of the waste.

      Not just the heart of the waste, but at the Convergence at the heart of the waste.

      He could feel the Convergence in a way he hadn’t been aware of before. He had known that it was there, and he could feel it beneath him, but he’d never been able to tap into that power. With this shifting of the Guardians, there was something here that he hadn’t known before. There was a power that he had not known here before.

      He strained for the Convergence deep beneath the ground.

      A shadow appeared overhead, circling, and Tolan looked up to see the Draasin Lord circling before settling down in the clearing near him. Heat radiated off his massive body, wafting toward him.

      Tolan released his hold on the Convergence, though he hadn’t managed to reach for it as well as he had wanted. “That’s the most active I’ve seen you in a while.”

      The Draasin Lord rumbled, turning his attention to Tolan. “I felt what you did.” His voice was a low rumble, but there was an edge to it that hadn’t been there before, a deepness that came from the Draasin Lord as he spoke.

      “Changing the Guardians?” Tolan asked.

      “I can feel it. I think all of the elementals will be able to feel it.”

      “I have a sense the lizard wasn’t pleased with what I did.”

      “He wouldn’t have appeared were you to have done otherwise.”

      “Did he appear because he’s upset or because he approves?”

      He had a sense of the Draasin Lord reaching for the bond, a feeling of power, but Tolan wasn’t able to tell anything beyond that. It seemed as if the Draasin Lord tried—and failed at doing something.

      “You don’t know, do you?”

      “There is much about that one I am unable to determine.”

      “Why?”

      “Unlike other elementals, he is unique.”

      “There aren’t others like him?”

      “No. I have only glimpses of that time.”

      “I wish I could help you with it.”

      “I think there is nothing that can be done. Time fragments memories, changing them. Who is to say what I know and what I don’t? I have snippets of memory, flashes of a time when the elementals were free, some of them bonded shapers much like yourself. Other memories of a time when those same shapers feared us, hunting us and tormenting us.” There was a hint of rage coming off the draasin, and Tolan pushed a hint of spirit across, trying to soothe him. “And memories of nothing. That is what I have long stretches of, though those memories are some of the most peaceful. I wonder if this lizard has memories like that.”

      That wasn’t surprising to Tolan. He had a similar sense from the lizard, a sense that he was unique. It seemed to Tolan that there was something about that uniqueness which he might understand if he could dive deep enough into spirit.

      “I only did what I thought was necessary.” Tolan looked around the clearing, feeling the enormous sense of power that radiated from the Guardians.

      “I feel it,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “The lizard told me the elementals went into the bond to hide from change.”

      “It’s possible,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “Do you remember the change?”

      “There is much from that time which is difficult for me to recall. If it were easier, I wouldn’t struggle to help you. Unfortunately, there is much from that time that I’m not able to help with, either.”

      “You helped me quite a bit already.”

      “I help with as much as I can, but if I had my memories, there would be more I could do.”

      Maybe spirit would help with the Draasin Lord, though Tolan didn’t know if that was possible. As far as he could tell, the Draasin Lord was bonded to spirit. Perhaps not the same as some elementals, but there was spirit within him. Without it, Tolan didn’t know if he would be able to speak to the Draasin Lord.

      “Were you already tied to spirit?” Tolan asked.

      “All are tied to spirit.”

      “The lizard told me they weren’t always that way. Maybe there was a time when the draasin weren’t connected to spirit.”

      The Draasin Lord made a circuit, dragging his tail along the ground. Steam hissed from him, and he rumbled with a sense of power. Irritation flashed from him, a distinct sensation that Tolan could detect.

      “What is it?” Tolan asked.

      “There have been many times when I wished I could recall what it was like before.” He looked up, his bright eyes meeting Tolan’s. “I have lived a long life, and much has changed, but much has been lost for me as well.”

      “What do you think you should remember?”

      “There is something about you that is familiar.”

      Tolan started to smile, but a memory of something Master Minden had said came to him.

      What if the Draasin Lord had known me, or at least a version of me that had existed before?

      The Draasin Lord lived such a long life compared to men that it would be possible. “We haven’t talked about what happens when you are gone.”

      The Draasin Lord swiveled his head, turning so that he could look at Tolan. There was a weight in his gaze, and there was something else that shone within it as well. It was a sense of power. Of age. There was a heaviness, almost as if the Draasin Lord feared having this conversation.

      Tolan wasn’t sure if that fear was real or whether it was imagined. It was possible that he was placing emotion into the Draasin Lord that wasn’t there. As far as he knew, the Draasin Lord feared nothing, possibly not even death.

      “When I’m gone from here, I rejoin fire.”

      “The bond, or fire itself?”

      “Are they different?”

      Tolan frowned. “I guess I don’t know.”

      “Fire is the bond. The elementals are fire. Even shapers such as yourself are connected in that way.”

      “So when you are gone, you rejoin the fire bond?”

      If that was the case, then he thought there might be some way to visit the Draasin Lord, even when he was gone.

      “I rejoin the bond, but I am not reborn. Not at first. I am a part of fire. A part of the bond.”

      Tolan thought that he understood. When he had been within the bond, there had been a sense of power there. He had recognized that power, and he had recognized that energy.

      “You become the power of the bond.”

      “Yes.”

      “When shapers move on, does the same thing happen?”

      The Draasin Lord rumbled softly. “There is no reason it should not. Are shapers any different than the elementals? You are a part of the world, and your power is a part of the world, which means it’s a part of the bond.”

      “Which part of the bond?”

      “Spirit.” The Draasin Lord said it as if it should be obvious.

      “If I’m going to rejoin the bond, and if those who have come before us have rejoined the bond, then you suggest we are all reborn.”

      The Draasin Lord settled down near him, watching him. “I suggest there is the possibility.”

      “And you think there is something similar about me.”

      “It feels that way.”

      “If that’s the case, then perhaps you and I knew each other before. Maybe that’s the reason you allowed me to work with you.”

      “Perhaps,” the Draasin Lord said.

      Tolan looked at the Draasin Lord, thinking about his power and the connection they shared. The idea that he would not truly die was somehow reassuring, though he didn’t want to consider the possibility of what might happen to him when his time was over. If he were to rejoin the bond, even if it was spirit, then there was something about it that he should be reassured by.

      “Is there any way of knowing who I might have been?”

      The Draasin Lord settled down, lowering his head to look at Tolan. “No more than there would be a way for me to know who I had been.”

      “Were you always a draasin?”

      “A draasin is fire.”

      “There are other elementals of fire.”

      “There are.”

      “So you’re saying that it’s possible there are other elementals that you could be.”

      “I don’t know. When my time is over and I rejoin the bond, it’s possible I won’t recall anything beyond what I was.”

      Tolan wished he had a better understanding of the Draasin Lord and who he was and what they might’ve been. Then he might be able to borrow from those memories.

      “I feel like I need the Guardians to share more with me.”

      “Perhaps you might understand more.”

      Tolan focused on spirit. Now that he had bonded the Guardians to spirit, he thought he could use that power to help him better understand them. He let spirit flow from him to each of the element Guardians. They were there, sitting where they had sat for generations. The sense of the bondar that connected them to the Convergence was there as well, drawing them deeply toward the elements.

      Tolan could feel the energy flowing from the Convergence toward the elementals, and from there it flowed outward. It rolled toward the center of the clearing, toward the heart of the waste, and toward the Convergence here. He breathed in that power, focusing on it, thinking about how much of that power he could detect. It was all around him.

      He recognized something more within it.

      “I wasn’t able to detect the Convergence quite as strongly as I can now,” Tolan said softly, not turning to the Draasin Lord but somehow aware of him regardless.

      “It has always been here.”

      “Why hidden, though?”

      “The Guardians have protected it.”

      “Why have they needed to?”

      The Draasin Lord didn’t respond.

      Tolan had a sense from him, a surge of understanding coming through the connection they shared, and it was one of confusion. It wasn’t that the Draasin Lord didn’t want to answer. It was more that the Draasin Lord simply didn’t know the answer.

      There was power here. That had never been in doubt. Now that he could feel it, he sensed that the Draasin Lord simply didn’t know what it was and how to use it.

      “Could that be what we need to uncover?” He looked over at the Draasin Lord. “We need to understand the Convergence.”

      “Perhaps.”

      Tolan focused on spirit, but then he shifted, thinking about the other elements.

      It was long past time for him to try to grasp the key to this Convergence. His mother had come out here, searching for power. At the time, Tolan hadn’t understood what it was, nor had he understood what she intended.

      I suspected it was tied to Chaos, but what did I really know?

      Tolan remembered the way that she had used that power, at least the way that he believed that she had used that power. He had thought it was tied to another element, or perhaps another elemental, one that they didn’t have as much experience with. Now he was no longer as certain.

      Perhaps Chaos had been nothing more than a spirit shaping.

      When his mother had attacked, there had been a reason that she had been after this space. He had thought that it was tied to the Convergence, and perhaps it was. He didn’t really know whether or not that was the case or whether there was something else that she was after. At this point, every memory that he had of his mother, and everything that he had experienced with her, was tainted by what had come before.

      Tolan couldn’t help but feel as if there were aspects to those memories that were clouded and needed to be clarified. As he thought about the Convergence, he couldn’t help but wonder that if by trying to reach into it and trying to better understand it, he would be doing exactly what Roland wanted of him.

      Tolan focused on the Guardians and the connection he shared with them, along with the power they commanded. He hesitated a moment, and then he pulled upon shapings of each of the elements, adding spirit as he reached toward each of the Guardians.

      It was a quest. A question.

      “Is the Convergence forbidden?”

      The Draasin Lord rested next to him, silent, though there was power coming from him.  Gradually he began to hear an answer.  First was earth. He didn’t know if it was because he had spoken to earth first, that he had restored earth to the bond soonest, or whether it was something else.

      “Not forbidden.”

      It was a rumbling sense that came from the earth elemental.

      Fire came next.

      With it, there was a sense of energy and understanding. Within that fire, he detected the source of the elemental. “You may reach for the Convergence.”

      Tolan breathed out a sense of relief. He hadn’t known whether or not the other elementals would agree to allow him to reach for the Convergence. Earth was easier. It was odd to him that he felt as if he had a greater connection to earth, especially after the earth bond had shifted, but he did feel that way.

      Turning toward wind and water, Tolan waited.

      The wind Guardian gave an answer on a breath of air that filled him, a whisper of sound that braided within his mind. He focused on water, and that sense washed through him as well.

      Tolan shaped, using power to carry him into the air, and then he turned his attention down. By focusing on it, he allowed that power to blast out from him, watching toward the ground and then beyond.

      He focused on the energy of the Convergence. He could feel that power. It rolled through him. Tolan focused, probing deep into the ground as he reached for the Convergence.

      Other Convergences had been within places of power. Places like the Academy or within the tower in Par. In this case, as he probed and searched for the Convergence, he wasn’t entirely sure how to reach it or where he could find it.

      Tolan pushed out with the elements, probing deep into the ground. Far beneath him was the energy that he detected. By holding onto it, he could feel that power flowing. It was there. It filled him. It called to him. All he needed to do was use a warrior shaping and he could be carried to it.

      The unknown worried him. What might he find down there?

      He had to know.

      There was only one way to find the answer he needed.

      With a blast of power from each of the elements wrapped together, lightning streaked from the sky, carrying him from where he stood in the heart of the waste to a place deep beneath the ground. Tolan hesitated as the burst of lightning cleared, worried about where he was, and then opened his eyes to a vast open chamber.
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      There was something unusual about this chamber. Tolan swept his gaze around, trying to get a feel for where he was. Distantly, the sense of the Guardians was above him, the power he detected from them high overhead. That sense pressed upon him, giving him an awareness of the Guardians, along with spirit he had detected from them.

      If the warrior shaping were able to carry him down here, then it was almost certain that it would be able to carry him back. Holding onto each of the elements, he readied a shaping that would return him back to where he had been.

      Tolan looked around him, holding onto a faint shaping of fire to illuminate this space. It was an enormous chamber. The walls were all smooth. Pillars stretched through the center of it. The ground was equally smooth and firm. As he made a small circuit, his feet thudded on the tile. A layer of dust swirled up as he walked. Lanterns hung along the walls, and Tolan hesitated before lighting them with a shaping of fire.

      As they flickered to life, the entire hall took on a gentle glow.

      It was a temple deep beneath the ground and familiar to him from the last time that he’d been here. He could feel the draw of the Convergence. It was near him, near enough he could feel its energy, though he couldn’t see it quite yet. Not like he had seen the other places of Convergence when he had appeared within them.

      Making a steady circuit, he studied the walls. There were no runes along the walls; they were on the tile beneath his feet. They were runes similar to the ones he used. He hesitated to push power through them, uncertain about what they would do. Perhaps nothing. Runes were simply meant for power.

      He crouched down, studying some of the nearest runes. Not all of them were familiar. There was something near enough to runes he did use that he thought he should recognize them but didn’t.

      He frowned as he studied them. He’d seen similar runes before.

      Those in the Beyond.

      Tolan pulled upon fire, drawing from the element bonds, from Thoren, and even from the Draasin Lord. He pushed that power out from him, and it completely illuminated the entirety of the chamber. Light glowed everywhere, almost as bright as the sun.

      Tolan looked up at the ceiling overhead. It curved high above him, far enough overhead that it disappeared into the darkness. He could feel something from it, and whether that was power of the elements or runes marked upon them, he didn’t know. He turned his attention to the markings along the tile. Many of them were runes he recognized, though there were some he did not. He crouched down in front of one, tracing his finger along the pattern, noticing earth, then water, then wind, then fire. Each tile had a different rune upon it. There were none for spirit. He paused in front of the pillars, making a circle. There were five columns, each of them massive and stretching toward the curved ceiling overhead. There were markings around the base of the pillars, but none along their surfaces.

      As he stepped toward the center, he felt the power of the Convergence.

      It was here.

      This was a different sort of Convergence than the others.

      It seemed strange that it should look so different than the others, but it wasn’t only the way that it appeared that left him uncertain. It was the power he detected. There was a strange sense from that energy.

      That power flowed from high overhead, drifting from the Guardians, from their connection to spirit, and toward him. It was tied to the bondars, that power that he had held onto, that energy that he had recognized when he had first formed the seal that tied the bondars and the Guardians to the other Convergence.

      As he stood here, he could feel power flowing.

      He could feel power coming from the distant sense of the other Convergences, through the bondars, and here. It connected this place.

      There had to be some reason that the Guardians existed, some purpose that tied them to this land and held them here. There had to be some reason the ancient shapers had created the massive bondar that bridged the other Convergences to this one.

      Where was the Convergence itself? Could it be buried beneath the tile?

      Tolan crouched down, running his hand along the surface. He pushed out with a gentle shaping. He didn’t dare use too much power, not wanting to overwhelm anything that might be here.

      He detected a steady rumbling that echoed within him. The Convergence was separated from him, though he could feel it.

      What reason would there be in sealing off the Convergence?

      He remembered how the Draasin Lord had warned him about coming to the Convergence. At the time, the Draasin Lord had been serving as one of the Guardians. It was more than that, though. The Draasin Lord had said Tolan wasn’t ready for what was here.

      Within that power was something more.

      Knowledge.

      That was what he was after, wasn’t it?

      Everything that he had witnessed and experienced when it came to Roland—and his mother—came back to him.

      With a burst of memory, Tolan realized that when he had been here before, he had been pursuing something different. His mother had used power in a strange and twisted way.

      That was what this was tied to. That was what Roland was after.

      He wanted to access this power, however twisted it might be.

      Could it be held here within this Convergence?

      The symbols on the tiles, runes similar to those in the tower in the Beyond, seemed to suggest that it was possible. Tolan strode along the tiles, feeling the energy within them. The markings signified power. They signified something more than just power.

      The Guardians had allowed him to come here.

      That suggested there was something they thought he needed from here.

      Maybe it was the same thing the lizard wanted him to know. He’d told Tolan to pursue understanding. His mother had come for the elementals when she’d come here. She had freed one of the Guardians, but she had been after the others. He’d thought it was tied to control, her desire to not only control the elementals but to control the power and the flow between here and there, but when it came to interactions with his mother, spirit shapings made him miss things.

      Could I have missed a shaping? What if my mother had shaped me about why she was here? I might not have even known it.

      He’d discovered how subtle her shapings were.

      He focused on spirit.

      When it came to his mother, it was always about spirit.

      Tolan stood in the center of the five pillars, pulling upon spirit, drawing through the element bonds and through the Guardians, connecting to power here.

      A surge of bright light bloomed around him. The lizard was about the size of a large cat, and he scurried across the ground. He had scaled sides and a long, fat tail that seemed to drag across the ground as he moved. Some part of him persisted with a glowing white light, energy that radiated out from the lizard, emanating power of spirit. Tolan wondered if he could borrow that power, but suspected he would need to better connect to the lizard in order to do so.

      “This is what you wanted me to find,” Tolan said.

      The lizard made a circuit around the outside of the pillars. “I wanted you to have understanding.”

      “You trapped me within the Convergence.”

      “Did I?”

      Tolan tried to think about what he had experienced there, trying to understand just what it was. “I remember what you did.”

      “As you have seen, memories can be inaccurate.”

      “You held me there,” Tolan said.

      The lizard made a circle around him and Tolan twisted, turning in place so that he could follow the lizard. His light pushed back the darkness within the chamber.

      “My mother was here for a different reason.”

      “Yes.”

      “It was more than just about freeing the Guardians.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “She was following a different set of instructions.”

      “You knew her?”

      “I know all who touch spirit.”

      The lizard paused and looked inward, focusing on Tolan. There was another surge of energy, a connection of spirit, and it washed over him.

      “If you know all who touch spirit, then you know me.”

      “Yes.”

      “I want to protect the elementals.”

      Tolan wasn’t entirely sure why he was saying that, but it seemed right. And it was more than just wanting to protect the elementals. He wanted to protect the elements, the bonds, and all those who were to reach them. The problem was that he didn’t know how he was going to be able to do so. The problem was that he didn’t know what Roland intended, only that he was after something.

      “I know all who touch spirit.”

      Tolan inhaled deeply, and he looked down at the markings on the ground. “These runes mean something different than the ones I know.”

      “Yes.”

      “Where is the Convergence here?”

      “You don’t feel it?”

      “I can feel it, but I don’t know exactly what it is that I’m feeling.”

      “What do you remember about your mother?”

      It was a strange question coming from the lizard, but it was one that Tolan had wrestled with ever since realizing how much his mother had influenced him.

      “She twisted my memories.”

      “She did, but she gave you the key.”

      “She gave me knowledge. That was all that she gave me.”

      “She gave you the key.”

      Tolan shook his head. “There wasn’t a key. The only thing that I came to understand was that there are things she kept from me. Knowledge she had, memories she took from me.”

      “Is that all?”

      The lizard sat almost like a dog watching him. There was something strange about the way that his eyes glowed.

      “She placed memories as well.”

      “She did.”

      “It makes it so that I can’t trust anything that happened with her.”

      “Is that why you trust the knowledge she gave you?”

      “I can test that.”

      “Have you?”

      Tolan frowned. He had tested some aspects of the connection to spirit, using the knowledge she had given him in order to become the Master of Spirit. More than that, he had used the knowledge Roland had permitted him, piecing that together to give him even more understanding. Between the two of them, the knowledge that Tolan possessed seemed to be the knowledge they wanted him to have.

      He couldn’t shake the feeling that was exactly what they had wanted for him.

      Why, though?

      There had to be some reason behind what they had done to him. There had to be some purpose to gifting him knowledge like that, trying to force it so that he had a sense of understanding, but perhaps there was not.

      Tolan stared at the lizard. “Should I have tested what she gave me more than I have?”

      “You’ve doubted so much else that happened with her, why did you not doubt this?”

      Tolan shook his head. The answer came to him far more easily than it should have.

      He had wanted to believe.

      After everything that had happened between him and his mother, he had wanted to believe she had some good remaining in her, and he had wanted to believe that good was enough for her to change. He had wanted to believe she could still want to protect him.

      By why would she want that?

      There had been nothing else she had done that would have suggested that.

      Everything he had experienced had left him thinking that she served Roland—and she had served him willingly.

      Still, she had given me knowledge, hadn’t she?

      That knowledge had allowed him to become something else. Something more.

      “Why was she here?” Tolan asked.

      “You have not asked that before.”

      “But you know.”

      “I know,” the lizard said.

      Tolan made a circuit as he looked around, staring at the ground. The tiles and the runes all had meaning. He could feel that power and the energy there, and he could almost feel what it meant, though he wondered at the purpose behind it.

      “There’s something here.” He looked over at the lizard. “It’s the reason that the Guardians exist.”

      “The Guardians have chosen to remain here for a purpose.”

      “And is that purpose tied to the waste itself?”

      “What do you think, Tolan Ethar?”

      Tolan shook his head. He wasn’t entirely sure what to think, only that the waste and everything about it was different than any other place he had explored. Only the Convergence here was different.

      Why, though?

      There were other questions that he had to answer but couldn’t. He thought about what he had encountered when he was in the Beyond. He thought about the power there. He had access to the elements and he could shape, but the element bonds were different. The elementals were different.

      That had to matter as well.

      “Is it tied to what exists Beyond?”

      The lizard started moving again, looking through the pillars as he paused and watched Tolan. “You have stopped your pursuit of understanding.”

      “I haven’t stopped anything. I’ve been trying to understand. I’ve been doing everything that you wanted.”

      “What about what you want, Tolan Ethar?”

      Tolan hesitated.

      “You say that you have been doing everything that I wanted, but there remains the issue of what you want. Have you been doing that?”

      Tolan frowned, thinking about what he had been doing, chasing the knowledge he had been seeking. He had been doing it because he thought it was necessary. He had delved into the element bonds because he had believed that would explain what Roland was doing, and because of that, he had changed the Guardians. Tolan had no idea whether that was a change for the better or whether he had somehow harmed the Guardians. The only thing he knew was that it had felt right. In doing so, he had gained a connection to those Guardians that hadn’t existed before.

      Tolan looked at the lizard, thinking about the experiences he’d had.

      What he needed was to test the knowledge his mother had given him.

      That was the understanding the lizard had wanted him to gain.

      If that were the case, then why hadn’t the lizard said it from the very beginning? Why make it something mysterious?

      The lizard was an elemental. The lizard was spirit.

      His experience with the elementals had shown him that they viewed the world in a different way. He viewed the world in a different way than other shapers, though. In that way, Tolan believed there was some aspect of how he looked at things that was not dissimilar to the elementals.

      He needed to understand.

      He needed to know what his mother had done. He needed to find the key, to recognize the power she had tried to use on him, and he needed to see how much of what he recalled was real.

      “If she used spirit on me, is there any way for me to push through it?”

      “Spirit leaves a tracing much like any other element.”

      “Which means that I should be able to find what was done?”

      “Do you know spirit?”

      Tolan looked over at the elemental, studying him.

      Was that a real question, or was it rhetorical?

      Tolan didn’t know, but as he looked at the elemental, feeling the sense of spirit coming off him, he thought he knew the answer. Tolan didn’t know spirit because he didn’t yet know the elemental. Not really.

      He knew how the spirit bonds were formed, and the way that they were woven within the other element bonds. He knew how to access the spirit within himself.

      All of that suggested that he should be able to find that answer.

      Which meant that the answer was somewhere within him.

      Tolan took a deep breath, focusing on what he could feel of spirit, the power he knew existed. He let that awareness flow through him. He called upon the energy of the element bonds, upon spirit itself, and finally upon the spirit elemental. As he did, he recognized there was a connection between the elemental and him. There had always been one. He had helped free the elemental, and now… now he could use that power. In order to understand just what he needed to do, he was going to have to use that power.

      Tolan turned the shaping inward.
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      Everything exploded in a bright white light. It was similar to what he’d experienced when the lizard was in control of the spirit shaping, but this time Tolan was acutely aware that he had been the one who had placed the spirit shaping, and he was the one responsible for power that existed around him. By holding the shaping, Tolan could feel that energy and the way it flowed through him.

      He focused on his thoughts. His memories.

      He focused on his mother.

      He turned to the earliest memories he had of her.

      Some of them, he knew, were not completely accurate. Most of them were probably not accurate.

      There were the memories of his home within Ephra. There was a time when he had believed he had a happy childhood. It was a time when he believed that everything he had encountered had been unusual, and that only after his parents had disappeared had things gone awry.

      With knowing what had happened then, Tolan could piece together something else.

      He traced through his memories, and he realized something about what the lizard had told him. Spirit left a trail, much like every element left a trail.

      He knew it did. Tolan was aware of shapings, and he could feel specific signatures to them. Within himself, he could feel the influence of spirit.

      The touch was there, subtle, and there were aspects to it that were easier to reach than others. In this case, what he wanted was to find the influence of spirit, but also to find the earliest of those influences. He dove through his memories, digging for anything that would give him insight as to what had happened. By doing so, he could feel that source of power. He held onto the earliest fluttering of spirit.

      He was young.

      Three. No more than that. A memory was there, influenced by a touch of spirit.

      Tolan traced through that memory, feeling for it, thinking about what had happened to him. He had been in Ephra at the time, and he had been happy.

      The shaping was there, and Tolan started to part that shaping, using what he knew of spirit, the knowledge that he possessed, and drew that influence away.

      He could feel how his mother had shaped him.

      It was a subtle touch.

      It was Ephra, but it was something else.

      He was tested.

      All potential shapers were tested multiple times throughout their lives to determine whether they had potential to shape. In this case, his mother had used a shaping of spirit to obfuscate Tolan’s mind, preventing him from revealing his shaping ability. She hadn’t wanted him to reveal himself.

      He could feel the influence of spirit and how quickly she placed it, the harsh effort that she used upon him. He could feel that as it squeezed his mind.

      Some part of him rebelled.

      Even now, Tolan was aware of how his child mind had rebelled against the shaping.

      He had used spirit even then.

      Had my mother been aware of it?

      The shaping had created a protection deep within him.

      That protection was what he could detect now.

      He started to move on to the next influenced memory before pausing.

      If he could trace through these memories, and if he could hold onto as much spirit as he did right now, then he thought that he needed to use it in order to not only understand himself, but also to understand the one person who had left him conflicted his entire life. If he could find some way of knowing his mother better, even if it was through memories of her shaping him with spirit, then perhaps he might know more about what motivated her.

      She wouldn’t have been as likely to have known she needed to protect her mind.

      But a spirit shaping opened the shaper up to a two-way connection. Given what Tolan knew about his own connection to spirit, and given what he could detect even now, he would have sensed something from her.

      He pushed through that, trying to see if there was something he might uncover from the shaping she’d used on him.

      Not only was there the pressure that he would not remember how to shape, but there was something buried within her mind.

      The thrill of serving Roland.

      That had been there even then.

      Perhaps it had been there most strongly when she had used it then.

      It was an obvious sensation, and as he felt that influence within her mind, that desire and longing to serve Roland, he wanted to turn away from it, but he also needed to better understand it, letting himself dive deeper into her thoughts to see if there was something more he might be able to uncover about what had motivated her.

      He held onto spirit, letting it carry him.

      Answers were there and buried within him.

      Teasing it apart involved finding whether his mind as a child had known enough to process what it had detected. Even if he didn’t know enough, that didn’t change that he was still able to process aspects of what she had shaped upon him. He could feel that energy from her and he could use it.

      It was more than just Roland. It was about what she was after.

      There was power. He could feel her longing for power. A longing to try to understand the elementals. A longing to be able to connect to them. To control them. She needed power in order to do so, and she needed more than the spirit she could connect to.

      Knowledge of spirit shaping was there. Tolan tested that, using what he could detect from this memory and comparing it to what she had given him.

      It was the same.

      Tolan went to another place in his mind, a distant time. It was a time when his mother had been a little bit older. He had been little bit older. In that time, he had believed his parents were happy.

      He focused on those memories, thinking about the shaping that had been used on him, knowing there was something within him that would reveal the shaping to him.

      He saw his mother, his father, he saw everything they had been doing together. In that memory, there was a sense of a happier time. He could almost imagine his parents were truly happy together.

      There were memories, but were they all happy?

      By focusing on his memories, Tolan could feel something between his mother and father. Even though she had wanted to serve Roland, even though she had done so willingly, there was some part of her that enjoyed the time she spent with his father.

      In one of his memories, she was baking in the kitchen. She was shaping. She shaped him, and he could feel the way she held onto that shaping around him, using spirit as it became something of a weapon, turning it against him, trying to force it upon his mind so he would not know anything other than her shaping.

      Tolan could feel that power now, and he was aware of what she had been doing. It was the kind of shaping that suggested she attempted something else. The shaping wasn’t directed only toward him.

      In each of the memories, he had been aware of the spirit shaping; he was aware of the way she held onto it. She did so almost constantly, a continuous use of spirit that radiated out from her. That sort of spirit wouldn’t affect just him. It would affect everyone around her.

      There was something strange about it. It was a way of masking her presence.

      That wasn’t altogether surprising. She would’ve wanted to hide what she was doing, and she would’ve wanted to hide from anyone who would’ve been aware of the way that she was using power. That use of spirit was a way for her to hide her presence and, in fact, to hide all of them.

      Within the memory, he watched his mother as she worked in the kitchen. The baking was something mindless for her. He could tell that she was content. There was something about the way that she was rolling the dough, kneading it, and humming to herself. It mingled with the sense of spirit shaping that she used, giving him a sense of contentedness.

      Why would she have left this?

      She might’ve been shaping him, she might have been using spirit to hide him, but at that time, regardless of what else she was doing, she was still content.

      Maybe that was only what she wanted him to know.

      He didn’t think so, though. In this place, and with his mind being opened the way it was, Tolan had an ability to detect more of her memories than what she had revealed before.

      She had wanted to stay.

      What had changed?

      He wasn’t going to find it in this memory.

      Tolan shifted, drawing out, switching to another shaped memory.

      Across his mind, there was a sense that so many of his memories had been shaped, and even as he dug into them, trying to uncover the keys to what had been done to him, the shaping of spirit hung over everything in his childhood.

      A part of him suspected she did it only to hide from him everything she had done over the years, her way of masking the shaping she’d used on him. That might be all that it was, but he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe there was something else.

      He plunged into another memory.

      He was a little older, maybe eight or nine, but not much older than that. His mother was talking to his father, discussing the bondars that he was making.

      At the time, Tolan had thought the only thing she was doing was trying to better understand the work that his father was creating. Even now, the memory was difficult to tease out. Wrapped in the spirit bond as he was, using what he had from the lizard, he could separate some of it. He focused on the shaping used upon him, and found something within it.

      She was trying to understand the bondars, but why?

      Tolan knew there were things she had done, things she had been doing on behalf of Roland.

      Why remain?

      If this was all about what Roland wanted him for, then it didn’t make sense for her to have remained in Ephra. There was some other reason for her to have done so.

      That was the secret that Tolan needed to find, but he wasn’t sure how to dig that out of his mind. He probed, trying to uncover the conversation.

      His parents were arguing about something.

      The bondars.

      He had a sense of the power that his mother was trying to get from his father. Some way of augmenting spirit.

      That was it.

      She had always wanted him to make something more powerful with spirit. The shaping she used was not only on Tolan to try to hide what she was doing, but was on his father, trying to encourage him to create ever more powerful bondars. Most of them were for the other elements, but she wanted a bondar for spirit. She wanted it for a specific reason. With a bondar of spirit, she could become more powerful.

      When Tolan had been aware of his memories before, he’d thought she wanted the power only for herself, but that wasn’t it at all. Now that he was here, in this memory and bridging the connection between him and his mother, aware of what she was doing and what she had done, he could feel the energy of why she had acted the way that she had. He could feel the connection she had. He could feel that there was something more that she had wanted.

      It wasn’t just the shaping, and it wasn’t just the bondar. She wanted power for herself, but not simply for the sake of power.

      She had wanted to protect her family.

      Tolan hadn’t felt that before, but now in this memory, now that he was aware of what he detected, the way he peeled it apart, he could feel it.

      She had wanted to protect them.

      Why, though, if she were truly serving Roland?

      Perhaps the time away had shifted something for her.

      If that were the case, then everything that he had begun to believe about his mother might have been incomplete.

      Could it be that she had actually cared?

      Maybe some of his memories, some of the happiness, had been real.

      As he withdrew from the memory, he realized something.

      The shaping of spirit he detected over some of his earliest memories hadn’t been to mask those memories. It hadn’t been to shape specific memories. His memories of that time, the experiences that he had, had been real. The happiness that he remembered had been real.

      The only thing that the shaping had done was hide something else. In tracking through it and focusing on the shaping of spirit, he could detect that she was trying to keep him from shaping, but it was also to avoid drawing attention to him.

      She didn’t do anything to try to create emotion within him.

      He focused on another memory, but this one was more powerful.

      It was the last memory he had of his parents before they’d left him in Ephra. Now that he knew what had happened, he realized she had left on her own. Something had changed, and whatever it was had forced her away.

      There was something that he wished he would’ve asked her when she had been alive. Now that she was gone, he didn’t have the opportunity, but maybe he could dive into more memories, to the connection that would have formed, and maybe he would be able to uncover just what she had done and the reason behind it.

      Tolan remembered sitting at the table in their kitchen. The smells of bread baking, his mother having spent the better part of the afternoon working diligently, making his favorite meal. The meat was savory and tender. His mother looking at him, her eyes sad. His father with a blank expression on his face.

      She had known. His father had not.

      Tolan ignored the conversation. None of that mattered. It wasn’t the words that were said that had any meaning at this point. It was more about feelings, more about what he could detect between the sense of spirit that she was using. He could feel the way she was shaping, and he could feel the spirit upon him.

      Now it was different. Targeted.

      She pushed it into his mind, forcing a deeper shaping. There was more anger with it than there had been in any of the other memories. She was holding onto a tight shaping of his father, as well. In the other memories, the spirit shaping had been far more subtle. This was less so.

      Something had changed right before this.

      Something had forced her away.

      Tolan dove into the connection that formed.

      He had been older. Some part of him had been aware of what she was doing, and some part of him had detected that sense of spirit. Because of that, and because of spirit leaving a trail as it did, he could track that. He could reach into her mind.

      She had no idea he would be able to do anything like that, so there was no barrier placed into her mind. Sitting as they were near the edge of the waste, within Ephra, there were no spirit shapers, and so she never really ran the risk of any danger. There was a benefit in that.

      Tolan had grown up wondering why his parents remained at the edge of the waste. His father was a skilled craftsman, and he could have plied his trade anywhere. Their parents were both gone, at least as far as he had believed, and it seemed to him that they could travel anywhere within Terndahl.

      Now that he understood his mother’s connection to the waste and to the place Beyond, he understood what she had done, though not the reason behind it.

      He focused on what she was trying to shape within him.

      She was hiding him.

      Not only that. She was trying to set him up so that he would reveal himself at the right time.

      But why? Why this shaping?

      He probed into her mind.

      It was a mess. There were shapings and trails of spirit all throughout her mind. Strangely enough, he could track it and feel where those shapings had been. He could feel the touch of Roland all throughout her mind.

      Roland had been influencing her for a long time. Tolan had known that Roland had been a part of his mother’s life for a long time. He had known a man had been there, digging into her mind, forcing her to think in specific ways, but feeling it as he did now, being aware of it as he was now, was far different than simply knowing what the other man had done to her.

      This was abuse.

      She had wanted to serve, but how much of it had been because of her, and how much of it had been because of the way she had been shaped over time?

      Without having her alive, and without having any way of piecing apart her mind, he didn’t really know. Perhaps it was for the best.

      But what he could tell was that there was a surge of shaping tied to this memory. The shaping was external, coming from Roland, and it was instruction. He had somehow found her, connecting to her, and had forced her to return.

      That was the reason behind what she had done.

      Somehow, she had still fought.

      His mother could have brought Tolan with her. She could have dragged him along, brought him to Roland. He would’ve been used.

      Somehow, despite the spirit shaping used on her, his mother had still managed to fight and had resisted what Roland had wanted from her.

      Tolan backed out of her mind.

      He stayed within his memories, focusing on spirit that had been used there.

      There were other memories that were more recent, and Tolan found it easier to probe into those. He thought about the first time that he had encountered her. He could track across that spirit connection and dive into her mind. At that point, she was too far gone. The connection with Roland had been far too great, and everything that he had done to her had changed her, likely permanently.

      There was the sense of the darkness, though.

      Within the darkness, Tolan recognized that there was something else. If he could come up with the answer as to what it was and the reason behind it, then maybe he would understand just what Roland was after.

      It was something he hadn’t been able to remove by going into the Convergence.

      That had been his belief. He had thought that by going into the Convergence, he would be able to peel away whatever had happened to her and whatever had changed for her, but it had remained a part of her.

      At the time, Tolan had believed that maybe she was the one who was twisted, that it had always come from her. Now he could feel the way that it was bound within her, the way Roland had shaped her mind so often and so frequently that anything within her had been twisted. There was nothing that he would’ve been able to do to separate her from that shaping.

      Tolan thought about whether there was anything he might have been able to peel away from her, anything that he might’ve been able to do, but at the time, he wouldn’t have known enough. He wouldn’t have been strong enough.

      She had been lost even then.

      Still, she had fought.

      He moved along the memories he had of her, finally coming to the last one again, to when they stood upon the tower. Within that memory was the way she had gifted him knowledge.

      It had surprised Roland, though the other man had known just what his mother had done. He had been able to react, but he hadn’t expected it.

      It was her last act of defiance.

      Those memories were there. How to shape. How to control spirit.

      All of that had helped Tolan.

      By focusing on what she had done, he thought that he could feel something else within his mind. There were other memories there. There would have to be.

      He tried to piece together those memories. He tried to grasp just what his mother had done, and tried to see if there was anything she might have been able to give him about what Roland was after.

      Understanding. That was what the lizard elemental had told him.

      Tolan had needed to find that understanding, and had been told that it was within him. He had gone looking externally, and had gone looking into the bonds, had gone looking into spirit, and had gone looking for other ways, but none of that really mattered.

      All of what mattered was within him. All of what mattered was the power he possessed, the connection that he had.

      There was another gift from her.

      She had shared with him what Roland was after.

      She had knowledge of the man from all the years she had spent serving him. She had known about spirit connections. She had known she would absorb information from him the same way he could pull information from her.

      And she had not fought.

      Here Tolan had believed she had served him willingly, and she had, though perhaps not for the reason that he truly understood.

      There was something else hidden within those memories.

      It was buried deep within the knowledge she shared with him. There was something that drifted to him, an understanding of something that she had done. It was almost impossible to believe she had control over it, but as he focused on it and thought about what she had done, the way she could use power, he recognized that there was a different touch to his mind.

      Buried within her thoughts was a sense of resistance.

      She had gone and served, but she had also recognized the danger.

      She had stayed with Roland, though she had been forced to, but at the same time, she had known that there was something she could learn from him. She had opened herself to it, embracing the power. In doing so, she had connected herself to something of him.

      His mother had purpose.

      For some reason, that mattered to Tolan more than he ever would’ve expected it to.

      He took in a deep breath, focusing on the sense of what he could, and tried to pull apart that knowledge, using spirit as he peeled away the layers. It was buried so deeply that it took all of his knowledge of spirit, all of the power he could connect to, to be able to find what was deep within him.

      The more he dug and pulled apart, the more Tolan began to realize that knowledge had been placed within him all along. The shaping she had done to him had been layered into his mind. He sensed a pattern.

      It had begun when he was a child, and the shapings he had experienced all along, every single time she had pressed power upon him, had carried some other nugget with it, and within that, she had managed to piece together a puzzle that he didn’t know otherwise.

      The answer was in peeling away that shaping.

      He might not be able to see it on his own, but if he pulled it back, if he revealed it, he thought he would better understand.

      Drawing upon the sense of the spirit bond woven within each of the elements, and drawing upon the power of the lizard, Tolan pulled that spirit shaping from his mind. It ripped free.

      He cried out, pain screaming through him.

      And then it was gone.

      Something throbbed.

      He released the spirit shaping, blinking open his eyes, looking around the strange chamber here in the heart of the waste. The lizard was gone, leaving Tolan alone. There was still light in the chamber, and it illuminated everything, giving him enough to see. The sense of the Convergence was beneath him. There was some aspect to it that he was aware of, though as he strained to recognize it, he thought he understood.

      The Convergence created the waste.

      He was certain of it. All that power funneled here—for a purpose.

      Why, though?

      He thought about the darkness he’d experienced, thought about what he had believed his mother had been doing, and thought about how that had been part of something she was trying to shape upon him. That had been a spirit shaping, he now understood. Spirit that he hadn’t known at the time.

      The power here had been real.

      There was a reason behind the isolation of the land Beyond.

      Was it feared?

      He didn’t know, but this was what Roland was after.

      Strangely, Tolan recognized he could release this power. He didn’t have the knowledge of the runes that surrounded it, but he recognized enough to know that all it would take would be to blast through it, and he could dive into that power and release whatever was stored here—and possibly heal the waste.

      The problem was in knowing whether or not that was the right thing to do.

      He needed answers. He needed the Draasin Lord.

      He hoped he had time.
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      The warrior shaping carried him up out of the chamber, back to the heart of the waste. The air had shifted and something was stirring within it. It was the first time that he had been out on the waste, and something had changed about it.

      Maybe that was only his imagination. It was possible that all he detected was the natural currents, but he didn’t think so. Tolan could practically feel the various elements now. They seemed disjointed, though out here in the heart of the waste, it was not unusual for the energy to be disjointed in such a way. Typically, he couldn’t even feel the power of the element bonds, though he had a strange thought that were he to reach for them, he might be able to connect, find that power, and gain the understanding that he had lost.

      The draasin remained curled around the center of the clearing.

      Tolan approached and used a shaping of spirit and fire, drawing through both in order to probe the Draasin Lord. Gradually, the Draasin Lord stirred, opening one eye and looking over at Tolan.

      “You know why this is here.” He stepped toward the Draasin Lord, holding onto fire and spirit. “When I came the first time, you told me that I shouldn’t pursue it, but I know more now.” He glanced toward the Guardians. “They gave me permission to come here.”

      “They did.”

      “They wanted me to know. The Convergence here is not just protected by the Guardians. It’s the reason for the waste.”

      After learning of Roland and the land beyond, he had come to believe the waste had formed a barrier; a protection.

      Though from what? What if the waste wasn’t a protection for Terndahl from the land beyond but a protection for whatever it was that was trapped deep beneath the ground?

      Whatever it was had been discovered before.

      The runes suggested the ancient shapers had known this place.

      They suggested that it was important to them. The sheer number of runes used in the creation of the chamber deep beneath the ground suggested that this was some place of power for those ancient shapers, something that had mattered to them. Perhaps only because of the Convergence, but perhaps for some other reason.

      Tolan swept his gaze around, looking out around the waste. Here at the heart of the waste, it was empty. Bleak. Desolate. There was energy here, but the energy was not completely clear. Perhaps the runes within that chamber disrupted that, though if that were the case, Tolan wondered why.

      And he wondered why the Convergences all poured energy here, as if they intended to create this, whatever this was.

      The answers were in the land Beyond, though he didn’t know how he would find those answers without taking considerable time to pour over the various texts within that library.

      “There was a time long ago when everything changed,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “I thought you didn’t remember the time long ago.”

      “I don’t. All I have are flashes, hints of memory.”

      Tolan smiled at the Draasin Lord, understanding what he meant for the first time. “I used spirit to dive into my mind.”

      “What did you uncover?”

      “That my memories weren’t as I thought.”

      They were coming back to him now. Having peeled away the layers of spirit, he realized everything he had believed about his mother before learning she served Roland was still there.

      It was freeing, in a way. It was strange to feel fully aware of what his mother had done to him. For the first time, he thought that he understood.

      That was the strangest thing of all.

      “You’re connected to spirit. You should be able to use it to try to understand what happened before as well.”

      The Draasin Lord swiveled his head, opening one golden eye and looking at Tolan. “I have tried.”

      Which meant that he had failed.

      “What were you able to determine?” Tolan asked the Draasin Lord.

      “I have attempted to reach for that knowledge many times. The answers are there, like a promise that exists within my mind, but there is nothing clear. As I said, only flashes remain.”

      “I could try to help unlock some of those answers,” he said.

      “There are no answers to be unlocked. It is merely a matter of time, not a matter of what I can or cannot remember.”

      The Draasin Lord rested his head, watching him.

      As he did, Tolan tried to reach through the connection between them. There was a sense of fire and spirit, a sense of something that existed between the two of them, but focusing on it didn’t give him any of the answers that he wanted. He strained, thinking that he might be able to uncover some answer from the Draasin Lord, but either the waste or the Draasin Lord himself made the connection difficult.

      “I can connect to the lizard,” Tolan said.

      “I doubt even spirit could help me.”

      “Is it that you don’t want those memories?”

      In suggesting it, he also suggested that the Draasin Lord was scared, something that he knew the Draasin Lord would resent, but he couldn’t help feeling as if there was something and some reason the Draasin Lord didn’t want him to try to reach for more understanding.

      “Everything that happened was so long ago that it no longer matters.”

      Tolan looked over at the nearest of the Guardians. Earth. It sat unmoving, though power did radiate from it. “My experience tells me that knowledge of the past matters very much. Everything that has come before can serve as a lesson, if we’re willing to keep our minds open and try to understand.” He took a step toward the Draasin Lord, resting his hand on the massive creature’s snout. His horned jaw was warm, though not as hot as Tolan remembered.

      It surprised him.

      The Draasin Lord was changing.

      Not just changing, but fading. Eventually, when the Draasin Lord was gone, the possibility to regain the memories the Draasin Lord once had would be gone with him.

      If he needed to find those memories, he was going to have to do it relatively soon.

      The Draasin Lord might deny that he was fading, but Tolan could feel it. Each time that he was around the Draasin Lord, he recognized that he had less and less time remaining than he had believed before.

      Eventually, the Draasin Lord would pass.

      Then what?

      Then any attempt to learn more from a creature like the Draasin Lord would be lost. The last of the draasin would be lost.

      Tolan pushed across the connection between them. There was power between them. It was one of energy coming from fire and from the spirit bond. “I can help.”

      “So much has been lost,” the Draasin Lord rumbled.

      “So much has been, but much has been gained. Think about our experience and what we know.”

      “We know what your kind has preserved.”

      “Is that what bothers you?”

      “It should be what bothers you as well.”

      “Would the elementals want their memories to return?”

      “Many are like me. They are content,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “What would happen if you were to remember?”

      “There would be pain.”

      “Why?” Tolan asked.

      “Because we would remember why we made the choices we did. We would remember why we chose to enter the bond. We would remember what it was like when your kind chose to bond with us, and when we chose to bond with you.”

      “If that can be remembered, why fear it?”

      The Draasin Lord regarded him a moment, breathing out with a heated breath. “Why have you feared the memories of your mother?”

      Tolan understood. “I went looking for the answers about my mother. I went looking to try to understand my past. I knew it was going to be painful, but I also knew I couldn’t move on until I better understood that part of me.”

      “You believe I should pursue that part of myself.”

      “I believe all the elementals need to pursue it. If there’s something that you’re hiding from, or if there are memories you lost but still need, we should look for what we can uncover about them.”

      “There may not be any way for us to uncover those secrets. Spirit may not be able to unlock these memories.”

      “Maybe not,” Tolan said. “Then again, it might be able to show us something more.” It might help him know what Roland intended.

      He had been here in the waste with orb bondars holding elementals.

      It was tied to something he’d learned from Tolan.

      What, though?

      He reached out for the Draasin Lord, feeling the heat coming off him. He pushed fire out from him, drawing through his connection to Thoren to connect to the fire bond out here in the waste.

      “You don’t need to push me toward the fire bond,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “I feel like I need to do something for you.”

      “You have done much for the elementals.”

      Tolan sighed and looked around. “This Convergence is unlike any other that I have ever been around. There isn’t anything in the archives at the Academy, and even though I want to look for what exists within the library and the land Beyond, I don’t know the language well enough to be able to read what we found there. Even if I did, it’s far too extensive to be able to work through with any speed. And I’m convinced that this is the key to whatever Roland intends.”

      “Is there another possibility?”

      Tolan frowned. “What would you propose?”

      “What other way would you have of accessing the knowledge of those who preceded you?”

      “Other than the elementals?”

      “As we’ve established, I doubt the elementals would be able to provide you what you seek to learn. Not because we would be unwilling to help, but simply because we don’t recall. Time is difficult.”

      “I don’t know how else. Other than the records, the only things that we have are…”

      Tolan frowned, an idea coming to him, but it was one that he thought was too impossible to even believe.

      He thought about what he knew of the paintings within the hall of portraits and the power that existed there. He thought about what Master Minden had shared with him of those paintings, the way that they had been used.

      Hadn’t it been through the portraits that I’d uncovered the lizard?

      Master Minden had said the paintings were a way to understand the past.

      Perhaps she meant that much differently.

      “Do you have an answer?” the Draasin Lord asked.

      “There are other ways of keeping knowledge,” he said carefully.

      “Perhaps,” the Draasin Lord said. The massive creature began to get to his feet, and he spread his wings.

      Tolan remained near the Draasin Lord. He could feel energy coming off him. Tolan couldn’t tell whether that the diminished power that he felt was simply a lack of drawing it out of the bond or if there was some other reason for it, a reason that left Tolan saddened.

      “Come with me,” the Draasin Lord said.

      Tolan climbed onto his back. There was something comforting about riding atop the Draasin Lord, feeling the heat wafting off him, gripping his massive spikes while he clutched his arms around the scaled draasin’s sides. He settled in, holding on to the draasin with a connection of wind and earth, anchoring himself to the draasin so that he could feel the power within him.

      The Draasin Lord took flight. It happened more slowly than Tolan was accustomed to. He stretched out his massive wings, pounding at the air with a steady rhythm, and they took to the sky, making a circle as they gained altitude. Tolan held tightly to the Draasin Lord, feeling that energy burning through him, recognizing the Draasin Lord’s connection to fire, but also to spirit.

      Was that more prominent now?

      Since he had a bridge to that connection, Tolan couldn’t tell if there was some aspect that had been bonded more fully than it had been before. He hadn’t taken the time to try to determine whether the Draasin Lord’s connection to spirit had changed anything in a way that mattered. Perhaps it would permit the Draasin Lord to be better connected to spirit, and perhaps it would allow the Draasin Lord the opportunity to last longer.

      They circled above the waste. “What do you feel?” The Draasin Lord’s rumbling voice carried to Tolan, and as it did, Tolan didn’t have any answers. The only thing he had was more questions.

      “I feel the emptiness of the waste.”

      “What do you feel?”

      Tolan closed his eyes. He breathed in, letting it out slowly. Heat pressed down upon him from the bright sunlight and radiated off the draasin. The wind whipped past him, carrying the strange acrid heat of the waste, an odor that he had come to know from his time traveling with the Draasin Lord, but also in his time flying over the waste itself. He detected the energy of earth, along with the pounding of the blood within his body and within the Draasin Lord.

      All of the elements were here.

      A signature, though one that was unlike any other place. Still, despite every claim he had ever made about the waste, there was energy here. It was energy that had existed, and it filled him with an understanding of it.

      “You wanted me to be reminded that there is the power of the elements even out in the waste,” Tolan said.

      “You didn’t need that reminder,” the Draasin Lord said.

      Tolan grunted. “I’m not so sure. When it comes to what we’ve been doing, I’ve been singularly focused on trying to learn what Roland might be after, but I haven’t uncovered anything.”

      “Why must he be after anything?”

      “Because he’s planning for something,” Tolan said. “I don’t know what it is, but I know that it will harm Terndahl.”

      “Have you seen any additional harm in Terndahl?”

      Tolan frowned. “I suppose not.”

      “Then perhaps he doesn’t intend to harm Terndahl.”

      “He attacked the element bonds.”

      “After.”

      “After he attacked the Convergence, trying to target the waste.”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you saying they’re connected?”

      “I believe hyza has shared with you the answer to that.”

      Tolan grunted again. “Thoren believes the answer is within me. I’m not so sure that it is.”

      “What is similar?” the Draasin Lord asked.

      They reached the edge of the waste, heading over the free elemental village. In the distance, Tolan could just make out the outskirts of his father’s home. He should visit, if only to have more conversation with his father about the bondars, along with what Tolan remembered of his mother. It wasn’t much. He closed his eyes, focusing on spirit, and stretched that connection out from him. Now that they had passed beyond the edge of the waste, and now that they were this close to this free elemental village that had a Convergence within it, Tolan could tap into more strength and power. The village was constructed in such a way that it created a rune of power that allowed him to dip into that Convergence even from a distance.

      His father was there. Not alone. Now that he had found someone else, he wasn’t going to be alone. Tolan should be relieved that his father wouldn’t be alone anymore. He deserved to have the comfort of companionship, the same as Tolan wanted the comfort of companionship.

      Why should they have to suffer separately?

      They had been tormented by Tolan’s mother long enough, and through all of that, they had never known the truth.

      Until now.

      Tolan now believed that he had some aspect of the truth. Whether it was real or only imagined was a different matter. It was possible that he still hadn’t tapped into the real truth of the matter, and possible that his mother had still hidden some aspects within him that he would be searching for long after all of this was resolved. At least he thought he understood, though. That seemed to matter the most.

      “It’s always been about power,” Tolan said.

      “Perhaps,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “But he never brought the attack over to Terndahl before,” Tolan said slowly.

      Why did that seem as if it mattered?

      It troubled him. Roland had wanted power. It had been tied to bondars, capturing the energy of the Convergence, and perhaps even Chaos, but even when he had acquired that power, he had not brought it to bear against Terndahl. He had brought Tolan’s mother, but that was different.

      She had a connection to Terndahl, and he believed that connection was the reason she had remained. There was something more that he had to find.

      What was it within the land Beyond? That was the key, wasn’t it?

      Convergences. The bondars. Elementals. Even the element bonds.

      All of it was tied together.

      The puzzle was there, and it seemed to Tolan that he just couldn’t fit the pieces together the way that he needed. It was almost as if he could find those answers, but when he strained for them, they didn’t come to him.

      “He was holding onto elementals,” Tolan said.

      The Draasin Lord turned, flying once again out over the waste, and Tolan clutched around the Draasin Lord’s neck, holding tightly. As they flew, he breathed in the energy of the waste, again aware of how distinct the signature here was. It was far more distinct than Tolan had ever credited it. Now that he recognized it, he also recognized the energy that was here, and he recognized how it flowed. The waste was separated from the element bonds. The Convergences directed power toward the bondar here at the heart of the waste. That bondar created the waste.

      “How many Convergences are there?” Tolan asked.

      “The Convergences are a way to reach for the power of the Great Mother,” the Draasin Lord said. “They connect places that are focused power.”

      “I know that,” Tolan said gently, tapping the Draasin Lord on the back. They flew without the same speed that they once would have been able to. Perhaps the Draasin Lord took a more leisurely pace, but Tolan didn’t think that was the case. It seemed to him that the Draasin Lord simply could not fly as fast as he once did. If Tolan were to tap into the fire bond, reaching through his connection to hyza, he suspected he might be able to augment the speed with which they flew.

      But would there be any point in doing that? Would it benefit the Draasin Lord in any way?

      Tolan doubted that it would make any difference. The only thing it would do would be to point out to the Draasin Lord how he had been diminished. Tolan didn’t want to do that to the Draasin Lord. He didn’t want to remind his friend of his weakness.

      “We’ve found Convergences all throughout Terndahl, but I haven’t looked beyond Terndahl. How many Convergences are there outside of Terndahl?”

      The Draasin Lord flew for a while before answering. Tolan sensed a hint of frustration within him. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know or you can’t feel them?”

      “I don’t know.”

      It was one more thing that his time in this world, time that had ravaged him, had taken from the Draasin Lord.

      “When I was within the element bonds, he hadn’t paid any attention to them. I was aware that there were flickers of power, but not so aware of the key to it,” Tolan said.

      “There is power within the convergences,” the Draasin Lord said. “It would connect each land to the bonds. To the Great Mother.”

      Tolan understood that, but more than that, it seemed to him that the Convergences weren’t only within Terndahl. There should be Convergences within the land Beyond.

      He needed to find them.

      If he could, he might get closer to understanding what Roland was after.

      They neared the edge of the waste and the edge of the land Beyond. The Draasin Lord landed and Tolan climbed off. He focused, closing his eyes, reaching for the connection to the element bonds. Out here, the only way he could do that was by tapping into the power he could reach through hyza, though he could also borrow from the Draasin Lord. As Tolan rested his hand on the Draasin Lord’s side, he recognized energy within the Draasin Lord, but something more. A sense that told him the Draasin Lord struggled here. That he faded.

      “We don’t have to stay,” Tolan said.

      The Draasin Lord rumbled. “I can remain.”

      Instead of borrowing from the Draasin Lord, Tolan focused only on Thoren. At least by going through hyza, he wouldn’t diminish the Draasin Lord. He wouldn’t run the risk of depleting his reserves of power.

      As he touched upon the fire bond, he added a connection to the earth bond. Tolan pushed out, straining. He focused on the connection those bonds shared with the Convergences.

      Knowing that they tapped into the Convergence, Tolan recognized them as beacons of power straining away from him. Surprisingly, all of it was across the waste.

      He opened his eyes, looking at the Draasin Lord.  “There are no Convergences here.”

      The Draasin Lord rumbled. “There should be a connection to the Great Mother in all lands.”

      Tolan shook his head. He continued probing, reaching through the Convergence, but even as he did, he found no sign of other Convergences here.

      Maybe that was the reason this land felt so different. It had a different signature, one that was unique even compared to the waste. That mattered.

      Tolan strained, searching for something that would provide him with an answer regarding the Convergence, but could not come up with it.

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

      The Draasin Lord rumbled again. “That is your answer, then.”

      “The Convergences?”

      “He wants power. You have said that.”

      Could that be it? Could it be something as simple as Roland borrowing power, using the Convergence in order to reach it?

      If that were the case, then what would happen if he were to succeed?

      He would have access to a different power. The element bonds.

      When he traveled to Terndahl, he had that same access, so it seemed as if that shouldn’t matter. Somehow, it did. Maybe he wanted to strengthen these lands, build them up so that the people here, if there were people—though Tolan had not seen anyone other than Roland—were able to turn their attention to Terndahl.

      What if this was the first step in Roland starting a war with Terndahl?

      If they had spirit shapers like Roland, there wouldn’t be much that Terndahl would be able to do. Tolan squeezed his eyes shut, thinking about the power here, and opened them again.

      “I need to return. I need to get help.”

      “Very well.”

      The draasin gradually took to the air. He seemed even slower than he had before and Tolan struggled, holding on to the draasin, clinging to his back, and as they stretched across the  waste, Tolan could feel that power radiating off him. It was almost as if the Draasin Lord were depleting the farther they traveled.

      Tolan breathed out, hating that he felt as if he were losing his connection to the Draasin Lord, hating that it seemed that there was nothing that he could do differently, and hating that it seemed as if he would lose the Draasin Lord.

      There was a time when he would’ve asked the Draasin Lord to assist in any fight.

      But how could I do that when I have the distinct sense that the Draasin Lord wouldn’t survive?

      They continued flying, reaching the heart of the waste and passing over it. Tolan looked down at the Guardians, focusing on the bondar there, feeling the power that existed. As they traveled, he felt as if there was something more that he needed to understand about the strange Convergence that was here, and couldn’t help but feel as if some aspect of it eluded him.

      Then they continued past.

      Tolan twisted so that he could look behind him, staring at the Guardians. He had believed the Guardians protected the Convergence here, preventing something from getting released, but knowing now that they had been separated from spirit and he had connected them again, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something more.

      Spirit had kept them from accessing the element bonds completely. Now that he had reconnected them—or connected them, whatever the case may be—they were a part of those element bonds. That had to matter.

      Which meant that the original purpose of the Convergence had not required spirit.

      Or it had depended upon the Guardians not having that connection.

      He frowned, turning back to focus on the Draasin Lord.

      “Wouldn’t they have needed a connection to spirit?”

      It should have made them stronger, more equipped to withstand any attack. For whatever reason, the Guardians had been separated. They had not been tied into spirit.

      As they passed back into Terndahl, the energy of his homeland flowing over him, Tolan couldn’t help but feel as if that were significant. The only problem was that he didn’t have any answer as to why. Worse, he could feel the Draasin Lord fading, and knew that any answers the Draasin Lord once might have offered were no longer possibile. Any answer that came would have to come from Tolan.

      The Draasin Lord dropped him at the edge of the waste.

      “It is time for me to hunt,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “Do you need help?” Tolan felt bad even asking, but feeling the heat fading from the draasin left him wondering if he would be able to hunt on his own.

      He roared, power erupting from him. “I am a draasin. When I no longer have the strength in me for that, it will be time to return to fire.”

      With a flap of his massive wings, the Draasin Lord took to the sky, spiraling around as he lifted off, quickly becoming a shadow high overhead.

      Tolan stared for a moment before tearing his gaze away. When he was done, he looked out toward the waste and focused back on the Academy, along with Terndahl. Using a warrior shaping, he called power to him, letting it carry him up and away.
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      Tolan landed on the top of the tower within the Academy. He hurried through the tower, pausing at the spirit tower before shaping up to the classroom. Voices caught his attention, and he realized that he had interrupted a class. He had a moment where he felt troubled by that, a moment where it irritated him that someone else would teach. At the same time, this was for the best. He needed to let somebody else take over, even if it was for a little while. Thankfully it wasn’t Carson.

      Velthan’s voice rang out, describing his technique for reaching spirit. Tolan listened for only a moment, shaking his head. At least Velthan still talked the way that Tolan did.

      This wasn’t going to be where he needed to go. He left the spirit tower before any of the students realized that he was there and questioned why he wasn’t the one teaching.

      As he headed down the stairs, he passed Kerry and two other Inquisitors. They were speaking softly, shaping spirit, and as she looked up, she nodded to the others, whispering something before they looked over at Tolan and headed off.

      “You look concerned,” Kerry said.

      “Not concerned,” Tolan said. “Just preoccupied.” He glanced back in the direction of the spirit tower. At least it wasn’t one of the Inquisitors teaching. Velthan could be irritating, but at least he had the best interest of the students.

      “I understand you are responsible for cleansing the earth bond. That is quite impressive.”

      Tolan nodded. “I did what I could, but I am still trying to figure out what Roland was after.”

      “What makes you think that he was after anything?”

      “He was in the waste the last time I saw him. I know he’s up to something; I just don’t know what it is.”

      “He shouldn’t be able to shape in the waste,” she said.

      Tolan shook his head. They were standing in the stairs, which was a strange place to have this conversation. “Not without a bondar. There are some bondars that would hold stored shaping energy.”

      “I understand you don’t need a bondar to shape in the waste.”

      Tolan looked up, meeting her dark eyes. Spirit swirled from her, touching him briefly. In that moment, he realized something.

      She was a powerful shaper. Not just a powerful spirit shaper, but a powerful shaper in general.

      “You could shape in the waste,” he said softly.

      She looked along the hallway before leaning close to him. “I told you that when I was at the Selection in Ephra, I went out to the waste. That was when I discovered that I had something that others do not. I wasn’t sure what it meant.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      “Only a few years ago,” she said.

      That would have been after Tolan had demonstrated the key to shaping in the waste. The ability to do that was rare. It involved a different kind of shaping than what most in the Academy possessed.

      With her having that ability…

      He was going to need help going Beyond. Ferrah couldn’t shape there. The librarians had some who could, but what he was going to face had the potential of being dangerous.

      “You said that you would be willing to help if I needed it?”

      She frowned at him. “What do you think that you will need?”

      “I’m not sure. Yet. But if I do…”

      She nodded. “I can help. If it’s for the Academy, then I will help.” She tipped her head to the side and spirit stretched out from her. “I should go.”

      She hurried up the stairs and this time, Tolan found himself watching after her.

      He hurried down the stairs and stopped within the hall of portraits. Nothing significant had changed since he was here last, though he had suspected there might’ve been something. Thankfully—or perhaps not thankfully—nothing was different.

      What he needed was to better understand these paintings.

      The lizard had lived within one of them. That was the answer—and the understanding—he thought he needed. The lizard been prompting him to chase understanding. Not only of himself, or of the bonds, but of the past.

      It all came back to what he believed; that he had thought he needed to find understanding of himself. He also needed to find understanding of the elementals and what had happened to them over the years.

      Despite believing that he knew what had happened the elementals, and despite believing he understood what they had experienced, Tolan recognized that there was much he still didn’t fully grasp. As much as he wanted to understand the torment the elemental had experienced, he simply did not.

      He stared at the paintings.

      The one where he had seen the lizard at first was no different than it had been before. The young girl was there, sitting in the heart of the chamber, the power radiating from her demonstrated by the white light that pushed back the darkness. As Tolan stared at it, he thought it significant. For whatever reason, he needed to better understand this painting.

      The answer was there. Perhaps not in this one in particular, but in the paintings in general. To truly understand them, he needed Master Minden.

      Tolan raced down through the Academy, hurrying to the water tower. When he reached the door, he knocked briefly, waiting a moment before pushing it open. Master Wassa was inside, sitting at a chair near Master Minden’s bed. A shaping of water emanated from him, rolling through her.

      She remained motionless, peaceful but otherwise quiet.

      “How is she?” Tolan asked.

      “No different than before.”

      “I need to speak to her.”

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. She hasn’t come around for anyone to speak to her.”

      “Even if I shape spirit within her?”

      “I believe you have tried that already.”

      Tolan had tried it, and he hadn’t been able to detect anything from within her mind. “I tried, but I don’t know if it was the right shaping for her. I need to try a different one.”

      He took a seat opposite Master Wassa, looking at Master Minden. Her face was pale, her skin seeming more heavily wrinkled than the last time he’d seen her. Her eyes were closed so that he couldn’t make out the milky film over her eyes, but she still breathed. Tolan was thankful for that.

      If they lost Master Minden, how much more would they lose?

      It seemed unfathomable they could lose her. She had always seemed so powerful to him, at least ever since learning about her strength—or real strength. When he had first met her, he hadn’t known who she was or what she was. Even now, Tolan wasn’t sure that he truly understood her for what she was.

      She was a master librarian. She was gifted. And she had helped him. Not only was she the master librarian, but she was a Minden. From what she had said, a Minden had been within the library at the Academy since the founding of the Academy. That mattered as well.

      Losing her…

      It was something that could not happen.

      Now it was his turn to help her.

      Taking one of her hands, he pulled on a shaping. This close to the Convergence deep beneath the Academy and with access to the rune in the spirit tower, Tolan could call upon a considerable strength and source of spirit. He let that power fill him before pushing it toward Master Minden.

      Turning the shaping, using a fine control over spirit, he felt something, though couldn’t find the source of her injury.

      He needed the help of the lizard.

      Tolan closed his eyes, focusing on that creature, the sense of spirit, along with the energy of the spirit bonds. He called for knowledge and power, begging for the lizard to answer. Tolan had no idea whether he even would answer if summoned.

      Rather than shaping through Master Minden, he pushed toward his desire to reach the lizard. He wanted spirit. He pressed out everything he could, unleashing all his power. A surge of awareness formed a connection to the sense of spirit.

      “Lizard,” he called out, using a connection within his mind. He had no idea if it would be enough or if the lizard would be aware of it, but Tolan pushed that outward, struggling for some way to reach the lizard.

      There was no answer.

      Tolan held onto spirit, calling more to him. He wrapped spirit around himself, around his mind.

      “Lizard.”

      This time, he thought about something different. He thought about the cavern where he had first encountered the lizard, the energy that he’d felt there. He thought about the young girl that Tolan had seen in the painting, though he hadn’t seen her anywhere else.

      Could the girl be connected to the elemental in some way? The portraits were said to contain aspects of the elementals, but could the same be true for the shapers there? If so, then some part of those shapers had been trapped and stored within those paintings.

      “Lizard.”

      This time, not only did he send it with an image of the lizard, but with an image of where the lizard had been. He used that, focusing on what he could from where he had first encountered the lizard.

      Gradually, the cavern formed within his mind.

      Tolan knew the cavern wasn’t real, much like so much that he had encountered wasn’t real, but the energy he felt, the surge of power that suggested to him that the lizard was there, was real enough.

      He thought his connection to the lizard was real enough.

      Slowly, there came a stirring of light that grew gradually brighter. As it did, Tolan turned toward it, focusing on the light, and saw the lizard once again. “I need your help to save Master Minden.”

      “What makes you think she needs saving?”

      “Something happened to her while I was in the Convergence. I don’t know what it was, only that whatever it was affected her. She has been incapacitated ever since.”

      “You seek knowledge when you have it.”

      “I might have the knowledge, but I don’t have the experience. I need to help her. It’s not her time to leave us.”

      “You believe you’re the Great Mother now?”

      Tolan shook his head, thinking about the lizard, thinking about that power, and thinking about what he was going to be able to do.

      “I need your help,” he said again.

      “And I have told you that you already have it.”

      Which meant that he had it within his memories. All he had to do was find a way to reach through them, though Tolan struggled to do so.

      “I need to find some way to help her. I’m trying to understand if there is a connection to the paintings.”

      The lizard crawled forward, coming into view. As he came closer, Tolan could make out its details. He was larger than he had been before. Tolan thought of him as a large cat, but perhaps that was inaccurate. Now he was the size of a dog, and it was more than just the glowing light coming off him. His scales seemed to take on more definition.

      Why, though?

      “Your experience with the portraits hasn’t taught you what you need?”

      He studied the lizard. “When I entered the portrait with you, I was drawn by your power. It wasn’t anything I controlled.”

      “Are you certain of that?”

      Tolan stared at the lizard. Spirit radiated from the lizard, energy he could feel.

      “I didn’t have control over anything within the portrait. You’re the one commanding it.”

      “I was guiding you. Nothing more than that.”

      Tolan thought about his experience with the lizard, thinking about the power he could detect from the lizard and through the portrait.

      “You were doing more than guiding me. You drew me in.”

      “You had what you needed.”

      Tolan recognized power in the lizard. That power had pulled him toward it, giving him a sense of something more.

      Could he draw from that?

      “Did my mother give me something?”

      “The knowledge you have needed has always been there.”

      Tolan thought about the way that spirit had been layered upon his mind. He had felt the energy his mother had placed, the steady buildup of power that had worked over him. He had no control over it, only an awareness of that power there. Though he now recognized that his mother had done something to him, even in those memories where the knowledge was there and clear to him, he didn’t know what she had done. Though he had stripped away the shaping, the understanding of it remained missing.

      The lizard claimed that the knowledge was always there.

      How much had his mother known?

      Perhaps she had given him what he needed.

      Tolan stared at the lizard.

      Why wouldn’t the lizard just tell me?

      He held onto spirit. The lizard had lived a long time as well, and trapped as he had been within the portrait, he wouldn’t have any more knowledge that the draasin had. The lizard couldn’t tell him anything.

      The lizard simply didn’t have the answers Tolan needed. It was all about answers. His knowledge was limited, and from what he had learned from the elementals, the knowledge of the elementals was limited as well. Spirit connected the elementals. Spirit had connected him.

      What if the elementals were able to piece together the missing aspects of the knowledge they needed?

      That had to be the answer. The element bonds were connected to spirit. That connection was the key.

      He withdrew.

      The sense of the lizard remained, though not as potent as before. As Tolan focused on the lizard, he realized that some part of him carried through. Whatever Tolan had done had bonded him to the lizard.

      He opened his eyes. Master Minden was there, still lying motionless, breathing slowly. He held onto each of the elements, drawing on spirit, and he bonded them together, twisting them in a way that reminded him of what he had done within the portraits. It was a strange sort of shaping, one that pulled power outward from him, mixing with spirit similar to the warrior shaping, and he pushed it toward Master Minden.

      There was a pressure against him.

      It was almost as if she fought what he was doing, though he doubted she did so intentionally. Tolan called energy through him, through the element bonds and into Master Minden. He needed to push out as much as he could.

      Master Wassa watched, his eyes wide. “What are you doing? That’s too much—”

      Power exploded from Tolan.

      It burst into Master Minden, filling her with the power. Something within her seemed to latch onto that energy. As soon as it did, he realized what had happened.

      Somehow during the time near the Convergence, she had been separated from the element bonds.

      How was it that I hadn’t noticed it before?

      The answer came to him. Because he was not supposed to notice it.

      He used what he knew about the element bonds to pour more power into her. It exploded through her, reconnecting her to the element bonds. Tolan maintained that connection, trying to tie it together.

      He thought about what he had experienced when he had delved into the bonds, the way that power had existed there and the way he had been forced to try to add spirit to the Guardians. In doing so, he had changed the Guardians, but he hadn’t changed the bonds.

      Tolan continued pulling on that power, letting more of it flow outward from him, into Master Minden. It was an enormous draw of energy. There was so much power within it that he could barely hold on. It took everything to maintain that connection and hold on to the energy of what he was doing.

      Tolan felt it as it shifted her, restoring her connection to the element bonds.

      She took a deep breath.

      When she did, she called upon more power.

      She was drawing it off him, drawing away the energy he held onto, and drawing on everything that he was gifting to her. Tolan made no effort to resist. He wanted her to have as much power as was possible.

      The more he let that energy flow outward, the easier it was to do so. He shifted that connection over to her, sealing it with spirit. She was bonded once again to that sense of spirit.

      Tolan took a deep breath. He held onto her hand, squeezing for a moment, waiting to see if she might come around. It seemed to him that she should, that there should be something that would change for her. As he focused on that power and energy within her, he could feel that some aspect of her had improved.

      “What did you do?”

      Tolan looked up at Master Wassa. “She had been separated from the element bonds. I reconnected her to them.”

      “It’s not possible to be separated from the element bonds.”

      Tolan shook his head. “It is.” An idea came to him, something that he hadn’t even considered until now. “I need to try something. Let her know I need her help when she comes around.”

      “Master Ethar, I am not certain she will come around. We have been shaping her for days now, and there hasn’t been any change.”

      “I think there will be. When she comes around, let her know that I need her help.”

      Tolan hurried from the room, looking for Ferrah.

      If I had been able to connect Master Minden to the bonds, what would happen if I tried something similar to Ferrah in the land Beyond? What if I did something to myself? Perhaps even to the elementals?

      If it succeeded, they might be able to stop Roland and his plan—whatever it was.
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      Tolan made his way through the water tower until he could reach the entrance to the hospital ward, and he rested his hand on the door for a moment. He stepped inside and could feel that something was different. The hospital within the water tower was quiet and almost calm.

      The hospital ward was rarely busy. With shaping energy, most people recovered quickly. Water shaping, especially with a master shaper much like Master Wassa, meant that they were able to restore shapers if they injured. Rare cases required a different touch, though he had seen several instances where Master Wassa wasn’t able to help everybody who came through the hospital.

      Master Minden was the only person here.

      She rested on a cot near one of the stone walls. A plain metal table rested near her bed, several jars with medicinal herbs filling them set atop it. A thick, tan wool blanket covered her, and her head rested on a pillow. She was quiet. She breathed slowly and steadily, but her color looked better than it had when he had been here before.

      Tolan pulled up a chair, looking around the hospital and seeing that he was the only one here. Master Wassa must have been elsewhere, possibly teaching or even fetching supplies. He often preferred to be the one to gather his own supplies, as if he didn’t trust that responsibility to anyone else.

      “Master Ethar,” Master Minden said without opening her eyes.

      Tolan shuffled his chair closer to her. “You’re awake.”

      “Resting,” she said.

      She rolled her head over to him and opened her eyes. The milky film over them made it difficult for him to know what she was looking at. It cleared for a moment but then returned. Tolan pushed out with a hint of spirit, mixing with water, pressing it through her as he strained to detect whether there was any injury remaining within her, but found nothing.

      “Master Wassa wasn’t sure that you would come back around,” Tolan said.

      “Because he works primarily with water,” she said.

      “Do you know what happened?”

      “I know what I felt.” She shifted, rolling onto her side so that she could look at him. “A tearing. It was strange. Sudden. It happened so quickly that I couldn’t react.”

      “You were separated from the element bonds.”

      “And were I any other shaper, it might have killed me.”

      Tolan hadn’t considered that. “Why would it have killed you?”

      “A shaper pours a part of themselves into the bond as they shape. If they aren’t able to withdraw quickly enough, it could be dangerous.”

      “I could feel how you were separated from the bond, and I reconnected you.”

      “I felt it,” she said. She rested her head back, closing her eyes for a moment. “I could feel how I was floating. It was as if I were disconnected.”

      “Disconnected?”

      “From the bond, certainly, but perhaps in another way as well. It’s possible that I was disconnected from myself.”

      “I wondered what might happen to me when I enter the bonds and whether or not I could get trapped there,” Tolan said.

      “I suspect the bond itself offers a level of protection. More concerning would be whether you were stripped free outside of the bond.”

      “You think that could happen?”

      Master Minden looked at him. Her eyes cleared for a moment again before the milky film returned. “I don’t know. I fear it, though.”

      “I’ve been trying to discover what Roland has been after. I protected the other element bonds.”

      “You added spirit to the Guardians,” she said.

      “I did.”

      “I can feel it,” she whispered.

      “Somehow, he was trying to use that disconnect. I don’t really understand how, or why, only that something was wrong.”

      “Or perhaps it was as it needed to be.” She looked over at him. “I don’t know whether what you have done will make a difference or not.”

      “I don’t either,” Tolan said. “I’ve been working to understand the Convergences and Roland’s interest in them, but I feel as if there’s aspects that I still don’t fully understand. He attacked the Convergence first. At least, he had my mother attack the Convergence first.” Tolan squeezed his eyes shut, thinking about the memories he had of his mother. There was nothing within that connection that told him what she had been after. If only there would’ve been. Maybe then he could have found a way to stop Roland more quickly. “Then he went after the element bonds. That seemed significant as well, though I don’t know why. I don’t know what he wants.”

      Master Minden rested, staying quiet for a moment. After a while, she started to sit up. “Help me, will you, Master Ethar?”

      Tolan helped her sit and she leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. Her milky gaze searched around the inside of the hospital ward. “I suspect you have tried to better understand the Convergences.”

      “I have spoken to the Draasin Lord about them. He tells me that they are connections to not only the bond, but to the Great Mother.”

      “The elementals have always had an interesting spirituality to them. I suppose that is their connection to the element bonds and how they have bridged them in a way that others have not.” She smiled. “Perhaps there is something more to it, though. Perhaps they truly know the Great Mother, understanding her in a way that we cannot.”

      “Why couldn’t we?”

      “I suspect that if we were to tap into the Convergence more deeply, we might get to know the Great Mother. Perhaps when you have stepped into the bonds, you have felt something else there. Maybe a presence that would suggest to you that there is something more.”

      Tolan frowned. When he had gone into the bonds, he had not felt anything that would reveal anything that suggested the Great Mother. He had felt the power of the bonds but nothing more. Nothing that would reveal some other energy that would explain a certain spirituality to the elementals. Perhaps that was a failing on his part. Had he gone looking for it, maybe he would have found something there.

      “I trust that you will resolve the issue,” she said.

      “If it’s all about the Convergences and how he can somehow access that power, then I still don’t quite know the answer. It seems to me that whatever it is should be more obvious.”

      “You are too focused on what you know about the way the world is within Terndahl. You need to pay more attention to the way the world is outside of Terndahl. What have you uncovered?”

      “The elementals in the Beyond are different,” Tolan said.

      “You have said that,” she told him.

      “I’m not sure why, though. It seems to me that I should know that. Given what we have been through, it seems to me that fact is important. The only problem is I don’t really know why it is important.”

      “You have spent considerable time within Terndahl understanding the elementals and the bonds, along with the power that exists here. How much time have you spent trying to understand the power in the Beyond?”

      Tolan shook his head. “Not enough. When I was there, I suspected that there were answers available to me, but getting to them and knowing what existed there involved reading journals that I didn’t have time or the understanding to do.”

      “Time, perhaps. Understanding?” Master Minden shook her head. “I doubt that is true. You have experienced far more than most, Master Ethar. I suspect that you would be fully capable of finding the answers, but having the necessary time is absolutely the issue.”

      “When I return, I need to have others with me.”

      “Is that what you believe or what the Grand Master would have you believe?”

      “I don’t know,” Tolan said, looking down at his hands. “When I faced Roland before, he would have had me at a disadvantage. Out on the waste, separated from the element bonds, I couldn’t get enough power in order to connect to those bonds and ensure my safety. If I faced the same situation…”

      Tolan knew what would happen.

      He had been lucky, at least to a certain extent, to have escaped the last time. If it were to come down to it again, he feared what would happen to him. He feared what happened to any who came with him. If forced to battle Roland without the necessary power, Roland had enough knowledge to defeat Tolan and any who accompanied him.

      More than that, Roland was far more willing to be ruthless.

      Maybe that was Tolan’s disadvantage. Perhaps he needed to find the same level of ruthlessness as Roland.

      Tolan wasn’t willing to do that, though. He wasn’t willing to use the elementals and force them into a bondar, simply so that he could defeat Roland.

      Which meant that he would have to find another strategy.

      The elementals in the land Beyond.

      That seemed to be the key to stopping Roland. That was the one thing Roland didn’t have the same control over.

      He might force the elementals into the bond, but could he do anything else?

      Tolan suspected that Roland didn’t have a connection to those elementals. Because of that, he believed that he had an opportunity to overpower Roland.

      He just had to find a way to connect to those elementals.

      Master Minden held his gaze. “It seems you have come to an answer.”

      “I’m not so sure if I have or not. It’s something that Roland wouldn’t be able to do, though. And it would help me understand that land.”

      It would be a start. That was what Tolan needed at this point, a way to reach for the understanding of those lands, to know whether there was anything within the elementals that would provide him with answers. Master Minden was right. He needed to better understand those lands. He needed to know the difference between Terndahl and the land Beyond. He needed to know what had driven Roland. Only then did he think that he could figure out what Roland’s next move would be.

      If it was about trying to start a war between his land and Terndahl, Tolan needed to know what resources Roland would have access to so that he would know how to counter them. That seemed to be crucial.

      Unfortunately, it seemed to Tolan that would be difficult, as well.

      “Will you be well enough?” he asked.

      “You have already done what you need in order for me to recover,” she said.

      “When you are feeling well enough, and when all of this is over, I might need for you to come with me to the land Beyond. I’ll need your expertise to understand the journals that are there. The other books. To see if you can answer anything that we have there.”

      “You have my help, Master Ethar.”

      “First, I want you to get better,” Tolan said.

      Master Minden stood up, and a hint of earth shaping came through her. “I think I’m well enough to move a little bit. Though it might be a little while before I can be of much use in your pursuit. Be careful, Master Ethar. I have a feeling that we still don’t know the extent of what is taking place. Those answers are difficult, and until we have them, I will fear that you might find that he has the upper hand.”

      “He has it for now. I’m going to make sure that doesn’t remain the case.”

      Tolan helped Master Minden out of the hospital ward, and they headed down the hall. When they reached the hall of portraits, she paused, looking at the paintings. “There are answers here,” she said.

      “That’s what the lizard wants me to believe, too.”

      “You don’t believe those answers are here?”

      Tolan took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “I don’t really know. Not anymore. The paintings reflect a time long ago. They reflect the way the world was when shapers knew shaping in a way that we don’t. They reflect a time when they knew the elements and the elementals in a way that we don’t. I suppose that matters, but I’m still not entirely sure why.”

      Master Minden glanced over at him. “The portraits represent a time when the world was different. A time before the element bonds were connected the way that they are. Perhaps even a time before the waste. If you search for answers, it’s possible that you will find them here.” She turned her attention back to the portraits. “Now I think it’s time that I rest. For you, Master Ethar, I think it’s time to continue your search for understanding.”
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      The land Beyond was cool, and there was a hint of wind that gusted through here, leaving a tracing of energy on the air. Tolan had brought his warrior sword; the bondar that he’d formed to grant him a connection to each of the element bonds. It was more powerful than most of the bondars that he had been around, and only partly because it had been his own work. Tolan breathed it in, focusing on the elemental power that existed. The ground was the vibrant green that he had come to associate with the land Beyond, though the lack of elementals, and the strange lack of connection to the element bonds, struck him significantly. The dark tower loomed in the distance, and it was the only presence that radiated any power to him. Everything else seemed an absence to his senses.

      “I still can’t use that shaping,” Kerry said, looking over at him. She was dressed in a black cloak covering her dark jacket and pants; the uniform of the Inquisitor. “I can see that pattern that you place into that warrior shaping, but I can’t recreate it.”

      “In this land, it’s going to be even more difficult for you to recreate it.” He nodded to the distant tower. “We call this place the land Beyond, only because it’s beyond the waste, but everything here is a little bit different. The connection to the element bonds is absent. It’s why Ferrah—and others who are dependent upon the element bonds—need bondars here. Those of us who can shape naturally don’t.”

      Ferrah watched him, but the irritation in her gaze was reserved for Kerry.

      “Why haven’t we explored these lands?” Kerry asked.

      “Because of Roland. At least recently. Before that…” Tolan shook his head. “We didn’t know what to make of these lands and the strange elementals that are here. They are different than our elementals. You will see.” Tolan turned away, and Ferrah followed him.

      Ferrah held onto his hand, squeezing it. “Are you sure you want to do this?” She skimmed her gaze all around them.

      “We need to know whether or not it will work.”

      If he could forge a connection between Ferrah and the element bonds, then he might begin to understand the elements in these lands better. That was what he needed now.

      “Are you ready?” Tolan asked Kerry.

      “What am I supposed to be ready for?” She turned back toward him, standing at the edge of the tower. The sky was a dark smear of gray. Every once in a while, thunder rumbled. The wind whipped around him, though there was no sense of energy within it that suggested elemental power would be present. Tolan thought he could and should be able to detect something, but as he felt for that energy and power, the elements evaded him.

      “I’m going to attempt to connect Ferrah to the element bonds. If it works, then I’m going to try the same with you.”

      “And if it doesn’t work?” Kerry asked, glancing over at Ferrah. He could feel the irritation between the two women, though he didn’t know if it was through spirit or just from their general dislike of each other.

      “If it doesn’t work, then none of this will have mattered.”

      It would mean that something about this land was inherently different.

      He had no idea why that should be. His experience with shaping, with the elements, the elementals, and even element bonds, told him that there should be nothing that dramatically different.

      Even though the elementals in this land may have wanted to be separated, Tolan had a hard time thinking they truly wanted to be separated from the bond. There was some other reason behind it. If he could come up with that answer, he could shape more effectively here when confronting Roland.

      He wasn’t the only one who needed to be able to shape effectively here. It would be Ferrah, any of the master shapers from the Academy. Anyone who would come from Terndahl over to these lands.

      “I will watch over you,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan nodded and began to focus on the power within him. He could shape here, much like he could shape out in the waste. That was one constant for him. Ferrah could sense here, though she couldn’t shape. He believed that it was tied to her dependence on the element bonds. With what he had experienced with Master Minden, he had to think that the separation from the element bonds was similar here as it was to what had happened to her.

      Kerry performed a gentle shaping, using each of the elements, almost as if she were trying to test whether or not she had the ability to do so. As she did, she looked around, frowning to herself.

      Tolan chuckled. It was difficult connecting to shaping here. Almost painful.

      He closed his eyes, feeling for that power.

      He started with spirit.

      Even though spirit didn’t have a separate element bond, it was tied in with the other bonds. By focusing on spirit and the energy within it, he thought he could call that power outward.

      It filled him.

      At first, Tolan thought the spirit he drew upon was from himself, but he could feel more energy coming from him. It seemed to come from someplace deeper within him.

      Not from him. From the element bonds.

      Perhaps not even the element bonds. Elemental power. He was drawing upon the lizard. That wasn’t what he needed to do.

      Releasing the power, he shifted the shaping, turning it upon himself. When he’d helped Master Minden, he’d noticed how she’d been cut off from the element bonds.

      He was cut off from them as well. His ability to shape here was tied to him and him only. There should be another way to reach for power, but it had to be tied to him being able to reach for that power and to reach for the element bonds. If he could bridge that connection…

      There was resistance.

      Tolan focused on that, thinking about the elements and the elementals and the power that existed between them. He thought about the element bonds and how that power poured from him.

      He couldn’t overpower the resistance. He attempted to fight his way through, but there was a barrier.

      Tolan retreated. He opened his eyes, looking over at Ferrah. “I can’t do it. I’m not able to force a connection here.”

      “Maybe these lands are different,” Ferrah said.

      “These lands are strange, though I can almost feel something familiar about them.” Kerry pressed her lips together and ran her fingers through her dark hair. Ferrah glared at her. “You can feel it, too,” Kerry said to him. “I can tell through spirit that you do.”

      He glanced over at Kerry. He hadn’t noticed that she was shaping spirit toward him.

      Why would she feel the need to do that here?

      He nodded. “I can feel that, but I don’t know why. It doesn’t really make any sense why these lands would be so different than other lands. Shaping is the same. The power is the same. The elements are the same. Everything else should be the same.”

      “But you told me the elementals weren’t the same,” Kerry said. She created a faint tracing of spirit, adding a hint of the other elements to it.

      Maybe that was what he needed to do. He had resisted the idea of going to the elementals, but that was because he didn’t understand them.

      What if I tried to better understand them?

      Ferrah might be in danger without being able to shape, and without having any power of her own. The elementals had come at him the last time because they thought that he was tied to Roland, so he would have to convince them he was not. He had gotten to one of them. It was tied to the warrior shaping. That was significant in some way. Tolan held his hand out.

      Ferrah took it, shooting a glare at Kerry, probably because she didn’t need Tolan’s help to travel. “Where now?”

      “We need to go to the elementals.”

      Kerry’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Are you sure that’s safe? You’ve warned me about coming here, dealing with the elementals.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You know what happened the last time,” Ferrah said.

      Kerry frowned. “What happened the last time?”

      “The last time we were here, the elementals attacked. We faced Roland, and my mother—who had been spirit shaped by Roland—had captured us, along with Irina, and attempted to force us to help her.”

      Kerry stared at him for a moment. “And I thought I had a strange childhood.”

      “How was yours strange?” Ferrah asked.

      “My father took his life when I was three. My mother raised me and my younger brother, though never took advantage of her own connection to wind as well as she should have. We struggled. When I developed my affinity for shaping, she pushed me toward the Academy. It was more expensive than what she could afford, but she made a point of trying to ensure that I had as much of an education as I could.”

      Ferrah watched her for a moment before turning away and reaching into her pocket, pulling out the orb bondars. She had several. Tolan suspected she had brought more than she thought she might need.

      He used a shaping, drawing upon wind and fire, mixing them together. The combination lifted them into the air. He didn’t want to take the warrior shaping. It would travel too quickly, and in this case and in this place, he needed to move more slowly.

      Tolan guided them forward, with Kerry following on wind and fire. They swept along the land, leaving Tolan looking down below them. The landscape was both familiar and foreign at the same time. Everything about it was similar to what he might find in Terndahl, but there was the foreign sensation within him as he focused on the power below him.

      In Terndahl, he would feel the power and energy of the land reverberating against him. In this place, there was none of that. There was nothing other than a sense of emptiness. Tolan swept his gaze around, watching for signs of the elementals.  They floated above the ground, moving quickly. There was power in the distance, though it was faint and vague. That was what he had to hold onto.

      When he had come through here before, he had recognized the elementals were difficult to detect. There was something about the elementals that made them hard for him to uncover. It was tied to how they were separated from the bonds.

      Which made them not nearly as potent as they would be otherwise.

      There was a sense of energy near him. Tolan hesitated, looking around and searching for the elemental before glancing at Ferrah and then Kerry. “Pay attention to what you sense of the elements here.”

      “What should I detect?” Kerry asked.

      “I’m not entirely sure. There’s something here.”

      He hovered for a moment. Tolan could feel something from them, though he had no idea what he was detecting. There was that power that swirled around him, and…

      Power swirling around him.

      Wind.

      Tolan hesitated.

      He focused on wind, adding spirit, mixing the two. When he did, the awareness of wind came to him far more clearly than it had before. He turned toward the elemental, feeling the wind elemental pressing awareness upon him.

      “I can tell you’re there,” Tolan said.

      He directed the words toward the elemental.

      He couldn’t see it, and he couldn’t even feel it nearly as well as he could normally. In this case, there was power, and that was it.

      Wind swirled around him, though it seemed more than just what the elemental did to him. It was what the elemental tried to convey to him. When he’d been here before, the elemental had struggled to communicate effectively.

      Was the same thing happening now?

      Tolan had some experience in restoring elementals, bringing them back to spirit, but though he could feel spirit within the elemental, he didn’t know if there was anything damaged about it.

      “I can help. That’s why we came here.”

      Kerry looked at him, watching him. “You can help?”

      Tolan held his connection to the elemental. “The elemental is separated from spirit. Whatever has happened has kept him from it.” He focused on the elemental. “I can help. I can bring you back to spirit.”

      Tolan lowered to the ground. It was rocky, with the occasional sparse shrub around him. He felt the breeze from wind, but nothing else pressed in upon him with the same sense. He didn’t feel any other sense of the elementals. It was only the wind elemental.

      The elemental spun the wind around him, spiraling in an angry pattern.

      Tolan pushed out with spirit.

      He used only a touch of wind, primarily holding spirit. That combination was such that he would try to communicate with the elemental, letting the elemental know that all he wanted to do was try to reach him. As he focused on spirit to reach the elemental, he sent a soothing wave outward. Doing so was a lesson he’d learned from the memories of his mother.

      Strangely, he had a memory of what she had done with this similar shaping. She had used it on the elementals as a way to try to soothe and control them. Tolan had no desire to control. He had no desire to do anything other than calm the elemental.

      Gradually, the wind elemental started to settle, and he took form in front of Tolan.

      He was humanoid in appearance. As he took form, he solidified, standing in front of Tolan, who realized with a start that it was the same elemental he had spoken to before.

      That didn’t surprise him. It shouldn’t, at least. Having had a conversation with this elemental before, he now had some sort of connection to it.

      He continued pushing with spirit. “I think if I use spirit on you, I can restore some aspect of your connection. There are other elementals similar to what I detect from you.” He took a deep breath, focusing on spirit. “I think I can bring you back to spirit.”

      The elemental took a step toward him. Ferrah tensed, squeezing his hand, but Tolan didn’t move. He needed the elemental to trust him, and he needed be able to show confidence.

      The elemental stopped in front of him and gave a slight nod. Tolan pulled upon a shaping.

      Kerry gasped at the side of the elemental, and immediately began to pull upon a shaping of each of the elements, adding spirit. She stretched that toward the elemental.

      What was she doing to the elemental? Had I made a mistake bringing her here? She was connected to spirit. Could Roland have influenced her?

      Tolan should have attempted to test her before now, and even as he did, he couldn’t help but feel her brush off his attempt.

      He needed to focus on the elemental for now. He started with spirit, and then he added more and more wind. While doing so, he realized that he needed to add a touch of each of the other elements. By combining the elements, he could feel the building of power. It was a warrior shaping, but it was something else. Not the shaping he’d used on the wall of portraits. This was something different.

      The knowledge of it came from someplace deep within him.

      Could it be the lizard?

      Even though the spirit elemental claimed he didn’t have knowledge of any time since, there seemed to be knowledge that rolled through Tolan just now. The power was there as well. He continued to mingle those elements together, adding them in a way that would help him bridge a connection. Then he added spirit.

      When he did, he directed it toward the elemental.

      He called on spirit within him, using his connection to the lizard, to the element bonds because of the lizard, and bridged to each of the elements. It bridged him to each of the element bonds. He tapped into that strength and power, and surprisingly, what he found was that he could hold the elemental within the wind bond.

      A torrent of power flowed through him.

      Ferrah held onto him, saying something Tolan couldn’t hear. The only thing he heard was the sound of wind rushing through his ears. It was overwhelming.

      He squeezed out that power, letting it pour free from him, trying to direct it toward the elemental. What he needed was to maintain that connection, to hold onto that control, and nothing else.

      Something shifted.

      Power exploded into the elemental.

      Tolan opened himself to it. Somewhere distantly and deep within him, he could feel the way that the lizard poured power out from him using the connection to spirit and the wind bond to connect to this elemental.

      Then it was done.

      Tolan breathed out a shaky breath, studying the elemental.

      There was a shimmering, and gradually the elemental took on a more solid form.

      “Did I hurt you?” Tolan asked.

      The elemental blinked. “That is unusual.”

      “I heard him,” Ferrah said.

      Kerry glanced from Tolan to the elemental. “What did you do? How could I hear him?”

      “I think that you can hear him because I somehow connected him to the spirit bond.” Tolan wasn’t entirely sure if that was the case, but it felt right. It felt as if he had somehow bridged that connection, bringing the elementals to some aspect of the bond, though not entirely. It wasn’t nearly as natural a connection as what was found in Terndahl, though through that connection, he could feel something had formed.

      “How? You weren’t able to do that with us.”

      Tolan looked over at the elemental. “I think it’s the Guardians.” He wasn’t entirely sure, but having brought the Guardians to spirit, that had connected something, and that connection granted him the ability to do something more as well. He had found a way to link these elementals by using the Guardians, and called upon power that he wouldn’t have otherwise.

      “What we do now?” Ferrah asked.

      The wind elemental turned to him. “Now you must help the others.”
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      Tolan rested near the black tower. The warrior sword rested on his lap, power drawn through it so he could summon the strength that he needed to connect across the waste, bridging these elementals to some aspect of the element bonds. He didn’t think that he had done it nearly as completely as he wanted, but it was enough that he thought he had succeeded. Everything within him was sore and tired. He had been pulling on power for the better part of the day using his connection to spirit—and because of that to the element bonds—in order to help these elementals.

      Some distant part of him questioned whether or not this was the right thing, but with each elemental he helped, a sense of peace and calm came from them. He couldn’t help feel as if what he was doing was necessary and right.

      Ferrah stayed with him.

      Kerry was there alongside Ferrah, and it seemed as if Ferrah made a point of not looking at Kerry. She held on to a shaping of each of the elements, mixing spirit with it, and with each elemental that Tolan helped, Kerry pressed some aspect of herself upon them. It was strange, and Tolan didn’t know what she was doing or why.

      There were still dozens and dozens of elementals he hadn’t helped. With each one that he helped, he found himself drained. There had to be an easier way.

      “I need to rest,” he said.

      The wind elemental—Rory—stayed near him. Thankfully, the wind elemental had been the one who had helped him the most. Without him, Tolan thought he might have been overwhelmed by the requests from the elementals. There was an agitation from within them, at least until he bridged them back to spirit.

      He looked up at Rory. “How are there so many?”

      “What you’re doing has never been attempted,” he said.

      “When we were here before, I sensed something was amiss with the elementals, but I wasn’t I was sure what it was.” Even now, Tolan could close his eyes and feel the changed energy in the air. There was something about how he had modified the elementals, the way he had helped bring them back in line with where they needed to be. He could feel that energy and that power from within them.

      “We have lived a long time like this. Incomplete.”

      Tolan could tell that the elemental seemed to scramble for the right word.

      “What was incomplete?”

      “We were incomplete.”

      “Do you feel that way now?”

      “I feel…”

      There came a surge from within Tolan. It took a moment to realize where that came from. It was through the sense of spirit, coming from the lizard and binding him to the other element bonds.

      It was unusual to detect the other element bonds in such a way. When he had been here before, he had used hyza in order to connect to the other element bonds, but what the lizard allowed him to do was to reach for each of the element bonds at the same time and with the same potential. Being a creature of spirit, and tying him to the spirit bond in that way, and given that the spirit bond was tied to each of the elements, Tolan had a far greater reach than he would’ve before.

      “I can feel what you did,” Tolan said.

      “I can feel what I did as well.” Rory stood near the edge of the tower. Every so often, something about him would phase and shift, as if his translucent nature would alter. Tolan watched him, realizing that it seemed to be him coming to terms with his power, as if he were trying to grasp just what he was capable of doing.

      It seemed so strange to see, but at the same time it seemed remarkable that they would have lived as long as they had, separated from their power.

      “How many other elementals are like you?” Kerry asked, approaching carefully and glancing from Tolan to the elemental.

      “Many.”

      Tolan closed his eyes. Now that he had helped some, he could feel them nearby. Strangely, by helping and healing them, it connected him to them in a certain way. Not quite as potently as it did to Thoren, or to the lizard, but there was a faint connection between him and those elementals. Even those that had remained somewhat agitated after he had done everything that he could to heal them.

      “There has to be a different way to help them. I can’t keep healing in this way. It takes too much out of me,” Tolan said.

      “You must.”

      “I don’t know that I can.”

      “You must.” Rory said it with a harshness and a blast of cold wind that suddenly died down again.

      “Why?” Tolan got to his feet, looking at the edge of the wall. Ferrah stayed with him, looking down at the landscape far below.

      Some of the elementals that he had restored had remained near the tower. Others had disappeared, though Tolan was still aware of them. They hadn’t gone very far. He wondered if perhaps they had gone off to track down some of the other elementals, instructing them to come here. If they did, Tolan didn’t know that he would be able to help all of them the way that they needed and wanted from him. “Roland has been defeated. He won’t be able to use you the way he intended before.”

      “He has not gone.”

      Tolan frowned. “What do you mean? He’s been in my land.”

      “He is not gone.”

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah. He detected unease within her. Not that he could blame her. She was troubled by Roland, troubled by the possibility that he might continue to cause harm to Tolan. In this land, if Roland were to attack, she’d be limited to the power that she could connect to through the orb bondars.

      When that was expended, what would she do?

      Nothing. That was the problem. She wouldn’t be able to shape the way that she needed to, and she wouldn’t be able to draw upon the power that she would need to. She would be unable to shape.

      “If we have an opportunity to stop him, to find him, and to prevent him from harming the Academy, then we must do it,” Kerry said.

      Ferrah watched her and leaned toward Tolan. Before she had an opportunity to say anything, Rory swirled with power.

      “I can show you.”

      “Is it safe to do?”

      “We don’t need to go far.”

      Tolan held out his hand to Ferrah, and he started to call upon the sense of wind and fire, but even as he did, weakness overwhelmed him.

      He turned his attention back to Rory, shaking his head. “I don’t know that I can go quite yet.” He looked over at Kerry and saw her watching. Would she be able to carry them? She was powerful, which irritated Ferrah, but she would have limits as well. In this land, they all had limits. “Doing all of this, helping all of you, has taken too much out of me.”

      “Then let me help,” Rory said.

      Wind swirled around him, lifting Tolan and Ferrah, carrying them outward. At the same time, something bloomed within him. It was a sense of power that connected to him. It was from the lizard. That power was spirit, but it was also the power of the other elements, coming from the element bonds. Tolan drew upon it, letting it fill him this time rather than using it to help the elementals.

      In the back of his mind, there seemed to be a sense from the lizard that he should have done this all along. Perhaps he had made a mistake by not calling on that power before. He had been working to help the elementals, and he hadn’t focused on what he needed. That was the mistake.

      Gradually, Tolan could call upon more power, and he found himself reaching through the lizard and to each of the element bonds in order to draw on the energy he needed to restore himself. He added that to the power Rory used and they moved more quickly.

      As they traveled, he was aware of power everywhere around him.

      This land was strange, but it didn’t need to be strange. There was something about it that he thought he could reach through, if only he could better understand the land. It was that way with many places. Even within the Academy, it required that Tolan better understand the land around him and use that knowledge to reach for power that was often beyond him.

      Ferrah gripped him, looking all around with concern and clenching her jaw. He tried to push out with spirit to reassure her, but he wasn’t sure if that would be effective—or if it was even necessary. He was concerned, and he wasn’t about to try to dissuade her of her feelings.

      “How much farther do we have to go before we reach him?”

      Rory slowed and the wind swirled around him, but not with the same force. “It’s not far now.”

      Tolan pushed outward with his sense of power, holding onto the connection he shared with the element bonds along with the elements, and searched for something within that connection.

      Awareness of the lizard was there within him.

      Connected as he was, Tolan tried to dive deeper into spirit to use that power. Even as he drew upon spirit, he didn’t detect anything more that provided him answers.

      He glanced over at Ferrah and found her looking at him.

      “It’s almost as if I can shape,” she started, speaking against the wind. “I can sense the elements. This close to the wind elemental, I can feel the wind. I just can’t use it.”

      “I still think there has to be some way to connect you here so you can use it.”

      “You’ve been saying that for a while, but I’m not as convinced that’s the case. Just because you believe it to be doesn’t mean that it is so. I would like to be able to shape so that she’s not the only one able to do so.” She nodded at Kerry.

      Rory continued to guide them forward. The wind elemental swept them west, heading slightly northward. The landscape changed. He crossed over the enormous forest, and from there Tolan noticed rolling hills. In the distance, a mountain range rose far beyond them, though he didn’t have a feeling Rory guided them in that direction. Other than the tower, there was no other sign of human life in this place Beyond.

      That surprised him.

      Tolan had expected to find a village. Cities. Something. Roland would’ve had to have come from somewhere, but there was no sign of any settlements.

      If Rory had the ability to communicate more effectively, Tolan might have asked the elemental, but Tolan had a feeling through his connection to spirit that the elemental remained troubled. There were things that Rory simply didn’t know, experiences that he had lost. Tolan didn’t want to torment the wind elemental by asking questions about subjects he knew nothing about.

      Tolan had a vague sense that they were drifting farther and farther away from the waste. That troubled him. With everything else that he’d been through, understanding the power within the waste seemed to be the most important piece. He might not fully grasp that power, but he believed the waste had a purpose.

      More than ever, Tolan felt as if understanding that purpose was important to what Roland intended.

      The ground started to change. A few stunted trees grew, twisted and stretching toward the sky. Some of them had fruits growing upon them, though there was something sickly about those fruits.

      “I thought you said this wasn’t far,” he said.

      The elemental swirled around him, briefly taking on a more human form before fading again. “It isn’t.”

      They started to slow and Tolan glanced over at Rory. There was energy coming from the elemental that swirled around, almost a sense of urgency—and anxiety. Tolan recognized it. He had detected something similar from the elemental before.

      He was afraid.

      What did he fear?

      Even afraid, the elemental guided him forward, as if determined to prove that he was willing to do what was necessary.

      The ground shifted again. Now there was a rocky expanse in front of him. The rock was similar to what he experienced in the waste, though not quite the same. Much like in the waste, there was no significant sense of earth from it, though were Tolan to probe at it, he thought that he could feel a little bit of energy coming off it, a hint of a connection to earth here. He certainly could feel the other elements, though it seemed to him that they were fainter than what they were before. Not that his connection to the elements was all that great here normally.

      The elemental carried them up and over the rocks, drifting slowly and almost carefully. The wind swirled in front of them, and it took Tolan a moment to realize what was taking place. Rory was using the wind in a way that masked them. Tolan added his own connection to wind, along with that of spirit, to augment the masking. He had no idea why Rory felt that it was necessary to do so, but if there was something out here that concerned him, he wasn’t willing to test it.

      “What is that?” Kerry pointed toward the black expanse in front of them.

      Tolan wasn’t entirely sure what it was. He could see something in the distance, though all he could do was see it. He couldn’t feel anything from it.

      It was an absence. A void.

      That troubled him.

      For there to be a void like that meant that something had changed.

      Even though he struggled to reach the element bonds in this land, he could still reach them. The fact that there was something out there that felt empty—that felt much like the waste—struck him as troubling.

      Could Roland have uncovered the secret of the waste?

      Tolan stared into the distance. It was dark, almost as if the rock itself swallowed the light around it. He tried to focus on whether there was any element power within it, but didn’t detect anything.

      It was like the waste.

      “It’s a waste,” Tolan said, motioning to Ferrah.

      “We’ve headed away from the waste,” she said.

      “Not our waste. A waste. Focus on how it feels, about what you detect within it.”

      A shaping built from Kerry, and her eyes widened. “I don’t detect anything within it.”

      Tolan held onto the shaping to mask her, suddenly more concerned.

      This was dangerous. Whatever Rory brought them to put them into danger.

      It put Ferrah into danger. Kerry. All of them.

      With only the orb bondars to protect Ferrah, she didn’t have enough power were they to get into trouble. Kerry would be limited as well.

      “You need to bring her back,” he said to Kerry.

      “I can stay here,” Ferrah said. “I can help with whatever you intend.”

      She pulled the orb bondars from her pockets, clutching two of them and holding them out toward Tolan. She began to shape through them, power coming off her. Even with them, Tolan knew she still wouldn’t be able to pull upon as much power as what she needed to ensure her safety.

      “If Roland discovered some way of recreating the waste, then I don’t know that it makes sense for you to be here.” It would be easier on Kerry, though not necessarily easy.

      “I don’t have any power here anyway. No more than I do in the waste.”

      “Ferrah—”

      She locked eyes with him. “I’m not leaving.”

      Rory sent wind swirling around them. “I can carry her away if it becomes necessary.”

      Tolan regarded Ferrah a moment more, but she ignored him. “If something happens,” he said using a connection of spirit targeting Kerry, “I want you both to leave. Get to the tower, then shape back to Terndahl.”

      Tolan was accustomed to Ferrah arguing with him, but Kerry said nothing and simply nodded. They floated onward, heading toward the vast expanse of nothingness. Tolan tried to make sense of what he detected but didn’t come to any conclusions.

      Whatever this was didn’t separate him from his connections. He could still shape, and it seemed the elemental still had power, though he began to feel Rory starting to fade, sagging toward the ground.

      Tolan began to push power toward the elemental, adding what he could.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he said to Rory.

      “It is not much farther,” he said.

      “Where are you trying to take me?”

      If Tolan knew, he could use the warrior shaping and transport them.

      “There,” Rory said.

      He hovered, the power coming from him more halting than it had been. It was almost a jerking sensation as he tried to use the wind to keep him in the air. Tolan added fire to the wind, mixing it together so that they could stabilize and stay in the air more effectively.

      Far below, there was an opening in the ground.

      It was a deep and massive pit, but it wasn’t only that which drew Tolan’s eyes. It was what he could detect from that pit.

      Power.

      Considering the absence of everything that he detected around him, this sense of power struck him as surprising. Tolan probed at it carefully, using each of the elements as he attempted to determine what it was and why he should detect something so powerfully.

      There was something familiar about it.

      “Is that a Convergence?”

      He hadn’t detected any Convergences in this land before.

      If it was a Convergence, there was something about it that was off. It didn’t radiate the same connection to the elements that he felt elsewhere. Perhaps that was because in Terndahl and the surrounding lands, the connection to the Convergence pushed outward, tying to the Guardians at the heart of the waste. This one was separated.

      Was that the only reason that it felt different?

      He was tempted to probe outward, pressing for that energy to see if he might be able to find whether that was the only answer or if there were other possible explanations.

      It would be dangerous, though.

      “He’s trying to create a place of power,” he said, whispering.

      “How?”

      Tolan wanted to get closer to better understand what Roland attempted. He found himself drawing toward it. Ferrah grabbed him, using the orb bondars in order to sweep power toward him to capture him and hold him in place.

      She glared at him. “What are you doing?”

      He shook his head, trying to shake off the odd sensation. “I’m not entirely sure. I could feel something.”

      He stared at the pit. It was the power of the Convergence, but it was incomplete.

      That was what he needed to understand.

      He looked over at Rory.

      Rory struggled. It seemed as if the emptiness of power all around him made it difficult for the elemental. Tolan needed to get Rory away from here.

      Ferrah struggled as well. Neither of them could stay where they were.

      “We should go back,” he said.

      Rory started to fade.

      Tolan reacted, pushing more power into the elemental. He used a hint of spirit, connecting to the elemental, binding him to the wind.

      He hadn’t expected that it would tear off his own strength.

      They started plummeting toward the ground.

      Ferrah reacted, using her orb bondars to keep them aloft. Kerry added a shaping to it, and he could see Ferrah’s irritation. “Thanks,” she said quietly. Kerry nodded. Ferrah looked at him. “It’s pulling away from me,” Ferrah said through gritted teeth. “Somehow, this power is getting drawn off of me. Look at it.”

      She motioned to the orb bondar, and Tolan realized just what was taking place. As she had said, the power within it was getting called away, drained free from the bondar.

      He tried to draw that power back to himself, but he wasn’t sure if he could.

      “We need to get out of here,” he said.

      “I’m trying, but…”

      Ferrah looked up at him, her eyes wide.

      She was using the power, but it wasn’t working. Tolan could feel her attempting to shape but failing.

      Ferrah wasn’t the only one failing. Tolan recognized that something was separating Rory from his power. Kerry strained, a shaping streaming away from her, though not as potent as it had been. Even Tolan wasn’t going to be able to help for much longer, either.

      A warrior shaping.

      Tolan thought that he had enough power to do that, but it was going to have to be quick. Maybe Kerry could do the same.

      “I need you to go into the orb bondar,” he said to Rory.

      The elemental looked at him, and a pained sense came through him, the connection to spirit giving him a sense of what the elemental felt.

      “I don’t how much longer I’m going to be able to hold onto my own power, and until we get out of here, I fear we will lose you.”

      “I can hold myself together,” the elemental said.

      “It’s not a matter of you holding yourself together. This is more a matter of you being able to escape with me. I can use a particular shaping, but it’s a difficult one, and I think you will need help.”

      He looked at the elemental, and Rory seemed to hesitate.

      Tolan didn’t blame him. What he was asking was something painful for the elemental. He had just connected them to the element bonds in a way that should give them enough strength, but out here in this place, he still didn’t have enough power to protect himself.

      The strange Convergence pit continued to draw on him, pulling power away. “I don’t know how much longer I can hold out,” Tolan said.

      He reached for one of the orb bondars that Ferrah held, and he pushed the power out of it, burning off the shaping. He held it to Rory.

      “I can use this for you. I can call power into it. And I can release you as soon as we get free of here.”

      Rory swirled around him, becoming slightly translucent for a moment before that faded. Then the elemental headed into the orb bondar, diving deep within it.

      Tolan could tell it pained the elemental, but as he faded into the bondar, it filled with power. He glanced over at Kerry.

      “Can you use the warrior shaping?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I think that I can. All it will take will be for me to—”

      The power around him surged, making it so they struggled to keep in the air.

      They had to act quickly.

      Tolan reached for each of the elements. There was resistance against him. That resistance grew increasingly potent. He tried to draw more power from the elements. Each time that he attempted to do so, something resisted him. It was the power here. This strange Convergence that felt as if it were drawing everything off the land around him. Tolan struggled against it, trying to call to the power here, but it fought him.

      He looked over at Ferrah, locking eyes with her. A worried expression was on her face. She knew he was struggling.

      Kerry started to fade. She was strong, but not strong enough here.

      He had to help. He hadn’t prepared for this.

      Could I borrow from Rory?

      The elemental was trapped within the orb bondar, but his power was still there. Tolan didn’t want to use stolen power like that. It was a betrayal of the elemental. He might be able to use one of the other orb bondars.

      “How many other bondars do you have?” he asked.

      Ferrah grabbed them from her pocket, handing them to him. Tolan reached for the power stored within them, but even as he did, he recognized that something felt off.

      They were already spent.

      How, though?

      The bondars should not have been expended already.

      They drifted toward the ground. He fought, holding onto as much power as he could, but as he struggled against it, he could no longer fight. Tolan looked over at Ferrah, locking eyes with her, and then they plunged toward the ground.
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      It took everything in Tolan’s power to keep them from crashing to the ground even as they dropped precipitously. He scrambled for power, trying to call upon his connection to the elements, but even as he did, he could feel it slipping through his grasp. Every time he tried to draw upon that energy, he noticed that it disappeared. He would have to find a different solution before they slammed into the ground.

      The only way that he could save them would be borrowing from Rory.

      He swore under his breath and began to pull upon the power of the wind elemental through the orb bondar. At first, there was resistance. Rory fought him, seeming to recognize what Tolan did.

      Gradually, that resistance began to fade.

      He hated that it did, hating that it seemed as if Rory gave up, but he used only enough power to buffer their descent, slowing them enough that he kept them from crashing to the ground.

      They slowed.

      Ferrah held tightly to him, wrapping her arms around him. He held Kerry in a buffer of wind that sent her dark hair swirling around her. The dark stone loomed closer.

      Tolan braced for the impact. With another surge of power, he managed to force them up and they came to a soft landing, skittering to a stop. He let out a sigh of relief. Ferrah held onto his hand, sweeping her gaze around. Tolan followed the direction of her gaze.

      The rock was black, almost as if all energy had been sucked out of it. There was a smattering of power within it, but Tolan suspected that was more imagined than real. There was an emptiness all around him, and though he strained to try to understand that emptiness, he wasn’t entirely sure what he detected.

      Kerry could barely hold her eyes open.

      He should have prepared her better for this, but now she faded. She wouldn’t be able to stay here much longer.

      “How far are we from where you can shape?” Ferrah asked.

      “Quite a ways,” he said.

      “Do you think you can recover?”

      That was the real question. If he could recover his connection to shaping into the elements, then he could use the warrior shaping to get them free of here. Until that time, they were trapped.

      “I don’t know.”

      She looked over at Kerry, and though there was a hint of sadness in Ferrah’s eyes, she took his hand, squeezing it. “This reminds me of when we traveled across the waste.”

      “At least when we went across the waste, we’d prepared for a journey.”

      “We can walk.” She pointed to the south.

      Back toward the untainted land.

      “I can keep going,” Kerry said, rubbing her eyes.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Ferrah said. “You’re barely able to stand.”

      “I will be fine.” She took a deep breath, summoning power through her, and managed to stay upright.

      The energy of this place was strange and twisted, and it pulled upon him in a way that left him unsettled. “I think we need to keep going forward. Something is happening, and we need to know what it is. If Roland has somehow changed this land—”

      “What do you think that you can do about it?” Ferrah locked eyes with him. “If he’s powerful enough to change this land, there may not be anything that you can do.”

      Tolan frowned. She was right. If Roland had been responsible for this, then there was a real danger to them. They could regroup. Plan.

      Then he would return.

      “We should head back, then.”

      Ferrah watched him as they started off, as if concerned that he might change his mind. The climb was little different than it had been when they were in the waste. At least within the waste, there was a flat expanse before them. It might’ve been hot and unpleasant, but they were equipped with water skins and a few rations. Out here, they hadn’t brought any supplies. Already Tolan was beginning to feel thirsty, but it was the nervousness that worked through him about what was taking place and what might happen to him that was even more unsettling. This was more than just about the element bonds. Roland was doing something here, changing something, and with whatever it was that he did, it put the elements—and possibly the elementals—in danger.

      A sense of pressure built upon him. It was almost as if there was something trying to drag him back.

      “You can feel it,” Ferrah said.

      “The drawing.”

      She nodded. “I’m aware of how it’s trying to pull on me. I wasn’t sure what it was at first, but the farther we go, the more that sense seems to be trying to force its way upon me.”

      “I think Roland did the same to the other elements—and possibly the elementals.”

      “How could he have done this?” Kerry asked.

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t really know, but I can feel it. It’s tied to whatever that strange Convergence is.” And it might not even be a true Convergence. Even though it felt like one, it also felt different, twisted.

      If it wasn’t a Convergence, then what was it?

      Only… Tolan thought he did know.

      Roland had told him that he’d gained the knowledge from Tolan.

      It was runes. Bondars. The element bonds. The elementals. All of it was required.

      “It’s my fault,” he said softly. When Ferrah looked up at him, he shook his head. “He wouldn’t have known how to do any of this were it not for me. It’s my fault.”

      “Tolan…”

      He just stared before finally tearing his gaze away and starting off. The landscape was all black and bleak, a terrible sense that left him feeling empty, almost as if this place was dying.

      As he looked around, he realized that was exactly what it was. There was that power here, but it seemed to be tied to the changing of the elementals. To the changing of the elements. It was tied to how everything had begun to fade.

      Tolan looked over at Ferrah, about to say as much, when he noticed something else.

      The power in the orb bondar seemed to pulsate.

      The rock led upward, though he realized he was traveling in the right direction. He could feel where he needed to go, almost as if there was a signature he could follow and trail along.

      “The elemental is not pleased in here,” Tolan said. “He seems to be fighting. I don’t know if it’s fighting me or fighting the sense around us. Either way, he seems to be unhappy.” He feared that if he were to release Rory, the elemental would be drawn the same way that Tolan and Ferrah were drawn.

      They continued forward. All around him was the sense of emptiness and nothing else. Tolan began to grow tired. He glanced over at Kerry, who was still struggling.

      “We should rest,” Ferrah said.

      Kerry shook her head. “If we rest, nothing changes. I want to get out of here so that I no longer feel it.”

      “If we rest a little bit, I might be able to use my shaping again.”

      “If you think it will…”

      Tolan breathed out in a heavy sigh, frustration filling him.

      He took a seat on the black rock, resting his elbows on his knees, looking around. There wasn’t any wind here. There wasn’t any warmth. There wasn’t any sense of anything. He struggled with the emptiness so similar to what he had experienced in the waste, but it was different, as well. At least within the waste there was warmth shining down from overhead, and there was the sense of the occasional warm breeze, along with a promise of something else.

      In this case, there was nothing.

      Whatever Roland did was incredibly powerful.

      Tolan stared into the distance, holding the orb bondar in hand. Within it, Rory struggled, straining against the way the bondar held him in place.

      How long would we be able to last here?

      They would have to figure this out soon. If they didn’t, there was a real possibility that Roland would succeed simply because they were unable to do anything more.

      They started off, following the trail.

      Tolan patted the orb bondar, focusing on Rory within it. He could feel the elemental beginning to slow. At first, the elemental had been agitated and swirled around inside the bondar, but for the last hour or so, even that had begun to settle down. It was almost as if the elemental had given up on escaping.

      They reached a flat section of land. From here, Tolan looked out, noticing the way the ground sloped downward. There in the distance was a massive pit.

      That was the sense he detected. The farther that he went, the more certain he was of that. Power continued to drain from him.

      “What is that place?” Kerry whispered.

      A waste—but unlike their waste.

      “We need to keep moving,” Tolan said.

      “Tolan, I don’t really care for this. I don’t know what’s going on down there, but the sense of power I detect is…” She squeezed her eyes shut and Ferrah leaned slightly forward.

      “I know,” he said softly.

      He started down the rock. As he moved carefully, he glanced over at Ferrah, worried about how much she would be able to withstand. She seemed to be tolerating it reasonably well, but the tension in her cheeks and the way that she would occasionally squeeze his hand with a bit more firmness than she needed told Tolan she was far more unsettled than he had realized.

      In the distance, he caught sight of movement along the ground.  Tolan couldn’t tell what exactly was down there, but darkness moved, swirling all around. That darkness troubled him. He pointed to it, and Ferrah frowned as she looked down toward it.

      “I have the sense that you intend to go down there to see what’s taking place,” she said.

      “Why would you go down there? I can feel something.” Kerry attempted to shape but then tried to withdraw it, struggling with it. “We should retreat and call for others.”

      Tolan focused on the darkness. It seemed almost impossibly black, almost as if the ground attempted to swallow everything. “I think that I need to. It might be Roland—”

      “Even if it means that something will happen to you?”

      “I don’t know what will happen to me, but I feel…”

      Tolan wasn’t entirely sure what he felt. It was frustration. Perhaps that was what drove him most of all. He was frustrated by a lack of understanding, frustrated by a sense of ignorance that came from staring down at the pit far below, and frustrated by the possibility that Roland would succeed. Almost as much as he feared what the other man might do, it was his frustration at what he had done that continued to tear at him.

      “I think you need to go,” he said softly to Ferrah.

      “You don’t want me to come with you.”

      He looked over at her, a pained expression in his eyes. “I don’t think that you can. I can barely hold onto power here. If he continues drawing power away, whatever he’s doing might begin to impact you.”

      “And you don’t think I can handle it.”

      “That’s not it. I know you can. It’s more that I don’t want you to sacrifice yourself.”

      Ferrah took his hand. “And you can?”

      He let out a soft breath, staring at her. “I can stop Roland. I don’t know what it’s going to take, but I believe that I can. He’s doing this for some reason. I don’t know if it’s simply all about him gaining spirit, or about gaining power, but I think I can find the answer. We just have to keep looking.”

      “You said we, but you don’t intend it to be us.”

      “I do,” Tolan said, realizing that it was true. He was going to look here, but Ferrah was going to have to look somewhere else. This wasn’t going to be something that he could do entirely on his own. “I need you both to go back to the elementals.” Kerry’s connection to spirit meant she could reach them in a way Ferrah couldn’t.

      “What do you think the elementals can do?” Kerry asked.

      Tolan didn’t fully know, but an idea began to form.

      Something about this land mattered. There was something about what Roland intended here, something tied to the elementals. Only… Roland wouldn’t have known what Tolan had done. The other man wouldn’t have known that he had given them a strength they didn’t have before. They might have an advantage. It would involve reaching the elementals, getting their help, and perhaps using that power.

      “You know how to use the orb bondars better than I do,” Tolan said.

      “What does this have to do with the orb bondars?”

      He pulled the orb bondar with Rory out of his pocket, focusing on the sense of power within it. There was what he could detect of Rory within it. Tolan could hold onto that, and he could feel it flowing from the bondar, from Rory.

      “If I’m right about what these bondars can help us with, then we might be able to do something that Roland hadn’t anticipated.”

      He smiled to himself, the idea solidifying in his mind.

      Ferrah frowned, cocking her head to the side as she watched him, and waited. Tolan told them what he intended, and as they looked at each other, whatever irritation was shared between them settled for now, and they started nodding.
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      Tolan approached the darkness carefully, the power coming from it almost more than he thought he might be able to withstand. It overwhelmed him. As he neared, he didn’t know if he would be able to survive this. Even though he’d given Ferrah an idea of a plan, and though he had faith that what he had suggested was possible, there was a part of him that remained skeptical. There was too much that remained dangerous.

      A dark shape moved near him and Tolan spun toward it, trying to draw upon the elements. The power was there, but as he strained for it, it felt the same as when he had gone to the waste for the first time. The sense of emptiness, that darkness that seemed to fill him.

      He found nothing.

      He continued forward.

      The darkness moved again. Tolan was certain that he hadn’t imagined it. If it were Roland…

      He reached for the warrior sword.

      Ferrah had teased him about his inability to use the sword as a weapon, but he didn’t think he had much of a choice right now. He unsheathed it, holding it out, and briefly attempted to draw power through it.

      He felt a stirring that gave him a moment of hope, letting him believe he might be able to draw upon the power. Then that stirring sense faded.

      Tolan swung the blade. The darkness persisted around him, leaving him unsettled.  He continued toward the pit. Night started to fall, though it seemed too soon.  Movement flashed near him. Tolan spun, sweeping the sword around.

      Panic began to build within him.

      A thought drifted into the back of his mind.

      Roland controls spirit.

      Spirit was the key.

      Something within him stirred, a connection to power.

      The lizard.

      Awareness of the lizard was there deep within him. The lizard had bonded to him, connecting to him. Power surged through the sword. Light blazed within it.

      The strange darkness began to fade.

      Tolan felt movement near him, and he spun again. The glowing light of the blade carved through something. It rippled through the darkness.

      Deep within him, he felt a scream. Tolan took a step toward the pit. That was the reason he’d come here.

      He took a few more steps. The ground seemed to grab at him. Darkness moved along the rock. The blade continued to glow. He held onto the power flowing through him, connecting him to the elemental.

      If he could connect to spirit, and if he could connect to that strange lizard that gave him a better connection to spirit, he could connect to the other elements.

      Tolan took another step toward the strange Convergence.

      The darkness continued to swirl around him. He stumbled forward.

      He barely caught himself and landed on his sword.

      Distantly, he could feel the lizard in the back of his mind. There was still a sense of spirit flowing toward him. He could use it. The power was there, just at the edge of his mind. He stumbled forward again.

      The pit was nearby. Tolan could feel the energy of the Convergence calling to him. It drew on him, that sense of power. Shapings stirred around him, though it was difficult to tell the source.

      Something pulled on him. It called to him. Power compelled him forward.

      Spirit power.

      Roland.

      He thought he was near to Roland now. Tolan staggered forward…

      Then fell.

      Darkness surrounded him. Tolan felt it as something absolute all around him. It felt as if he were falling endlessly. That couldn’t be real. The pit couldn’t be so impossibly deep that he would fall indefinitely like that, but it seemed to him that he continued to fall.

      He looked around to figure out whether there was anything he might be able to latch onto, but there was nothing. Nothing other than the ongoing sense of falling deeper and deeper into the earth.

      Tolan focused on the elements. If he could latch onto them, he might be able to reach for enough power to shape his way free. A warrior shaping would save him.

      He couldn’t be falling this long.

      It gave him time to think about those in his life.

      He thought of Ferrah, hopefully near the elementals, attempting to reach him. He thought of Master Minden. He hoped she recovered and could carry on her studies. Then there was his father. He wouldn’t see him again. His father would never know what happened to him.

      He had failed.

      Darkness pressed all around him.

      When they had been working with his mother, there had been Chaos. Since learning of Roland, he had come to believe that it was only spirit the other man had used, but what if that wasn’t the case at all.

      It was possible there was something else.

      As Tolan continued to fall, he realized there was something familiar about what he detected around him. Maybe he wasn’t even falling.

      What if this was nothing more than a spirit shaping?

      The lizard.

      Tolan reached for the lizard. Knowledge was buried there. The lizard connected him to spirit. Strangely, the lizard also blocked him from spirit. Though the lizard connected him to spirit, the lizard also used him to connect to spirit.

      An idea came to him. Tolan pushed aside the lizard.

      The connection to spirit was within him. Tolan didn’t need the lizard in order to call upon spirit. It was within him. He focused on spirit and pushed upward.

      He detected resistance.

      At first, he thought the lizard tried to guide him toward the element bonds, but the more he pushed, it seemed the lizard tried to hold him back.

      Why would it want me to fail?

      Tolan pushed against the resistance. Then it faded.  Power bloomed around him.

      There was color. There was light. There was a sense of wind. There was a sense of water. Earth. Tolan had entered the element bonds.

      But how?

      He wrapped himself in power. It came to him more easily.

      He breathed in. With as long as he had been in the strange new waste, having not had any access to power, having it come back to him again was freeing and a relief. He held onto that sense, letting the awareness of power flow to him. Energy exploded all throughout him.

      Tolan barely had to do anything.

      As he reached into that power, feeling the energy buried within him, he recognized energy deep inside of him, but also something else within it. The lizard. For whatever reason, the lizard tried to fight him. Tolan tried to reach for the lizard. It had answered him before, but he felt as if it ignored him now. Master Minden had told him that the lizard had only appeared when it was needed.

      The lizard had helped him.  The lizard was spirit.

      Tolan worked through his memories. There, buried deep within them, was the sense of spirit. Somehow, Tolan had been altered.

      Spirit was used to influence his memories. Tolan could feel the way that they were influenced, could feel the knowledge the lizard took from him.

      A voice rumbled within his mind. He recognized that voice. The Guardian of earth.  Power flowed through him. The sense of the lizard was pushed backward.

      Tolan took in a breath, looking all around. He felt as if he were back within the element bonds. He knew how to escape, but he didn’t know what he was going to need to do.

      He tracked through the element bonds, choosing earth, as he had been there the most. In doing so, he could feel the sense of the connection that was there, and he used that to carry him. Because of his connection to earth, he found the Convergence that he looked for. It was the one in the heart of the waste.

      The Convergences were all tied together; they were all bound to the element bonds. Because of that, Tolan could use that power. He could track it, and he could use it to free himself.

      He surged forward.

      Then he exploded outward.

      When he did, he knew that something was wrong.
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      When Tolan had connected to the element bonds before and emerged, he had done so in the place of the Convergence within Amitan. When he had returned, he returned to the same place and to his body. In this case, when he separated from the element bonds, he was floating. He was spirit. Consciousness. He was separated from his body.

      Some part of him had changed.

      Could my body still be there?

      He floated. The sense of the elements remained tied to him, but it felt also as if they were trying to pull free from him. Vaguely he felt pressure against him.

      Everything felt different. He was connected to the element bonds in a way that he hadn’t been before. What about the elementals?

      Tolan tried to reach for them, but couldn’t feel them the same way. The sense of them was absent. Only the element bonds, then.

      He had to reach Ferrah and Kerry.

      He drifted onward, focusing on the place beyond the waste. Power came to him. He pulled on each of the elements, adding spirit to them, and attempted a warrior shaping.

      It failed.

      Perhaps in this form, he couldn’t use a warrior shaping.

      He tried again and failed.

      He could feel each of the elements, and he could feel the way that they were flowing through him, but it was spirit that held him together.

      It was incredibly strange to feel connected to the elements but separated from them in some way. In this form, he could use each of the elements, but not the way he had before. Traveling to the waste was far slower than he wanted.

      When he entered the Beyond, something changed.

      Some part of him began to fade. It was the connection to the element bonds. For whatever reason, there was a separation here. It was almost as if the border of the waste separated him from the element bonds, just as it had separated these lands from the element bonds. What purpose would there be in separating people here from the element bonds?

      That was the purpose of the Guardians, of the waste.

      He continued drifting toward the tower. As he reached it, he paused.

      There were runes around it. A sense of energy flowed up from the ground. The power of the runes connected him, binding him to the element bonds and bridging him to someplace else.

      It connected him to some place beyond here, to the power of the elementals, and to something he wasn’t able to reach otherwise. It was almost as if the tower itself bridged him to the element bonds and to Amitan. He’d never felt it in his physical form before, but in this form, he became aware of it.

      Could that be why Roland wanted the tower?

      Tolan drifted through the tower, focusing on floor after floor, drifting through walls in this spirit form. When he reached the top of the tower, he floated again.

      There was nothing there. There should be the sense of the elementals that he had helped.

      Where was Ferrah?

      With those elementals. Away from here.

      The Convergence.

      The distant sense of energy called to him, drawing him forward. It was the same as before. He felt as if he were summoned, as if some aspect of this power called him, demanding that he answer. He looked everywhere.

      He didn’t see anything other than the changing landscape. In this form, there was a sense of energy to the land, and even though he wasn’t connected to it, he could feel it.

      In the distance, he began to feel something else through spirit. Elementals.

      He wasn’t alone, not anymore. There was power here.

      He could feel them in a way that he wasn’t able to feel them before. Even after bridging them to spirit, Tolan had felt as if he were separated from those elementals. Now that he was closer, he felt almost as if he were bonded to them. It was almost as if the answer to something he needed to know was here.

      Ferrah was there. Kerry. So were dozens of the new elementals, all connected through spirit to Kerry. He lowered himself to the ground and landed near Ferrah. The ground was rocky and irregular near her, bleak, and a landscape that reminded him of the waste. In this part of the Beyond, he could feel how some aspects of the elements were drawn off. There were a few stunted shrubs, though as he looked at them, he could feel the energy of the elements fading, as if whatever Roland had done was changing things, destroying everything nearby.

      “You did it,” he said.

      Ferrah turned but didn’t even look at him.

      Could she not see me?

      Tolan looked down at himself, and it seemed as if he were in the physical form of himself, but at the same time, he wasn’t entirely sure. Given the power he held onto, and the way that he had been stripped from his body, he might be nothing more than a slip of spirit.

      Tolan spoke up again.

      “You did it,” he said.

      Ferrah ignored him.

      Tolan slid forward, moving toward Kerry. It seemed as if a faint breeze tugged at her black cloak, her dark jacket and pants, barely touching her hair. He could almost imagine the fragrance she wore. “Kerry. I need your help.”

      For a moment, he had a sense that she turned toward him, but then she ignored him the same as Ferrah.

      Tolan pushed spirit into it, attempting to reach her again. “Kerry!”

      This would be the time when having her present would be beneficial, but she didn’t respond. Spirit was not enough.

      Tolan turned to the elementals. There was an earth elemental near him. “Can you hear me?”

      The earth elemental rumbled, turning his attention toward Tolan. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Tolan Ethar. I’m the shaper who helped you.”

      Strangely enough, he could see all the elementals. When he had been here before, they hadn’t been visible, though they could take on physical form the way Rory had.

      Rory. Where was the wind elemental?

      Tolan focused on wind. He could feel the sense of Rory deep within that connection.

      Rory stood near the other elementals. He was filled with the power of wind, of spirit, and seemed to be filled with anger.

      “Rory,” Tolan said.

      Rory turned toward him. He swirled in the air, barely taking on a physical form before manifesting once again.

      “Can you see me?” Tolan asked.

      “What happened to you?”

      Tolan breathed out a sigh of relief. “You can see me.”

      “I can see you, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But you look like an elemental.” Rory remained near a small twisted tree. There were no leaves on it, nothing but thorns. A few pale berries clung to those branches, making it seem as if it were some sort of violent shrub. In this form, Tolan couldn’t feel the thorns.

      Tolan looked down at himself.

      Could I have somehow connected to the element bonds in a way that had changed me, making me into one of the elementals?

      The idea seemed impossible, almost laughable, but everything that he had seen suggested that maybe that was the case.

      “I was trapped. Whatever Roland is doing, the way that he’s pulling power, separated me from my body.”

      “You shouldn’t be able to be separated from your body.”

      “As far as I can tell, it’s still there.”

      Tolan could close his eyes and think he could feel that part of himself, energy that came from his body. All he would have to do would be to reach for it and he could reconnect to his body.

      What if my body had perished? Would I be stuck in this form? Would I live as an elemental?

      There was no pain. He would’ve expected there to have been something more, some agony, but there had been none. The only thing that he felt was the sense of fear when he had been going to the darkness.

      Could I have been plunging through the space between life and death?

      No. Whatever else happened had been something different. It had involved the element bonds. He was certain of that.

      “I think that I can return to my body. We have to figure out what Roland is doing and stop him.”

      “That’s what we intend to do.”

      “I don’t know that attacking the Convergence is the right plan.”

      “That is what you wanted, isn’t it? You sent her here to do that.”

      At the time, he had. Now he didn’t know if it was the best idea. Perhaps that would only accomplish what Roland wanted.

      “What would you propose?” the wind elemental asked.

      “Something changed for me, and we have to figure out what it is.” Tolan used his sense of spirit, and he shared with Rory what had happened with the lizard.

      The other elemental seemed to shake. It was almost as if the idea of the lizard betraying them was too much for him.

      “What is it?”

      “Light should not do that.”

      “Light?”

      “That is the elemental.”

      “You know it?” Tolan asked.

      “I know it. All of us know Light. He would serve you, not torment you.”

      Awareness of the lizard was still there in his mind. It was almost as if he could close his eyes and find that sense, but he feared the lizard attacking again.

      “You might know this creature, but he’s done something to me.”

      Rory fluttered for a moment, agitation increasing within him. “It’s possible something happened to him.”

      Tolan thought about his experience with the lizard. He’d been within the portrait. Maybe something had happened to the lizard.

      Could that be what Roland was after?

      Roland’s goals had shifted after Tolan had freed the lizard.

      “I need to speak to Ferrah and Kerry. In this form, I haven’t been able to.” Tolan tried to solidify himself but failed. “Is there any way that you can teach me to become more solid?”

      “You must maintain focus.”

      Tolan thought about each of the elements, reaching for earth first, but nothing seemed to solidify. “It doesn’t seem to work.”

      “You must find it within you.”

      He strained, but failed.

      “What do you do?”

      “I am connected to wind, and I use that to solidify my appearance.”

      Which element was I connected to?

      There was a time when he would’ve said it was earth. That was the element he had been able to sense from the beginning.

      What about fire?

      It was the one that he could shape first. Yet as he worked through each of the elements, none of them really helped him change. He remained in this vague and insubstantial form.

      What about all of the elements?

      He could add wind and water to fire and earth, and in doing so, he thought that he might be able to create something more. He was a shaper who had access to each of the elements. Perhaps a warrior shaping in this form would do something different.

      He formed that connection, not trying to travel but to hold it upon himself. Inverting it, something like what he did with the portraits.

      At first, nothing happened.

      For a moment, power swirled together. Tolan began to form some image of himself. It was little more than a memory, something buried within him, some aspect of his mind that seemed to be tied to what he had done and what he wanted to be.

      He shimmered into existence.

      He could feel it as he did, and could feel the faint change, almost as if there was something more he needed to do. Then it faded. He lost it.

      It was there within him, but as he mixed those energies together, nothing else changed.

      What about trying spirit?

      Tolan added spirit to it, and still there was no change.

      What about spirit alone?

      He wasn’t bound to any particular elements, at least not that he thought, but it was possible that he had connected more to spirit than he had realized.

      As Tolan focused on it, he began to use spirit, drawing from the way it was connected to each of the element bonds. Power surged into him. Gradually, that flickering stabilized. Tolan was once more in a physical form.

      “That is better,” Rory said.

      “I’m still not entirely sure what I did.”

      “You created a version of yourself.”

      “What do you mean I created a version of myself? Am I not the version I usually am?”

      Rory smiled at him. “If only you could see.”

      Tolan looked over. Ferrah remained nearby. He hurried toward her, maintaining that connection to spirit. In order to do so required a significant focus on his part, but he could hold it. In doing so, he let that sense of spirit fill him, wrapping around him, and he held that power through himself.

      “Tolan?” Ferrah asked as he approached.

      He moved toward her, following the bleak landscape, stepping over some of the rock and wishing that he had some way of feeling the air around him, the stone beneath his feet, or even the heat from the sun. He could feel nothing. Strangely enough, he was still connected to the elements, and to the element bonds. Through that, he felt a connection to the elementals around him. Spirit bound him to them, though there was some aspect of it that left him feeling as if it remained incomplete. Off, somehow.

      “You can see me?”

      “What’s wrong with you?” Kerry asked, sliding over on a slip of wind and fire.

      “I…” Tolan tried to think about how to frame it for them, not sure that they would even understand just what happened to him, but he also didn’t want them to think that he was dead. As far as he knew, he could come back from this.

      “I reached the pit. I fell. And—”

      “You were separated from your body?” Kerry asked.

      Tolan nodded. “I was separated from my body, tossed into the element bonds. Somehow, I escaped.” He looked around, and it felt like power erupted all around him. It was power that he didn’t fully control, power of the elementals, but it was also the power that came from whatever Roland attempted. It burst from the ground, leaving Tolan feeling helpless against whatever Roland would do. “I need to finish this so that I can figure out how to get back into my body.”

      “Are you sure that you have to?” Ferrah grinned at him, and Tolan turned back to her. “I suppose I shouldn’t be making jokes at this time. The elementals aren’t necessarily in a joking mood, either.”

      He nodded. “You did it. You got the elementals to gather.”

      “They didn’t want to listen to me.”

      “But they did.”

      “They did. Rory helped. He wasn’t thrilled when I freed him from the bondar, but after he was released, he understood. I think he knew what you were doing.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I’m not even sure I knew what I was doing. I don’t think this is right.”

      “Why not?” Kerry asked.

      “We need to withdraw.”

      “If Roland is using power like this, then we need to stop him.”

      Tolan looked toward the pit. Even as he did, he could feel the energy in the pressure on him. It was almost as if there was some sense of whatever was out there growing upon him.

      “If we keep going, we run the risk of the elementals being drawn toward the Convergence pit the same way I was. I don’t know if they will be able to withstand it.”

      She watched, looking at him, and yet he could tell that she didn’t seem to feel the same drawing that he did. It continued to pull upon him, even in this form.

      “There’s too much power pulling on me,” he said.

      “What kind of power?” Kerry asked.

      “I can feel it even more strongly now than I could before.”

      “Why should that be?”

      “I don’t really know. By getting separated the way that I was, everything seems to have changed for me. It’s strange.”

      Ferrah regarded him a moment. “You look different. Almost younger.”

      “Younger?”

      “I don’t know how to describe it. You have something of a more youthful appearance to you, but there’s also something of age. It’s strange, like I said.”

      “I’m holding onto this form as best as I can. It requires me to maintain spirit, but spirit seems to connect me to the other elements.” He glanced down at himself. With a thought, he could change his appearance, changing his clothing.

      Ferrah gasped. “That is quite impressive.”

      “I don’t know what will happen when I go back to my body.”

      “I don’t even know how you did this.”

      “I became separated by going through the element bonds.”

      “By doing what?” Kerry asked.

      He told her about how he had gone into the element bonds, and how this felt similar.

      He realized he had risked quite a bit by going into the element bonds, but it had been necessary. Now that he was here, going through the element bonds might be the only reason he still lived.

      Ferrah tried to reach for him but went through him. He wanted to take her hand.  She watched him, looking at him with a strange expression.

      Was it sadness? Was it something else?

      Tolan couldn’t read her expression well enough to know. The only thing he really understood was that she seemed worried.

      “Tolan?”

      “I’m here.”

      “You seem to be fading. Almost as if you’re drifting away from me.”

      Fading. Like the power of this land.

      Like the waste.

      Could that be the key?

      It would be different than what they had done at the heart of the waste. It would be different than the Guardians.

      He looked like an elemental. In this form, that was all the power he had. And now Roland was using this construct to pull the elementals.

      “We need to get the elementals to circle the pit and focus the elements inward.”

      “How would that work?”

      “Each of the elementals representing each of the elements needs to encircle what he’s doing.” When she frowned at him, he shook his head. “It’s like the waste.”

      Her eyes widened as understanding seemed to take hold. “You intend to be a Guardian?”

      “Not Guardians like in the waste. I intend to undo it.”

      “Will it work?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The sense of the lizard remained.

      If Rory was right and if the lizard were somehow influenced, then he was going to have to deal with him as well. After. First they had to deal with Roland. Then he would deal with the lizard.

      He passed the word around to the other elementals. Rory helped, using the wind to send to the others. It didn’t take long before the elementals understood what Tolan wanted. When they had all formed up, he stood next to Ferrah and Kerry, Rory near him, a few of the other elementals nearby. The pressure pulling him forward seemed almost inevitable.

      “What now?” Kerry asked.

      “Once we take up our positions, I think—”

      Tolan didn’t get a chance to finish. Anguish cried out near him, a horrible sound.

      It was the sound of elementals crying out in pain.

      Roland had begun his attack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      Tolan knew he couldn’t march forward. The key was holding his position and trying to convince the other elementals to hold theirs. He didn’t know if he would be able to do that or whether they would somehow try to react in a way that would lead to them getting drawn forward.

      Impressively, the elementals for the most part remained near him, and power continued to explode from them, surging toward the pit they circled. There were dozens of the strange elementals, all in various humanoid shapes that were so different than the elementals in Terndahl. Some were colored, others earthlike, and still others almost translucent. He could tell which element they favored by looking at them. He could feel the way something was changing, and though it was changing, he didn’t know what it was doing or why it would be changing.

      “We need to move,” he said to Rory. “Take up our positions and secure this in any way we can.”

      Rory sent word around. With his control over the wind, Rory could communicate much more effectively than Tolan would be able to. The elementals continued to cry out. Tolan thought it was because of the pressure pulling upon them, but realized it was something else. There was a direct attack on them.

      Kerry could help using spirit, connecting to the elementals. They had a way of succeeding. They just needed more time.

      Could I do anything?

      It wasn’t that he was completely powerless. He was connected to the element bonds, the same way the elementals were connected.

      Only… the elementals of this land were not connected to the bonds. At least not well. Tolan had helped start that connection, but it was incomplete. He needed to add to it.

      He needed to give them power.

      No!

      That seemed to come from the Light, but why would Light oppose him connecting the element bonds to the elementals? Because he was corrupted somehow. Tolan surged through the element bonds and probed deeper and deeper, drawing that connection outward. The sense of the lizard was buried deep within his mind, struggling against what Tolan was doing.

      He hesitated.

      Was it what he felt of the lizard… or was it something else?

      When he had confronted Roland, he’d been exposed to him. Tolan believed he had freed himself from what Roland had done. Perhaps he had not.

      As Tolan focused on that power in the back of his mind, he felt something familiar.

      He tore that free.

      Strangely, it wasn’t even within his mind. It was over his control over spirit. Roland had influenced him, influencing his connection to spirit.  With that influence torn free, power exploded from him. Tolan sent power from the element bonds toward the other elementals.

      They connected.

      Tolan was connected to them.

      Pressure began to build, and it was pulling on him.

      “Tolan, you’re getting—”

      Tolan could barely hear Ferrah. The pressure that was building on him, dragging on him, forced him forward. He strained against it, but he couldn’t fight it. That pressure tore at him, dragging him forward.

      And then he was pulled into the new waste.

      As soon as he was, his power faded.

      He began to lose form. He became insubstantial.

      He was ripped toward the center of this waste. Toward the pit. Darkness filled his vision. A figure stood near the pit. For a moment, he thought that figure was the same darkness that he had seen before, but there was more of a shape to it.

      When he had been here before, holding onto his warrior sword, trying to connect to whatever was out here, he hadn’t known what it was, and he hadn’t known whether what he had detected was real.

      This time, he could feel that something was real. This time, he could see what was out here.

      Roland.

      Shaped power filled him.

      Roland had never been this powerful before. Standing in the center of his makeshift waste, the power of elements flowing from him, Tolan couldn’t help but feel a hint of trepidation and fear at the power Roland had called upon.

      Roland laughed.

      “Look at you. Your mother never would have believed what happened to you.”

      Tolan tried to fight. It was a matter of struggling against the power that pulled on him.

      “I never expected this would’ve worked on you.”

      “This wasn’t for me?” Tolan said.

      “Not for you, but the benefit is the same.” He laughed. “And now I have finally succeeded.”

      “Succeeded in what?”

      “You have stopped me a few times, but this time, you will not. I tried holding you when you entered the bonds”—at least now Tolan knew what happened to Master Minden—“but you managed to avoid it. You won’t this time.”

      “You aren’t able to make it work in Terndahl.”

      Roland’s face flashed with anger. “Terndahl is too well connected to the bonds. I am determined to stop that, though. Then all of this is over!”

      Tolan focused on the bonds, but struggled. There should be some way to still reach for the energy of the elements. He was connected to them. That connection was within him. That connection was him.

      “You recognize what’s happening here, don’t you?”

      Tolan looked around, and he tried to ignore just what the other man was doing, but it was difficult to do so. The power around him was almost too much. Tolan could feel the way that it was squeezing in upon him. Soon, this form would be dragged toward the Convergence.

      If I’m pulled in, what will happen to me?

      When he had come in his body, he had fallen, but the fall had allowed him to separate, to let the element bonds strip him free. This way, he doubted that he would be able to escape. He feared he would lose everything. He feared he would suddenly find his form destroyed.

      Tolan would lose himself.

      That wasn’t what scared him the most. What scared him more was not just losing himself, but what would happen to the others when he was pulled away.

      He tried to fight, but he was pulled forward.

      “When this is done, you won’t pose a threat to me anymore.”

      Shaping built from Roland, but for the first time, Tolan was aware that he wasn’t able to influence him. He tried. Tolan could feel the way he attempted to use spirit on him, but connected as Tolan was, the sense of spirit flowing through him, Roland couldn’t do anything.

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

      Roland took a step forward. “No. You won’t.”

      With that, he moved off to the side. The strange darkness filled him. That darkness was there, filling him, swirling around him. It was a darkness he recognized.

      It tried to reach for him.

      The power of a waste.

      That pressure was almost too much.

      Tolan attempted to reach for spirit, but something blocked him.

      The lizard. Within the lizard, Tolan felt spirit.

      “Fight whatever he’s done to you,” Tolan said.

      The lizard didn’t respond.

      “I need your help.”

      Tolan scrambled for the connection to the lizard, hoping the elemental would give him the assistance he needed, but even as he focused on that sense, he wasn’t sure it would work. There was something else there. It was almost as if there was something within the lizard…

      Could I have been wrong? I thought the lizard had been influenced by Roland, but what if that wasn’t the case?

      That dragging sensation called him downward, deeper and deeper into the pit.

      Tolan ignored it and focused on what he could of the lizard.

      Elementals all around him were crying out. He could feel that, the connection to the element bonds giving him an awareness of what was happening to them, and Tolan wanted nothing more than to be able to offer them safety, but even if he did, he had no idea whether it mattered.

      The only thing that mattered was what he detected.

      It was all tied to the lizard.

      Tolan had thought the lizard had helped him. He had thought the lizard was connected to spirit, but perhaps that was not it at all. Tolan pushed through the connection to spirit, pushing through what he could detect of the lizard.

      Within that, he recognized something else.

      There was that edge of darkness. There was something more to the elemental. Not only was the elemental connected to spirit, but there was some aspect of that same darkness that seemed to be tied to the elemental. It was almost as if the lizard was tied to this chaos.

      Tolan could feel each of the elements.

      That sense was fading, but as he drifted downward, absorbed by the pit, he held on. Insubstantial as he was, he could feel the drawing sensation of each of the element bonds. Strangely, it reminded him of what the Draasin Lord had said.

      There was a cycle.

      Tolan was caught up in that cycle. If he was pulled down into the elemental bonds, then he would be able to free himself. He would be able to cycle back out, back into whatever form he chose.

      Only, because of his connection to spirit and because of his connection to the other elements, he would know what had happened to him. He would know the power within him. There was something there with him.

      “Why did you do this?” Tolan whispered.

      “You freed me.”

      “I did. Why would you do this?”

      “You don’t understand what you have done,” the lizard said.

      All of it was tied together. He had been a fool.

      Tolan thought he had been serving the elementals, and thought he’d been serving the power he needed to help, but couldn’t help feel as if perhaps he’d made a mistake.

      “Please. You don’t have to do this,” Tolan said.

      “You did not find the understanding I demanded.” The lizard pushed on him.

      Tolan could feel himself getting forced deeper into the bond. The lizard was trying to bury him. It would trap him.

      Feeling the elementals crying out, and the pain within them, he didn’t think he had much time.

      I had to fight, but how could I fight an elemental of spirit?

      Spirit was bonded to him, but it was also bonded to each of the elements. When he had tried to use that before, it hadn’t been enough, but this time, Tolan had a different idea.

      The lizard was connected to spirit, but the lizard was connected to spirit in a way that left him tied to it but still separated from the other aspects of power. Tolan was connected to spirit, but he was also connected to something more. He pulled on each of the element bonds, upon spirit, and power rolled through him. Tolan pushed outward.

      The lizard faded away.

      It wasn’t gone completely. He didn’t know if he would be able to stop it altogether, but if nothing else, by being aware of what the lizard attempted to do to him, and by being aware of the power within the lizard, he had a possible chance of stopping him.

      Tolan focused instead on his connection to the element bonds.

      He wrapped himself in it and exploded.

      He didn’t want to stay in the bond. He didn’t want to be absorbed by this power. He didn’t want the Convergence to hold him down.

      There was no reason it would have to. He had the power of the element bonds. He was the power of the element bonds. Surging forward, he felt something near him, and drifted toward it.

      Surprisingly, he thought that he knew what it was.

      For a moment, he debated whether or not he would use it, but decided that he couldn’t stay in this form indefinitely. It would mean that he had become something else.

      That wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted to be Tolan, not a power of the elements.

      He reentered his body. With a burst of spirit, Tolan came back around.
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      Power lifted him up and out of the pit. All around him, he was aware of the elementals. There was something about them that seemed to be suffering. They were drawn into the pit. Tolan came to land across Roland.

      “This is over,” he said to Roland.

      Roland sneered at him. “Look at you. I wouldn’t have expected you to make it back out.”

      “The lizard doesn’t have any influence over me.”

      “The lizard?”

      “The spirit elemental guiding you.”

      “What makes you think anything has been guiding me? When this is done, I will have created a way of entering the bond—much like you did. I will have a way to reach that power in this land. All it will take is the elementals.”

      So that was what he’d needed the elementals for. That was what Tolan had seen him doing in the waste. That was the purpose of the waste here—to draw the elementals somehow. Tolan would have to stop him. He focused on what he could feel of the spirit elemental, and he pushed that toward Roland. The other man’s eyes widened.

      “You’ve lost.”

      “I haven’t lost. You can’t stop me.”

      “I don’t have to stop you. The elementals will stop you. All I have to do is help them connect to power.”

      With that, even in his body, Tolan could connect to the elements and the element bonds, and he let power surge out from him. The elementals began to burst with power of the element bonds. They were all interconnected.

      They created a bonded ring around the clearing. The power of the element bonds was now different than it had ever been before. Strangely, there was another sense out there that he thought he needed to connect to. It was vague, but as he probed, aware of it, he pushed on that sense, giving another hint of power to it.

      Kerry helped the elementals, linking them in some way with spirit. He could feel the way that spirit flowed from her to the elementals and swirled around. It surprised him that she would be so fearless in her use of spirit, but also so fearless in her willingness to work with the elementals. If only Ferrah could get past some of the fear and jealousy that she had, she might see that Kerry could be an ally.

      Ferrah joined his connection.

      He could feel her, and could feel the sudden shift within her.

      Holding onto power like this, connected to the elements as he was, he recognized how he could connect her to the elements, and he shifted something within her.

      Shaping exploded within her.

      Tolan turned his attention back to Roland. “Do you feel what I’m doing?”

      “It’s too late for your precious elementals. Too late for any of them. Don’t you recognize what this is doing?”

      “All you’re doing is pulling power into the element bonds.”

      “Is that all you think I’m doing?” Roland sneered. “Why would I want to connect power to the element bonds?”

      “Because you don’t have any way of reaching them otherwise.”

      Roland glared at him. “I’m creating a way for those with me to reach this power. You cannot understand.”

      The comment was so similar to what the lizard had said.

      The sense of power from the other man continued to push outward, but Tolan ignored it. Tolan was stronger than Roland. Not only that, but Tolan was better connected to the elements.

      He could feel the way Roland tried to steal power.

      Stopping him would be a simple matter. All it would take would be to push.

      Only… that wasn’t quite right. He needed to draw power upward. It began to flow. He reached for that power, trying to reverse what Roland had done.

      Roland fought back.

      It was a strange battle, standing across from each other, neither of them saying anything. Tolan didn’t move toward Roland, and the other man didn’t attempt to move toward him.

      Both struggled against the power here.  Roland was connected to that power, but he wasn’t naturally connected. He pulled.

      This time, he didn’t pull the power toward him, but through him. It went out toward the elementals. He gave them what Roland tried to steal. There was another effect. By forcing this power outward, he connected them to the land. Everything began to change. Power around him shifted, and now Tolan could connect to it.

      Roland could not.

      Tolan shifted his attack. He no longer had to pull on the Convergence that Roland was trying to create. The only thing he needed to do instead was to focus on that which flowed from him.

      “You’ve already lost.”

      Roland attempted to shape. It would carry him away from here.

      Tolan resisted. He wasn’t about to let the other man escape again. He held him.

      Power trapped him in place. Roland cried out, yelling at Tolan, but he ignored it. Instead, he focused on the power within him. He forced Roland to remain.

      Movement around him caught his attention. The elementals approached.

      They were connected to the land. As they approached, everything was changing. Everything was returning to the way it was supposed to be. The pit changed as well.

      Roland took a step toward Tolan.

      Tolan tried to hold him, trying to keep him in place, but he couldn’t. Somehow, Roland was still powered by the elements. As Tolan connected to Roland, he realized that wasn’t even quite true. It wasn’t just that Roland was connected the elements, but he was connected to spirit.

      He was connected to the lizard. Light.

      Tolan pushed against it, but Roland charged him.

      Tolan brought his hands up, forgetting that he held onto the sword bondar. The blade slammed into Roland’s chest. Power exploded from the blade, and it ripped through Roland, exploding him in light.

      His eyes widened briefly as he died.

      Tolan staggered back, pulling the blade free from the fallen man.

      Tolan sank to his knees. The elementals continued their circle, heading around the pit, drawing power out. Connecting to the land. Everything changed.

      Kerry started toward him, attempting to shape, still pushing back the power that was around them. As Tolan dropped to the ground, Kerry started toward him.

      He looked over at Ferrah, and found her shaping. Energy was flowing from her in a way that it hadn’t before.

      She locked eyes with Tolan, raced over to him as he lowered his sword bondar, and threw her arms around him. “How are you here?”

      “I reentered my body.”

      “I don’t understand. Maybe I can’t understand.”

      “I’m not sure I can either, but I’m back.”

      “It’s over?” She looked down at Roland, glancing at the blade in Tolan’s hand. Maybe she wouldn’t tease him quite as much about his use of the sword now that he had been the one to cut down Roland.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “But you stopped him.”

      “Roland might be dead, but the reason he attacked in the first place isn’t gone. He was influenced.”

      “Roland was influenced?”

      “Toward the end. I don’t know if he was always influenced.”

      If only Roland had allowed Tolan to know his mind better, then he might have been able to offer him more help. Instead, Roland had made a choice.

      It had given Tolan no choice.

      He swept his gaze around at the elementals.

      All of them had taken on their human form, and they moved away. He had helped them, but something else was changing for them as well.

      “If Roland was influenced, then how are you going to find the one who influenced him?”

      “I know what influenced him. It was an elemental of spirit.”

      Ferrah’s eyes widened briefly. “That’s not going to be easy to stop.”

      “I will help,” Kerry said.

      Ferrah turned to her. This time, there was no frown on her face. “We might need your help,” she said, hesitating a moment. “I’m sorry for my initial reaction toward you. I guess… I was threatened.”

      Kerry sniffed. “Why would you be threatened?”

      Ferrah looked over at Tolan. “He’s given so much to the Academy. He has been willing to risk himself so often, and I have rarely seen anyone else willing to do the same.”

      “You haven’t been willing to risk yourself for the Academy?”

      Ferrah held Tolan’s gaze. “What I’ve done hasn’t always been for the Academy.” She turned and looked at Kerry. “If you are willing—and able—to fight on behalf of the Academy, and given what I’ve seen here, along with your willingness to risk yourself, I think that you are, I need to find a way to trust you the same way that Tolan does.”

      Kerry looked at Tolan. “I don’t know that I would have trusted him were it not for the shaping he placed on me.” She held his gaze and Tolan felt spirit swirl out from her. “When he gifted the knowledge of spirit, I understood what he had done, and what he was willing to do. I’m not so sure how many of the other Inquisitors did, but I did. I vowed to help however I could. I will still help however I can.”

      Tolan took a deep breath, looking off into the distance. They had stopped Roland. He was gone.

      There was still the issue of the lizard and spirit.

      That wasn’t resolved. Nor was the issue of the Convergence and why the ancient shapers had formed the waste. There was something to it that he needed to better understand. That understanding would come later. For now, they could enjoy their success.

      Though Tolan thought he understood what had happened to Light, he didn’t know if he was going to be able to place the lizard back into the prison that had held him.
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      Standing in the hall of portraits now left Tolan with an empty feeling. When he’d come before, there had been a sense of understanding. There had been a sense that he might have been gifted with some knowledge, and perhaps an understanding of the power that existed here.

      How could I have been so wrong?

      He stared at the painting the lizard had come from. The bright light that glowed took on a different meaning. Always before, he had struggled to understand the purpose behind it, but he hadn’t known. Even now, he wasn’t entirely sure he understood. The only thing he understood was that he had made a mistake.

      “That painting again?”

      Tolan looked over at Master Minden. She was near the end of the hall, leaning on a cane. With a shaping of spirit, he pushed out a sense of power, testing whether or not she was injured, but there didn’t seem to be anything within her that was truly injured.

      Only tired.

      Given what she had gone through, and everything that she had suffered, he understood.

      For that matter, he was tired. He wanted to lie down and rest, but he had come here, thinking that if nothing else, he might be able to find some answers.

      “I feel like I have to come here.”

      “What happened?”

      “We were wrong.” He swept his gaze along the paintings. All of the elementals here began to take on a different meaning.

      What if they were all like the lizard? If they were, and if the lizard somehow managed to free them, then would there be anything we would be able to do to keep ourselves safe?

      Tolan didn’t know if it would even be possible.

      And if not, then what would change?

      The lizard was powerful. Connected as it was to spirit, and because of spirit’s connection to the other elements, there was a real danger to the elementals.

      Tolan had wanted to try to help the elementals, and it might be that what he had done was the very thing that he had feared most. He might have somehow brought the elementals into danger.

      “We have been wrong many times,” Master Minden said, making her way toward him. She wobbled slightly as she walked, more than she ever had before.

      Tolan shook his head. “We haven’t been this wrong before.” He nodded to the portrait. “The lizard was trapped here.”

      “I think all of the elementals in these paintings are trapped in a way.”

      “No. I mean the lizard was trapped. Imprisoned. He was held here.” Tolan turned and looked at Master Minden. “Intentionally. He was kept separate from the bond. I don’t really understand anything more about it other than that the lizard attacked.”

      “Tolan—”

      He took a deep breath, and he swept his gaze along the line of the portraits. “I think the lizard is why you were attacked. I suspect the attack was meant for me, but it struck you instead. I think the lizard has been controlling Roland, at least recently. He came here, and though he wasn’t able to escape, it influenced him.”

      Master Minden turned her attention back to the paintings. “Why would they be here if they were trapped like that?”

      Tolan shook his head. “There’s so much we don’t understand. There’s so much that we need to.”

      Such as the waste. Why would that create a separation with the land Beyond?

      He still didn’t fully understand it, though he thought he needed to. That was what Roland had been after, trying to figure out some way of tapping into the deeper connection.

      “What will you do?”

      “We aren’t as alone as we were before,” he said. As he closed his eyes, he could feel the connection to the elementals distantly. Even beyond the waste, that connection remained.

      It seemed as if it was tied to him, though he suspected it was tied more to the way that the elementals had bridged their connection to the land.

      That seemed to be the key, somehow.

      “There’s other people. Other knowledge. And—”

      “Other people who could be influenced.”

      Tolan nodded slowly. “There’s that.”

      “I think it’s time I visit this land Beyond. I think it’s time I begin to work through the library there.”

      “We have to do more than just that.”

      “What more?”

      “We need to explore that land. We need to know what else is there.”

      Master Minden studied him for a moment. “I’m not sure the Grand Master will approve.”

      “I don’t know that he gets a choice.”

      It troubled Tolan that he would feel that way; that he would feel as if the Grand Master wouldn’t be able to be in charge. Even so, when it came to the elementals, and when it came to the land Beyond and everything that he had done—it felt right.

      Tolan was the one who had done it. He was the reason they had survived.

      And he would have to be the one to go and explore Beyond.

      He wouldn’t be alone. Ferrah could go. Now that she could shape there, she wouldn’t be helpless. Maybe Kerry, though he didn’t know if she would want to leave and visit those lands again. The elementals would be able to help him. He would need their assistance.

      And he fully expected to find something strange and different. Given what he had already uncovered, he couldn’t help but feel as if there would have to be something else there. There would have to be some sort of knowledge, and there would have to be an answer.

      He worried about what that answer would be. He worried what it might mean.

      More than that, he worried whether there would be any way that they would be able to push the lizard back into the portrait.

      As he stared at the painting, it seemed as if the girl within it watched him, almost as if she knew what he was thinking—and understood.
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      Grab book 3: A Fire Reborn
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      The threat Tolan has long feared has been defeated, but a new danger emerged, one that poses a threat to both shapers and the elementals.

      For the first time since mastering his connection to the elements, Tolan fears an elemental. He's long advocated the elementals were misunderstood, and tried convincing others within Terndahl to free them from the bond, but the appearance of Light has proven his mistake.

      Chasing the threat leads Tolan to take a dangerous journey, one that challenges all that he's learned of spirit and brings him back to the lands beyond the waste where he discovers a secret hidden from the rest of the world for centuries.

      What he uncovers is more deadly than anything he's ever known, and one his unique connection to the elements might not be enough to stop. It will take more than a master of spirit to survive; it will take a true element warrior.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading A Fading 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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