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      The subtle pull on spirit drifted toward Tolan; a gentle tug that was like a musician pulling on a string. He was aware of it in ways that he normally would not have been and could feel that drawing of spirit coming to him as he paced around the inside of the spirit tower. The spirit tower was filled with students, more so than it had been in the last few years since he had become Master of Spirit. Now they came to him willingly, believing that if they had some inkling of a connection to spirit, Tolan would find a way to connect them to it. They weren’t wrong, but where they were wrong was in the belief that he would somehow grant them knowledge before they had the experience to use it.

      He paused in midspeech, focusing on the strange sensation that tugged through spirit. It was subtle, but the more that Tolan focused on it, the more certain he was that whatever he was detecting was real. Something had pulled upon spirit.

      “Master Ethar?”

      This came from Norant, a skilled student who tended to sit in the front of the classroom. He had taken to following Tolan around, watching him a little bit more closely than he had when he had first come to learn about spirit. Ever since Tolan had revealed the presence of Roland, then defeated him, his life had started to change.

      In part that change had come from how the Inquisitors viewed him, but partly it came from the fact that he had continued proving himself with spirit.

      After all this time, Tolan still struggled to prove himself.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, blinking and pushing away the sensation. There were many shapers within the Academy who had the ability to reach spirit, and so the strange tug, the pulling on a string that he detected, could be anything. “Where was I?”

      “You are talking about the early days of the Academy,” Mara said.

      Tolan smiled at her. Her blonde hair was brushed back, bound with a pink ribbon, and she sat awfully close to a young man named Johnal who Tolan had seen her friendly with. He had dark hair, a sharp jaw, and was a good student. In Tolan’s mind, that mattered more than anything else.

      “That’s right,” he said, smiling and sweeping his gaze around the gathered students. He reminded himself that this was the reason he was here. His goal was to teach, to instruct the students, to provide them with lessons that they couldn’t get from any of the other instructors. All could teach their element, but Tolan was one of the few who decided to take it in a different direction. Not only did he attempt to give them lessons on spirit, but he thought it important to give them a bit more history than they got otherwise. He mixed that with his discussion of the elementals. It was the only way that he thought he could continue teaching. The elementals deserved his protection, and Tolan was determined to offer whatever help he could give them.

      “The early days of the Academy. We don’t often speak of that, do we?” He started pacing and glanced down at the rune for spirit on the floor. The students were arranged around the rune, though very few of them truly understood what it was they sat upon. “The earliest shapers who founded the Academy are beyond us,” he said. “We do have some records of their time. Every Selection is a memory of that time. As you come to know spirit, you will come to understand how connected the ancient shapers were to not only shaping, but to the world itself.”

      “How is the Selection tied to those ancient shapers?” Desiree asked.

      She played with her dark hair while she leaned off on her side, tapping her fingers on her leg. There was a pattern to it, and Tolan wondered if she had any idea that the pattern she tapped out on her leg might offer her access to the elementals. Everything had a connection to the elements.

      “The way that we shape is tied directly to those ancient shapers. They brought their heritage to the Academy, wanting to use spirit to bind those who had the benefit of learning shaping, but of course, as you can imagine, what they brought to us was more than just an ability to shape. It was how they chose to shape. It was the way they chose to shape.”

      Tolan paused, glancing over at his desk. He’d made several maps in the years he had been the Master of Spirit, and they were still stacked on top of his desk from his search for Roland. Now that search had shifted, becoming a search for a particular elemental that he no longer knew if he could ever find again.

      “Those shapers believed in the power of spirit.” He smiled, sweeping his hands around. He had a bondar on one finger his father had made that connected him to spirit, binding him in ways that allowed him to reach for even more spirit than he would’ve been able to on his own. In this room, connected as he was to not only the rune near the center of the Academy but to the Convergence as well, he didn’t really need the bondar, though he still valued it. It was something his father had made under the direction of his mother. For whatever reason, the thought mattered to Tolan, though he knew it should not, given what he had gone through with his family. “They believed that through spirit, we could find shapers destined to serve Amitan and Terndahl. They believed that we could use spirit to find those who could train the next generation.” He smiled as he looked at everyone else gathered in the room. “Which is how you were chosen. The shaping used upon you in your Selection is the same shaping that those ancient shapers used.”

      “Surely it’s changed over time,” Norant said.

      “You’d be surprised,” Tolan said. “When I first learned of that shaping, I thought to explore it, asking the same question as you. I imagined that it must have changed. There would be no way that it would not have been modified over time, but what I found was that it had not. Not really.” Tolan closed his eyes, focusing on spirit. For a moment, he had a hint of a connection, something that suggested that whatever he had detected before was still out there, but then it faded. If there had been something else plucking on spirit, trying to draw his attention, it wasn’t attempting to reach him nearly as strongly as he had thought before.

      “The shaping is subtle,” he said. “There are three parts to it. One involves you looking inward, facing an element of your fears. Another involves you looking beyond yourself, testing whether you were willing to work with your colleagues. And the final one is merely a matter of testing your mettle. Some think that is the least important, but to my mind, that is the most important.” He strode through the students to stand on the rune. “I find that many people can learn to shape. If there’s one thing we do well at the Academy, it’s teaching students how to shape and reach for the elements. Some will have more facility with them than others, but all can become shapers of some sort. It’s truly what we choose to do with that shaping that sets us apart. It’s what makes the master shapers of the Terrenhal Academy so valuable.”

      He paused, sweeping his gaze around at the students, trying to let the words settle in. “What I’d like you to work on today is once again protecting your mind.”

      There was a soft groan, and Tolan smiled to himself. It was a reaction that he had gotten several times over the last few months since he had continued his focus on protecting themselves from spirit. Many didn’t see the need, but Tolan was determined to prove to them that if they were able to protect their mind, and use a shaping that did not involve spirit, they wouldn’t have to fear anyone who could control it.

      “Perhaps it would help if I shared with you a little bit more history,” he said.

      “More?” Maxwell said.

      He was a chubbier student, one who obviously had an affinity for water and a tendency toward healing, but Tolan had seen that he had a slight connection to spirit. It was something that he wanted to foster, though he feared that it would be difficult, especially given Maxwell’s stubbornness.

      “I didn’t need to be a spirit sensor—or shaper—to feel everyone’s reaction when I suggested that we focus on protecting ourselves.” Tolan smiled as he looked around at the gathered students. “That was obvious to me the moment that I mentioned it. Though I could feel it through spirit.”

      “I was protecting myself,” Mara said.

      Tolan tipped his head at her, nodding. “A combination of earth and water. A skillful protection,” he added, “but you weren’t solidifying it nearly as well as you could. I have a feeling that you can do an even better job.”

      He looked at some of the others. Surprisingly, Norant had also used a similar protection around his mind, and in doing so, he had sealed Tolan away, though not completely. It was enough that Tolan had felt a hint of his concern in the back of his mind, but not much more than that.

      “You have been intrigued by the history I’ve shared with you,” he said.

      “We don’t get those lessons in too many places,” Rosella said. She was a red-haired younger shaper, advanced and skilled, and Tolan could tell that she would eventually become a master shaper, though he wasn’t sure whether she would ever reach spirit. So far, she had not shown any predilection toward it. “The other instructors just want to teach us how to shape.”

      “And they do a good job,” Tolan said. He smiled. “Most of your instructors are the ones who taught me. Considering where I started, they brought me a long way.”

      “You didn’t really come to the Academy without any ability to shape,” Maxwell said.

      Tolan settled to the ground. He thought it was easier to connect with the students that way, and by sitting in front of them, looking at them at their level, he was able to remember just what it was like when he had been a student coming here, looking at his instructor in the same way. Of course, his experience with a spirit master had been vastly different than the experience these students had.

      “I came from Ephra. Do you all know where Ephra is?”

      “Near the waste,” somebody said from the back.

      “Near the waste,” Tolan agreed. “We are isolated. When I was growing up, I was always taught that Ephra was once a center of Terndahl, though that changed over time.” He shook his head. “I never learned what changed, or why it changed, only that Ephra was never what I experienced. I never even found the histories that described Ephra in that way. Only references to someone named Ephra.” Even those references were rare, and they spoke of a powerful wind shaper. They must’ve been powerful in order to have the city named after them. “The Academy there isn’t anything like Amitan. There are shapers, and there are master instructors, though they struggle. They try to do their best, wanting to offer the shapers an opportunity to learn and grow, but unfortunately, there is only so much that they can do.”

      “Master Velthan is from there, isn’t he?”

      Tolan nodded. “He is as well.”

      “The two of you knew each other?”

      Tolan suppressed a smile. “We knew each other. As you can imagine, when you know someone as a child, the person they grow up to be is often quite different. I suspect that the person your parents were as children is quite a bit different than the person you know them to be now.”

      “What were you like?”

      “Sensitive to earth,” he said quickly. “Never skilled with it, though. I grew up in a time when there was fear of the Draasin Lord, and unfortunately, my parents disappeared when I was young, and they were accused of following the Draasin Lord.”

      “Did they?”

      Tolan turned to Mara. “In a way,” he said. “But then, as we’ve already spoken about, the Draasin Lord is not at all what we believed. There is a Draasin Lord—at least, that is what he prefers to be called.”

      “What’s he like?” Norant asked.

      “Old,” Tolan said. “Impossibly old.”

      “I imagine he has stories that he can share,” Rosella said.

      “What’s interesting about the Draasin Lord is that though he has lived a long life, his memories are fragmented. I suspect that anytime you live as long as he has, it is difficult to keep everything straight.”

      Not that Tolan would ever accuse the draasin of losing his memories. One simply did not challenge a draasin about what they did or did not recall.

      “But we were talking about my history,” Tolan said. “When my parents disappeared, I was left to work with an earth master. A carpenter. It was considered lucky, though I have since learned that my parents had a connection to him. When the Selection came, I presented myself.”

      “Even without any shaping ability?” somebody asked.

      He could feel who asked the question, and turned to Molly. She was a mousy girl, quiet and generally meek. “Even without any shaping ability. It’s amazing what one does for a friend.”

      “You presented yourself for Selection because of a friend?” Mara asked, covering her mouth in shock. “Now I understand why you are the master shaper that you are.”

      “I went to support my friend, really. I didn’t expect to pass. I don’t think the Selector expected me to pass, either.”

      “Who was your Selector?” Norant asked.

      “She was the Grand Inquisitor. A terrifying woman at the time, and powerful in her own right. Irina.”

      A soft murmuring echoed through the gathered students.

      Tolan smiled to himself. If only they knew the truth about Irina. Not only was she the Grand Inquisitor, but she was his grandmother, and had been lost when his mother had attacked.

      Roland had taken so much from him. All of his family. His mother. His relationship with his father. And even a grandmother who had lost nearly as much as Tolan. Time would never give him any of that back, and it angered him.

      “Why are you telling us about Ephra?”

      “I suppose I just want you to know that much can come out of little.”

      Tolan wasn’t even sure why he was telling them that story, only that he felt like there was some benefit from it.

      “Regardless, the master instructors helped me learn how to shape. I wouldn’t be the person that I am now without those instructors.” He swept his gaze around him. “But what I teach you is something different. It’s not only about the shaping. It’s about what else you can learn. It’s about exploring the contours of the world. Finding something more to it.”

      Tolan looked at each student individually as they sat on the spirit rune. He could probe each of them, and regardless of how they were protecting themselves, they were not doing as skilled a job as they would need to do. He could penetrate almost all of their protections with little more than a thought, and that was without augmenting his connection to spirit with the bondar or drawing upon the rune.

      “I spent almost as much time in the library when I was first here as I did in my classrooms. I was intrigued by the elementals and by what I learned about Terndahl.”

      “You could learn about that in the library?”

      “You just have to know which librarian to ask,” Tolan said, smiling.

      “You seem like you have more knowledge than most of the librarians,” Maxwell said. He had softened, no longer carrying a little bit of an edge to him.

      Tolan supposed that was for the best. If he could get through to even one of the students, to coax them into looking beyond what they were taught in their classes, then perhaps that was enough. It was his goal to try to reach through to the students to show them that there was more to what they could learn about shaping than what they were given in their classes. It was difficult for some of his fellow shapers to appreciate that, especially since they viewed his lessons as different, and sometimes less than what they offered.

      “There is something unique about the librarians,” he said.

      “Right,” Norant said, grinning and glancing over at Mara. “They are all odd.”

      “You might see them as odd, but I see them as gifted.” He shrugged. “I challenge each of you to take some time to visit with the librarians. Speak to them. Find out what their research interests are. You will find that each of the master librarians does have a research interest, and each of them is far more capable than you could ever imagine.”

      “I’m sure,” Norant said.

      Tolan turned to him, and with a burst of spirit, he crashed through Norant’s protections. Norant looked up at him, his eyes going wide.

      “Do you know where I learned that shaping?” he asked.

      “Where?”

      “From one of the librarians that you denigrate.”

      Norant fell silent.

      “I understand that feeling,” he said. “When I was a student, I didn’t realize just how much the librarians knew, either.” Of course, by this time in his training, he certainly did. He hadn’t stayed ignorant about how talented the librarians were for long. He had made a point of trying to get to know them, and getting to know Master Minden, along with Master Jensen, had helped him in his own studies. He had come to understand just how much they knew, and he had come to know just how much they could offer him. “Without the master librarians, I never would have come to know the elementals as well as I do.”

      Tolan shifted in place. “All of that doesn’t really come back to helping you understand why you need to master protecting your mind. Let me give you a little story. Just a short one. There was a time not all that long ago when shapers of spirit were used against other shapers. They questioned those people, penetrating into their minds and forcing them to answer, regardless of whether that shaper wanted to do so. During that time, those shapers managed to pierce through all but the most powerful, penetrating their defenses. Still, there were those who learned to defend themselves. There were those who learned that it took but a single element to focus, and they could shield their minds from those powerful spirit shapers.”

      “Did these people attack the Academy?” Mara asked.

      “These people were with the Academy,” Tolan said. “They were the Inquisitors.”

      He smiled, standing and looking around again. “Once more, I would encourage you to continue focusing. Use a single element, if that’s the most comfortable for you, and use what you can in order to protect your mind. Practice, see what you can do, and ensure that you are skilled enough to protect it.”

      Tolan got to his feet and started making a circle around the other shapers as they practiced. One by one, they began to work with each other, focusing on shaping, and some, those who could use spirit, attempted to probe those who could not.

      Tolan paused in front of the students, testing their boundaries, their barriers, and when he found those who were sturdy, he praised them. With those he could penetrate easily, he helped correct them.

      A hand shot up, and Tolan made his way over to Mara. “What is it?”

      “Why are you pushing us so hard to protect ourselves?”

      “Because it’s necessary,” he said.

      “What are you worried about?”

      “I’m worried about someone reaching into your mind and taking what you don’t want to give. I’m worried about you losing yourself, and I’m worried about you finding that you aren’t able to protect yourself when it comes down to it.”

      She looked up at him. “I thought that shaper was defeated,” she said.

      The others were looking at him, and he realized that he’d made a mistake.

      “The shaper that I chased was defeated. He’s gone. He was a master of spirit, even more so than me, but he is gone now.”

      “And what do you fear, Master Ethar?”

      “I fear us losing control again. I fear another taking his place. And I fear…”

      Tolan couldn’t admit it. He couldn’t share with them that he feared an elemental that might attack. He couldn’t reveal to them that there was something out there that might target shapers.

      Still, the lizard Light was out there. Tolan knew that he was, even if he had not yet figured out what he was after.

      “I fear the one who sent Roland after us,” he finally said.

      He headed to the back of the spirit tower while the students continued their practicing. Taking a seat at his desk, he leaned forward, shuffling papers around as he found himself looking at a book on elementals that he had taken from the library long ago. Perhaps it was one that he needed to return. The students might need him to do so in order so they could study, learn, and have an opportunity to master the same elementals that he had come to master.

      While sitting in place, he detected something pressing through him.

      It was spirit.

      Tolan focused on what he detected. Once more, the pressure upon him through spirit was faint, little more than a strumming of a string, but it was unique.

      The only time Tolan had ever felt anything quite like that was with the influence of Light. Which meant that there was some danger still out there because of Light. He closed his eyes, borrowing from the bondar, borrowing from the rune, and probed outward.

      What he detected was there. It was real.

      Elemental energy.

      There was only one spirit elemental that he knew. Only one spirit elemental that called to him like this. Tolan focused, using a surge of spirit as he probed outward and reached for the power that he could detect, but it slithered away, disappearing.

      He looked up and found Norant watching him.

      “Can I help you?” Tolan asked.

      “I felt what you were doing,” he said.

      “Did you?”

      Several other faces nodded as well.

      “That shows that you have some affinity for spirit, then.”

      Tolan knew that all who would feel what he was doing had that affinity. It didn’t surprise him at all that they would, especially not the ones who did, though there was Molly, nodding alongside the others.

      He smiled tightly.

      Perhaps there were more who had a sensitivity to spirit than he had suspected.

      “I was just testing the spirit bond,” he said.

      Norant started to smile. “There is no spirit bond.”

      “There is, when you know how to reach it.”

      “Can you teach us?” Mara asked.

      Tolan inhaled deeply as he looked at the students gathered around him. Eventually, others would need to learn how to reach the spirit bond the way that Tolan did, probing outward through each of the other element bonds and attaching to the spirit connected within those bonds, but not yet.

      “I will teach you, but only when it’s safe to do so.”

      “When will that be?” Norant asked.

      Tolan could still feel the strange thrumming, the pressure that flickered upon him from spirit, and he shook his head. “I don’t know.”
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      The inside of the spirit tower was empty, and Tolan cleaned up from the last class. Since he had defeated Roland, his days had been fairly similar. Most of them were spent teaching the way that he was supposed to do, and Tolan knew that in doing so, he made Ferrah happy. She wanted nothing more than for him to consistently take the time that was needed to teach.

      He had to probe for spirit.

      Tolan had taken to doing so on a regular basis, though each time that he did, he wondered what he might find. It was a quest more than anything else. Not that Tolan anticipated outmaneuvering an elemental that was comprised of the very element—spirit—he sought to understand, but he thought he might find some answers within the element.

      He had always found it safest to do so within the spirit tower. In other places, Tolan could reach into the spirit bonds, which granted him an aspect of power that he couldn’t reach otherwise. Within the tower, however, he was connected not only to the rune, and not only to the Convergence, but he was also connected to something more that he had never really fully understood. There were still aspects of spirit that he didn’t understand as well as he understood the other elements.

      That soft tugging continued.

      It hadn’t let up even after the students had left, and it left Tolan feeling as if there was something trying to pull him in a specific direction. It worried him, especially as he had no idea in which direction it was trying to draw him.

      Maybe he could uncover what direction that might be, and if he did, then he would need to go to others who had more understanding of such things.

      For all his talk to the students of his expertise in the history of Terndahl, he still needed to go to others who had even more knowledge. The Grand Master was one, but even the Grand Master wasn’t the first person Tolan would go to. Master Minden would know even more.

      Tolan sank down to the ground, sitting in the center of the rune, and he tucked his legs around him, taking a few steady breaths as he focused on the power of spirit.

      He opened himself to it.

      There was a danger in doing so, though in the days since he had returned from defeating Roland, he had never been directly assaulted by Light. Tolan worried that time might come, but as Light was an elemental of spirit alone, Tolan thought that his connection to each of the other elements protected him in a way that the elemental wouldn’t be able to breach.

      He pulled out a folded piece of paper and set it on the floor in front of him. He stared at it. On the paper, Tolan had drawn a picture of Light. It wasn’t skillfully made. Tolan was never an artist and had been more of a fighter in the time that he had been within the Academy. The picture did help prompt him, though, and helped him find some answers as to what he should be searching for. By focusing on Light in that way, he had an anchor point that he could use.

      He took a deep breath and then closed his eyes, holding the image of Light in his mind.

      Reaching for spirit was easy these days. It was bottled up deep within him, a connection that was vastly different than each of the other elements, but Tolan could plunge himself down into it and find the connection to spirit. In doing so, he was able to draw it out and connect beyond, to the rune and to the Convergence, and then beyond to other sources of power around him. There was considerable energy out and around him, and all it took was to tap into that energy and find it. Tolan didn’t know for certain, but he suspected it was tied to other shapers within Amitan.

      If so, it seemed to him that there should be some way to connect to them and to bond with the other shapers, linking together in a way that would grant him even more strength. As it was, he instead used the power that he could detect and pulled upon it, trying to call upon even more strength than what he could use on his own.

      He had tried doing that in other places, though he had never been nearly as successful. It was the spirit tower that made it easier, and as he remained here, he suspected that the spirit tower would continue granting him that ability, which was one more reason to think that the ancient shapers who had founded the Academy knew aspects of shaping that shapers did not know in the current time.

      At the same time, Tolan was of the opinion that the ancient shapers didn’t appreciate aspects of shaping that current shapers did. He supposed it worked both ways.

      As he reached through spirit, he opened himself up, feeling the connection that was there.

      At first, that connection was faint and subtle, but gradually, Tolan wrapped into his shaping each of the other element bonds, diving into spirit through each of them, and wove them together to give him an even greater connection to that aspect of the element.

      Then he sat there, feeling for power.

      He lost track of how long he sat there.

      It wasn’t a matter of using that power. Tolan didn’t know if there was any purpose in using as much spirit as he summoned at this point. It was an incredible drawing of power. He wrapped an enormous amount of spirit through him, so much that he feared that if he were to unleash it, he could use it to alter—and possibly even damage—shapers all throughout the Academy, and possibly even beyond.

      As he attempted to hold onto that power, Tolan found it failing him.

      That was odd.

      He reasserted control over spirit, reasserting his control over the shaping, and solidified it. He stretched outward, using a spirit sensing in order to probe for the tugging that he had detected.

      Finally, he felt it.

      It was faint, but there was a directionality to it.

      He opened his eyes and stared at the drawing of Light.

      “Is that you?” He tried to whisper the question, carrying it on a shaping of spirit, calling out to Light. If the elemental was there, trying to draw him, Tolan would ask why, and he would question the reason that the elemental thought it was necessary to challenge him. It was a challenge.

      There was no answer.

      Tolan used the spirit that he now trapped, wrapping it within him in order to try to probe even deeper.

      There was another answer within him.

      Perhaps the strange tugging on spirit was something buried within him. Perhaps it was a memory that his mother had placed, that Roland had altered, and that had been twisted in a way that made it so that Tolan could not recall that which he needed.

      He focused on shaping, focusing on the power within him, and strained for that answer.

      There was nothing.

      Perhaps that was a mistake as well.

      Tolan breathed out, steadying himself. He could use spirit in so many different ways. Spirit could be used to reach beyond himself, to understand those around him, and, if necessary, to influence them. It was something Tolan had never done with spirit, at least not intentionally outside of a Selection. Spirit could also be used internally, to help a person not themselves. It was one thing that he thought the Inquisitors never had mastered. It was a lesson that he had tried to teach them, but the Inquisitors could be stubborn.

      As he turned the shaping inward, letting that power sweep through him, he felt for some aspect that might provide him with answers. The shaping opened him up to power, and Tolan felt that energy sweep through him. Buried deep in his mind were memories of his mother, memories of his childhood, and it was those memories that he latched onto now. If he could find something within those memories, perhaps it would help him understand this tugging.

      For all her faults, his mother had known spirit differently than he had. For all her faults, his mother had been around Roland far more than Tolan had, and she had gleaned aspects of spirit shaping that Tolan still tried to comprehend.

      There was nothing within him that provided those answers.

      He searched through all of his memories, filtering through them to try to understand whether he might uncover some new aspect that would help him learn more about himself, a quest that he took seriously and continued on a regular basis—but there was nothing.

      Gradually, he started releasing the spirit shaping, easing back on it. As he did, there came a sudden surge of power.

      It grappled with his hold over spirit.

      Tolan scrambled, trying to reassert his hold on spirit, attempting to keep it tied to him, but something fought him. Tolan pulled on spirit, using what he could of the rune, of the Convergence in the distance, but even as he did, the energy that was there continued to drift away from him, making it impossible to hold onto it.

      The tugging became a jerking.

      Whereas before it had been like fingers plucking a string, now it was a fist around a rope, and it was a battle for that power.

      Have I fallen into Light’s trap?

      It seemed to him that the elemental tried to wrest control of the Convergence, and the power of the rune, from him. It seemed to him that the elemental tried to twist everything that Tolan had in his possession, turning it, trying to force him to give it up, but he refused.

      He had to refuse.

      Tolan continued pulling upon that power, drawing it back to him.

      He was the spirit master.

      But Light was an elemental.

      Light was not just an elemental. He was an elemental of spirit.

      Why would he need me gifting him spirit, then?

      It didn’t make any sense—unless Light tried to use spirit in some nefarious way.

      Tolan tamped that power back, slamming it back into the Convergence, and gradually started releasing the energy around him. Even as he did, he held tightly to what he possessed, refusing to let go of it.

      Then it eased away, drifting free, and Tolan opened his eyes, looking at the portrait.

      As he studied the portrait that he had drawn, he realized he was no longer alone in the room.

      He looked up to see Velthan standing in the doorway. Velthan was tall, rugged of build, and his dark hair was wild and mussed today. He frowned at Tolan.

      For a moment, Tolan wondered if perhaps Velthan was the one who he had detected.

      Could it be him who had pulled upon spirit?

      He didn’t think Velthan had tried to tear spirit away from him, but he couldn’t be completely certain. Tolan got to his feet, pausing for a moment to reach down and grab his unfolded scrap of paper and stuff it into his pocket.

      “How long have you been there?” Tolan asked.

      “Long enough to feel what you were doing,” Velthan said. He glanced behind him, looking out into the emptiness of the rest of the Academy. “I suspect everyone felt what you were doing.”

      “I doubt that they felt that,” Tolan said.

      Velthan chuckled, uncrossing his arms and moving to take a seat next to Tolan. “Do you even know how much power you were pulling on?”

      “A lot,” Tolan said softly.

      “Why?”

      Tolan let out a soft sigh. “I felt something off about spirit. To be honest, I’ve felt something off about spirit for a little while, and I’ve been trying to figure out what it is.”

      “The same way that you felt something off about earth?”

      Tolan frowned and looked up to meet Velthan’s eyes. “This is different. With spirit, it’s more about the power that is drawing upon it and less about the nature of the actual elements. In the case of earth, we were struggling with someone who had managed to harm the actual earth bond. That’s not the case with spirit.”

      “You helped me find my connection to spirit, but I don’t see anything wrong with the element.”

      Tolan nodded and looked down at the rune, wondering if perhaps there was no way for Velthan to detect what he did. As far as he knew, Light had targeted him alone, not anyone else. “As I said, I’m not entirely sure that it is the element that’s the issue.” He looked up, meeting Velthan’s gaze. “I fear it’s the elemental.”

      Velthan started laughing. “There are no elementals for spirit, Tolan. I know you are comfortable with the elementals, all of them, but thinking that there is one for spirit—”

      Tolan pulled out the sheet of paper, unfolding it, and handed it over. “There is a lizard that somehow summoned spirit. It’s rare, and supposedly only appears in specific times, and unfortunately, it has presented itself now.”

      “What times does it present itself?” Velthan asked.

      Tolan smiled. “I thought the lizard had shown up to help protect us against Roland. I remember when he first attacked in Terndahl, and when he used as much spirit as he did, I thought that the lizard was going to help us.” He sighed. “Now I start to wonder if perhaps it was something different. Maybe Roland had help.”

      “You think the lizard helped him?”

      “I’m saying I can’t be sure,” Tolan said. “As far as I know, the lizard had a connection to Roland. He’s the reason that Roland had such control over spirit.”

      “But you defeated Roland.”

      “I defeated Roland, but I didn’t defeat the lizard.” Tolan got to his feet. “It’s just one more aspect of the connection to the elements that has posed a challenge to us,” he went on. “In the case of the other elements, the elementals all are bound to the elements, but in the case of spirit, we have never had access to a specific spirit bond, and we have never known of any specific spirit elemental. It long seemed to me that both should exist, even though we had never seen them.” He motioned to the rune on the floor. “We have symbols for spirit, and symbols that create power, so why shouldn’t there be an elemental of spirit?”

      Velthan frowned. “I suppose.” He started laughing softly. “All this time that you’ve been protecting elementals, and now you are trying to tell me that an elemental is possibly our enemy.”

      “Unfortunately, there’s no possibly about it,” Tolan said.

      “What do the other elementals say about it?”

      “Unfortunately, they aren’t saying much. Those that have an answer are uncomfortable.”

      Velthan paced around the inside of the spirit tower, coming to stop near Tolan’s desk. “Uncomfortable? These are elementals, Tolan.”

      “The elementals are beings of power,” Tolan reminded him. “Just because you haven’t spoken to them doesn’t mean that they don’t have an individuality, and doesn’t mean that they don’t have their own type of power that they command.”

      Velthan leaned on the desk for a moment, his gaze sweeping along it.

      Tolan resisted the sudden surge of irritation that struck him. Velthan had helped, regardless of the way that he looked at the desk now. He wouldn’t be the master of spirit. Not for quite some time. Eventually, Tolan might abandon the post, allow somebody else to take it up, but not yet.

      It was as he had told the students. He did think he had something to offer.

      It had taken Tolan quite some time to come around to that belief, to recognize that there was more that he could offer the students than just trying to reach spirit. There was that, but in his mind, his responsibility was much more.

      “What are these?” Velthan asked, holding up one of the maps Tolan had made.

      “Initially, it was a map of where Roland had been. Now it’s a map of where I have searched for evidence of Light. That’s the lizard.”

      “Is there any overlap?”

      “Not that I’ve seen. The lizard can crawl through the bond.”

      Velthan turned to face him. “Explain to me what you mean about the bonds again.”

      Tolan had gone through this with Velthan before, though he had not managed to find the aspect of spirit within each of the other element bonds. None of the Inquisitors had. The only persons who had were the Grand Master and Master Minden, though the more time Tolan spent around Master Minden, the more he wondered whether she had always been able to reach the spirit bond.

      “Close your eyes,” he said.

      “A lesson for me?” Velthan asked, smiling slightly.

      “I’m still the Master of Spirit,” Tolan said, though he put more of an edge into it than he intended. “Just close your eyes.”

      Velthan did as he asked, and Tolan pushed out with earth. He did nothing creative with it, simply grabbing onto the element and probing. “What do you feel?”

      “I feel you using earth.” Velthan started opening his eyes, looking over at Tolan. “This is pretty basic shaping, Tolan.”

      “Basic or not, it’s what I need to do. We’re going to use earth because it’s what I’m most comfortable with.” Tolan paused. “What element are you most comfortable with?”

      “Wind,” Velthan said quickly.

      “Wind will work, but not here.”

      He glanced over at the rune again before guiding Velthan to the edge of the spirit tower. From here, it opened to the main part of the tower. Reaching the upper aspect of the tower involved a shaping, and standing as he did in the opening of the tower, looking down from the classroom to the base of the tower, it seemed an impossibly far drop. Tolan lowered himself using a combination of earth and fire, the two countering each other and controlling his descent. When he landed, he looked over to see Velthan dropping alongside him.

      “It’s a little easier in here,” Tolan said to Velthan. This part of the spirit tower was empty. Just stone. A few sculptures lined the walls, all of them of shapers who had some significance to the Academy over the years, but none that could be easily moved. Even with the wind shaping, those statues would go nowhere. Natural light drifted in from windows that opened up overhead. The air had a floral fragrance to it from flowers that were placed all throughout the Academy, some of which Tolan had brought into the spirit tower himself. “Use wind here.”

      Velthan started to summon wind. It swirled around him, a torrent of power. Tolan remained fixed in place, using his own shaping of wind to resist. It took a bit of strength. Velthan was quite skilled with it, and Tolan found that he had to push back against what Velthan did in order to have the strength necessary to oppose him.

      “What I’d like for you to do is to focus upon the bond. Do you feel it?”

      “I feel that there’s the element bond.”

      Tolan had not yet determined whether or not Velthan could reach for the elements without accessing the element bonds. There weren’t many who could, and all who did ultimately became librarians. Many didn’t even realize that was what they did, though he knew the librarians sought out those who had that skill.

      “What I would like for you to do is to focus deeply upon the bond. Think about the power that’s there.”

      “I can feel it just fine,” Velthan said, arching a brow and glancing over at Tolan.

      “Think about the power that’s there,” Tolan said.

      The wind continued to swirl around him.

      Tolan looked inward, focusing on the wind bond while Velthan did. He might as well do this very same thing that he asked of Velthan.

      “What you’re looking for is a connection that exists within it. Very few people will have the ability to identify spirit within the wind bond. You, given your connection to spirit, can find something that others cannot. All I’m asking is that you look for spirit within wind.”

      The wind continued to swirl, whipping around him. As Tolan closed his eyes, he could practically see the spirit bond woven within the wind bond. In his case, that came from understanding the bonds themselves, from having actually entered the bonds, something that still seemed impossible to him. Only by entering the bonds had he managed to actually see spirit within them.

      Perhaps he was going to have to take somebody else into the bonds in order for others like Velthan to recognize spirit. There had to be a way to instruct spirit shapers on reaching the spirit bond within the element bond, though.

      The challenge was finding it.

      “What do you find?”

      “The wind,” Velthan said.

      “Within the wind bond, if you can examine it, look for traces of spirit. It may be subtle”—it wasn’t so subtle to Tolan now that he knew how to look for it, but it would be if someone wasn’t aware of it—“but you should be able to find it. Those traces of spirit are there. It’s woven within the wind bond, the same as it’s woven within each of the other bonds.”

      “And you’re saying I can reach it?”

      “I’m saying we can all reach it,” he said. “And I’m saying that spirit binds us all together because of its interconnectedness within each of the other element bonds.” The wind died down and Velthan looked over at him. “Because of that, we can use that connection and we can link all of us together.”

      Velthan smiled. “That seems a little…” He waved his hand and chuckled. “I don’t know how to describe it.”

      “I know what you’re saying,” Tolan said. “And to be honest, I felt the same way when I first detected it, but it’s there. It’s real. And it has to have a reason.”

      “The reason is that it was formed that way.”

      Tolan probed into wind, reached for the spirit bond there, and linked to it. Spirit flared within him, and he forced that upon Velthan. Velthan reacted slowly—at least to Tolan.

      “I question whether or not it was formed that way,” Tolan said, using the spirit shaping to communicate with Velthan. “What if ancient shapers forced spirit into the bonds?”

      Velthan’s eyes widened. “I can feel something. Yes. It’s there.”

      Maybe he could help others find the spirit bond by probing with them. If they were going to face Light, Tolan felt that he had an obligation to do so. There was a time when he would’ve refused to offer that power to the Inquisitors, but even though he still wasn’t entirely sure he trusted all of them, he did feel that they needed something more, and he could be the one to offer it.

      He released his hold on wind, on the spirit bond within it, and turned to Velthan.

      “Why would they do that?” Velthan asked.

      “That is my concern.”

      “This was an elemental?”

      Tolan took a deep breath, focusing on each of the elements before releasing them again. “What if the ancient shapers forced those connections of spirit into each of the bonds in order to suppress a dangerous elemental like this Light?”

      “If they did that, then how will you do the same?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know.”
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      Tolan strode through the park outside the Academy. It was in this place, just within the borders of Amitan, that he could feel the energy of the city quite acutely. He had always found coming to the park reassuring and reaffirming, and in some ways, it helped him rediscover his connection to the elements and the elementals. Spending time here helped him know that there was a greater power than simply that of the shapers within Amitan.

      It was easier to reach for his connected hyza elemental, as well. Calling upon hyza inside of the Academy building was possible, though Tolan had often felt a bit of strain against him, as if hyza resisted the idea of entering the Academy. Not that Tolan didn’t understand. The Academy had long been a place where elementals were not welcomed, and it seemed to him that even now, there was reason for the elementals to fear entering the Academy, especially because if they encountered the wrong shaper, they might be forced back into the bond.

      Trees swayed overhead, catching the breeze that gusted through here. Tolan still didn’t know if it was a shaped breeze or if this place simply was connected better to the wind, but regardless, the energy of the wind pulled on the trees while the trees themselves pulled on the connection to earth. A shaft of sunlight shone down between the trees, giving him the warmth that connected him to fire, and the pond in the center of the clearing was an obvious manifestation of water.

      None of this was meant to be subtle or difficult for shapers to reach. The park had been formed in order for other shapers to find access to the elements, though he wondered if it were also meant to help other shapers find a way to reach the elementals. It had worked for him, but perhaps it wouldn’t be the same for others.

      “Thoren?” Tolan called out to the elemental, using his connection to fire and earth, mixing them together. He didn’t have to add too much when it came to Thoren. The connection was natural for them, making it easy to reach for hyza within him.

      Even as he did, he could feel the soft surging, and he worried that perhaps hyza was farther away than Tolan realized.

      He held onto the shaping, mixing the elements together while doing so. As he did, Tolan could feel some energy of this place, the aspect of power that filled the space just outside the Academy and connected him to the elements. There was something quite relaxing here. Something quite peaceful. He knew that other students might come here, but perhaps that was welcome.

      The more Tolan focused on his own connection to the elements and the elementals, the more that he started to question what he needed to have been teaching the other students about them. There was power here. There was no doubting that power, but there was something else that existed here.

      It was a signature of the city.

      Each land had its own signature, something Tolan had come to realize. By standing in one place, or shaping in the air, as Tolan had often done, he could feel for the various elements all around him.  Studying the elements and elementals more in depth might help him map areas of greater power out, to figure out which elementals were more likely to naturally occur in which locations, and when he uncovered that, he wondered if it might also permit him to find Light.

      There came a surge of fire and earth, and hyza suddenly appeared before him.

      Thoren was a larger and more powerful hyza. Certainly more powerful than he had been when Tolan had first bound to him. Made of flames, he looked something like a fox, but there was a surge of earth that flowed through him, mixing within the elemental. It was a strange combination, especially knowing that the combination of earth and fire shouldn’t work as well together as it seemed that it did.

      “You haven’t called to me in quite some time,” Thoren said, circling around him.

      “I’ve been preoccupied.”

      “I have not found what you have asked for,” Thoren said.

      “No sign of Light?”

      He didn’t need Thoren to answer to know that he had not seen the spirit elemental.

      “That’s disappointing. How are we going to stop him?”

      “Perhaps the answer isn’t stopping him,” Thoren said.

      “We have to stop him,” Tolan said. “I don’t know what he’s after, but it’s dangerous. Not just for us, but for all shapers.”

      “What if it is not?”

      “You have my memories,” Tolan said, having long ago opened himself up to Thoren so the elemental would know exactly what Tolan had experienced. “You saw what I saw.”

      “What if what you saw was not what was real?”

      “You don’t think that he’s a danger?”

      Thoren rested, curling up on the ground and looking every bit the fox shape that he was. Larger, though. More the size of a wolf, or a large dog. “I don’t know. I have visited with other elementals and they have not felt any danger.”

      “Something’s not quite right,” Tolan said.

      “Perhaps it’s the shapers,” Thoren said.

      “Maybe,” he said and settled down on the ground next to Thoren. “He hasn’t reappeared, though,” he said. “I keep waiting to find evidence of Light, but there has been none. Only the occasional pressure on spirit.”

      “I can’t reach spirit,” Thoren said.

      Tolan smiled. “I don’t think you need to reach spirit.”

      That had been one of his confusions when it came to the elementals. He had believed that they were separate from spirit, but because the spirit bond had been woven within each of the other element bonds, each of the elements was able to access spirit in their own unique way. It was through that connection that Tolan could speak to the elementals. It was through that connection that he suspected others could do the same. They didn’t need to bond quite as directly as he had in order to find that understanding of the elementals. It might make it easier for them, but it wasn’t particularly necessary.

      “If I could reach spirit, perhaps I could help you find this Light,” Thoren said.

      A protective surge radiated from the elemental.

      “Even if I find Light, I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’ve never dealt with an elemental that was dangerous.”

      “All elementals are dangerous,” Thoren said.

      “Only if people don’t know about them,” Tolan said.

      Thoren lifted his head, and there came a surge through fire and earth.

      There was something about it that didn’t feel quite the same, though Tolan wondered if perhaps that was just him sitting here.

      “Do that again,” he said.

      “Do what?”

      “What you just did,” he said.

      Thoren hissed, a sound that was like steam, mixed with a bit of rocks rumbling down a mountainside.

      He pressed out with fire and earth, the combination exploding from the elemental, and when he did, Tolan found something different.

      He linked into fire, adding to it earth, holding onto both elements at the same time, and reached for his connection to Thoren.

      The connection they shared was some sort of linkage that had bound them together, perhaps through their spirit, or perhaps through each of the elements that Thoren could access. Tolan wasn’t entirely certain, only knowing that he had a distinct connection to this hyza, and that if needed he could even call upon the power of this hyza, using it to strengthen him if he were in trouble.

      It was the only elemental that Tolan had that bond with. There were times when he had thought that he had something similar with the Draasin Lord, but that had never proven to be the case. He could access the power from the Draasin Lord, but only when the Draasin Lord permitted it. It wasn’t the same way as he could with Thoren, where it was freely given.

      “What is it?” Thoren asked.

      “There’s something off with fire,” Tolan said, studying how the fire burned as it radiated from Thoren. “I’m not exactly sure what it is, only that the strangeness of that power is there.”

      “Perhaps it’s the draasin,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “You know the Draasin Lord fades,” Thoren said. “With his fading, fire will change.”

      “It’s more than just fire that feels changed,” Tolan said, focusing on earth. It seemed that what Thoren connected to was altered a bit. He couldn’t quite place what it was, only that there was a hint of power that flowed through him, pressing outward and linking him to the earth around him in a different way. It took Tolan a moment to find why he felt so differently. The signature had shifted.

      “That might only be the Draasin Lord as well,” Thoren said.

      “The Draasin Lord would change so much?”

      “He is one of the greats, and has lived in this world a long time. His passing will alter much.”

      Tolan frowned. He hadn’t considered that before, but he believed that it was true. He knew the Draasin Lord was unique amongst the elementals, not only in his physical manifestation, but within his power. The Draasin Lord had served as a Guardian when needed as well, and he had provided these lands with a level of protection that other elementals simply could not match.

      Tolan hadn’t seen the Draasin Lord for a while now, but perhaps that was a mistake that he needed to change.

      “Will the other bonds change as well?”

      “The bonds have not changed,” Thoren said.

      Tolan focused on the element bonds, cycling through them quickly, testing them the way that he had when he had worried about Roland. As Thoren said, there was no change to the bonds. What he detected was something different.

      It was an alteration of the power around him, that of the signature of the land.

      It made sense that the Draasin Lord would influence that power.

      “What if that’s what he’s after?” Tolan asked Thoren. “What if Light came back because of the imminent passing of the Draasin Lord?”

      “Draasin have passed from this world before,” Thoren said. “And they will return.”

      “The Draasin Lord is the only draasin that I have encountered outside of the bond,” Tolan said. “There has to be some way for the draasin to return.”

      “Perhaps there is and you have not yet seen it.”

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      In order to figure out what Light might be after, it might be time for Tolan to go ask the Draasin Lord.

      “If you find something, please let me know,” Tolan said.

      “Of course,” Thoren said, then he bounded off.

      The suddenness of his departure amused Tolan. The hyza often raced away from him, though sometimes he simply just disappeared, as if reentering the bond, though Tolan didn’t think that was the case. Hyza was connected to the bond and didn’t need to enter it in order to have access to its power. Instead, it was more like he bounded away, afraid of revealing his presence.

      Tolan pushed out with spirit and spun to see somebody approaching through the park.

      That was exactly what Thoren was concerned about.

      “I felt you here,” Kerry said, striding through the trees. She was a powerful Inquisitor who had helped Tolan before. She was dressed in her dark Inquisitor cloak, her black hair pulled back and a powerful shaping building from her. “Why here?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I come here from time to time because I need to ground myself within Terndahl again.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I find it helps me remember what I’m doing and the power that I need to hold onto,” Tolan said. “It might just be within my imagination, but it feels as if coming here enables me to be a part of something more.”

      “I would think that your instruction within the Academy has enabled you to feel like you were a part of something more.”

      “It does,” Tolan said. “But here, I can use the elements that surround the Academy, and I can remind myself of everything that I need to do to help Terndahl.” He shrugged, turning toward the pond. The water swirled gently, and he added a hint of a shaping to augment that.

      “You come out here to speak to the elementals,” Kerry said, chuckling.

      “Sometimes.”

      “I have tried to reach them,” she admitted. “I remember how you told us that the elementals can listen, and if we speak to them in the right way, they might even answer.” She glanced over at Tolan, smiling slightly. “Unfortunately, the elementals have not answered me. Yet. I will keep trying.”

      It surprised Tolan that anyone would attempt to reach for the elementals. He supposed that it should not. He’d been advocating for that very thing for a long time, ever since he had come to his position. Yet when even someone as important to him as Ferrah feared the elementals, he didn’t expect to have much luck with those who were not close to him.

      “I could help you reach them,” he said.

      “I’d like that. I do wonder what insights the elementals might have.”

      “I suspect you’ll better understand your power.”

      “You suspect?” Kerry laughed. “What if I understand my power quite well, Tolan Ethar?”

      “I wasn’t trying to offend you.”

      She eyed him with amusement. “The only elementals that I have spoken to are those strange ones in The Lands Beyond. I think anyone could speak to them, though.”

      “I think anyone connected to spirit could,” Tolan said. “And maybe that’s required here, as well. If you add spirit to your shaping, you might be able to reach for those elementals and connect to them. Maybe try shaping both the element you’re reaching, along with spirit when you do so.”

      “I have.”

      He should have expected that she would have attempted that. Kerry was skilled, confident, and had proven herself willing to not only explore these lands, but she had proven a willingness—and an interest—in doing even more than just that. She was clearly trying to understand the elementals and look beyond the Academy’s traditional teachings.

      He really should work with her more.

      Even though he struggled with some of the Inquisitors, he had never struggled with Kerry. In fact, it was quite the opposite. Kerry had been helpful to him. She had been almost eager to work with him.

      He suspected Ferrah wouldn’t appreciate that, but at the same time, Ferrah didn’t appreciate anyone who wanted to work with him if she believed they had an ulterior motive. When it came to Kerry, Tolan didn’t see that. All he saw was somebody who had an interest in understanding.

      “I take it that spirit shaping earlier today was you?”

      Tolan nodded.

      “Is there any reason that you summoned that power?”

      “A test,” he said.

      “What kind of a test?”

      “I’m looking for Light.”

      Given that Kerry had been with him in The Lands Beyond, he didn’t have to explain quite as much to her. She had seen the effect, though she had not felt just how much Roland had done, and he doubted that she was as aware of the influence Light had on every other aspect of spirit.

      How could she be?

      She was connected to spirit—all the Inquisitors were—but until Tolan could help each of them find a connection within the bond, it wasn’t going to be nearly as potent as his connection.

      That was something he had to change.

      “I felt a tugging on spirit,” he said. “I wasn’t sure what to make of it, and couldn’t tell much about it other than it seemed to come from the north.”

      “The waste is to the north,” she said.

      “I think it was beyond the waste.”

      “We know what’s there,” she said.

      He nodded. “I don’t think it’s one of those elementals, though. I think it’s Light.”

      “If this elemental is as dangerous as you say, why would he reveal his presence to you in such a manner?”

      “Why did Roland reveal his presence?” Tolan asked. “I think he was trying to taunt me. I suspect he believes that he could overpower me. Given that this is an elemental of spirit, it’s likely that he can.”

      More than that, Tolan’s greatest concern was whether or not Light would be able to do more than just overpower him. Given that he was an elemental of spirit, there was the very real possibility that he could alter Tolan’s perception of everything around him. Spirit could be used against him. He thought that he was protected by his own connection to spirit, and believed that he wouldn’t succumb to it, but that arrogance brought danger.

      He had thought the same thing about Roland, and Roland had demonstrated just how wrong he was.

      “I’ve been thinking that I need to begin working with the Inquisitors,” Tolan said.

      Kerry joined him at the pond edge. “They have been thinking the same.”

      “Will they allow me?”

      “Most of the Inquisitors understand that you have a unique subset of knowledge.”

      “Most?” Tolan asked, arching a brow.

      “I can’t say that all do. Unfortunately, there are some of the Inquisitors who still see you as—”

      “A student,” Tolan said.

      She shrugged. “Unfortunately. You have not been a master shaper for long.”

      “Neither have you,” he said.

      She grinned. “Neither have I, which I think is why it’s easier for me to trust what you say. Others might be swayed, but it’s going to take time.”

      “If we are attacked by a spirit elemental, I’m afraid we are not going to have that time.”

      “Then you will have to work quickly.”

      Tolan thought that he might be able to help her find spirit the same way that he had helped Velthan. He wasn’t completely convinced that Velthan had discovered spirit, but he had found something. If Tolan could do the same with Kerry, then perhaps he could help guide other Inquisitors toward spirit, and from there…

      A surge of spirit suddenly came to him.

      At first, he thought it came from Kerry, but when he looked over, her brow had furrowed and her jaw clenched.

      “You detect it,” Tolan said.

      Kerry stared into the distance, pushing out with spirit and letting it sweep away from her. “I feel that. What is it?”

      It felt like a bit more than just a tugging. When he had felt that tugging before, he had been aware of the energy coming from spirit, looking at his awareness, trying to draw his attention, but it didn’t feel like anything more. This was as if it were jerking on him, trying to force him to turn his attention to whoever and whatever pulled on spirit in this way.

      “We need to follow it,” he said.

      “Where?”

      Tolan focused, closing his eyes and feeling for the energy that flowed out from him. When he pressed outward, connecting not only to his own reserves of spirit but to the Convergence beneath the Academy, he pressed that energy outward and detected the ongoing flow of power and where it stretched away from him. He knew exactly where he needed to go.

      At least to start.

      “To the waste.”
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      The edge of the waste loomed in front of Tolan, the darkness stretching out in front of him, a bleak and barren land where he had long believed no power existed. Time had proven that belief false, but it still looked dangerous and deadly, and it still left him with an understanding that he could not quite reach the elements the way that he naturally could.

      “Do you feel it?” he asked Kerry, glancing over at her.

      At the edge of the waste, where the elements still lingered, there was a swirling of wind and power, along with a connection to earth. The wind gusted, tugging at her hair, pulling it in patterns that swirled around her face.

      “I still feel it,” Kerry said.

      It was subtle, not nearly as potent as what Tolan had felt before, but now that they were here, he did still detect it.

      “I don’t know what it is,” he told her. “Spirit, but…”

      Reaching the edge of the waste made it difficult to track it any farther. Though he could feel its pressure upon him, he had no idea as to the source.

      Perhaps it was Light, but even if it was, why bring me out here?

      “Maybe it was nothing more than an Inquisitor,” Kerry said.

      Tolan didn’t think so. He had experienced the power of Inquisitors enough times over the years to think that he would’ve recognized one if they were shaping near him. They wouldn’t have power enough to draw him and Kerry all the way out here.

      “Maybe,” he said. “But what I felt was a powerful surge, not a specific shaping.”

      Something that powerful would have to be connected in a way that mattered. That was what Tolan was mostly concerned about.

      Whatever pushed upon him had called enough power that he would struggle with it.

      More than that, he worried that whatever was out there could continue to influence him. A shaping like that would be enough to cause trouble for anyone who had a connection to the elements.

      Kerry strode out onto the waste, a confidence within her that Tolan had found rare amongst shapers within the Academy. Most feared the waste, regardless of how it might actually offer layers of protection to them. She turned, looking back at him. “I have often questioned this place,” she said. “There’s something about it that left me a little unsettled.”

      Tolan joined her and immediately felt the separation from the element bonds. Not the separation from shaping, though. He could still shape out here, though there were very few who could do the same.

      “I think most people feel more than a little unsettled when they come out here,” he said.

      “Most people fear losing their connection to the elements,” she said. “I’ve always known that my connection would return, which never scared me.”

      “Never?”

      She shrugged. “Perhaps when I first came out here. I think the master instructors liked bringing students out to the waste because they wanted to demonstrate their power.”

      “I think it’s more than just demonstrating their power,” he said. “It’s more about revealing the presence of the waste, helping shapers understand that we don’t know everything that we think we know about it.”

      Even now, Tolan still didn’t know nearly as much as he thought he needed to know. There was something here that mattered, some aspect that if only he could fully understand, he might know whether there was anything important about it. Perhaps it was connected to Light, and the way the elemental had been trapped.

      Perhaps there was another reason, though.

      “This is another place that the great Tolan Ethar had revealed a secret,” Kerry said, turning to him. “For ages, no shapers came out onto the waste, until you.”

      “There are some who could,” he said. “It’s just that they didn’t know it. And they didn’t believe it.”

      “You think belief matters?”

      “When it comes to this, belief matters more than you realize.”

      “Why?”

      Tolan shrugged. “To be honest, I am not exactly sure. It’s one more way that shapers are connected to the elements. Some are directly able to reach the elements and don’t need to access the element bonds.” He formed an earth shaping, causing the dust around them to swirl. “I’m not as potent here as I am within Terndahl, but I do have a connection to earth even here. It comes from within me. Other shapers have the same.”

      “The librarians,” she said.

      “The librarians,” Tolan said. “But I have always suspected that it’s more than just the librarians.”

      “Really?”

      “I have wondered if it might be spirit shapers, as well. Spirit has always been a different element than the others. Those who can reach for spirit can do so without instinctively accessing a dedicated element bond. In order to do so, those shapers need to be able to reach within themselves.”

      And it was why there was such a varying level of skill within the spirit shapers. Some people were naturally more gifted than others. When it came to the element bonds, some could reach the element bonds more skillfully, but over time, that distinction began to even out. When Tolan had been a student at the Academy, he had thought that it was simply that some people were more powerful than others, but as he had come to learn and master each of the elements, he had come to see that it wasn’t just the connection to that element that made the difference. It was more that an experiential component made the larger difference.

      Another burst of spirit came, and Tolan turned. “Did you feel that?”

      “There was… something.”

      He smiled as he turned to Kerry. “See? You can feel something out here.”

      He started forward, lifting himself and Kerry on a shaping of wind and adding a bit of fire. Within the waste, using fire was always a little bit easier, mostly because these lands were so bleak and empty, and there was enough natural heat here that he could draw upon it were he to need to. There were no elementals here, not like there were in every other place that he visited. Even without the elementals, Tolan could still feel the energy here, and the power that existed.

      He followed what he detected.

      It was another surge of spirit that called on him. It was different this time, which left him wondering whether or not he had actually detected the same shaping.

      “Tell me if you start feeling anything,” Tolan said.

      “I don’t know what you think I should detect,” she said.

      He turned toward her, shrugging. “Perhaps a connection to spirit. Nothing more than that. But if you do feel something, focus on it. The power that’s pushing against me is incredibly potent, and I think you should be able to reach it.”

      She frowned at him, but he ignored it. She might not feel as if she had the ability to reach for the same power that he did, but he knew otherwise. She did have the ability; it was more a matter of finding the belief within herself.

      The shaping continued to pull on him, and the farther that he went, the more he realized that it wasn’t simply a shaping of spirit.

      Tolan slowed and then used a burst of fire and earth to carry them high into the air, looming above the waste.

      Kerry sucked in a sharp breath. “I’ve never looked down upon the waste in this way,” she said.

      “Very few people have taken the opportunity.”

      “Opportunity?”

      “I would say that it’s an opportunity. We have bondars now that permit anyone to reach this point if they are interested.” Tolan had helped create many of those bondars, and his father had added many of the others, mixing them together, giving shapers the ability to travel out over the waste. It still limited them, but it was a limitation that was tied more to how much power they were willing to summon from within the bondar. Not only that, it was a limitation tied to their fear of getting caught out in the waste. It wasn’t baseless, as Tolan knew that dangers still lurked within the waste. “What do you see from up here?”

      “It’s so vast,” she said. “When you took me to The Lands Beyond before, you used your warrior shaping.”

      “That’s faster,” he agreed. “Sometimes I find it helpful to stay above everything, to look down upon the land and try to gain an understanding and insight as to why this place exists.”

      “It exists because it has always existed.”

      “You know that’s not quite right,” Tolan said. “There are four elemental Guardians at the heart of the waste, and we don’t fully know why they are there, only that they protect the Convergence that’s there, but we don’t know the purpose behind it.”

      “There was a time when the Inquisitors were taught that the waste prevented darkness from escaping.”

      “That’s what I thought for a while, too, but I’m not longer convinced of that. There is another reason, and it has to be one that I have yet to find.”

      It wasn’t because he hadn’t looked enough, though. With everything that had been going on, Tolan knew that he needed to dig into the reason behind the waste and why there was an isolation. That separation had seemed to matter to Roland, though Tolan hadn’t managed to dig that knowledge out of the other man when he had the opportunity. There were many pieces of information that he hadn’t managed to pull free from Roland, though not for lack of trying. When he had encountered Roland, he had tried to pry as much knowledge of spirit out of him as he could. Roland had possessed an exquisite level of control, far more than anyone else that Tolan had ever encountered, and years of using spirit in ways that others had not. Unfortunately, all of that knowledge was lost when he had died.

      There had to be someone who knew, though. That was what Tolan feared. Somebody else, whether it was the elemental of spirit or whether there was another instructor who had taught Roland to begin with.

      They hovered, drifting above the waste, floating quickly as they traveled along the ground, giving Tolan the opportunity to study the contours of the landscape beneath him. Periodically, they passed over massive towers of rock, and it looked as if they had been shaped into place, though when Tolan pressed out with earth, now and in the past, he detected no such shaping. Maybe they had simply appeared. Other places had massive valleys, dips in the ground that looked as if the land had simply split, breaking free. Without any way of shaping, it would be almost impossible to cross this land. Up in the sky, wind swept around him, pulling on him, but down on the ground, the wind was often calm and the heat radiating down from the sun gave him an indication of any elements in the waste. That and the ground beneath his feet.

      The drawing on him persisted. It was growing more urgent, and it was more than just a mixture of spirit, though he still looked over at Kerry to see if she detected anything.

      She gave no indication that she did.

      “Not much farther,” he said.

      “What do you think we’re going to find?”

      “I don’t know.”

      They weren’t heading toward the Convergence and the Guardians. Tolan would have recognized that right away, so wherever they were going was new. Still out in the vast expanse of the waste, and still deep into the heart of it, but not at all where Tolan would have expected to have detected anything.

      Perhaps that was the point. Whatever was out here called to them, drawing him, in particular, but also pulled him into a place of weakness.

      He might need to be prepared for whatever he might encounter.

      He readied a warrior shaping to blast them back to Amitan were it needed. He didn’t think that it would be, but he didn’t want to be caught unaware, trapped out here with no way to return. Roland had already done that to him once.

      A familiarity began to sweep through him.

      Tolan shaped them faster and faster.

      “What is it?” Kerry asked.

      “I know what we’re going to find.”

      “What are you bringing me to?”

      “The Draasin Lord.”

      She watched him, though Tolan ignored her. He doubted she had ever seen the draasin before. There were very few within Terndahl who had any experience with the Draasin Lord, though Tolan had attempted to bring others to meet him. It shouldn’t just be him and Ferrah and the Grand Master and Master Minden who had some experience with the Draasin Lord, along with those who lived in the free elemental village, though others feared the draasin and what he might do. Given the draasin’s massive size, Tolan understood, though he also worried that continued to exacerbate the problem.

      A pile of rocks loomed in front of him, and that was where the drawing upon him called him.

      He shaped them there, shooting toward the ground, and came skittering to a stop. The air was hot, still, and there was an energy of fire and earth, mixed with a hint of wind as the heat drifted up from the Draasin Lord’s back.

      “Where is he?” Kerry asked.

      “Just up ahead,” Tolan said.

      The Draasin Lord blended into the rock, making him difficult for anyone else to see, though Tolan had no such difficulty. Now that he was close to the Draasin Lord, he could feel him, not just see him.

      He smiled to himself. The power radiating from the Draasin Lord was not insignificant. It was a mix of fire and earth and wind, and as he approached the Draasin Lord, he could feel the blood pumping through his body. Each of the elements was represented. Given the way that the Draasin Lord could speak, Tolan suspected there was an aspect of spirit within him, though perhaps not quite as obvious as the others.

      “You called out to me,” Tolan said.

      The Draasin Lord stirred, raising his massive head. Enormous spikes radiated from his skull, working along his scaled body, and in this place they looked like little more than protrusions of rock. He stretched, unfolding his enormous leathery wings from his body, no longer blending into the ground the way that he had before, and towered over Tolan and Kerry.

      “It took you long enough,” the Draasin Lord said.

      Tolan looked over at Kerry, gauging her reaction. She watched the Draasin Lord, but there was no concern written in her eyes. More curiosity than anything else. It was refreshing for Tolan to see somebody who could see an elemental and not immediately fear it.

      “We both felt it,” Tolan said.

      “That was not me,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “You haven’t been pulling on spirit?”

      The Draasin Lord stretched, and his long, spiked tail swished from side to side, scraping along the rock. “I cannot directly influence spirit the way that you can.”

      “I felt something,” Tolan said.

      “I felt it as well.”

      “Is it Light?”

      The Draasin Lord shook his wings again before settling on the ground, wrapping his tail around him and folding his wings up. It propped him up just a little bit, but not so much that he towered over Tolan.

      It occurred to Tolan that he was weak—far weaker than he had been before.

      “I do not know,” the Draasin Lord said. “I feel… change.”

      “Hyza said the same,” Tolan said.

      He glanced over at Kerry, worried about revealing too much about what was happening to the Draasin Lord.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Kerry asked.

      “What makes you think anything is wrong?”

      Kerry approached the Draasin Lord, unmindful of the fact that she was tiny compared to him, unmindful of fact that she could not shape and he was a powerful elemental, and seemingly unmindful of the fact that she had only just met him.

      “I can feel something off,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at Tolan. “Is that why you brought me out here?”

      “I didn’t bring you out here to feel anything,” Tolan said. “I brought you out here because of what I felt radiating around us, nothing more than that.”

      “It’s interesting.” She reached for the Draasin Lord, and he didn’t pull away, which surprised Tolan. When she touched his scaled side, she did so hesitantly at first, though with rapidly increasing confidence. “I can feel the heat radiating off of him. It’s almost as if I could connect to that heat.”

      “You’re feeling the elemental energy,” Tolan said, joining her.

      The Draasin Lord watched him, his golden eyes glowing, and Tolan waited for him to grow irritated and dismiss them, but so far, the Draasin Lord did not.

      “You might be able to detect other aspects of elemental power within the Draasin Lord,” Tolan went on. “I can feel not only the heat, indicating fire, but I can feel earth, the way that he is connected to it, along with the wind that he stirs under his wings, and the power of the blood flowing through his body.”

      Kerry closed her eyes and rocked in place, holding her hand out against the Draasin Lord’s side for a little while.

      “I feel… something.”

      That was a start. If she could feel something out here, that meant that she could eventually learn to control it.

      “Keep working with it,” he said. Turning to the Draasin Lord, Tolan frowned. “I’m concerned about what Light intends,” he said. “I haven’t found him, but I feel a pulling on me every so often.”

      “I feel something as well,” the Draasin Lord said. “It called me here.”

      “Here?”

      The Draasin Lord rumbled and he lifted his head, sweeping around him before settling it back to the ground once again. “Here, but not here.”

      Tolan frowned, but he realized what the Draasin Lord was saying.

      He connected to fire, probing into the Draasin Lord, and realized that the Draasin Lord attempted to follow the surging of spirit, but had become limited.

      Weakened.

      The Draasin Lord would not say that, of course, never willing to admit weakness. He was a powerful and majestic elemental, and weakness was simply not within a creature like him.

      Tolan added his own hint of spirit, mixing fire and earth together, and pushed it into the Draasin Lord, but it wasn’t enough. He closed his eyes, focusing on his connection to hyza, and funneled some of that power out through the Draasin Lord.

      Heat surged within the Draasin Lord, and then he stood again, shaking his wings.

      “Come,” the Draasin Lord said.

      He lurched into the air, taking flight without nearly the coordination that he once had. It was still majestic to watch, but there was something about the way he flew, the pattern that he circled, that left Tolan knowing that the Draasin Lord struggled even more than he once had.

      “What’s wrong with him?” Kerry asked as Tolan grabbed her arm and shaped them into the air to follow.

      “He’s fading,” Tolan said. “Over time, he will pass on from this world and reenter the bond.”

      “Reenter the bond?”

      Tolan nodded. “From what I understand, all elementals eventually return to the bond, and from there…”

      “What happens?”

      Tolan shook his head. “To be honest, I don’t really know. All I know is that eventually, the elementals will have an opportunity to return.”

      They followed the Draasin Lord as he swooped over the waste, flying quickly. Tolan tracked him and realized immediately where he was traveling. They were heading toward the heart of the waste, where Tolan had thought that he might have gone before.

      When the Draasin Lord lowered himself to the ground, settling near the Guardians, he rested his head, drifting.

      “What is it?” Kerry asked.

      There came a faint surge of fire coming from the Guardian for fire, flowing into the Draasin Lord. It would feed him for a little while, giving him a bit more strength. Possibly enough to even return.

      When he was gone, everything would change.

      “I don’t know. He brought us here.”

      As Tolan looked around, he realized there were more than just the Guardians here.

      Other elementals were here, gathering around their respective Guardian. He strode around the heart of the waste, focusing on the Guardians, reaching through their bonds, trying to connect to them, but none of them truly understood. The elementals around the Guardians didn’t seem to understand, either.

      “There are so many out here,” she said. “I didn’t think elementals could come out to the waste.”

      “They shouldn’t,” Tolan said.

      “Why would they?”

      His only answer was one that troubled him. Unfortunately, he didn’t know what to do about it.

      “They came out here because of Light.”
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      The return to Terndahl went quickly, but Tolan couldn’t shake the unease he felt, though he tried to ignore it. Kerry pressed him from time to time, probing for answers, but the problem Tolan had was that he didn’t have any answers. At this point, all he knew was that elementals had been drawn to the heart of the waste, surrounding the Guardians.

      When they reached the edge of the waste, he lowered himself and focused on the land around them. He pushed out with spirit and then mixed it with each of the other elements, probing for any presence that might give him insight as to whether the elementals had truly started to depart the lands, or whether it was just his imagination.

      “What are you worried about?” Kerry asked.

      Tolan glanced over at her, shaking his head. “The elementals had gathered in the waste,” he said. “That’s unusual for any reason, not the least being that the elementals are disconnected there.”

      “Why would they go out there, then?”

      “I fear it has something to do with what Light has done.”

      The tugging, then the pulling. Those were the two senses that he had, a connection that had told him something was taking place with spirit. Perhaps the elementals had grown aware of it and had acted in order to avoid any sort of influence.

      It certainly would be the right strategy, especially if they wanted to avoid anything that might harm them.

      Tolan let out a sigh as he pushed outward, but still didn’t detect anything. There was nothing other than the elements, the bonds, and his own shaping. Nothing of the elementals.

      “They are gone,” he whispered.

      “The elementals?” Kerry asked, pushing out with a similar shaping of spirit. It was almost as if she were mimicking him, and as Tolan glanced over at her, he realized she held onto a similar shaping as his, pressing outward with spirit and mixing with each of the other elements. He didn’t know if she would detect anything using that shaping, not without having a connection to the elementals the same way he did. “I don’t detect anything.”

      “Do you normally?” he asked.

      “I suppose I haven’t really paid much mind to it. Perhaps I should have.”

      “Normally I can feel elementals all throughout Terndahl. They aren’t always easy for me to reach, or to communicate with, but I can detect them.” He closed his eyes and focused on the elementals, searching for whether there was any sign of them out and away from him, though there was none. “We should get back,” he said.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I honestly have no idea.”

      “How do you think you could figure it out?”

      That was the more pressing concern.

      Not only had he been feeling the tugging of spirit, but he now had to wonder why the elementals were congregating.

      It was as if they were hiding—or gathering.

      Either option was challenging and meant that they were in some sort of danger, though Tolan didn’t know what it would take to uncover that answer.

      If the Draasin Lord didn’t know the answer, then how am I supposed to find it?

      Thoren might be able to help, but as Tolan probed, he realized that his connection to Thoren had grown distant.

      He froze.

      Are you there?

      There was no answer, though Tolan could feel that Thoren maintained a connection to him. He didn’t know if there was some reason the elemental tried not to respond.

      Do you feel the call to head to the heart of the waste?

      There was a delay, but finally Thoren answered.

      I feel it.

      What happened?

      I don’t know.

      The elemental was short with him, and he worried about why, and whether Thoren concealed something—something that Tolan never would have been concerned about before.

      Can you share with me when you find the answer?

      There was a longer delay, but when Thoren finally got back to him, Tolan breathed out a sigh of relief.

      Yes.

      Tolan looked over at Kerry. “Are you ready?”

      “If you are concerned, then we probably should use that special shaping of yours to get back.”

      “You could use the same shaping,” he said. He prepared it slowly, bringing together each of the primary elements carefully, weaving them together in the warrior shaping, and then wrapping spirit around it. Even as he did it, Tolan noticed something unusual. The signature of this land had started to shift.

      He tried to focus only on the shaping, not on anything else, and when he completed it, he looked over at Kerry to see her attempting the same shaping.

      “It’s complicated,” she said. “I find that I have to hold onto each of the elements in a challenging manner.”

      “That’s why only the warrior shapers of old could do it.”

      “Do you really believe there were warrior shapers that did anything?”

      “The records speak of the warriors being incredibly powerful shapers,” Tolan said, holding onto the shaping. He could see Kerry struggling to gain the same control, and wondered if she would do it. “They were powerful, gifted, and they were looked upon as leaders throughout that world.”

      “Perhaps it’s time that we get back to that,” Kerry said.

      Tolan frowned. “I don’t know if it is or not. Maybe we just need to keep focusing on the shapings that we can do.”

      She completed the shaping, and suddenly there came a crack of lightning.

      “Focus on where you want to go,” Tolan said.

      As the bolt of lightning caught her, lifting her up, he followed.

      He had no idea if she would get tossed astray out of the shaping. The only time that he had ever seen anything happen like that was when the earth bond had been tainted. Normally, there was no danger in such a shaping.

      Tolan landed atop the tower within Amitan and waited for Kerry.

      The warrior shaping was rapid, and it carried him faster than a heartbeat, though perhaps that was tied to his connection to the elements and the elementals. Others didn’t have that same connection, so perhaps they didn’t have the same ability to travel nearly as quickly as he did.

      A crack of lightning struck, shooting toward him, and Tolan stepped aside so that he didn’t get caught up in it. He had no idea if it would harm him, though he doubted it would. When the lightning bolt separated, Kerry stepped free.

      “That was amazing,” she said, breathing out.

      “You can use that to carry you all throughout Terndahl.”

      “Only around Terndahl?”

      “Going beyond the waste involves having a control over shaping within the waste. You can do it, but you have to find that power within you.”

      “You really think that I can do it?”

      Tolan nodded. “From what I’ve seen of you, I truly do believe that you can do it.”

      She hesitated as Tolan headed to the edge of the tower, focusing on Amitan around him. He pushed out with spirit, mixing it with each of the elements, and once again detected something off with the elementals. He could feel them out there, shifting, moving, but hopefully not doing so in a way that would pull them out into the waste.

      “Are they doing the same here?”

      “Something’s happening,” Tolan said. “But I still don’t know what it is.”

      “Can you summon them back?”

      He frowned, looking over at her. “What was that?”

      “Can you summon them back?” She shrugged, pushing out with a spirit shaping, mixing it with several of the other elements before turning back to Tolan. “If you think this is tied to something that Light has done, somehow calling to the elementals, can you use a similar shaping and draw them back out here?”

      Tolan hadn’t considered that, but it made sense.

      “I might be able to try something,” he said.

      Standing atop the tower in Amitan, using the power that the tower held, along with that of the Convergence, he had much more strength with spirit than he did out in the waste, or even at the edge of the waste.

      He created his shaping.

      He didn’t need anything more than a powerful burst of spirit, but he had to mix in a call to the elementals.

      Letting the elementals wander out into the waste would diminish them. It would weaken and change them, and it would make it easier for Light to control them. Given Light’s control over spirit, Tolan worried that the elemental would use that control over the elementals and somehow change their connection to the land.

      Maybe that was what he had started to detect.

      He pushed out with spirit.

      “I didn’t think you had to do it right now,” Kerry said.

      “Now is better than waiting,” Tolan said softly. “If I waited, then more of the elementals might be drawn away from Terndahl.”

      “What happens if they are?”

      “I don’t know, but even when we thought we had the elemental suppressed within the bonds, there were free elementals all throughout Terndahl.”

      Tolan suspected that losing the elementals would somehow change Terndahl, and not for the better. They were weakened in the waste. If forced there, they would suffer—and possibly lose their connection to the element bonds.

      He pushed out with spirit and gradually began to mix in each of the other elements, sending it out as a soft call.

      Now the challenge was holding it in this way.

      He could maintain the shaping, but that meant that he would have to perpetually hold onto it. A shaping like that would draw too much power out of him, and would leave him unable to go searching for Light and trying to understand what the spirit elemental attempted.

      Wind whipped around him and he glanced over to see Velthan joining him.

      “I felt your summons,” Velthan said.

      “Not a summons, but…”

      Maybe he didn’t have to do this alone.

      The others could be a part of it.

      “Can you hold onto this shaping?” Tolan asked Velthan.

      “There’s nothing complicated about it.”

      “Just the power behind it.”

      He held onto his control over the shaping and he latched onto Velthan, using spirit, and shifted the control of the shaping.

      Velthan suddenly gasped. “How did you do that?”

      “Spirit should show you what I did.”

      “I see it,” Velthan said.

      Tolan relaxed, letting go of the power.

      He glanced over at Kerry. “Do you think that the Inquisitors would be willing to take turns doing this until we get a handle on what’s happening?”

      “I will ask.”

      “How long should I hold this?” Velthan asked.

      “Until others come to you. If none do, then send a summons to me and I will replace you.”

      He felt it important, regardless of anything else and until he understood what was taking place, that he continue holding onto the shaping, to hold onto the elementals in this land.

      Tolan breathed out slowly, sighing as he looked around the city. Amitan was quiet, though he felt a surge of power all around him. Some aspect of it was off, a little unpleasant, and he wondered if that was tied to the same probing that he had detected before.

      “You think you can send a summons?” Tolan asked.

      “I will do my best,” Velthan said.

      Tolan nodded before heading down.

      It was a good thing that he had taught Velthan as much as he had—a good thing that he had trained him to grow in his skill; to improve as much as he had. Had he not, Velthan wouldn’t be able to offer any level of protection the way that he was doing.

      At this point, Tolan thought that he would need to keep working with Velthan, to encourage him to grow in skill, and to master his control over shaping, if only so that he could keep using spirit for the Academy.

      Of all the people that he had worked with over the years, it surprised him that Velthan would be the one that he felt the most affinity to. They had never been close growing up. When he had shared his experience growing up with his students, he had made a point of not telling them about how he didn’t care for Velthan. He had been a bit of a bully at that time, and even once reaching the Academy, Velthan had continued to behave as such. Time had changed him, softening him, and it had taken time for Tolan to move past that.

      Even now, he still struggled to get along with Velthan. That was his own issue, though. He knew that it was, and he knew that he needed to accept Velthan’s help.

      He hurried through the Academy, noticing a frenzy of activity. Students seemed a little on edge, and as he probed with spirit, he realized why.

      They could feel the summons.

      Tolan pushed out, using his own sense of spirit to connect to each of the shapers within the Academy, calming them. He didn’t know how long it would hold, but hoped it was enough that they could have time to figure out whether or not they needed to maintain the shaping stretched out over Amitan.

      He debated heading to the Grand Master. He needed to reach him, but for now, he thought that he should check with Master Minden.

      Pushing open the doors to the library, Tolan poked his head inside. The students in there remained a bit agitated, shuffling papers, stacking books, and some were getting up, as if they needed to move.

      Tolan focused on spirit, and he shaped it out into the library, sending a soothing connection.

      “Is there a reason why you did that, Master Ethar?” Master Stole asked. She was a short, dark-haired woman, and she wore the robes of the master librarians. Tolan hadn’t seen her standing near the doors, but he nodded to her.

      “There is something taking place outside in the city. Well, more than just the city. All throughout Terndahl.”

      “And you need to shape spirit upon the students?” She frowned at him, a disapproving look in her eyes. “We generally do not use spirit upon the students.”

      “Nothing but a soothing shaping,” he said. “If you step out in the hall…”

      “I’m aware of what is taking place.”

      “Of course,” Tolan said. “I didn’t mean anything by it, only that the shaping is necessary to help the students in the Academy.”

      “Is this your doing?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t think so, but…”

      The challenge was that he didn’t know with any certainty. He didn’t think that it was, but without knowing for sure, he couldn’t tell. He had been the one to use a significant burst of spirit upon the spirit tower, using that to try to detect Light. Maybe Light had reacted and had suddenly decided to use his control over spirit and some of the others.

      If so, then it had been Tolan’s fault that all of this was happening.

      He let out a frustrated sigh and glanced over at Master Stole. “Is Master Minden here?”

      “She is not. She has been researching.”

      Tolan nodded. He knew exactly where Master Minden was researching, and perhaps that was for the best. By traveling to The Lands Beyond, and heading into the tower where she could research, she might have access to records that would help him understand Light. That had been their plan all along.

      “Thank you, Master Stole.”

      He pulled the doors closed and didn’t need his sense of spirit to detect just how irritated Master Stole was with him.

      He strode along the halls. He stopped at the Grand Master’s rooms, knocked, but received no answer.

      He wasn’t even in.

      The answers were going to have to come from Tolan alone.

      He made his way up to his quarters and stepped inside to find Ferrah there. Her bright red hair was pulled back and bound with a pale yellow ribbon, and her green eyes glared at him, anger flashing within them.

      “I have been looking all over for you,” Ferrah said.

      “I’m sorry. I have been trying to uncover a surge of spirit that I don’t have an explanation for.”

      “A surge of spirit? That’s what you been looking into?”

      “I know you can’t feel it—”

      Tolan realized that was the exact wrong thing to say. Ferrah was already sensitive about the fact that she couldn’t reach spirit, and more than a little sensitive about the people who could. She felt as if she should be able to call upon each of the elements, not only in Terndahl, but in The Lands Beyond. He hadn’t managed to help her reach for those elements, which angered her.

      “I can’t feel it because I don’t have any connection to spirit,” she said, jabbing him in the chest.

      Tolan slipped past her and into the outer section of their rooms. It served as a makeshift office. There were two desks, bookshelves, and dozens upon dozens of books on both of their bookshelves. If there was one thing the two of them shared, it was an interest in researching, understanding the history of Terndahl and trying to appreciate the changes that the Academy had gone through. Where they differed was Tolan’s interest in the elementals.

      Ferrah had been with him on enough adventures over the years that he’d expected she would have gained an interest in the elementals, but she still seemed reserved around them. Not at all like Kerry.

      “What happened?” she snapped.

      “I don’t know,” he said, taking a seat at his desk and glancing at the stack of books there. They were different than the ones that he had brought to the spirit tower. The spirit tower was open to students, other instructors, and pretty much anyone who had the shaping ability to reach it. Tolan left some of his books there, but not everything. There was no way of securing things the way that he could in his private quarters. Here, he preferred to keep some of his more exotic works, those that he had found in restricted sections of the library. Books that spoke of the elementals, and shapers who had once connected to them. Books that he had searched through, trying to find answers as to whether there was any shaper in the past who had ever had any experience with an elemental like Light.

      “What do you know?” Ferrah asked.

      “I’ve been trying to look into Light,” Tolan said.

      “I’m aware of what you have been doing,” Ferrah said.

      “And when I was in class, I felt something pulling on me.” He looked over at her but she stayed by the door, the same irritation that she’d been wearing when he first entered flashing on her face.

      Some of it was deserved. Tolan certainly had earned her irritation over the years, though he’d expected that she would have softened by now. He hadn’t gone running out of the Academy, or ventured all throughout Terndahl, in weeks.

      “Let me guess, you felt something of spirit pulling on you.”

      “Yes.”

      “You think this is that elemental.”

      “I don’t know if it is,” he admitted. “I won’t know until I can figure out what’s going on, but I felt something more, and Kerry and I went to investigate—”

      “Kerry went with you?” Ferrah asked, arching a brow.

      Tolan realized his mistake. “She had found me in the park outside the Academy. I was talking to Thoren,” he said hurriedly. “And when he disappeared, the burst of shaping came. She simply joined me.”

      Hopefully she would understand that he hadn’t sought her out. Instead, Kerry had come along with him, nothing more than that.

      “What did you find?”

      “What makes you think I found anything?”

      “I can feel the shaping. I don’t exactly know the purpose of it, but there is something taking place. It involves each of the elements. I thought it was you, but then some aspect of it shifted and I don’t think that you hold it anymore.” She frowned at him. “Of course, seeing that you’re here and I don’t detect any shaping from you, that must be the case.”

      “Velthan is holding it now,” he said. He told her about what he found out in the heart of the waste, about the Draasin Lord and the elementals gathering. He told her about how the elementals seem to have moved once they were back in Terndahl, and even within Amitan.

      As he explained, something in her demeanor shifted, finally softening to the point where she no longer looked at him with the same irritation blazing in her eyes.

      “Why do you think he’s done this?” she asked, taking the chair from behind her desk and dragging it over to sit next to him.

      “That’s just it,” he said. “I’m not sure if this is Light, or if this is something else…” Tolan sighed. “But I fear it is Light.”

      “And the shaping you have Velthan holding onto?”

      “The shaping is designed to keep the elementals held to this land.”

      “Held?”

      “Not forcing them here,” Tolan said, “but more a summons.”

      “You need to be careful with that,” she said.

      “Why? Because of the elementals?”

      She regarded him. “No. Not because of the elementals, and you have to stop thinking that I distrust the elementals. What I’m concerned about is whether you’re doing something similar to what the ancient shapers did when they forced them into the bond.”

      Tolan breathed out a sigh and shook his head. “I’ll be honest. I don’t really even know where to begin. Light continues to do things like this, and I feel helpless to stop him. I know that I need to do something, but I don’t know where to begin.”

      “Why not go to the bonds?”

      It was such a simple question, but one that had no simple answer. If he were to go to the bonds, he would have to enter them. Entering the bonds, diving into them, meant that he would need to risk himself. He had done it before, but he wasn’t sure that he wanted to return.

      “I am concerned about it,” he admitted.

      “If it’s the only way you’re going to find the answers that you look for, then you need to do it.”

      He nodded. “You might be right. I think I’ve been hesitant to do so, especially since I can feel Light’s influence everywhere, but now that it seems like he has started to make his move, maybe it’s time that I act.”

      “You don’t have to be alone,” she said. “Others will work with you.”

      “Others don’t know how to enter the bonds,” Tolan said.

      “Not enter them, but others can be with you when you go.” She crouched down and took his hand. “We can be there and help pull you back out if it comes down to it.”

      He smiled, nodding to her, but even as he did, Tolan didn’t know if there was going to be any way for somebody to pull him back out if it came down to it. He feared that if he went into the bonds, he might not come back out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      The hall of portraits was poorly illuminated today, and Tolan created a shaping of fire, casting a bit of light on the hallway. It was a narrow hall, only a few paces wide, but incredibly long. The portraits that hung on the walls all seemed to have been meticulously placed, arranged in a specific order by the shapers who had settled the Academy.

      Tolan remembered when he had first come to the hall of portraits. He hadn’t seen anything on any of the paintings farther along the hall. Only the first few paintings had any sign of art to them.

      He strode along the hall, studying them all.

      He needed answers as to Light. This was one place where he could come, at least before he attempted to go back into the bonds.

      And he didn’t want to travel too lightly into the bonds, as he knew exactly how dangerous they could be, especially having gone into them more than once before. When he had gone before, there had been no danger from the elemental. This time, though, he felt that there was something more to be concerned about. This time, Tolan was scared.

      He paused in front of the portrait where Light had once been.

      There was no sign of Light within the painting, where he had been before. The young girl was there, though, and she looked out at him, an expression on her face one of concern, though he had never been able to speak to her.

      It was a simple matter to shape and pull himself into the portrait.

      He created the warrior shaping, wrapping it around himself, and used that to draw himself into the painting.

      It was a strange sensation, and odd to step out into the portrait, walking through the rocky cavern that led to where Light had been held all those years.

      He navigated carefully, feeling the cavern around him. Within the painting—and Tolan was acutely aware that he was within the painting—he could feel the strangeness of the cavern, and he could feel the energy that existed here, the way that it tried to call to him, the power of the shaping that ancient shapers had placed swirling around him. It was an impressive shaping, one that he still had no idea how they had created, nor did he know the purpose behind it.

      Pushing out with spirit, Tolan probed, testing to find whether there was any evidence of the girl, but every time that he had come here, there had been no sign of her. He saw her in the portrait, though, and he knew that she had been there and that she had some meaning, but not what it was.

      He reached the cavern where he had first released Light, and he paused, looking around for a moment, feeling the energy of this place. He could tell that there was power here.

      Strangely, there didn’t seem to be any more power here than there was out in Amitan. It wasn’t enough to confine a powerful elemental of spirit.

      Which meant that this couldn’t have been the entirety of the prison.

      More and more, Tolan believed that this was a prison, at least to some degree. He didn’t know why, and though Master Minden had shared with him that she believed Light came when there were times of need, Tolan no longer was certain of that. He was no longer certain that it was a time of need for shapers, at least. Perhaps it was a time of need for elementals.

      If so, why did it seem like Light had attacked me?

      He needed answers.

      Even within the portrait, Tolan could feel the shaping Velthan—and now the other Inquisitors—was holding. He was thankful that Kerry had seemed to have gotten the other Inquisitors involved, drawing them into the shaping, and Velthan had demonstrated how to pass it along from one shaper to the next.

      He really was quick-minded. Tolan needed to spend more time working with him.

      There was no sign of the lizard.

      A shaping burst around him and Tolan looked up, half afraid that he was going to have to deal with Light, but there was no sign of him.

      Instead, an elderly woman dressed all in gray and with her silver hair pulled up in a braid approached. Milky eyes watched him, somehow seeing everything despite how cloudy they were.

      “I thought you were in here,” Master Minden said. “I noticed something off about the painting and decided to come and investigate.”

      “I am trying to better understand Light,” he said. “I feel like I need to know what the old shapers knew, if only so that we can hold him when we find him.”

      “I fear that won’t be possible,” Master Minden said.

      “That’s my fear, as well,” Tolan admitted. “With everything that we’ve experienced with him, it seems like he can move throughout the bonds—all of them—and I don’t know that I can hold him.”

      Despite Tolan’s prowess with the elements, he had no idea whether there would be any way to handle an elemental like that, not one who could navigate all throughout the bonds, not one who had such control over spirit.

      “Have you found anything?”

      “I came back to reference something,” Master Minden said. “The records are difficult,” she acknowledged.

      Tolan looked her over. She seemed more tired than the last time he had seen her. “Was the journey difficult?”

      “Only as difficult as I made it,” she said, smiling. “You don’t need to worry about me, Tolan. I have plenty of strength for what must be done.”

      “I’m not exactly sure what must be done,” he said. “I am trying to keep the elementals from getting drawn away from Terndahl, but even in that, I’m not sure that we will succeed for long if Light decides he wants to continue his attack.”

      “I detected your summons,” she said, smiling tightly. “Skillfully made. You did well passing on responsibility to others.”

      “It wasn’t going to able to hold it indefinitely myself, and I didn’t think I could tie it together and keep it going on its own.”

      “I suppose that would make it a Convergence,” Master Minden said. “But doing so would take a level of control over the Convergence, and perhaps a series of runes…” She shook her head. “I don’t need to problem solve this for you, Tolan. You have it well under control.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t feel like I have it well under control.”

      “You do better than you think,” she said, smiling at him. “Tell me what you thought you might find here?”

      “I came on a whim,” Tolan said. “I was trying to see if there might be anything within the painting that might give me answers as to what those ancient shapers did with Light. He was trapped here for a reason.”

      “What makes you think that he was trapped?” she asked.

      “Just because of how this looks. You don’t think that he was?”

      “To be honest, I just don’t know. It is possible that he was trapped, but it’s also possible that he came voluntarily. Either way, there is little doubting that he was held.”

      “Held, but I don’t know if he was held forcefully or whether he was held by choice.”

      “All I can say is that time is difficult. We look for answers, struggling to know what the ancients did, and all we have are records from that time. Unfortunately, those records are often incomplete, which makes it difficult.” She smiled. “Which is why I went to The Lands Beyond to see if I could uncover anything.”

      “And did you?”

      “What I discovered was that shapers keep records, though often they are different records than we would have maintained. I have struggled through them, trying to understand the nature of what they have stored in those records, but have not managed to find much beyond what I found here.”

      “You said you came here to cross-reference.”

      “I did,” she said. “I thought that perhaps I could find something within my own records that would help me know what I was seeing.”

      She settled onto the rock next to him. She stared, and a shaping of earth and spirit washed away from her, powerful and controlled. If she added a few of the other elements, it would pull her back out of the portrait, which Tolan thought might not be the worst idea.

      “Amitan is a unique city,” she said.

      “It is,” Tolan said.

      “Founded over a Convergence,” she said, looking over at him. “Few understood the power of the Convergence until you helped reveal it again.”

      “I think it was needed,” Tolan said.

      “As do I,” she said. “At the time, I wasn’t at all sure, and neither was the Grand Master, but you have proven yourself far more insightful than I think most of us knew.”

      “It was luck, more than anything else,” he said.

      Master Minden smiled at him. “What you call luck, I call intuition. You recognize that something more needed to be done, much the way that you recognize something more needed to be done with the elementals. Were it not for you, and the way that you reacted with them, think of how much we would have suffered and lost.”

      “There have to be answers here about Light,” Tolan said.

      “Either here or Beyond,” Master Minden said. “I think you are correct in believing that there will be answers.”

      “You said that Light only appeared in times of great need.”

      “I said that an elemental of spirit only appeared in times of great need. Not Light.”

      “I have a feeling from the other elementals that this is the spirit elemental.”

      “You think there is only one?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. There are certainly more elementals for the other elements, but then, when I go into the element bonds, I can see those other elementals. I can feel the power, and I can tell how they struggle to be content.”

      These days, more and more of the elementals were content with their positions. They didn’t struggle to escape the bond the way they once did. Tolan figured that was for the best, especially knowing what he did about how the elementals had suffered before.

      “It may be that there are other elementals like Light, or perhaps other elementals for spirit,” Master Minden said. “Unfortunately, we don’t have the spirit bond that we can enter directly.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” Tolan said.

      “As have I,” Master Minden said.

      “I’ve been trying to understand why we have that. Why spirit has been woven into the other elements and twisted in them.”

      “I think what you see is that the shapers of old recognized something more.”

      “But it’s what that something more might be that I feel we need to understand,” Tolan said.

      “I concur,” she said. “Unfortunately, the records are sparse, and despite my best interest, they are difficult for me to interpret.”

      If Master Minden wasn’t able to find the answers, Tolan had no idea how he thought that he could. At this point, all he knew was that they had some answers, but not all of them.

      “I will keep pursuing my study of Light,” Master Minden said. “If the answers are there, then I will find them.”

      Even within the portrait, Tolan could feel the surge of spirit, and he could detect the power used out and around them.

      “I worry that we won’t have enough time to keep Light from whatever he’s planning.”

      “And I worry that we are focused on the wrong thing.”

      “What else could it be?” Tolan asked.

      She shook her head. “There is one commonality that I have found when it comes to spirit. Everything that I have detected tells me that spirit only comes and manifests itself when we have need.”

      “That’s what you told me, but what if it’s not our need, but the elementals?”

      “That is my concern.” She got to her feet. “I will keep looking, Tolan.”

      “Ferrah thinks I need to reenter the bond to try to find answers.”

      “Perhaps you do,” she said. “Very few others have that ability, and if anything will help us understand Light, perhaps going to where he is will bring you the knowledge you need.”

      “What if I get there and I can’t come back out?”

      “Do you really think that will happen?”

      Tolan regarded her. “I saw what happened to you.”

      “That was different,” she said.

      “I’m not so sure that it is all that different.”

      “I never went into the bond, Tolan. I went to observe you; to ensure that there was nothing more than might happen to you, but I did not enter it.”

      “Every time I focus on the element bonds, digging into spirit, I feel something has shifted,” Tolan said, looking up at her. “If that is Light, then reentering the bonds makes me feel like he will know, and he will do something.”

      “You must not fear spirit,” she said.

      “It’s not spirit that I fear, but the manifestation of spirit.”

      She smiled sadly. “It is a shame that we struggle with that. Unfortunately, we have reached a time where spirit is not viewed the way that it once was. Perhaps in time we can return to that, but…”

      “For now, I worry,” Tolan said.

      “As do I,” Master Minden said. “Which is why I continue my research. The answers are out there; we just must find them. The ancient shapers didn’t want to keep information from us. They did not intentionally hide among us. We need to understand what they knew, and use it in order for us to continue to move forward.”

      “What if they did?” Tolan asked. “What if they intentionally kept information from us, though not because they meant to, but because we just can’t reach it?”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “I think about the shapings that we have seen, and I think about what we have experienced all throughout not only Terndahl, but also in The Lands Beyond. If there is something that’s taking place, what if it’s in a place where we can’t reach it?”

      “That is possible,” she said. “There was a time not so long ago when we could not reach The Lands Beyond and the knowledge that is accumulated in the library there. Perhaps it is in another place, like another land, or perhaps it is where we cannot reach. Yet.”

      “It feels like there should be something in that land,” Tolan said. “The tower was built by someone, for some reason, and…”

      He shook his head. As he looked over at Master Minden, he could see the fatigue in her eyes, and recognized that she had exerted herself considerably simply by coming back to Terndahl.

      “Let me know what you find.”

      She smiled at him. “As I said, Tolan, I will do what I can.” She started away, limping a little bit more than he had seen her do before.

      He resisted the temptation to push out with each of the other elements, particularly water, and probe Master Minden to see if she was struggling, knowing that if she did, it was none of his business to press.

      Instead, he sat in place for little bit longer before pulling on the warrior shaping and stepping back out of the portrait.

      Once he did, he found himself alone in the hall of portraits.

      He wandered along the paintings, noticing one with several draasin flying in it; another with a large meadow with trees on either side; and another that looked to be a city, though a different city than Amitan. There was still another that reminded him of the library in the Academy, though the shape of it was unique and not quite the same. One near the end looked to be something like a palace, though not at all like anything found in these lands.

      It was a record of a time long ago, a record of someplace that shapers of old had known and had either abandoned, moved on from, or evolved away from.

      There were no other signs of those shapers, nothing beyond the records they had in the library, and these portraits. It was all they had to show for a people that existed long ago.

      He still needed answers, and hopefully Master Minden would uncover something, but if she didn’t, then it would be up to him—or others—to see what they could learn.

      For now, it was important to keep digging.

      Tolan headed out of the hall of portraits, making his way down, and from there he paused. He still needed to find the Grand Master, but when he stopped at his door, the Grand Master was still gone. He could feel the presence of students all around him, some of them moving quickly, others in the library, and still others outside, in the park and studying. The shaping now held by one of the Inquisitors radiated outward, emanating from here, and he felt something within it, holding on to the power calling the elementals back. As Tolan pushed out with spirit, he detected that the elementals had remained, persisting, which he felt was for the best.

      Unless Light tried to protect the elementals.

      He remained conflicted. What Master Minden suggested left him troubled, especially as he didn’t know what more they needed to do about the elementals, nor about Light.

      He found himself wandering over to the spirit tower, shaping himself up to land in it, and then paused as he stepped upon the rune, feeling the energy there. As he did, he waited, searching for anything that might pulse out from him, giving him an understanding of Light and whether there was anything more to the summons than he had felt before.

      Strangely, he detected pressure upon spirit.

      Because of the shaping the Inquisitors now held, Tolan hadn’t been able to feel that, but now that he pushed past it, he could feel that energy and that shaping, and he realized something more was taking place.

      The shaping the Inquisitors were using simply obscured it but didn’t take it away.

      There remained a pulling upon him, a steady dragging out that was what he needed to focus on.

      Tolan turned to that energy, using power from the room. It felt off, and he probed.

      The drawing upon spirit had intensified.

      Now he could feel it more distinctly and he could recognize that something was taking place. It was incredible, powerful, and there was something more within it that he tried to understand, but it seemed as if it avoided him.

      The pressure continued calling to him.

      It wasn’t as if that power evaded him. There was no way for it to do so. It was just that it tried to drown out anything Tolan might add.

      He pushed against it, wondering if he might be able to do anything to it, but could not. Perhaps it was time to do exactly as Ferrah suggested. Perhaps it was time to enter the bond, regardless of how nervous that made him.

      He would need support, but thankfully, Tolan thought that he knew where he could get that support.

      It was long past time to trust the Inquisitors.
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      Given the reaction Ferrah had the last time Tolan had worked with Kerry, he was reluctant to include her again, but he needed the Inquisitors and didn’t know that he could keep himself safe without their help. He sat in the center of the spirit tower, the rune spread underneath him, the rest of the tower otherwise empty, and he focused on spirit to summon Kerry.

      It was time that he get to the bottom of what was taking place.

      He had been reluctant, but his reluctance was turning into fear, and Tolan knew better than to allow that. It was time to move beyond fear and into action. That was where he excelled, anyway.

      He didn’t have to wait long. Kerry shaped herself up into the spirit tower, striding forward as she landed, and paused, looking down at him.

      “That was interesting,” she said.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Tolan said. “I didn’t mean to cause problems for you.”

      “It wasn’t a problem,” Kerry said. “Only a strange sensation.” She settled to the ground, sitting across from him. “You called to me.”

      “I needed to,” he said. “I’m going to need your help.”

      “Just mine?”

      “I think I’m going to need not only your help, but all of the Inquisitors as well.”

      “Why?”

      “As I have been digging into what needs to be done, how to track down Light, I have come to realize that I have avoided the one way that I have of trying to track him. At this point, given that I continue to feel pressure on spirit—and I continue to recognize that there is more taking place—I need to risk it.”

      “And by risking it, I presume you mean to risk entering the bond.”

      He nodded. “I’m not exactly sure if I can do it easily, but I feel as if I must.”

      She shrugged. “What do you want from me? From them?”

      “I’m going to need somebody who has a connection to spirit to keep an eye on me.”

      “Just to keep an eye?”

      “I can reach into the bonds, but I need talented shapers who can protect me if Light were to attack.”

      She started to laugh. “What you’re talking about is ridiculous, Tolan. We don’t even know how to do what you’re doing, and even if we did, I’m not so sure that we would be able to help you in any way.”

      “It’s not a matter of going into the bond,” he said, though as he thought about it, he wondered if perhaps that was a part of it. He might need for them to join him in the bond, though not now. For now, what he needed was them to focus on keeping him safe, something that he had no idea was even possible with what he intended. “If Light attacks, I need you to latch onto me and spirit to bring me back.”

      “What makes you think that we can even do that?”

      “Spirit connects us. It connects all of us.”

      “And?”

      “And because of that connection, I am convinced that you, along with the other Inquisitors, could use that in order to pull me back if things go wrong.”

      “What exactly are you afraid of?” Kerry asked, leaning forward on her elbows as she locked eyes with him. Her floral perfume drifted toward him, and there was an intensity in her gaze. “Before we make any sort of commitment—and to be honest, I have no idea whether the other Inquisitors would be willing to offer you help—I think we need to know just what you plan.”

      “I’m going to pick one of the element bonds, enter it, and go searching along spirit for Light.”

      “You’re going into one of the bonds,” she said.

      Tolan nodded. “I might have to go into each of the bonds,” he said.

      It was going to be difficult, but in doing so, he thought that he might find a surge that would permit him to track down Light. At this point, all Tolan wanted to do was figure out where Light was, and maybe he could even figure out what Light intended by placing the spirit summons out there. He was convinced that was what was taking place.

      “Let’s say we do this. The others are going to want to know how to do it as well.”

      “I know.”

      “Then you agree to teach?”

      “I agree to teach.”

      She shook her head. “You will lose control over spirit within the Academy.”

      “Spirit was never mine to control,” Tolan said.

      “That’s not how the others see it. The others view you as something a little different than them. Someone who has more knowledge of spirit than they do. By doing this, by allowing them to link to you, you run the risk of them knowing everything that you know.”

      “And by that, you mean you.”

      Kerry shrugged. “I can’t deny that I am intrigued. I want to know what you know, and I would love to have an opportunity to master the connection to spirit the same way as you have. If that is part of this commitment, then I think it is a very reasonable bargain.”

      “I’m willing to do it.”

      “When?”

      He focused on the pressure of spirit, using the rune. As he did, he could feel the presence of spirit all around him, the way that the power continued to flicker, pressing against him.

      “I think it has to be soon. Now, ideally.”

      She frowned at him. “We have taken over the shaping that you wanted. Is this tied to that at all?”

      “Not particularly,” Tolan said. “The shaping is just a part of it. It keeps the other elementals from being drawn away, but this is a different thing altogether.”

      “I will gather the others. Where should we meet you?”

      “In the Convergence.”

      She frowned at him. “You do realize that many of the Inquisitors have never visited the Convergence?”

      Tolan nodded again. It was one more thing that needed to change.

      The Convergence wasn’t meant for just him. It was meant for all shapers.

      It is a place of power, but why should I be the one to control it?

      “I think it’s time,” Tolan said.

      She studied him for a moment before getting to her feet and then disappearing, shaping down into the tower.

      Tolan looked around, pulling the folded piece of paper with the picture of Light out of his pocket and studying it for a moment. He would leave that here.

      He didn’t need that with him where he was going.

      Besides, the unfortunate side of what he intended meant that he would be descending into the Convergence naked.

      More reason for Ferrah to get mad.

      He hurried down, and once in the hallway, he saw a familiar face.

      Draln was a large man, powerful, and a shaper of significant skill. Tolan had known him ever since he was a student in the Academy, and they had never gotten along.

      He was dressed in a black jacket and pants today, with three students behind him, all dressed the same way.

      “Ethar,” he said, nodding. “I understand I have you to thank for the strange shaping that keeps pulling on all of us.”

      “Sorry about that,” Tolan said.

      “What is it for?”

      “An experiment,” Tolan said.

      Draln frowned at him. “An experiment?” He looked back at the students, a harsh expression in his eyes, before stepping forward. “What is it?”

      “There something taking place with spirit,” Tolan said.

      He pressed his mouth together in a dark frown. “I imagine this is your doing.”

      “Not mine. Not this time.”

      “I see.”

      “And the Inquisitors are involved in it,” Tolan added hurriedly. He had enough trouble with Draln as it was, and he didn’t need to create even more drama than they already had, so if it involved sharing with Draln that he wasn’t the only one involved, then perhaps that was what was needed.

      “Do you intend to include any other shapers?”

      Tolan cocked his head, frowning. “It might be necessary,” Tolan said. “If it is, I will send word.”

      “Just word?”

      “I don’t know what you want me to tell you, Draln. Maybe that I will ask for your help? What more are you looking for?”

      Draln glared at him. “I suppose that’s enough.”

      Tolan let out an annoyed sigh. “Just be careful with your shapings these days,” Tolan said, slipping past him. He wasn’t far away when Draln looked back at him.

      Tolan slipped into the library, ignoring the piercing glance of Master Jensen, and darted behind the dais at the back of the library. There weren’t that many students in the library at this time of day and he used the emptiness to his advantage and hurried down to the Convergence.

      It was situated deep beneath the Academy and was difficult to reach unless somebody knew the way. Once down a stairway leading off the library, it required passing through a long hall, using a shaping of each of the elements, and reaching a dangerous location that very few could enter. Tolan pressed through the shaping in the doorway, forcing it open, and then stepped into the massive chamber of the Convergence.

      He closed the door behind him. Anyone else who might come would need to know the way in.

      He took a deep breath and approached the Convergence, making a steady circle of the raised pit of silvery liquid. Standing this close to it, Tolan could feel the energy, and he recognized the power that was there, though he had no idea whether he could learn anything more. Not until the Inquisitors arrived.

      He probed each of the elements, but this close to the Convergence, he wasn’t at all surprised that it was easy to feel the connection to the elements and to know the considerable power that existed here.

      The door opened behind him and Kerry entered. She stepped aside and a line of Inquisitors appeared, many of them men and women who Tolan had once struggled with.

      “How many did you reach?”

      “I asked those who were willing to work with your shaping,” Kerry said. “I figured they would be the most receptive to this, as well.”

      It was reasonable. And with a dozen Inquisitors, Tolan figured that was a good place to start. There were quite a few more Inquisitors within the Academy, though at this point, Tolan didn’t know if any of those others would be willing to assist him.

      He waited. Many of the Inquisitors had not been to the Convergence, and they approached it slowly, studying it. Kerry watched him.

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said.

      “Not really,” he said. “But I can still feel something happening to spirit, and that worries me,” he said.

      “What happens if you can’t find the answer here?”

      “If I can’t, then I will have to go to the elementals.”

      “I am willing to go with you,” she said.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      He wasn’t sure if he was willing to bring Kerry with him, and wasn’t sure if Ferrah would even allow him to, but at this point, having somebody who was more of an ally than an adversary felt reassuring.

      When everybody had a chance to look into the Convergence, Tolan turned to them. “I hope Kerry gave you an opportunity to hear what I intend to do. My goal is to enter each of the bonds, search for this elemental, and then return. Nothing more than that.”

      “Why just find the elemental and not capture it?” Harris asked. He was a little bit taller, balding, and wore a pin on his left lapel.

      “I’m not sure that I can capture it. At this point, I’m looking to try to understand just what happened and why the spirit summons was sent.”

      “I can’t feel a summons,” another of the Inquisitors said, a younger woman named Margo. She had blonde hair, gray eyes, and had a powerful grasp of spirit. When Tolan had demonstrated the spirit shapings, she had quickly mastered them, learning how to use them in a way that Tolan had felt was impressive given her relative lack of experience.

      “You need to be connected to a greater source of spirit. When this is done, each of you can take an opportunity to step into the Convergence and use that to connect to spirit. Until then, I think that might be dangerous for you to do so, especially as it might draw off your shaping ability and I might need your help pulling me back.”

      “Pulling you back?” somebody said.

      Tolan turned to Aman. He was wide, swarthy, and yet Tolan sensed through spirit his curiosity about all of this. Not any irritation, but a desire to understand. A true desire to understand.

      “What I intend to do is going to be dangerous for me. I don’t know if this elemental will be able to hold me into the bond. That is my concern, though. The elemental knows that I have the ability to enter the bond, and until we reach for it, I fear that it won’t be enough.”

      “We are here for you.”

      They took up positions in a circle around the Convergence, guided by Kerry.

      She took command quickly, though she did not lead the Inquisitors. She had a natural knack for leadership, though, and Tolan was pleased that the others responded quickly to her.

      He took a deep breath, focusing on the Convergence, then peeled off his clothes, staring straight ahead as he stepped into the Convergence. A murmuring from behind him left questions, but he heard somebody answer that his clothes would burn off if he were to step into the Convergence any other way.

      As soon as he was at the center of the Convergence, Tolan delved into the bond.

      He started with earth.

      It was the very first bond that he had entered, and as he probed down into it, he could feel earth, and there was a surge as he wrapped down a warping tunnel, swooping into what soon became a place of incredible earth beauty. He searched around. He wasn’t going to spend much time here, not daring to remain, looking only for whether Light was here.

      There was a forest, and then with a few steps, he found a massive mountain rising in front of him, and then with another few steps, there was an enormous desert. Each step carried him what seemed to be vast distances, and as he passed through earth, he found no sense of Light, though he searched, looking and trying to find any sign of the elemental.

      Now that he was in the bond, it was very easy to feel the pressure of spirit and Tolan reached up, unwinding it as it bound up within earth, and probed along spirit.

      Light wasn’t here.

      Even though Light wasn’t here, Tolan could feel the spirit summons much more acutely now that he was down in this source of power. It drifted to him, calling to him, practically crying out and telling him that he needed to respect it.

      He tore himself away and surged back out of the bond. It was easy now that he knew how to do it, though it still required considerable power—and the Convergence.

      He shifted, heading along the fire bond.

      This was different than earth, a burst of flame, lava, steam, heat. He was careful through it all, but he found no sense that he was in any sort of danger. He unwound spirit much like he had with earth, probing for anything that might give him an indication of where Light might be found, but he didn’t see the elemental there.

      As before, the summons existed in an overt way, far more potent than it was otherwise. Tolan focused on that summons, trying to understand what was buried within it, but as he listened, he found nothing more than what he had detected before.

      Pressing out of the fire bond, he dove into wind next. Gales of wind swirled around him, torrents of wind. He surged through that, moving into a gentler breeze. Everything was a translucent haze. He probed the spirit connection within the wind bond, teasing it apart as he pressed through it to search for answers, but there were none.

      Only the sense of wind and spirit. The summons was here, the way that it was in the other two bonds, but there was no Light as he had hoped.

      It left only water.

      When Tolan entered the water bond, he didn’t expect much. When he had been here before, he had learned there were oceans with massive waves cresting, rainfalls that shimmered, torrents of rain, even a steady mist that hung over everything. The combinations of various types of water filled him with the sense of it.

      He probed along spirit. He felt the summons and did not expect to find anything more.

      And was surprised when he did.

      There was a presence here in the water bond with him.

      Tolan approached it carefully. He had to fight through a torrential downpour, then through a soft fog, before coming to a gentle lake with small waves lapping along the shore. He made his way toward that presence. It wasn’t here obviously, but it was here in a hidden fashion.

      Through his connection to spirit, Tolan detected Light.

      He had detected the lizard enough times already that he knew exactly what he felt. The presence was there, crouching, waiting, almost as if Light had anticipated that Tolan would come.

      Tolan prepared, readying for any possible attack, but thankfully there was not one.

      “I can feel your presence,” he said.

      Light was there, but didn’t turn toward him. Tolan focused on Light, waiting for the elemental to turn toward him, to do something, but there was no response.

      Could it be so easy?

      Tolan had wanted to find Light, thinking that if he could at least figure out what the elemental was up to, then he might be able to determine something more, but he hadn’t expected it to be so simple, a matter of just looking for the elemental and finding him.

      More than that, it didn’t seem as if Light gave any sort of resistance.

      Tolan approached carefully.

      “What are you doing to the elementals?” he demanded.

      Light didn’t look at him, not turning in his direction in any way, as if unconcerned about Tolan’s presence.

      That should have been a warning to Tolan, but for whatever reason, he ignored it.

      He moved forward, hurrying past the watery landscape, and once again focused on Light.

      “What are you doing?” he asked. The lizard finally turned to him.

      Something was different about the lizard, something that Tolan couldn’t quite identify.

      Power surged.

      Spirit, drawn out of the water bond but connected to each of the other element bonds, made Light far more powerful than he ever would’ve been otherwise.

      Tolan scrambled back, bracing himself, creating a shield over his mind, needing to protect himself.

      “You must go beyond,” Light said.

      “What are you trying to do to the bonds?” He could feel the energy within Light and could feel the way that he pulled on some of the elements, though not all of them.

      “You must go beyond,” the elemental said again.

      Tolan braced himself and went deep down in the water bond, where he attempted to wrap his mind with water, trying to hold onto it, but he added in each of the other elements as well, knowing that he needed to find a way to secure his mind and protect himself. If Light managed to overwhelm him and drive past what he layered on his mind in order to protect himself, Tolan would find that he couldn’t withstand the elemental.

      “You need to stop your assault on the bonds. You need to leave the elementals alone.”

      Tolan probed with spirit. Buried in the water bond as he was, he could reach for a little bit of spirit, though not nearly as much as he would be able to outside. Still, Tolan was connected to the Convergence. He thought that by remaining connected here, he should be able to use that connection to the Convergence in order to find something more.

      Answers. That was what he needed.

      The answers had to be here, and if all he did was dig through what Light intended, then it was worthwhile.

      Tolan focused on spirit, pushing it at the elemental.

      There came a faint connection, though it was faded, not nearly as potent as it normally was.

      “Why would you want to hurt the elementals? You are supposed to be there when they need your help; not harm them,” Tolan said.

      Light moved, but he slithered away, heading closer toward the spirit connection within water.

      Throughout it all, Tolan could feel the ongoing pressure, that connection that surged against him, a calling of spirit that warned him. It was something that he needed to act against so that he could understand what was taking place here, but as he focused on it, he felt that it wasn’t enough.

      He strained, surging against the water connection, against what he detected Light was trying to do, and he focused on the energy all around him. Here where water was strongest, spirit mixed within it, Tolan still felt the tracings of other elements, and it was those tracings of other elements that he needed to better understand. He needed to draw through spirit, as spirit was connected to each of the other bonds and would give him strength.

      Could I hold Light?

      He approached the elemental, trying to reach for it.

      When he did, rather than using water, the bond where they were currently situated, he reached with earth, fire, and wind, and tried to latch around Light.

      The lizard turned to him and, with a surge of power, sent a blast at Tolan. Tolan was tossed back and then out of the water bond.
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      Tolan focused on himself, trying to gather his mind, but he was in some place that seemed to be between the element bonds. He wasn’t quite out of the Convergence, and he wasn’t quite out of the bond, but he was somewhere else. It was as if Light continued to hold him, despite everything that he did to try to resist.

      What is Light doing to me?

      Tolan didn’t have those answers. Somehow, it felt as if Light tried to trap him.

      He was still in the Convergence. There was a nothingness around him. Tolan had experienced that nothingness before, and thought that he could use what he had known before and try to break free. He called upon each of the element bonds, and when that wasn’t enough, he felt something else nearby.

      It was spirit, but it was spirit separate from the Convergence, which meant that it was spirit separate from the element bonds.

      Tolan latched onto that, and he pulled.

      He had no way of explaining it otherwise, only that there seemed to be something out there, stretching toward him, a combined energy of spirit that called to him, giving him an ability to reach for something more. He dragged that energy out, trying to twist it, pulling himself, and strained to escape.

      Then he found himself flowing, oozing forward.

      It was different than when he oozed out of the element bonds. This was distinct, and it felt as if he were crawling somehow through the Convergence.

      Then he was freed, suddenly crashing into awareness, and he blinked open his eyes.

      He was in the Convergence.

      He looked around. The Inquisitors surrounded him, each of them shaping spirit, each of their connections to spirit pressing toward him and gifting him with the combined connection that he had used in order to escape. Had it not been for the Inquisitors, he didn’t know what would’ve happened.

      Tolan took a moment to adjust, focusing on the power of the Convergence. The Inquisitors were across from him, watching him, and as he tried to shape spirit to figure out what had happened, he noticed concern radiating from many of them, especially from Kerry.

      He started to move, heading out of the Convergence, but even as he walked forward, something didn’t feel quite right.

      “What happened?” Harris asked.

      Tolan looked at the balding Inquisitor and frowned. “I found the lizard. He was within the water bond, and seemed to be just sitting there. When I approached him, I thought that I might be able to hold him—”

      “You attempted to attack this spirit elemental?” Kerry asked.

      Tolan nodded. He remained in the center of the Convergence, drawing power through it as he attempted to restore himself, knowing there was something that wasn’t quite right, though not at all certain if it was simply fatigue from drawing on as much power as he had or whether this was related to something that Light had done to him. He couldn’t tell. At this point, it might be either possibility, or both.

      “He wasn’t moving,” Tolan said. “I thought…”

      He shook his head.

      What does it matter what I thought?

      At this point, the only thing that really mattered was that he had attempted to subdue Light but had been unable to do so. The elemental was too powerful for him, and that was when Tolan had access to the Convergence.

      He tried to climb forward, attempting to climb out of the liquid, but some aspect felt wrong. He used a shaping, pushing out with earth and fire, using that to carry himself up and out of the pool of the thick, silvery liquid of the Convergence, coming to land next to one of the Inquisitors before taking his clothing and getting quickly dressed.

      When he tried standing again, he could still feel that something wasn’t quite right.

      “Now will you help us see?” Kerry asked.

      Tolan knew that he needed to do so. That was the agreement for having the Inquisitors come here. They had volunteered to help, which meant that he should offer them the lessons that he had promised, only Tolan didn’t know if he had the necessary strength.

      He took a seat on the edge of the Convergence, looking into the water. Liquid. Whatever it was. Somehow, it was a connection to some greater power.

      “What do you know about the Convergence?” he asked the Inquisitors, keeping his gaze focused down on the liquid.

      “It’s a place of power,” Kerry said.

      “It acts as a source of the Great Mother,” Harris said, shooting Kerry an annoyed look.

      Maybe the agreement between the Inquisitors wasn’t quite as seamless as Tolan had thought.

      “It acts something like that,” Tolan agreed, “but it’s more. Perhaps less.” He shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut. He focused on each of the elements, testing to make sure that he could reach them, and when satisfied that he could access each, he released them once again.

      His ability to shape hadn’t been altered, but something had.

      Could I have been somehow altered?

      He tested, probing with water and sweeping it through himself.

      Upon his first attempt at sweeping the water through himself, Tolan didn’t find anything, but as he continued pushing, he came across a strange sensation. Not an injury, at least not one that he could easily identify, but there was something that wasn’t quite right.

      “If it acts like that, then it must be that,” Kale said.

      Tolan glanced over at him. Silver-haired, older than many of the other Inquisitors, he had some history with Tolan, which had made it difficult to move past what he had done in the past. He had to find a way to move beyond it, though. He had to be the better person when it came to the power that he worked with. He was the spirit master now, and no longer a student beholden to the Inquisitors.

      “It acts like that because it provides a deep connection to each of the element bonds,” Tolan said softly. “Some might view that as a direct source and connection to the Great Mother, but others see it as simply a connection to the elements—and the element bonds.”

      “What do you see it as?” Kerry asked.

      “I see it as a way to the truth of the elements,” he said. He looked up, meeting each of their eyes. “There are some who have speculated that you need to be able to reach each of the elements in order to touch the Convergence. It means that without the ability to reach for spirit, you wouldn’t be able to touch the actual Convergence itself.”

      “What would happen if you did?”

      Tolan looked over at Harris. “I can’t say. I’ve never seen anybody attempt to go into the Convergence who didn’t have the ability to use each of the elements. Doing so puts them at an unnecessary risk and likely could lead to their passing.”

      And a return to the bond.

      He hadn’t considered that before.

      It made a certain sort of sense, though. Coming into the Convergence without having the ability to draw upon the necessary power might call that energy out of the shaper and return them to the bond.

      He couldn’t decide if that was a horrible way to go or if it would be a peaceful way to pass.

      “Can any of us step into the Convergence?” Kerry asked.

      She stared at the pool of liquid, and the excitement in her eyes was bright and obvious, as was the interest that radiated from her through her spirit connection.

      Tolan shook his head. “I can’t answer that for you. Each of you are master shapers,” he said, sweeping his gaze around the Inquisitors. “Each of you can choose for yourself. If you feel that you have the necessary knowledge to enter the Convergence, then you may try. If you fail, I don’t know that any of us here will be strong enough to save you.”

      “Did we have to save you?” Kerry asked.

      “It was different,” Tolan said. “But I do think that your presence was necessary. Whatever happened to me in that water bond did attempt to separate me in some way.”

      That was what it had felt like. He was drawn away from everything else, and he was placed into some aspect that left him feeling as if he were floating adrift, even though he had survived the Convergence.

      “Does anyone want to try?” Kerry asked.

      She swept her gaze around the other Inquisitors, but Tolan saw no takers.

      “I can work with you on trying to reach the power of the Convergence another time.”

      “We can reach this power?”

      Tolan nodded to Kale. “You don’t have to actually step foot into the Convergence to reach the power that exists here. That is the advantage this holds.”

      “I don’t understand,” Harris said. “If we can tap into this power, then what is the benefit of walking into the Convergence?”

      “It is a mingling,” Tolan said. “It’s something different. The other way I know of reaching for the power of the Convergence is through the runes within the Academy, but it’s not the same. While it does give you access to power, and it does change things for you, it does not mean that you can draw all of that power quite as cleanly.”

      One of the Inquisitors, a younger woman named Partha, leaned forward, holding her hand above the liquid.

      Tolan waited. He had no idea what would happen, and he was as curious as any of the Inquisitors as to what might befall one of them were they to reach into the liquid.

      For a moment, he thought she wouldn’t try, but then she pressed a finger into the Convergence.

      She screamed, withdrawing her finger.

      It looked scalded, and the skin had started to peel away. Her eyes were wide, and she opened her mouth as if to scream, but she couldn’t. Tolan darted over to her, stumbling before using a hint of earth and fire to shape himself over toward her.

      He slipped his arms underneath her, supporting her weight.

      “Easy,” he whispered.

      He called upon water, thankful that his connection to that element wasn’t damaged through his action of going into the bond, and used the power of the Convergence so close to him to press it through her. As he shaped water through her, he probed for the injury but couldn’t do anything for her.

      Her finger had been dissolved away, leaving nothing but a blunted nub.

      “Can you help it?” Kerry asked, leaning over Tolan’s shoulder.

      “I can’t, but maybe Master Wassa could.”

      He was a skilled water shaper and had been working within the Academy for decades, long enough that he would’ve seen practically anything.

      Even though he had the experience, Tolan wondered if it would be enough to help in this case. There were certain things that simply couldn’t be healed, and he had a hard time thinking that restoring something that had been burned away by the Convergence would even be possible.

      Tolan nodded to the Inquisitors. “Could several of you bring her to the water tower?”

      Kale and Harris were there, guiding her away.

      The other Inquisitors lingered for a moment, but then they started turning and heading out.

      It left Tolan with only Kerry.

      “You didn’t know that would happen.” There was an accusation in her tone, and she stared at the liquid, frowning deeply.

      Tolan shook his head at her.

      “I didn’t know that it would happen. I’ve seen what happens when you bring in items that are not part of a shaper.” He brought his shirt close to the liquid, plunging his hand into it before withdrawing. Where the liquid had come into contact with the fabric of his shirt, it suddenly was gone, leaving little more than a cut-off remnant. “Honestly, I didn’t think it would be an issue. Since all Inquisitors are able to reach spirit, I thought it shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Why is spirit the key?”

      Tolan turned so that he could look into the liquid. “I haven’t really known. It’s something that I read in one of the old books in the library. There is something about spirit itself that seems to bind the other elements. It acts as something of a unifier. Most shapers don’t like to see it that way, but given what I have experienced within the various element bonds, the way that spirit is woven within them, I think that it makes a perfect sort of sense. Spirit does bind each of the elements together, bringing them together, unifying them. Spirit is the bridge.”

      Kerry leaned carefully over the Convergence. “It becomes a leap of faith, then.”

      “It might,” Tolan agreed. “Which is why I don’t encourage anyone to do so unless they firmly believe they have the ability to walk within the Convergence and survive it.”

      “How did you know that you could?”

      “I didn’t know. When I first went into the Convergence, it was more a need than a knowing.”

      Even then, Tolan had been willing to do so in order to help others. Maybe that was the key. It was a desire for power, but not a desire for oneself. It was a desire to work with that power, to use it in ways that might help others.

      Or perhaps Tolan only imagined that to be the case.

      “I could see that something’s wrong,” Kerry said. “When you came out, I noticed you hesitated.”

      He looked up, forcing a smile. “I’ll be fine.”

      “I could feel the difference through spirit,” she went on. “I don’t know if the others could. They were so focused on the Convergence and the newness of it, along with trying to understand whether they could even reach that power, that they didn’t pay any attention to you as you emerged from the Convergence. I did, Tolan.”

      He inhaled deeply and got to his feet, needing to use a hint of earth in order to fortify himself. “It’s nothing,” he said.

      Kerry regarded him for a long moment. “It’s not nothing. I can see it in your eyes. I can feel it through a connection to spirit.”

      “Are you spirit shaping me without my permission?”

      “I wouldn’t do that, Tolan, and I don’t know that I need to. In this place, it feels as if I don’t need to do much of anything in order to draw upon spirit. It’s almost like it has connected us directly to it.”

      It was a strange observation, and it was one that left Tolan wondering if perhaps she had a better chance of reaching for the power of the Convergence than others did. Maybe he needed to give her the opportunity to try to step into the Convergence, and to be there with her when she did.

      “I don’t know what happened within the water bond,” Tolan admitted. “When I saw the lizard, he pushed me away, but I am not exactly sure how or why or what it means.”

      “He pushed you away with spirit?”

      “Spirit. Water. I don’t even know if he has access to some of the other elements.”

      “But he is an elemental of spirit. He shouldn’t be able to use any of the other elements.”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to say. He’s an elemental of spirit, but with the way that spirit binds the other elements and how it winds within them, I wonder if perhaps he has more power than he’s let on.”

      “What do you think he was doing there?”

      Tolan thought back to what he had experienced inside the bond. There was no doubt that Light was there, doing something, but he couldn’t tell if the lizard was hiding or preparing an attack.

      “I don’t really know. I think I have to go back, though.”

      “That’s not safe. You saw that it wasn’t.”

      “We can’t keep running.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “We did that with Roland for so long, trying to guess what he might be up to, and all that time fearing what he might plan. Now we know the danger of the lizard elemental, and if we wait too much longer, he might build even more power.” And it was exactly the thing that Tolan feared. Given what he had seen of the elementals, and how much it had taken for them to try to draw that power off, he worried that Light already attempted to consolidate elemental power.

      If he did so, did it mean that he would attack?

      Tolan didn’t think that he would be able to withstand an attack like that.

      It meant they would need to act soon.

      They needed to know how Light had been captured before. They needed to know how they could hold Light again.

      Then they needed to go after Light.

      It would befall Tolan. He knew that he would have to be the one to do it.

      “I need to get to work,” he said.

      “With what?”

      “Coming up with a plan for stopping him.”

      “If you can’t?”

      “If I can’t, then I fear that we have a very different battle on our hands.” Tolan looked up from the liquid, turning to Kerry. “Ever since coming to the Academy, I have been fighting on behalf of the elementals and trying to work with shapers so they realize elementals aren’t the creatures that the Academy had long feared them to be. In all of that time, I knew that I was right. I remember the very first time that I felt that way. I remember how that elemental had come to me, and how I started to believe that the elemental was not the danger that I had been taught.” He took a deep breath, thinking about Light. “Now… now I no longer know whether that’s the case. Now I no longer know whether the elementals will continue to work with us or if Light intends to turn them against us.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I don’t know if Light intends to turn the elementals against all of Terndahl.”
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      Tolan tested his legs, finding that they didn’t function quite the way that they should. He had to fortify himself with earth in order to walk, adding a bit of wind. It was a bit jerky, giving him something of a limp, but he was aware that some aspect of his physical function wasn’t quite right ever since returning from the Convergence. He hadn’t discovered anything else about himself, but it was time that he get additional help.

      He stopped in front of the water tower, pausing at the door and focusing on each of the elements that were on the other side of the door. As he probed outward with spirit, he felt Master Wassa inside, along with Partha. Tolan couldn’t tell whether she had been healed, though given what he knew about his experience with the Convergence, he had a hard time thinking that anything could be done for her.

      As he pushed open the door, he realized there was another person inside.

      He stopped, looking at the Grand Master.

      He was a short man, balding, with thin wireframe glasses that always seemed to slip down to the base of his nose. Despite his harmless appearance, or perhaps because of it, he was an incredibly powerful shaper. Tolan could feel it radiating from him in a way that he had always been aware of, though much more acutely recently.

      “Master Ethar,” the Grand Master said. “I understand you introduced the Inquisitors to the Convergence.”

      He glanced behind him to the small hospital wing within the water tower. There were rows of beds and a wall of bookshelves along the far end with various healing texts, and not much else. Several high-level water shapers worked within the hospital, all under the auspices of Master Wassa.

      “I needed to go looking for Light,” he said. “Given what I detected—”

      “Yes,” the Grand Master said, turning back to Tolan. “About that. I have been meaning to have words with you about the shaping you’re having the Inquisitors hold on the tower. Is it really necessary?”

      “If you would have seen what I did out in the waste, you would understand.”

      The Grand Master’s eyes narrowed for a moment and then he shook his head. “Perhaps I should investigate if something has happened.”

      “I don’t really understand it. It seems as if there has been a spirit summons calling the elementals to the heart of the waste.”

      “Why is that?” the Grand Master mused. “It doesn’t seem that there should be any reason for them to go to the heart of the waste.”

      Tolan looked past the Grand Master and saw Master Wassa leaning over one of the beds. That had to be the one that held Partha. “There should be no reason for the elementals to go there. They are separated from the element bonds when they travel to the heart of the waste, and it makes them susceptible to weakening.”

      “Interesting,” the Grand Master said. “There must be some reason that this lizard would summon them there.”

      “The only thing that I can think of is that he’s trying to prepare for an attack.”

      The Grand Master pursed his lips as he frowned. It was a look that Tolan had come to identify as very contemplative. The Grand Master was a deep thinker and not necessarily a man of quick action. It was a trait that had served him well as the leader of the Academy. “I seem to recall that Master Minden has claimed the lizard only appears in times of great need. Perhaps there is something that we haven’t identified.”

      “Unless the need is us,” Tolan said. He shook his head. “I’ve been trying to come up with various possibilities and explanations, but nothing really makes that much sense. The only thing that I can think of is that Light has appeared because of us.”

      “That would be unfortunate.”

      “Why now?” Tolan started. “We’ve begun to release the elementals from the bonds and have no longer been forcing them down into the bonds. So it doesn’t really make sense to me why Light would come now. It’s not like we’ve been trying to abuse the elementals or the elements. In fact, I would say that the reverse is true.”

      The Grand Master continued to frown. “I will have to give it some thought.” He looked up at Tolan. “I imagine you have Master Minden looking into this?”

      “I have asked her to see what she can find. I’m a bit worried about her, though.”

      The Grand Master smiled tightly. “You don’t need to fear for her. She’s always seemed far spryer than she has any right to be. She has served the Academy a long time.”

      “How long?”

      “As long as I have been here.” He shrugged. “If anyone will discover the keys to what’s taking place, I have faith that it will be her. In the meantime, we will maintain the shaping atop the tower, and you—”

      “I found him,” Tolan said. “I found the lizard inside the water bond.”

      “Why that bond?”

      “I think he was preparing.”

      “Perhaps,” the Grand Master said. “There’s another possibility.”

      “Which is?”

      “Then he needed water for some particular purpose. Water is more than just healing, you realize.”

      Tolan nodded. He was acutely aware that water could be used for more than just healing purposes but couldn’t come up with any way that Light might have intended to use it.

      Which might be a failure of imagination on his part.

      “I will look into it,” Tolan said.

      “I’m sure that you will.”

      “Has he been able to do anything for Partha?”

      “There is nothing that can be done,” the Grand Master said. “Had you only asked—”

      “I didn’t suggest that she attempt to enter the Convergence. I needed the power, and I needed the spirit support, but I didn’t suggest any of them try to enter the liquid itself. I don’t know what would happen.”

      “It’s been my experience that those who enter the Convergence without having the skill necessary to do so have experienced exactly what she did. Unfortunately, no amount of healing will restore her. It is as if that part of her no longer exists.”

      “It’s been returned to the bond,” Tolan said softly.

      The Grand Master cocked his head to the side, studying him. “I suppose that would be one way of describing it. Yes. Perhaps it has returned to the bond. Which means that some small part of her exists there, while the rest of her exists here. It’s a strange separation, but it’s also one that means that she will be diminished.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s been my experience that those who enter the Convergence and survive without having control find that their ability to shape has been changed. Many times it’s weakened, though it’s never been strengthened. Sometimes it’s merely altered, so that they can no longer control power the way that they once did.” The Grand Master shook his head. “She will have to learn what it means for her in time.”

      Tolan nodded.

      “We will figure this out. Together.” The Grand Master clapped Tolan on the shoulder before slipping past him.

      Tolan waited for a moment, watching Master Wassa as he attended to Partha. Master Wassa was a large man with a massive belly, and he preferred large, flowing gowns to conceal his bulk. He spoke softly, murmuring quietly to Partha.

      Finally he straightened and glanced over toward Tolan.

      “Master Ethar. I understand I have you to thank for this?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I didn’t encourage anyone to step into the Convergence,” he said. Master Wassa had his own experience with the Convergence, though he couldn’t use the power directly the way that Tolan could. “I needed their assistance.”

      “Did you come to see if you could offer any now?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I didn’t think there was much that could be done for her, and the Grand Master has confirmed that.”

      “Then why have you come?”

      “It’s me,” Tolan said.

      Master Wassa frowned at him. “What happened?”

      He explained what had happened in the Convergence, the way that Light had pushed on him, and waited as Master Wassa motioned him to take a seat on one of the beds.

      A water shaping swept through him, both more complicated and more powerful than what Tolan had attempted to push through himself. There were elements of each of the other powers mixed in; a mingling of control that left Tolan gasping for just a moment.

      “There is something that’s strange here,” Master Wassa said. He didn’t even have to touch Tolan in order to manipulate the power around him. He could feel the energy coming from Master Wassa, and he could tell the shaping was probing deep through him. Tolan wanted to take a moment to try to understand what it was that Master Wassa did to him, but he couldn’t tell anything. The only thing that he could tell was that the shaping was incredibly complex. Finally Master Wassa leaned back, releasing the shaping. “I don’t quite detect what it is.”

      “There is something, though.”

      “Something, though perhaps it’s merely fatigue. Given what you told me, you would have shaped considerable power. I can’t restore fatigue.” He smiled. “If I could, I would shape myself so that I wouldn’t ever suffer from fatigue.”

      Maybe that was all it was.

      Tolan got to his feet, wobbling for a moment and fortifying himself again with earth. It seemed to be the easiest element to latch onto to permit him to walk. “How long will you keep her here?” he asked, nodding to the Inquisitor.

      “Not long. It doesn’t seem as if there’s much more that I can do for her, and she is getting a bit restless. I’ve sedated her for now, so that the shock of her injury won’t incapacitate her any more than is necessary, but over time, I think I’m going to have to remove even that sedation.”

      “If there’s anything that I could do…”

      “I’m sure that we will send word,” Master Wassa said, waving Tolan away.

      He headed out of the tower and paused, holding onto the shaping within him.

      His mind raced, trying to come up with what he needed to do and how he was going to do it. At this point, he didn’t know what it was going to take, only that he had to figure out just what Light wanted. There was no doubt that Light wanted something. He was after something in the bonds, something that Tolan would have to better master.

      He found himself wandering through the Academy as he often did when he needed to make a decision. This time, it was more about trying to think through all the various possibilities. He paused in the hall of portraits, the way that he often did. It felt like answers needed to be there, though he didn’t know that he could find anything here.

      Footsteps came toward him, and Tolan looked up to see Master Jensen approaching.

      He was an older man, and had served in the library for as long as Tolan had been in the Academy. He wasn’t nearly as old as Master Minden, but he shared her curiosity. A powerful shaper in his own right, his inquisitive mind had been useful in the time that Tolan had been at the Academy.

      “Master Ethar. I would not have expected to see you here alone.” He looked along the hall. “Is Master Minden with you?”

      “She’s not. She’s been researching on my behalf.”

      Master Jensen nodded. “That is right. I believe that you had asked her to look into The Lands Beyond the waste. An interesting topic, and one that I must admit to having my own curiosity about. Why is that land so sparsely populated? There is the tower that you have experienced there, and that Master Minden has explored, but no sign of other people.”

      “The shaping is odd there, as well,” Tolan said.

      Master Jensen joined him at a painting looking over a grassy meadow. It was not like any meadow that Tolan had ever seen within Terndahl, and he had traveled extensively. He suspected it was painted long ago, when the world looked different.

      Master Jensen clutched his robe, pulling down on the deep blue fabric. “I like to come here and look at the paintings. I find that they are quite lovely.”

      “Do they ever change for you?” Tolan asked.

      “They did at first,” Master Jensen said. “When I was still new to the Academy and new to my role as librarian, the paintings changed quite often, but lately… well, unfortunately, any change that has occurred has been slow. I suppose that’s normal for all of us as we mature.”

      Tolan looked along the hallway. “I remember the first time Master Minden brought me through here. I didn’t see anything on any of the paintings. I thought it was strange that you had these blank canvases hanging on the walls.”

      “It is an interesting test.”

      “I remember the first time that I was able to make out anything.”

      “Which one, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      Tolan smiled. “I don’t mind, though I don’t know that it makes any difference. They came on fairly rapidly.” He pointed to several of them. “That one there,” he said, motioning toward one with several draasin flying over the ground, “came on at the same time as several others. I like that one the best.”

      “A draasin. Yes. I find that one quite remarkable as well. We have seen the Draasin Lord, thanks to you, but we have never seen more than one draasin. I often have wondered what the world might’ve looked like when there were more draasin flying within it. It seems such a loss.”

      He looked over at Tolan.

      “The draasin are still there,” Tolan said. “I have detected them within the fire bond, though it seems almost as if they don’t want to emerge.”

      “Detecting their presence in the fire bond seems a different thing than having them manifested in our world,” Master Jensen said. “I suspect you can detect many things that choose to manifest within the bonds themselves. We don’t really understand the bonds the way that the shapers of old did.”

      Tolan tried, thinking that if he could come to understand them even a little bit better, then perhaps it would help them as shapers and they could find a way to use that knowledge, and to understand the bonds, the elements, and even the elementals even better.

      “They are such impressive creatures, and it seems a shame that they should not be able to experience the world the way that we do.”

      “Maybe there’s a reason that they can’t,” Tolan said.

      Master Jensen nodded. “When it comes to the elementals, unfortunately our knowledge is scarce. You have improved upon that recently, and we do have our records, but we have gone generations without really knowing the elementals the way that we should. That has put us in a dangerous situation when it comes to them.”

      “Dangerous why?”

      “If the elementals were to choose to change tactics, we wouldn’t really understand it. We know so little about them other than the belief that they are dangerous and violent.” He turned and tipped his head at Tolan. “And of course, you have changed that perception. Rightly so, I might add.”

      “You can feel the shaping on the tower,” Tolan observed.

      Master Jensen nodded. “I can feel the shaping, but I’m not exactly sure of the intent. It is a summons.”

      “To the elementals.”

      “I see. Why do you think that is necessary?” Tolan explained what had happened, and Master Jensen continued to frown. “Interesting that they would go to the heart of the waste.”

      “Separating themselves from the element bonds.”

      “I’m not so certain that’s the case. You now have the Guardians who are connected to the element bonds, and I think that they can offer something different.”

      Tolan hadn’t considered that before.

      What if the elementals were heading to the heart of the waste to be secured by the Guardians?

      It was still too much for him to understand.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “For what?”

      “For helping me see that I need to keep digging. There remains much that I don’t understand.”

      “I would suggest that you go where the elementals have once congregated. There has been a place where they were free, and if there’s any place that you might go that will help you know the elementals, it would be there.”

      Tolan chuckled softly, shaking his head. He hadn’t even considered going there, but now that Master Jensen mentioned it, it sounded so obvious and logical.

      He used a shaping of earth and fire to guide himself along the hall, to the door at the end of the hallway, and then out to the top of the tower.

      From here, he breathed in the energy in the air of Amitan, the power that existed within Terndahl. He was acutely aware of the shaping sent out over the city, stretching out throughout Terndahl, and the power that needed to go into that shaping in order for the city to maintain the connection to the elementals. It was a connection that Tolan thought was necessary, and if they were to lose it, he feared what might happen to not only the elementals, but to the city itself. There was something about having access to the elemental power that seemed to be important, though he didn’t know why.

      It would be a simple shaping to visit his father.

      He called each of the elements together, wrapping spirit, and then burst on a bolt of lightning that carried him up from Amitan, across the mountains that separated Terndahl from the lands of the free elementals, and came to land outside his father’s home.

      He hesitated here. The village was quiet, though not completely empty. There were others within the village. Tolan could detect them using spirit, and recognized the power that flowed within them, though he couldn’t tell where everybody was. He didn’t need to know. All he needed was to know whether there were any free elementals still within the village.

      They had gone.

      He knocked on his father’s door.

      “Tolan,” his father said.

      “Father,” he said.

      “I am not surprised to see you. Given what we have detected, we figured that you would have to have something to do with it.”

      “That I would?”

      His father stepped out of the home, waving his hand. “Don’t you have something to do with what’s happening with elementals? It seems to me that you have called them away in some fashion.”

      “I didn’t intend to,” he said.

      “Interesting,” he said. “We felt the sudden shift and elemental summons, and that they started to depart. At first, they went slowly, but then more and more, they continued to depart, leaving our village devoid of any elementals.” His father looked around. “It feels off.” He shook his head. “Surprising that I would feel that way, especially given that there was a time when I couldn’t stand the elementals, but now I couldn’t help but feel a sense of loss at their absence. We have grown so accustomed to having them around that it feels… wrong, I suppose, when they are not here.”

      Tolan focused on each of the elements, using spirit, and he swept power out from him. In the village, a place where the shapers here were masters of bondars, he had access to a different kind of power. Tolan latched onto the bondar that had been built by the shapers within the city, and he added his shaping to that. It created a connection to the Convergence deep beneath the city, a place of power that Tolan had not even expected to find here. Now that he was connected to it, he used that power and sent his shaping sweeping farther and farther from him, feeling the land around him.

      His father was right. There was something about it that felt off. It was more than just the emptiness of the elementals, though that did seem to be the most acute finding Tolan had. It was about the emptiness of power here.

      When he was done, he withdrew, looking over at his father.

      “What did you find?”

      “I’m not even sure. Just the emptiness that you described.”

      “It is unpleasant. We have tried to make up for it by creating new bondars, by adding our own power, but none of it is enough.”

      “I might be able to help, but I can’t maintain the shaping.”

      “Perhaps I have a bondar that could work for that.”

      “You have a bondar that could hold onto a shaping of spirit?”

      “There are many such things. I call them Repeaters, though others have different names for them. They are simple devices.”

      His father hurried back into the home before returning with a long staff made of stone. Runes and other carvings along the surface carried symbols for the elements, along with the elementals. That was the key to a bondar.

      His father held this out to Tolan. “This Repeater should allow you to use spirit, if that’s your intention.”

      Tolan looked around before his gaze lingered on the mountains in the distance. “I will try it.”

      “You know what’s going on?”

      “Something with the elementals, including a dangerous elemental that attacked me.”

      “I see. What do you intend to do?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m concerned about the elemental,” Tolan admitted.

      “By that, you mean you’re afraid.”

      Tolan looked over at his father. He was old, with gray hair, flat gray eyes, and his cheeks were sagging. He was a different man than the one Tolan had known when he was younger, a different man than the one Tolan had lost. So much had changed for his father, and Tolan didn’t even know how much of those memories his father could recover. He had tried to help him salvage some of the shaped-away memories that his mother had used against them, but there was a limit to what Tolan could do.

      There were times when he didn’t even know his father. He had long ago moved past needing his father’s approval and permission, but there was still something about him, about his father, that Tolan wanted to remember as the way he had been.

      Now as his father looked at him, Tolan felt as if there was something in his gaze that struck him as very fatherly for the first time in a while.

      “I’m afraid,” Tolan admitted.

      “There is no shame in fear,” his father said. “The shame is in not facing that fear. The shame is in giving up when you’re afraid.” His father looked at him sadly. “Trust me, Tolan. That is a shame I know well.”

      “I don’t know if I have the necessary power to stop this elemental.”

      “Must you do it yourself?”

      “It doesn’t have to be me, and I don’t think it will end up being me alone, but even if we all work together, I’m still not sure that we will have enough strength to stop this elemental.”

      “I have faith in you, Tolan.”

      Tolan took a deep breath, letting it out, and hoped that it was warranted. “If this Repeater works, I might need another.” Perhaps several others. They might need to use these Repeaters in order to protect all of Terndahl from Light.

      “They are a simple thing to make. I’m sure even you can do that,” his father said, smiling at him.

      Tolan just shook his head. With a shaping of earth and fire, he blasted toward the nearby mountain. He landed amidst a craggy rock, some with small scrub plants growing along them. The air was cooler here, with a bit of a breeze. He had encountered the Draasin Lord for the very first time here.

      In the back of his mind, he recognized that Thoren was there, still present, and thankfully hadn’t been drawn away.

      “I can tell you’re here,” Tolan said aloud.

      Thoren slid forward, flames burning against the stone making him visible. “I wasn’t hiding.”

      “It seems that you were hiding from something.” Tolan frowned. “Are you feeling this summons the same way?”

      “Not the same. I think you have prevented that.”

      “Because of the shaping within the Academy.”

      “Because of you, Tolan.”

      Could the bond between him and the hyza elemental have protected Thoren?

      He didn’t have enough understanding about the nature of the bond, only that there was power within it, and he figured that power mattered, but he didn’t fully understand what it might do, or how it might interact.

      “I need to try to keep Light from summoning away all of the elementals.”

      Tolan placed the bondar down into the stone and began shaping spirit through it. He had to mix a few of the other elements with it and ultimately ended up creating something like a warrior shaping. When it was done, power exploded through the bondar, and it began to radiate outward.

      It was a summons, but it was an anchored summons, and it no longer needed Tolan to hold onto it.

      He smiled to himself.

      “Does that please you?” Thoren asked.

      “It pleases me that we might have some way of counteracting Light.”

      “It seems temporary,” Thoren said.

      “Temporary or not, it’s better than what we had before.”

      Now that he had this, he thought that he might have some way that the shapers within Terndahl could counter Light. He would need his father and the others within the village to create more of the bondars, but that was a simple matter. Then he would send Inquisitors out throughout Terndahl to place the Repeaters, securing them.

      It would have to work.

      For some reason, he had a sensation of doubt that came through the bond from Thoren.

      Even though Tolan was excited about this, the elemental was not.
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      Tolan sat in the study he shared with Ferrah, resting. His eyes were heavy, fatigue sweeping through him from the effort that he had placed in positioning the Repeaters all throughout Terndahl. Kerry and the other Inquisitors had been willing to work with him, and now they were stationed all throughout Terndahl, including one atop the tower.

      The door to their room opened and Ferrah strode in, pausing when she saw him. She was dressed in a traveling cloak, long gloves, and her bright green eyes flashed with irritation.

      “There you are,” she said.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been trying to—”

      “I know what you’ve been trying to do. I have been well aware of it. Do you think that you could really be traveling all throughout Terndahl and not cause any notice?”

      “I wasn’t trying to upset you.”

      She glowered at him. “You might not be trying it, but you seem to be doing quite a good job of it these days.”

      Tolan rested his head back, closing his eyes. “I’ve been trying to counter Light. I’m sorry if that doesn’t appeal to you.”

      Ferrah watched him. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can tell something is wrong. I’ve never seen you this tired from just shaping. If it was from traveling, you would recover quickly. I know that something is bothering you.”

      He looked up and took a deep breath. “Something happened when I went into the Convergence the last time.”

      “You went in again,” she said.

      “With the Inquisitors.”

      “Did you.”

      “I had help. I was safe. I went looking to see what I could find of Light.”

      “And what did you find?”

      “The lizard is there, maneuvering himself along the bond. I found him within the water bond.”

      Her expression softened a little bit. “I see.”

      “I tried to hold him but wasn’t strong enough. When I went to try to wrap the power of the elements around him—”

      “You did this by yourself? Were you even thinking? This is not the kind of thing that you need to go and risk on your own. You have seen just how powerful that elemental is. You don’t need to go risking yourself when others can help.”

      “I don’t know how many others can enter the bonds like I can,” Tolan said. He told her about what happened to the Inquisitor, and she frowned. Ferrah had pushed him to attempt to reach into the Convergence over time, and he knew that it upset her that she didn’t have the ability to tap into it as well. She didn’t like being told that she couldn’t do something, and in this case, the fact that she couldn’t reach that power left her upset and angry.

      “What happened to her?” Ferrah asked.

      “She’s with Master Wassa. He has done all that he can to stabilize her, but both he and the Grand Master don’t think that there’s anything more that can be done.”

      “What about you? You said something was wrong. You haven’t quite told me what that something is.”

      “Ever since the return to my body, I can feel that something is off. Master Wassa wasn’t sure what it is, only that there is something.”

      “I see. And it has something to do with the attack that this elemental used on you.”

      “I don’t know. I think so, but to be honest, I’m just not sure.”

      “How will you find out?”

      He shook his head.

      “Promise me that you don’t intend to go back after him on your own.”

      “I don’t intend to go after him again,” Tolan said, though he wasn’t at all sure whether that was going to be a promise that he could keep. He didn’t know what would be needed. The only thing that he knew was that he still had to do something. The lizard was out there, and the summons still impacted the elementals, even if Tolan had no idea what it meant.

      Ferrah just shook her head. “I have a hard time believing that you aren’t going to try something.”

      Tolan got to his feet. “What do you want me to say?” He started to move, but then had to add a hint of earth into his shaping to keep him on his feet and not wobbling as he stood in place. “I know how you feel about the elementals. I know that you aren’t surprised that an elemental has attacked. I know that you have never wanted to support them the way that I have.”

      “That’s not fair, Tolan.”

      “You supported me; not the elementals.”

      “Exactly,” Ferrah said. “I have supported you, and now there is an elemental that’s causing difficulty, and you are unwilling to do what’s necessary with it.”

      “What exactly is necessary?”

      “We have to destroy it.” Ferrah leaned against the closed door. “I can tell from your expression that you would rather just capture it, hold it like it had been held before, trapping it in some sort of painting as if that’s an answer. We both know that it’s not. This creature needs to be destroyed so that it doesn’t harm anybody else. Can you do that?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t even know such a thing is possible. It’s an elemental of spirit, Ferrah. I don’t know if there’s any way for us to trap it. But I’m willing to do whatever is necessary in order to stop the elemental from harming any of our people. I’m willing to do whatever is necessary in order to keep the elemental from attacking us. I’m willing to do whatever is necessary to—”

      “To work with the Inquisitors and not the one person who has worked with you on all of these other tasks before.”

      “You can’t use spirit,” Tolan said softly.

      Ferrah glared at him. “Fine. If that’s all you care about, then go to them.” She stormed through the office, back to the other room, and slammed the door on him.

      Tolan breathed out. He didn’t want to anger Ferrah. He needed her help.

      But he also needed to get to the bottom of what was taking place.

      He headed out of the room and down the narrow hall. When he saw Draln coming down the hall toward him, Tolan turned, heading the opposite direction. Now wasn’t the time to deal with somebody like Draln. Tolan wanted privacy. He darted down a back staircase. It was narrower than the others, and there were small orbs pressed into the stone that created enough light, but it was cramped. Tolan didn’t generally come this way through the tower. When he reached the lower level, he headed toward the main entrance and out into the city.

      Tolan didn’t take time to marvel at Amitan the way that he once did. He found himself heading through the city, wandering past rows of shops, bakers, butchers, candle makers, seamstresses, all the different vendors who had their stone storefronts lining the street in front of the Academy. Most of the buildings had been shaped in some way or another, and they carried a residual energy of power that lingered over them. As he passed them, he could feel some of that power shifting, though he couldn’t tell quite why that was.

      He needed to get Ferrah to understand just what he was doing and why it had to be him. She might not agree with him, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t doing the right thing. He needed her support when it came to figuring out what they were going to do with Light, not argue with her about it.

      It did seem to him that she would rather argue with him, though.

      He turned a corner and found himself making his way out of the city. He hadn’t gone that far when he began to feel a buildup of power near him.

      Tolan paused, heading toward it.

      It was a shaping of each of the elements, including spirit. He didn’t know which of the master shapers it would be—and given the nature of the power, Tolan suspected it was one of the master shapers, not one of the students—and as he came across a field just on the outskirts of the city, he stopped.

      It was Kerry.

      She was creating shapings, cycling through them, one after another. It was almost as if she were practicing for an exam, testing fire, then wind, then water, then earth. Each shaping was a complicated one, a burst of power that wrapped in a particular pattern that Tolan recognized.

      He had done something similar years ago.

      It was by using shapings like that that he had finally managed to reach the elementals.

      “Not quite like that,” Tolan said, approaching her.

      She released her shaping and glanced over at him. Her dark hair was pulled back, revealing her long, slender neck. She smiled slightly as he approached. “You just can’t help yourself, can you?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You feel a shaping like that, you come running.”

      “Were you trying to call to me?”

      Kerry looked away from him, staring out into the field in front of her. “Not to you, but I was doing what you once told us that you had done when you summoned the elementals.”

      “You were trying to summon elementals?”

      “It’s not working.”

      He shrugged. “You can create the shaping, but the elementals get to decide whether they are willing to answer the summons. You can’t force it.”

      “I figured that I would find the elementals responding in some way,” she said. “Unfortunately, I can’t get them to do much of anything. I heard about what happened in your classroom with the student the one time, and how you accidentally released an elemental. I figured it couldn’t be that hard.”

      “That wasn’t about releasing an elemental accidentally. That was using a rune, which creates a very different type of power, and a pattern, that changes things.”

      “Then perhaps I could do the same thing,” she said.

      Tolan shook his head. “I can help.”

      “If you help, then I wouldn’t be the one doing it, would I?”

      He chuckled. “I suppose not.”

      “Then step aside. Let me keep trying. Eventually, I will get it.”

      “If you say so,” Tolan said.

      She laughed. “Is that a challenge?”

      “I would never challenge you,” Tolan said. “I’m sure that you would make sure that I lost.”

      “I would definitely make sure you lost. And I will figure this out. If it’s a matter of calling to the elementals, then it’s something that I can figure out.”

      “I find that you need to hold each of the elements a little while, and adding a bit of spirit doesn’t hurt, either.”

      She shook her head. “There you go again,” she said.

      “There you go again doing what?”

      “Helping. Like I said, you just can’t help yourself.”

      “I will stand off to the side and be silent,” he said.

      He waited as she cycled through her shaping, power pouring through her, and did marvel at the level of control that she possessed. She reminded him of how he had done a similar shaping, though at that time, he had done so at a place that had controlled considerable power for the elementals, something called the Keystone. It had trapped the elementals, as if it were trying to hold them in place. Tolan still didn’t know where the Grand Master had moved the Keystone, though he wondered if it even mattered anymore.

      “Fine. Seeing as how it’s not working for me, why don’t you show me what I’m doing wrong?”

      Tolan chuckled. “I can’t guarantee that it’s going to work for me, either.”

      “When have you ever tried to call to an elemental and it hasn’t worked?”

      “Not often, lately,” he admitted.

      “Then show me what I’m doing wrong,” she said.

      Tolan started with fire. He thought that of all of the elements, given the sunny day and the proximity to the city, calling upon saa should be relatively easy. It was a responsive elemental that generally answered him, especially as there were quite a few of saa in the city. He held onto a hint of spirit, beginning the shaping that created the flame. It was one of the earliest lessons that he had learned within the Academy, how to create the power that would create a flame, the shaping for it very distinct from how he would create smoke or steam or even tunnels of fire. That was the beauty of shaping each of the elements. There were patterns to them, and once he mastered those patterns, he could use them in various combinations. One of the insights Tolan had gleaned of those shapings was how they were connected to the elementals. Perhaps not intentionally, but as he had come to understand the shapings, and that there were elementals that reflected similar power, he had come to appreciate that he could call to the same sort of power and summon those same elementals.

      He used a hint of spirit, bridging the distance between them as he did, letting that power flow from him and out toward saa. The elemental would have to be nearby.

      Nothing happened.

      She watched him. “Why do you seem irritated?”

      “I suppose that I expected the elemental to answer.”

      “Didn’t you just tell me that the elementals don’t always answer?”

      “I meant that they wouldn’t always answer you. I figured they would always answer me,” Tolan said, laughing.

      She just shook her head. “A little cockiness. I like it. Why do you think the elementals would answer you and they wouldn’t answer me?”

      “They like me better?”

      “If they have started to attack you, then I’m not sure you can make that argument.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” Tolan said. “And, to be honest, I’m not so sure that they do like me better anymore. These days, the elementals haven’t been answering me the same way.”

      “I saw you talking to your elemental.”

      “That’s different. I’ve bonded to him.”

      “Explain your bond to this elemental to me.” She turned to him, smiling. “It sounds like you two are married.”

      “It’s not a marriage, but it is… something. We are connected through spirit or fire or earth,” Tolan said, shaking his head. “To be honest, I don’t really know. The elemental and I are connected. I can borrow from him, much like he can borrow from me.”

      “Why would you want that?”

      “Even when I’m separated from the element bonds, I’m still aware of the elemental,” Tolan said. “When I go into the waste, I can still feel that power.”

      “How many of the elementals have bonded?”

      He frowned. “I’m not even sure that I would know. Not many these days.”

      “These days?”

      “From what I understand, there was a time when the elementals bonded to shapers far more readily. I don’t know what changed, only that some aspect did.”

      “Do you think it was us, or do you think it was the elementals?”

      “That’s a good question.”

      “That’s why I asked,” Kerry said.

      “I think it’s a fear of the elementals that changed,” Tolan said. “Maybe us, but maybe a fear of what the elementals might be and what they mean to us. I think that over time, our understanding of the elementals, and an understanding of how we work with them, has shifted.”

      “You sound sad.”

      “Do you fear the elementals?”

      “I have a healthy respect for them,” she said, turning away and looking over the grassy field that rolled out toward a distant forest. A thin fog drifted away, heading along the tree line. From here, Tolan could feel the stream that ran through the forest. “Not a fear, at least not the way that I did what I was younger, but I definitely recognize that they are something different than what we are. Powerful.”

      “I don’t fear them,” Tolan said. “At least, I didn’t fear them. Maybe that’s changing.”

      “Do you fear all of them, or just this one?”

      “Perhaps I only fear this one.” Tolan probed outward, using each of the elements, and could feel something out there.

      The landscape had a distinct signature, as he often like to say, and he could feel that energy. Even as he held onto that connection now, he wondered if perhaps there was something that had shifted. For the most part, he didn’t pay much attention to it, though these days, ever since that strange spirit summons had begun, Tolan recognized that some aspect of power had started to shift, leading to the signature of the land shifting.

      “What happens if this one decides to recruit the others?” she asked. “What happens if this one uses spirit on the others?”

      “That’s been my fear,” Tolan said.

      “Is that why you can’t summon the elemental now?”

      Tolan focused on each of the different fire shapings that he could, trying to cycle through them, but even as he did, there was no response.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What does it mean?”

      He looked up at her, shaking his head again. “I don’t know.”

      “I have a feeling that you’re worried.”

      “I’ve been worried ever since I encountered this Light.”

      Through the shaping that he held, Tolan recognized that some aspect of it was starting to change. It was almost as if the landscape around him was different, altered, and he probed outward, questing to see why that should be—but he didn’t have any answers.

      He held onto that power, letting it flow away from him, thinking that he needed to understand, but there was nothing.

      Just the emptiness.

      That seemed significant to Tolan, though he wasn’t at all sure why that should be, only that he could feel it.

      Distantly, he was aware of the various Repeaters all throughout Terndahl. As he held onto his shaping of spirit, along with the other elements, he could feel how those Repeaters radiated the energy around him, some power that seemed significant, if only he could control it.

      They were summoning the elementals, but for the first time, he started to wonder if they were summoning them the right way.

      I can feel the way those elementals are drawn to the Repeaters, but what if we’ve made a mistake?

      Before, when he had shapers holding onto the various summons, Tolan had noticed the power that came from the summons, and he recognized the energy that drifted out from it, as well. Now, as he detected this energy, he didn’t know if it was quite as much as they needed.

      “Why do I get the sense that something is bothering you?”

      Tolan looked over at her and shook his head. “There’s something off,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I can feel the energy out here,” he said, “but it feels like the Repeaters we used are not quite right.”

      “I see. What do you think we should do about it?”

      “I think we are going to have to try to solidify the power again.”

      Even as they did that, Tolan didn’t know if it was going to be enough. Only that he could feel something out there that needed to be addressed.

      He should have used that power differently.

      Tolan started back toward Amitan but stopped when a surge of spirit exploded.

      He felt it from someplace deep inside himself. It came slowly, building rapidly, and it washed over him, through him, and through his connection to the other elements, connecting him to the element bonds.

      The suddenness, and that power, was remarkable only in that it was so potent that Tolan could barely comprehend it.

      “What was that?” Kerry asked.

      Tolan shook his head. He strained through spirit, trying to understand what was going on, but even as he did, something didn’t feel quite right.

      He continued probing, struggling to figure out just what it was that he had detected, and then realized why he noticed something was off.

      “The Repeaters,” he said. “I think Light just destroyed the Repeaters.”
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      Tolan headed back into the Academy alone. Kerry had left him, wanting to go back to the other Inquisitors to see if she might figure out whether there was anything else taking place that she could be a part of. He had to figure out what he would need to do.

      If Light intended to keep attacking, Tolan didn’t have much choice.

      Ferrah found him in the hallway.

      “I don’t have time to argue with you right now,” he said.

      “It didn’t come to argue. I felt something happen, and I went to the tower and—”

      “What did you find?”

      “The bondar was destroyed,” Ferrah said. “I take it that wasn’t you.”

      He frowned. “Why would I have destroyed the bondar?”

      “I was just making sure,” she said.

      Tolan frowned at her. “No. I didn’t destroy the bondar. And now it seems like whatever is going to happen is going to take place soon. Light is moving.”

      He moved past her, heading beyond the flowers and ignoring her as she called after him.

      She raced up to him and caught his arm, forcing him to turn and look at her. “You aren’t going to leave me behind in this,” she said.

      “You don’t want to be a part of it. Or you do, but for the wrong reasons.”

      “And what are the right reasons?” Ferrah asked. “Because I care about you? Because I don’t want anything to happen to the Academy and to Terndahl? Because I don’t trust this elemental and I never have?”

      “I’m just trying to do the right thing,” Tolan said.

      “Then let me be a part of it. I might not be able to shape spirit,” she said, and he saw the irritation flash on her face, “but I do care about you. I can be of help.”

      Tolan paused, looking along the hallway. There were other shapers making their way through here.

      Though how many of them are aware of the explosion that destroyed the Repeater? How many of them are aware of what happened with Light?

      Most of them were completely oblivious to it, which Tolan thought was probably for the best, but at the same time, he also recognized that there was so much that needed to be done.

      “If you’re going to chase after this elemental, then at least do it the right way.”

      “What do you propose is the right way?” Tolan asked.

      “The right way is you getting help.”

      “I got help the last time and you didn’t like it.”

      “You need the same kind of help, but you need to do it in a smarter way.”

      He arched a brow at her.

      She shrugged. “There has to be some way that you can make sure that you are protected.”

      “I did that before. I had the Inquisitors surrounding me, able to use spirit, and even then…”

      Even then, Tolan could feel the strangeness of his legs, the changed functionality to them. He had no idea if it was tied to how he’d been separated, or what Light had done to him, but either way, there was an emptiness to his legs, a hollowness, as if he had started to lose function within them. Every so often, he swept water through himself, struggling to try to find whether there was anything more that he might be able to find out about what happened to him, but even as he did, he couldn’t feel anything more.

      It was as if his legs simply didn’t respond the same way.

      Master Wassa couldn’t help, which made Tolan nervous about reentering the bonds and attempting to go after the elemental again.

      “You did it before, but this time maybe you can try to empower them more than you did before.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Ferrah took his hand and guided him through the hall. “I can’t believe that I’m going to suggest this to you, but I think it’s time that you give the Inquisitors more power.” They reached the spirit tower and she pulled on a shaping of wind, dragging him with her as she reached the main level. They stood there for a moment, and she pointed to the room. “That.”

      “I don’t think the rune is going to be any more powerful than the Convergence. There is an advantage of getting into the Convergence, and the proximity to that power, that I can’t replicate by using the rune.”

      “I’m not suggesting that you use the rune. What I’m suggesting is that the Inquisitors use the rune.”

      Tolan studied it for a moment. He had needed more power, and needed something different, at least to protect him, and using the rune would certainly give them the ability to draw power in a different way.

      It was the kind of thing that Kerry had been asking of him all along. She wanted him to keep working with the Inquisitors, offering more knowledge and information to help them know just what they might be able to do with spirit. Maybe it was time for them to use the rune.

      “That’s not all,” Ferrah said.

      “What else?”

      “I know you have gone to Master Wassa,” she said, nodding to his legs. “You don’t have to deny that you have. I went to him to see if there was anything else that could be done for you.”

      “I went to him,” Tolan admitted. “There wasn’t anything that he could do to help me. He tried.”

      “He tried, which is even more concerning.”

      “That he couldn’t do it?”

      “That he tried and failed.”

      “I don’t know where you’re going with this,” Tolan said, focusing on the rune. In his mind, he needed to focus on that, and on figuring out just what he needed to do to explain to Kerry and the other Inquisitors how to use the power of the rune. He thought that would be helpful, though even if he did, he didn’t know what he might uncover by entering the Convergence.

      Would the Inquisitors be strong enough to withstand Light?

      They offered a different sort of connection, though. With them holding onto the rune, and the power of the Convergence, Tolan wondered if he might be able to link to them and use that power to overwhelm Light.

      All he had to do was figure out some way of trapping the elemental.

      They had to draw Light out of the bond, and only then could they manipulate him and figure out how to trap him and hold him.

      “What I’m doing is trying to get you to recognize that there is another person that you haven’t gone to.”

      “I don’t know what you’re getting at.”

      “There is another shaper who is skilled with water. Who will be more skilled than Master Wassa, though I don’t know how many people know that about him.”

      Tolan frowned. “Who… no,” he said.

      “He’s still in Amitan, Tolan.”

      “I know he is,” Tolan said. “It’s been too long.”

      He and Jonas had once been very close, but given everything that they had gone through, he didn’t think that he could go to Jonas again. It had been years since they had even seen each other. There was a time when he didn’t know that Jonas was still in Amitan, but after learning that he was—and that he had set himself up as a water healer, Tolan still hadn’t gone to him.

      “You need to go to him,” she said. “It’s been too long.”

      Tolan studied her for a moment, frowning. “You’ve visited him, haven’t you?”

      “I have no reason not to. Not like you. At least I want to maintain that friendship.”

      She paused at the edge of the spirit tower, looking out and down at the ground. From here, Tolan could feel the energy that she held onto, recognizing that she was already starting to shape, preparing to guide him. Tolan wondered how much she had already prepared ahead of time.

      Maybe that was part of the reason for her irritation with him and the fact that he had been going to Kerry. Maybe she had wanted him to use Jonas, his old friend, rather than new connections.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t want to keep his friendship with Jonas. It was more that so much had changed between them that he didn’t know if they could stay friends. “Do you talk about me?” he asked softly.

      She crossed her arms over her chest before turning back to him. Irritation flashed in her green eyes. “I think I have enough to talk about with my friend Jonas that I don’t need to bring up you every time I visit him.”

      “Every time?”

      She shot him a hard-edged glare that he’d seen often enough to know better than to challenge. “Go to him. If you’re going to do this, you need somebody who can heal you if something happens. If Master Wassa can’t do it, Jonas is the most skilled healer I know. I have been guiding students to him—”

      “You’ve been guiding students to somebody who isn’t a master instructor at the Academy?”

      “There are things you can’t learn from the master instructors,” she said. “Jonas is skilled, Tolan. It’s time that you recognize that, and perhaps give him a little credit. I think he would appreciate that. Besides, it would be good for both of you. It would be good for all of us.”

      Which meant that she needed it almost as much as she thought he needed it.

      Maybe that was reason enough for Tolan to agree. Given what she had gone through, and that she remained so frustrated with him, Tolan couldn’t help but think that perhaps he should do as she asked, if only so that he could help Ferrah.

      “I will do it.”

      “We should go now. The longer that we wait, the more you miss out on the chance to make preparations. I have a feeling that you are going to need to make your preparations and be ready for this shaping.”

      “If I go to Jonas, then you need to promise me that you will work with the Inquisitors. All of them.”

      “Tolan—”

      “I know you don’t love the Inquisitors.”

      “It’s not that I don’t love the Inquisitors. My issue is more with the elementals.”

      “Then at least promise me that you will trust my evaluation of the elementals,” he said.

      “I always have.”

      They headed to the top of the Academy and stood there for a moment. Ferrah remained a bit distant from Tolan, and there was power that radiated from her that suggested her concern, along with a sense of irritation. Partly that power emanated out in a burst of shaped energy that connected her to even more power, but partly it was her holding on to some aspect that suggested she attempted to prepare for something, only Tolan didn’t know what it was.

      From atop the tower, Tolan focused on the signature of the city. He needed to recognize that power, to feel the energy that was out there, and he needed to try to see if Light truly had changed things as much as he feared. From here, he could feel it as shapers worked, scattered throughout the city, the sense of element power blinking on and off. Someone moved on one of the Shapers Paths, and Tolan looked toward them, trying to see who it was, though he couldn’t tell. He thought about pushing out with spirit to be able to detect who they were, but there was no point in it.

      The signature of the city had changed, though.

      It was one thing he noticed most clearly, recognizing the shift in the air, the way that the power up here had shifted, changing, and Tolan knew that despite what others might think, the lack of the Repeater would cause problems.

      “We need to get the Inquisitors to begin the shaping again,” Tolan said.

      “I imagine you’ve already arranged that,” Ferrah said.

      He glanced over and nodded. “I asked Kerry to work on it.”

      She pressed her lips together in a tight frown. “I see.”

      “I know that you don’t care for her.”

      “It’s not that I don’t care for her. I don’t care for her interest in you.”

      “We can be friends,” Tolan said.

      Ferrah sniffed. “I think she is interested in you as more than just friends.”

      It wasn’t an argument that he wanted to have, especially since he didn’t know if he could even convince her otherwise. Kerry was a friend. That was all she was, and all she would be. Even if Ferrah didn’t understand that.

      Instead, he figured he should just focus on the task at hand. That was how he should work. “Where is he?”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know.”

      He actually didn’t know. He had known that Jonas had remained in the city, but had made no effort to go looking for him. Still, having known Jonas for as long as he had, and having been as close as they once had been, reaching for him shouldn’t be that difficult. Tolan could connect to his old friend, using power to reach across the distance, and trace through the city with spirit.

      He looked down into the city. He focused only on spirit, but then added a hint of water and wind, two elements that he knew Jonas had a connection to. As he pushed outward, he waited, focusing and testing for a familiarity.

      Near the edge of the city, he could feel a familiar connection and guided himself toward it. When Tolan lowered himself back down in the city, he did so on a narrow streetscape. Buildings pressed together on all sides, leading to a very narrow street. The air was stale, almost with a pungent aroma to it. It was still, and he used a shaping of wind, letting it sweep through here, to carry away that aroma. There was shaping near him, though it wasn’t powerful shaping. Somewhere, someone used earth, and another used fire. Still another used water.

      It was that which Tolan headed toward. The sense of water was far more potent than any of the other elements had been. As Tolan headed toward it, he could feel Jonas near enough that Tolan could tell he wouldn’t have to go very far—or very fast—to find him.

      He stopped in front of a faded door that looked to be shaped into place. There was a power within it, as if Jonas wanted to warn anyone who tried to enter. A single symbol was marked on the door, a rune for water: a healer’s mark.

      He hesitated before knocking, taking a step back and looking over at Ferrah, who nodded at him.

      “I don’t know if this is—”

      The door opened.

      Jonas stood there dressed in a jacket and pants, a medallion hanging around his neck that bore the healer’s mark as well. He’d gained weight since Tolan had last seen him, though that wasn’t entirely surprising. Water shapers often carried extra weight. It seemed to be a side effect of drawing upon the power of water as often and as powerfully as they did.

      Jonas’s eyes took in Tolan before glancing back at Ferrah, frowning deeply. “What do you want?” He wrapped water around him, mixing with wind.

      There was a time when Tolan would’ve expected that Jonas would have been a more powerful wind shaper, though he’d always had a predilection for water as well. Ever since leaving the Academy, Jonas had taken to serving as a healer. For whatever reason, Jonas had wanted to get away from the Academy. He’d wanted to separate from everything there, but he hadn’t gone so far as to leave Amitan altogether.

      The had been friends, once. Jonas had been his earliest friend—the very first person Tolan had met when coming the Academy. Time, and Jonas’s inability to pass beyond student level, had drawn them apart.

      Tolan should have come long ago. As he stood in place, he could practically feel something through spirit from Ferrah telling him the same thing.

      Why hadn’t he?

      Pride, probably. That and his belief he needed to keep searching for dangers. That had kept him away from Jonas, away from the Academy for long stretches, but it had left him missing a part of him that he should have sought to recapture. Having a friend—a true friend—during the difficulties he’d faced would have helped.

      “I came to visit an old friend.”

      Jonas shook his head. “If you wanted to visit an old friend, you wouldn’t have done it now—or with her.”

      Tolan sighed. “Fine. Then I’m here because I need your help. Ferrah tells me that you have become skilled with water. I have need of a water shaper.”

      Ferrah shot him a look.

      Tolan knew that he should have approached it in a different way. Perhaps more gently, and perhaps finding a way to ease Jonas into helping them, but Tolan thought that getting the point across quickly was best.

      “Ferrah can shape water well enough. You don’t need me. Great Mother, Tolan, you can shape water well enough.”

      Tolan could, and with his connection to the elementals, he shouldn’t have need for a healer. Yet even with a healer, and even with his connection to the elementals, something wasn’t quite right with him. He could feel that strangeness through himself, an energy that told him just how off he was. “I need a healer. I need a skilled healer.”

      Jonas paused in the doorway. “Why?” Water swept out suddenly, washing through Tolan with a surge. It was cold, and when it departed, it left him startled.

      “You weren’t injured that much. There. Is that all you needed?”

      Jonas took a step back and started to close the door when Tolan put his hand out. Jonas glared at him. “I need a skilled healer for something else I intend to do.”

      “What does the great Master Ethar intend to do that is so dangerous that you need a water shaper for?”

      “I need someone who can watch over me when I separate from my body while entering one of the element bonds.”

      Jonas frowned. He watched him for a long moment before letting out a breath in a soft sigh. “Get in here.”

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah before following Jonas into his home.

      He looked around. It was small and messy, and the air had much of the same stench to it that he had detected outside on the street. Knowing what he did of Jonas, the other man was probably aware of how Tolan had used that shaping of wind. He might have even detected it.

      Why had he not done the same thing here?

      Perhaps Jonas didn’t care.

      He stood near a table stacked with various implements. There were pots and pans and various medicines all scattered across the surface. They seem to be haphazard, without any real sense of purpose. Tolan looked over at his old friend. Other than the extra weight he’d gained, there was something else about him that had changed. He had wrinkles along the corners of his eyes, and his hair was wild and disheveled. Jonas had never been one to be the most concerned about his appearance, but even his clothes were wrinkled and rumpled.

      “Why do you intend to separate from your body?” he demanded.

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah.

      If Jonas didn’t care this much about himself, how could he do anything to be able to ensure that I am safe?

      Perhaps this was a mistake. He didn’t want to have somebody watching over him who didn’t care enough about himself to monitor the way that he appeared.

      Ferrah nodded to him, as if trying to urge him.

      Can she not see the way Jonas looks?

      Maybe she did but didn’t care. Then again, she’d been visiting with Jonas. She would have known he’d begun to look like this. And he realized there was probably another reason for it. Knowing what he did of Ferrah, she probably intended to have him work with Jonas as a way to help his old friend.

      “There is a dangerous elemental of spirit who is attacking, and we need to neutralize him. I don’t really know how to do it otherwise, but the last time I went into one of the element bonds, this elemental attacked me, and left me… injured. Master Wassa wasn’t able to heal me completely, and Ferrah suggested that you might be better able to do so.”

      “Wassa is skilled, but a little bit too traditional. I have found that he focuses on the older techniques too much, and…” Jonas shook his head. “That doesn’t really matter. You don’t need me for that. You are the great Master Ethar.”

      Tolan stared at Jonas, trying to maintain eye contact, but the other man watched him with annoyance in his eyes. “This might’ve been a mistake.”

      “Tolan,” Ferrah started, “you and he need to work this out. The two of you are friends.”

      “Friends?” Jonas asked. He took a step toward Ferrah, and for a moment, Tolan was tempted to call upon power. He wasn’t about to let anything happen to Ferrah.

      “If we were friends, he would have visited me before now.”

      “I tried,” Tolan said.

      “You tried.”

      He said it so dismissively, so derisively, that Tolan didn’t know what to say. There really wasn’t anything to say.

      “I tried to visit you before, but each time I did, I changed my mind. I wasn’t sure what to say.”

      “You could’ve said you were sorry.”

      “I am sorry.”

      “You could’ve said you were interested in trying to help me.”

      “Help you?” Tolan frowned. “Why would I need to help you?”

      “The two of you worked together on your shaping test. You didn’t think to offer the same thing to a friend?”

      Tolan shook his head. “Ferrah and I didn’t work together. That’s not how those tests work. It’s not even possible for the two of us to work together.”

      “How am I supposed to know that? I was never offered the opportunity.”

      Could that be what the distance between the two of us had been about?

      Tolan had never really understood, though he hadn’t pushed back against it, thinking that perhaps it really didn’t matter. He and Jonas had grown apart. Friends did that from time to time. New friendships formed, and he figured that was all it was. He never would’ve expected that Jonas had some other reason.

      And could it really have been about master level?

      Testing for master level shaper required not only ability, but it also involved a level of confidence in one’s self. It required the shaper present themselves for testing. It was different than being tested for the various levels within the Academy. Those tests involved trying to master power and knowledge, but they also involved trying to ensure the shaper could use it. Once they did, they could pass on to the next level. When it came to the master level shaping exam, what was required was different. It involved the shaper asking.

      Tolan had put enough master shapers through the test to know that. He also had put enough through to know that if they didn’t appear on their own, and if they weren’t willing to request the testing, they were unlikely to pass.

      Was that what I want to tell Jonas?

      With the way that Jonas looked at him, the anger flashing in his eyes, he didn’t know if that was what he needed to hear.

      Could Ferrah have known what had driven Jonas away all these years? If she had, why wouldn’t she have shared it? More than that, why wouldn’t she have told Jonas what he needed to know? It wasn’t even so much what he needed to know, but it was about what he could know.

      “You had every opportunity the others of us had,” Tolan said.

      “I didn’t. Did you keep me from the testing?” He looked at Tolan, turning to Ferrah. “How about you? Were the two of you trying to keep me from being able to have that opportunity?”

      “Jonas, you know that we talked about this,” Ferrah said softly. She held onto fire and earth, ready to counter him.

      “We might’ve talked about it, but that doesn’t change how I feel about it. I wasn’t given the chance.”

      “You never took the chance,” Tolan said.

      As soon as he did, he regretted it.

      Power built from Jonas, a shaping of water and wind, and it started to surge toward Tolan.

      “You don’t want to do that,” Tolan said softly.

      “What? You don’t think I can handle you?”

      “It’s not that. I don’t want you to try to handle me.”

      “I think I’m competent enough to deal with you. I know you’re the powerful Tolan Ethar, shaper of all the elements, Master of Spirit, but—”

      Tolan didn’t give him a chance to finish and borrowed from the water and wind bonds, pulling the power back within them. By doing so, he withdrew power from Jonas. The other man stumbled backward.

      “You don’t want to do that,” he said.

      Jonas blinked. Color drained from his face. “What did you just do?”

      “I reached into the bond and I pulled the power back.” He was surprised that he’d been able to do it, but it seemed logical and something that he should have done with others. Somehow, Tolan had simply known how to do it.

      Where had that knowledge come from?

      Perhaps something that Roland had gifted him, though when Tolan had faced Roland before, he had never experienced anything quite like that.

      Then it wasn’t Roland.

      Maybe it was just Tolan gaining an understanding of the bonds and knowing how to pull on power.

      Jonas looked over at Ferrah. “How can he do that?”

      Ferrah shook her head. “When it comes to Tolan, he’s been able to do quite a few things I’m not really sure about. Such as what he’s here to ask you about.”

      “You reached into the bond?”

      Tolan nodded. “I didn’t separate you from your ability to shape, if that’s what you’re concerned about. I just dissipated the shaping you were drawing on.”

      Jonas stared at him, mouth agape. “You could separate me from my shaping ability?”

      “That’s not a very difficult shaping,” Tolan said. At least, it wasn’t with somebody who didn’t know to anticipate it. Once trained to avoid it, like most within the Academy, it became a much more difficult shaping.

      Jonas pulled the chair out, sinking into it, and looked up at him. “I was wrong.”

      “About what?” Tolan asked.

      “You are more powerful than me.”

      “I’m not trying to do any of this to prove I’m more powerful. All I’m trying to do is work with you. That’s it.”

      “Maybe, but you’re still more powerful than me.”

      Tolan sighed. “This isn’t about power. This is about trying to reach an old friend of mine.” If it would satisfy Ferrah, then he needed to do it. More than that, he did feel as if he needed somebody skilled with water if he were to go after Light. If the elemental attacked him again, Tolan needed to be prepared, and he had no idea if he would be safe. Wassa couldn’t save him.

      “How did you learn how to reach into the bonds?”

      “It’s a long story, but it has as much to do with what I’m asking you as anything.”

      “Can you teach me to do it?”

      “As far as I can tell, there’s no reason anyone can’t reach into the bond and pull power back. It’s a matter of taking the time to do it.”

      “What is it that you need from me?”

      “You’ll help?”

      “I’ll help if you promise to help me know what I need to know to become a master shaper.”

      Tolan studied Jonas. Years had passed since they had spent any time together, but there was still a hint of the person he’d been, the memory of the boy who had first met Tolan upon the Shapers Path when they were heading to Amitan. In that time, they should have maintained their friendship. It saddened Tolan that something had come between them. It saddened Tolan that in that time, he’d lost his friend.

      Somehow, he was going to have to rebuild that friendship. He didn’t know what it was going to take, only that they would have to come to terms with what had happened.

      “I can promise I will work with you. I can’t promise you will become a master shaper.”

      Jonas glared at him again. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s not up to me.”

      Jonas sat up. “Is it the Grand Master? Is he the one who decides?”

      “It’s not up to the Grand Master, either,” Tolan said.

      “Then who? If it’s not one of the masters of elements, and if it’s not the Grand Master, then who is responsible for keeping me from becoming a master shaper?”

      Tolan sent out a slight surge of spirit, letting it sweep into Jonas. “You are.”
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      Tolan and Ferrah headed through the halls of the Academy, neither of them speaking. Since returning from Jonas’s home, Tolan hadn’t known what to say to her, though he remained a bit frustrated, along with a bit unconvinced as to whether Jonas would even be willing to help. He had agreed to think about it, nothing more, which meant that Tolan would have to make different plans. Given the way he was thinking about doing this, maybe having a true master of water would be better, though through spirit, Tolan could tell that Ferrah trusted Jonas more than she trusted Master Wassa.

      “You need to tell him, too,” she said.

      “He knows that something’s going on.”

      “You need to tell him that you plan to do this sooner,” she said. “This is his Academy, after all.”

      “I don’t intend to do anything against his wishes.”

      “I’m not saying that you do. All I’m saying is that—”

      “I will go to him,” he said, shaking his head. He had grown increasingly frustrated with Ferrah, an emotion that she obviously seemed to share with him.

      He headed toward the Grand Master’s room and paused in front of the door, knocking briefly. There was a hesitation, but then the door came open and the Grand Master stood wearing a long black velvet robe, a symbol etched on the lapel marking his office. His glasses hung down on his nose, but his eyes were bright and vibrant.

      “Master Ethar. I understand you intend to separate from your body once again and enter the bond, this time to capture the elemental.”

      “You heard that?”

      “Not much happens in the Academy that I don’t know about.”

      Tolan glanced at Ferrah. The Grand Master was a gifted shaper and had incredible experience, and Tolan had long known that he had a connection to spirit and likely used each of the runes within the Academy. That he would have heard something… Tolan shook his head. It meant that the Grand Master likely had been using spirit on him.

      Given that Tolan had gifted the Grand Master knowledge from Roland, that shouldn’t be terribly surprising. The Grand Master had the knowledge and experience now that made him incredibly powerful.

      “I think it’s necessary. Light has now destroyed the bondars we placed, and I have a feeling that something is going to happen soon. If we don’t act, then he will.”

      “Have you considered going and speaking to the elemental?”

      “I did when I went the last time,” Tolan said. “He just attacked me.”

      The Grand Master looked along the hall before grabbing Tolan and pulling him inside. Ferrah followed. He sighed, closing the door and looking from Tolan to Ferrah. “Are we going to talk about this, or do you intend to simply do this?”

      “I thought we would talk about it,” Ferrah said. “Especially since he intends to include the Inquisitors.”

      “It’s necessary,” Tolan said.

      “Necessary, but dangerous, Master Ethar. Especially if we don’t know what this elemental intends. Perhaps you would wait until Master Minden returns, but”—the Grand Master cocked his head, studying Tolan—“I have a feeling that you feel you need to do this regardless.”

      “I do. I know it’s dangerous, but I need to do it.”

      “It is dangerous,” Ferrah said, ignoring Tolan. “Which is why I made him go to Jonas for help.”

      “Jonas Golud. Ah. I had wondered when the two of you would make up. Why is it so dangerous?”

      When Tolan didn’t say anything, Ferrah shook her head. “You need to tell him,” she said. “If you’re going to do this, and include others with it, then everyone needs to know just what might be involved.”

      “When I did it the last time outside the Convergence, I had a side effect. Something changed.” He avoided looked over at Ferrah, knowing how irritated she’d be with him for even attempting it after what he’d experienced.

      “That troubles me. And that is why you went to Jonas.”

      “I didn’t have much of a choice. Ferrah manipulated me into going to him.”

      “He needed to,” she said. “He’s been so stubborn when it comes to Jonas, for whatever reason.”

      “I think he must’ve felt he has no need to spend time with an old friend.”

      Tolan frowned. “It’s not that I don’t feel the need to spend time with an old friend. It’s more that we’ve grown apart.”

      “You let yourselves grow apart,” she said.

      Tolan glanced over at her. “Would you stop?”

      “You only want me to stop because you know I’m telling the truth.”

      “I only want you to stop because I don’t have anything I can do any differently.”

      “You can continue to work with Jonas.”

      “I’ve said I would, haven’t I?”

      “I’m still trying to decide if you have or not.”

      Tolan could only shake his head. “Anyway,” he said, looking up at the Grand Master. “Regardless of what Ferrah says, I have been taking steps to do this the right way. I think I have a plan for holding the elemental.”

      “Is that why you came here?”

      Tolan hadn’t given it a lot of thought, though now that he was here with the Grand Master, he realized why. It wasn’t that he was asking permission. He didn’t think he needed to ask permission. All he needed was to tell him what he intended.

      The Grand Master watched him for a moment. “You wanted me to be aware of your intentions.”

      Tolan nodded. “That’s what I wanted.”

      “And then?”

      “And then I guess I wanted to make sure you were ready in case something were to happen. I think the Inquisitors need to be prepared for the possibility they will have to face the lizard if I do pull him out of the bonds to trap him.”

      The Grand Master offered a slight smile. “I would imagine they feel as if they can reach the element bonds just fine without you.”

      “It’s more about understanding how to dive into the element bonds. That’s considerably different than the way that they typically reach the element bonds.”

      The Grand Master chuckled. “Some of the things that you do have me thinking back to when you first came to us,” he said. “You presented a challenge to me. A shaper who could not shape. You had passed the Selection, so obviously you had some potential, but as a shaper who could not shape, none of us knew quite what to make of you. When you first came to the Academy, I never expected that I would be talking to you about things I would never have considered possible. I should have. You had potential, even from the beginning.”

      Tolan leaned forward, looking around the inside of the Grand Master’s room. It had always seemed cluttered to Tolan, a collection of artifacts that were tied to the power of this place, from sculptures of elementals, including the draasin, to books that Tolan suspected had been kept out of the library intentionally. There were other items, some of them sculpted to look like people, and then there were stacks of papers on the desk, all of that the Grand Master’s way of keeping himself organized, as it were. From here, Tolan noticed a few bondars on the table, though not many. The Grand Master likely had access to other bondars that Tolan hadn’t seen.

      “I didn’t feel like I had much potential when I first came to the Academy,” he said.

      “You might not have, but those who understand such things recognized you had it. Even then, you demonstrated aspects of power I anticipated we would eventually see. Perhaps not quite in such a fashion. It’s power you have only begun to reveal to us.”

      “Only begun?”

      “Considering what you have shown, it’s likely that you will continue to reveal even more power.” He cocked his head to the side, studying Tolan. “Such as how you have shown power when it comes to the element bonds. Even when it comes to the elementals. You have demonstrated so much that it’s strange to think of how much more you might reveal.”

      “Most of it happened by accident,” Tolan said.

      “Many things seem to happen by accident, as far as we know.”

      “You believe that we’re guided by fate?”

      “Not necessarily. I do believe there’s a greater power in the world. Some call it the Great Mother, some call it something else. It’s something beyond what we come to experience with the bonds and the power of shaping.”

      “I’ve never felt anything like that.”

      “Just because you haven’t felt that doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.” The Grand Master smiled at him. “What exactly do you think your plan will allow you to do that you can’t do in your current form?”

      It reminded Tolan of something that the Draasin Lord had said. “It’s not so much a matter of what I couldn’t do in this form. It’s more a matter of whether I might be able to do more if I were to have the freedom.”

      “Do you fear what happens when you leave your body?”

      “I haven’t given it much thought. When it happened the first time, it was not by choice.”

      “What about the second time?”

      “That wasn’t by choice, either.”

      “Wasn’t it?”

      “What are you getting at?”

      The Grand Master shrugged. “Only that this seems to be something that you have done more than you realize. The way you’ve separated from yourself is something I don’t think many shapers can even fathom. Yet you have used that ability to step into the element bonds.”

      Talking about the bonds reminded him of what had happened when he had been in the bond the last time. “There’s something I haven’t told you. When I went into the bond the last time, I saw the lizard. I don’t know what he’s planning, only that he’s gathering strength.”

      The Grand Master sighed and looked around the inside of his office. His gaze lingered on a painting in the back of the office that reminded Tolan of the hall of portraits. When he turned back to Tolan, he let out a long and frustrated sigh. “I suspect you’re right. It is unfortunate. I do wish Master Minden were here to help us know whether we needed to keep at this or find a different strategy.”

      “I think what she’s doing is equally important,” Tolan said. “She is looking into The Lands Beyond, so that we can understand if there’s anything there for us to know.”

      “Perhaps,” he said. “That does not change the fact that I feel as if her knowledge of the elementals, and her experience, might serve us well.”

      “I can try to reach her,” Tolan said.

      “If you’re making preparations, then perhaps you should allow me to try to reach her. If she is in The Lands Beyond, it should be a simple matter for me to get to her.”

      That might be better, anyway. Besides, given what Tolan had seen from Master Minden before, and how tired she had looked, he thought that having somebody else bring her back would be better.

      “What do you intend to do now?” the Grand Master asked.

      “Now I need to visit with the Inquisitors and try to explain what they need to know about the power of the runes, and then…”

      Then it was time to take the next step.

      Then the next.

      It was that which he worried about the most.

      “When do you intend to do this?”

      “Probably tomorrow. I don’t know that we can wait much longer. I have no idea what Light is doing, and until we figure out a way of holding him, I fear that we can’t leave him.”

      “Then make your preparations, and be ready.”

      He and Ferrah stepped out of the Grand Master’s room, and she studied him. “So soon?”

      “I can’t wait,” Tolan said. “I know that you want me to, but I can’t.”

      “Can’t, or you’re not willing to?”

      “Ferrah—”

      “Fine. I’m going to get some rest. I think you should as well.”

      “I will be there shortly after you,” he said.

      She watched him, shaking her head, though irritation still flashed in her eyes.

      When she stormed off, Tolan looked along the main hall in the Academy, debating what he needed to do. At this point, all he wanted was to get some rest, but he didn’t know if he even could.

      Besides, he needed to clear his head. There was only one way that he knew of doing so.

      He made his way through the central tower, beyond the hall of portraits, his gaze lingering on the empty one where Light had been, thinking that he was going to have to find some way of holding that elemental back inside the painting again, and then back outside, where he breathed in the cool night air.

      It was dark, the city flickering with a few different lights out in the darkness, and Tolan stood on top of one of the towers of the Academy, looking out upon all of it. Energy radiated out through the city, that from various different shapers. He tried to prepare himself, knowing that he needed to be ready for what he would do, but still didn’t know if he could be.

      The distant awareness of the shaping stretched out into the city, and then beyond, out throughout all of Terndahl. It radiated, reverberating within Tolan, a summons that hopefully held the elementals in place, but Tolan feared that the summons along wasn’t going to be powerful enough. They didn’t have enough spirit shapers throughout all of Terndahl to continue the same sort of shaping. The Repeaters had given them a way to do it more safely, but without them, it meant they were going to have to continue holding onto the shaping, and doing so with a degree of danger to themselves.

      When a figure appeared on the top of the tower, Tolan glanced over. He had detected them through spirit, though wasn’t sure that he was in much of a mood to have a conversation with Kerry.

      “The Inquisitors will help,” she said.

      “With the shaping of spirit to create the summons?”

      “With whatever you intend,” she said. She approached, standing next to him, and she leaned close enough that he could smell her floral perfume. “I know that you intend something, though I don’t know exactly what it is. We want to be a part of it, Tolan. We can help.”

      He nodded. “I’m sure that you can help.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      He looked over at her. “I think that I need to head back into the bond and try to capture Light.”

      “How do you think you will do that?”

      “Honestly? I don’t really know. I think that I will need to help you reach for the power of the rune.”

      Kerry smiled. “I was hoping you would say that.”

      “If I can capture the elemental, I might be able to drag it back out, but I don’t even know. I have to be ready for whatever might happen.”

      “You intend just to go back into the element bond the way that you did before?”

      “Not entirely the way that I went before,” Tolan said. “When I went in before, I didn’t expect to confront Light. I wasn’t prepared.”

      “What will you do differently?”

      “I need to go into spirit.”

      “Into spirit?” She turned to Tolan. “I didn’t think there was a spirit bond.”

      “The spirit bond is in each of the elements, but also separate. I need to go where Light is strongest, but where I can also be strongest.”

      “I don’t understand. If the elemental is stronger there, then why would you go to it?”

      This was the part of the plan that he hadn’t told Ferrah about, mostly because he didn’t think that she would agree with him. “It’s because the element bonds wanted to include spirit. If I go, I think that I should be able to dig through some of that power, and I hope that I can unwind some of what happened.”

      “Unwind?”

      “I think I can borrow power from each of the element bonds, along with spirit, and then trap Light.”

      “Trap the elemental in the bond? I don’t know if that’s any better them leaving him there.”

      “No,” Tolan agreed. “I don’t think that we can leave him trapped in the bond. I think we have to pull him free, but it’s going to be challenging. I need to pull him out and have some way of holding onto him once we do.”

      “That’s why you want the Inquisitors to use the rune.”

      Tolan nodded. “That’s exactly why.”

      “What do you think we can do?”

      “The elemental is spirit, but you are spirit plus more. I think that by holding onto a powerful shaping, we can trap the elemental, and then…”

      “Then what?”

      “Then I need to try to push the elemental back into the portrait he came out of.”

      She frowned. “That’s where you lost me.”

      “I’m not even sure if it’s going to work, but I think it’s going to be tied to the Convergence.” The more that Tolan thought about how he could hold onto Light, using the portrait, the more he thought he could figure out how to do it.

      “We will help you with whatever you need,” she said.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “What are you doing now?”

      “Now? I don’t know. I just came out to the tower to feel for a hint of energy, to see if there was anything here that might help me understand what I need to do next.”

      “And what do you think you need to do next?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t really know. I might go and visit with the Draasin Lord to see if he knows anything more about Light.”

      “I could go with you.”

      “I don’t know that I need you for this.”

      She didn’t hide her disappointment well, both through the disappointment on her face along with the disappointment he detected through spirit, but it didn’t make a difference to Tolan. He needed to do this, but he thought that he needed to do it on his own.

      “When all of this is done, I promise that I will help you find a way to reach each of the elementals.”

      “I will hold you to it.”

      When she left, Tolan hesitated only a moment before focusing on what he could feel of the Draasin Lord.

      The sense of the elemental was out there, not so far away that Tolan couldn’t find him. He was not in the waste, which he figured was a sign that the elemental had managed to resist the summons, but still not where Tolan expected him.

      He focused on the shaping and called together each of the elements, then added spirit. A bolt of lightning struck, lifting him and carrying him to the mountains near the edge of the free elemental village.

      As soon as Tolan stepped free, he noticed something was off.

      It had something to do with the power that was here, though maybe that was just because when he had been here before, the Repeater had summoned the elementals back to these lands. There was no energy coming from the Repeater, and no energy coming from the elementals. They were simply absent, which left Tolan worried about what had happened to them and where they had gone.

      He focused on the Draasin Lord and could use his connection to fire and spirit to find him not too far away. Tolan strode over to him, and when he reached the elemental, he found him perched on a rock, looking out toward the waste.

      “I still feel it,” the Draasin Lord said.

      “What does it mean?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Tolan reached into the fire bond and pushed power out through the Draasin Lord, though found that it was unnecessary. The Draasin Lord might be tired, but it didn’t mean that he was any less connected to the fire bond than he had been before.

      The Draasin Lord rumbled softly. “You fear for me.”

      “We need you.”

      “Why?”

      “I fear that we need your knowledge and experience.”

      “What do you think would be lost without it?”

      “Much,” Tolan said. “The world needs the draasin.”

      The Draasin Lord growled softly and turned to Tolan, a slow movement that told Tolan just how tired the elemental had become. “You need nothing more than what you have, Tolan Ethar.”

      “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Why would you lose me? We have talked about the cycle of life. I will reenter the bond, and seeing as how you can enter the bond, there is no loss. Only a change.” The Draasin Lord looked back out toward the waste again. “In my days, much has changed for me. I don’t remember all of it, but I know that change was a constant.”

      “I wish that I could have known you then.”

      “Perhaps you did,” the Draasin Lord said.

      Tolan smiled. “You think that I existed sometime before?”

      “Who is to know? All of us have cycled through this world before, and all of us will return to the bond. Given how powerfully you are connected to the elements, I have a feeling that you once existed in another form, and in another way. It’s possible that the two of us knew each other then.”

      Tolan joined the Draasin Lord, staring out into the distance. “I need to figure out some way of stopping Light.”

      “Do you think such a thing is possible?”

      “I don’t know. I need to try.”

      “Then do.”

      “I don’t know if I’m connected as well as I need to be in order to stop him. Even if I enter the element bonds, he is an elemental of spirit.”

      “What do you think you are when you go to the bonds?” the Draasin Lord asked.

      “I am still me, aren’t I?”

      “You, but a manifestation of you. Not Tolan Ethar, but perhaps an elemental.” The Draasin Lord rumbled softly, and it seemed to Tolan that he laughed at the idea. “Or perhaps you are something else. I don’t know. It seems to me that those memories were once there, though now they are distant and faded, making it difficult for me to know what was there for me.”

      “Do you think that I can trap him?”

      “I think that you can,” the Draasin Lord said. “I don’t know that you should.”

      Tolan frowned. “Why not?”

      “Something’s not right,” the Draasin Lord said. “Perhaps it’s me, but I can’t help but feel as if something is not quite right. The energy in this world has shifted in a way that leaves me unsettled. I have struggled with it and have searched for answers, but unfortunately, those answers have not come to me.” He spread his wings, stretching them for a moment before wrapping them back around himself. “Perhaps it is merely me, though.”

      “It seems to me that Light continues to attack, though.”

      “I trust you, Tolan Ethar, and trust that you will do what is necessary to protect the elementals, the element bonds, and the elements. That is what you must serve.”

      “I try to,” Tolan said.

      The Draasin Lord lowered his head, looking over at Tolan. “I know. You always have.”

      “I wish you had memories of Light from before.”

      “It seems like I should,” the Draasin Lord said, “only they are missing. Perhaps they were never there.”

      “Missing?” Tolan frowned. “Maybe they were spirit shaped away, the same way as my memories were spirit shaped.”

      The Draasin Lord let out a frustrated rumble again. “It is possible. I am connected to fire, but not to spirit.”

      “I think you’re connected to each of the elements,” Tolan said. “It’s maybe not as strong with you as some, but when you fly, you’re connected to wind, when you sit on the ground, you’re connected to the earth, the blood in your veins is connected to water, and the heat radiating from you is connected to fire.”

      “Perhaps,” the Draasin Lord said. “As I said, you have a greater understanding of the elements than many.”

      “Could I search through your memories?”

      The Draasin Lord turned to Tolan and a flash of power surged from him. Tolan embraced it, and in that moment, he had scattered memories from the Draasin Lord. All of them flickered through, scenes of the Draasin Lord flying, hunting, living. There were images of other draasin flying alongside him. Images of great battles that stretched out over the ground. Images of the elementals, both those visible to Tolan’s eyes and visible to the Draasin Lord’s eyes. Tolan pushed a hint of spirit, searching through that knowledge, looking for any indication of Light, but found nothing.

      I might need more time to understand, but how could I have that time? Even if I did, how could I search through over a thousand years of memories and find the information I want? I doubt I would ever have the time necessary to do it.

      The Draasin Lord withdrew.

      “You wanted me to know just how much you’ve experienced,” Tolan said.

      “I have lived many lifetimes,” the Draasin Lord said. “And yet, there is no memory of this spirit elemental. Perhaps it is as you said and those memories have been taken from me, but perhaps there is some other reason.”

      “What other reason is that?”

      “Perhaps I have never known him.” The Draasin Lord settled to the ground, resting his head once again. “I fear I cannot offer you any support, only my hope that you do what you can to serve the elements and the elementals.”

      Tolan reached out, resting his hand on the Draasin Lord’s back. Tolan felt the heat radiating from him, the power within the elemental—and the fatigue. The Draasin Lord faded, and yet, at the same time, the Draasin Lord still fought, still struggled, and still wanted to live.

      It was up to Tolan to do whatever he could to help the Draasin Lord. It was up to him to help all of the elementals.

      He wondered if that meant that he had to somehow help Light.
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      Thirteen Inquisitors were arranged around the inside of the spirit tower. They were all skilled spirit shapers, and many of them were spirit shapers Tolan had a connection to. He watched them, wondering if they would be enough, but couldn’t help feel as if they would have to be. Kerry watched him, saying nothing, though he detected an unease from within her. Whether that was from her fear for what they might have to do or whether it had more to do with the power of spirit they were about ready to summon, Tolan didn’t know.

      Others were in the spirit tower as well. Ferrah stood in the back of the room, but each of the other element masters were here, summoned by Ferrah; asked to be present for whatever they might need.

      In that regard, Tolan thought that it probably was necessary. He wanted to be sure that they were acting safely, and had no idea whether what he intended was going to even make a difference. All he knew was that the first step involved helping the Inquisitors reach spirit, through the runes, and connecting to the Convergence.

      From there…

      From there he had to figure out if he could latch onto that power.

      Distantly, Tolan recognized the shaping stretching out from the top of the tower, radiating out in a sort of summons. Hopefully that wouldn’t falter as they drew upon the power within the spirit tower, along with the power of the Convergence, but Kerry had reassured him that they had left their most powerful Inquisitor holding onto the summons. It surprised Tolan that would be Harris, and Tolan wondered if maybe it would be better if he had Harris with them. At least he knew Harris supported him.

      He looked over at Ferrah sitting in the back of the room, an expression of concern still blazing on her face. Tolan wasn’t going to be able to ease that concern. For that matter, he didn’t know if there was going to be any way to ease her concern. She would be here, with the others, while he headed down to the Convergence, attempting to reach for Light.

      Jonas still hadn’t arrived.

      Tolan wasn’t willing to begin this process until Jonas was here. He agreed with Ferrah that he needed to have someone like Jonas to keep an eye on him. More than that, he wanted to be able to trust Jonas again. It had been far too long. With Master Wassa here, Jonas might not even be necessary. He had planned for that possibility, knowing that it might not be within Jonas to forgive him, especially given that Jonas seemed to blame him and Ferrah, though mostly Tolan, for the fact that he had not yet progressed to be a master shaper.

      Another shaping burst from down below. The Grand Master strode forward dressed in his formal robes of office, his thinning hair a little wild today, and his glasses shifted on his nose. He carried a small cylindrical object, through which his shaping was being pulled. It was a powerful sort of shaping, a bondar unlike any that Tolan had seen before. The other Inquisitors all turned to the Grand Master.

      The Grand Master nodded to Tolan. “Is this it?”

      “We’re still waiting for Jonas to arrive.”

      “Are you sure he will?”

      He looked over at Ferrah. She had been in contact with Jonas far more than Tolan, and she would know better than he what Jonas might do.

      “He’ll be here,” Ferrah said.

      “Perhaps you should have given him a time,” the Grand Master said.

      “We told him when we needed him here,” Tolan said.

      It was possible Jonas had decided he didn’t want to be part of this. Not that Tolan would blame him. He wasn’t sure Jonas had any reason to want to come. Tolan swept his gaze around the others. He nodded to the Inquisitors, who began to make a circle, and Tolan motioned for them to get closer to the rune, for them to use that as the source of their power.

      “Did you reach Master Minden?”

      The Grand Master shook his head. “I attempted to reach her, but something prevented me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that I was not able to reach her. There was some sort of barrier.”

      Tolan frowned and looked over at Ferrah. “Could that be what Light is doing?”

      “I doubt it,” the Grand Master said. “There would be no reason for the elemental to prevent us from reaching those lands.”

      “Unless whatever Roland intended is going to persist.”

      The Grand Master pressed his lips together in a thoughtful frown. “I had not considered that. Unfortunately, you may be correct. We still don’t really understand what Roland was attempting when you stopped him.”

      “I think he was trying to create his own Convergence, but I don’t think it works that way.”

      “Probably not,” the Grand Master said. “And now, he is gone so that we cannot even know what else he intended.”

      “I don’t miss him, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Tolan said.

      The Grand Master sniffed. “When this is over, we can investigate why there was something preventing me. Perhaps it was only me, and not you.”

      It might mean that Master Minden would be prevented from leaving, as well.

      “I think we will need to do that,” Tolan said. He turned to the Inquisitors. Kerry was there, watching and studying him expectantly. He had a feeling through the sense of spirit that she was eager for what he might offer, though at the same time, Tolan didn’t know if what he might offer them would be enough.

      I need power, and I need them to help, but would I be able to draw enough energy?

      “Do you have any experience shaping through runes?” he asked the Inquisitors

      Tobias looked over at him. He had a rugged face which was a little leathery and deeply tanned. Tolan knew him to be a generally good man and a skilled shaper. He was thankful that Tobias was here. “We’ve used runes, but which rune are you talking about?”

      Tolan nodded to the rune on the ground. He had enough of a connection to the rune that he no longer needed to see it to know that it was there. There were some who couldn’t. He motioned toward it. The other Inquisitors all looked down.

      Tolan sent a shaping of spirit surging from him to connect to the others. He stood in the middle of the circle, letting power encircle him. One by one, each of the Inquisitors began to embrace their connection to power. One by one, each of them latched onto that power, and one by one, they were filled with shaping energy they wouldn’t be able to hold on their own.

      “For those of you who were with me in the Convergence,” he said, sweeping his gaze around them, realizing that almost all of them had been, “this rune connects to something deeper. What I need for you to do is shape into the rune. Hold onto the power, and nothing more than that.”

      “That is all you need from us?” Beril asked.

      Tolan shook his head at the stout Inquisitor. “I have no idea what I will need from you. I suspect you will feel my spirit shaping, and what I need is for you to be ready, holding onto your own spirit shaping. I will intend to call power through, and when I reach for Light, I hope that the combination of what I can do and what all of you can do,” he said, even taking in the other master shapers, “will be enough to overwhelm the elemental. We need to hold him, then trap him.” He looked at Kerry. “I think you will need to link together. I don’t really know what more you can do until we do that.”

      “We will do it,” she said.

      Tolan stepped back, prepared to leave them. With the Grand Master here, Tolan figured that he could teach them what they needed to do with the rune. It was time for him to go, to enter the bonds and face Light.

      A shaping burst behind him. When he looked, Jonas had arrived. Jonas glanced around the room, immediately taking in the Inquisitors. His demeanor changed. He straightened, and though he’d been holding onto a shaping before, now he turned it, using a single element shaping to wrap around his mind. Tolan didn’t want to let him know that such a shaping was not likely to be fully effective. It would take more power than that. Not that the Inquisitors were focused on Jonas.

      Tolan nodded to Jonas. “Thank you for coming.”

      “This is a little bit more of an ordeal than I was expecting. Why not ask Master Wassa to help?”

      “Master Wassa’s here, and he will be needed to help with each of the other elements. Ferrah thought that you might offer a different approach.”

      “I’m not a master shaper,” he muttered.

      “Only in your own mind,” Tolan said. He focused on the elements and let energy flow from him, mingling briefly with Jonas. “When it happens, I want you to keep an eye on my body. I don’t know what will happen, only that I might need help with healing.”

      Were it not necessary to be in the spirit tower, Tolan wondered if perhaps going to the water tower might’ve been better. At least there he would have access to the rune for water.

      “What exactly do you think might happen?” Jonas asked.

      “I don’t know. The times I’ve been out of my body have been different. I’ve done it most of the time with a Convergence. This time, some part of me feels different.”

      “That’s what I detected when you came to me.”

      Tolan nodded. “It’s the same.”

      “I will do what I can. I think having the Grand Master here might offer you more protection than I could.”

      “I’m not sure that’s true,” the Grand Master said, patting Jonas on the shoulder. “In the years since you have blessed us here in the Academy, you have made quite a name for yourself.” A hint of color came to Jonas’s cheeks, and the Grand Master looked over at Tolan, locking eyes with him. “Would you like me to attend to you in the Convergence as well?”

      “I think it will be better if you’re up here with the other master shapers, along with the Inquisitors.”

      “I fear you need to be prepared that this will not work,” the Grand Master said.

      “I’m always prepared for things not working.”

      “And be prepared for the possibility the lizard might be ready for you.”

      Tolan nodded. “That’s why everyone is here.”

      The Grand Master tipped his head slightly.

      Jonas looked over at Ferrah and mouthed the word lizard.

      She shook her head slightly.

      “Form your circle,” Tolan said to Kerry, “and be ready.”

      The Inquisitors all stood in a circle, holding onto the power of spirit, wrapping it within them. All of them were connected through the rune and were all able to draw upon more power than he had detected from them before. It was a considerable amount of energy. Kerry seemed to guide the circle, which Tolan found surprising.

      He started to the edge of the spirit tower.

      “How will we know to be ready?” Kerry asked.

      “I will send a signal.”

      He jumped down and landed softly.

      Ferrah shaped down, coming to stand alongside him. Jonas was there with her.

      Strangely, Tolan felt reassured by the presence of the two of them. It had been a long time since the three of them had done anything like this and he felt as if it were only fitting that they did so now.

      “Are we really going to this Convergence again?” Jonas asked.

      “We are,” Tolan said.

      “How many times have you gone?” Jonas asked.

      “Many,” Tolan said.

      They hurried through the halls of the Academy, and Tolan paused. “Wait here,” he said.

      He hurried up to the hall of portraits, grabbed the portrait that Light had been trapped in, pulling it off the wall, and carried it with him back down to meet with Ferrah and Jonas. Ferrah studied the painting.

      “Do you think that you can make that work again?”

      Tolan shrugged. “I don’t really know, but it’s worthwhile to try.”

      “Try what?” Jonas asked.

      “I’m going to try to capture the lizard elemental, shove it back into this painting, and hold it.”

      “I see.”

      “I don’t know if it’s going to work.”

      “Of course not,” Jonas said. “Because you’re talking about trapping an elemental inside of a painting.”

      “Just trust me.”

      “Do I have any choice?”

      They headed through the library, and Tolan nodded at Master Jensen before slipping around the back of the dais, entering the staircase leading down to the Convergence, and guided Ferrah and Jonas with him. He triggered the protections around the doorway, letting them into the chamber, and then stopped.

      Jonas breathed out. “I remember the last time I was here. The only time. I think… I think I would rather not remember it.”

      “I thought the memories were shaped away from us?” Ferrah said.

      “I removed that shaping,” Tolan said. He turned to the Convergence. Now that he was here, he wanted nothing more than to just get this over with. That meant climbing into the liquid and going after Light. The others were waiting on him, and he had no interest in delaying any longer.

      Tolan started peeling off his clothing, and Jonas held up his hands. “What are you doing?”

      “I can’t bring anything into the Convergence with me.”

      “You could’ve warned me.”

      “You are a healer, aren’t you?”

      “A healer with water, Tolan. I don’t need to get my people naked in order to help them.” He glanced at Ferrah. “You probably love this.”

      “I’m sure she did, too,” Ferrah said softly.

      Tolan ignored the comment, and he ignored the slight hint of a smile on Jonas’s face and stripped off his clothing, setting the portrait down next to him.

      Then he climbed in.

      “Be ready to heal me,” he said. “I don’t know what might happen, but I have a feeling that if Light attacks me again, I’m going to need a water healing to restore me.”

      As he dove beneath the surface, everything slowed. This time, Tolan intended to try something else. Not reaching for one of the traditional bonds, but for spirit. He didn’t know if he could do so, only that he believed there was some way to call that power to him. It would be a more difficult stretch than otherwise, but as he called that power to him, he could feel something changing.

      Spirit.

      He maintained that focus, holding onto the power of spirit, and felt for each of the element bonds at the same time. If he could call to them, he believed he could use them, and believed that he could find a way to plunge into the spirit bond.

      Vague and distant energy radiated toward him. He flowed along spirit.

      Tolan didn’t know how to describe what was happening any differently than that, but as he let that sense of spirit flow through him, he was drawn away.

      It carried him down, the energy of it drawing him through something else. Perhaps through the spirit bond, though if that were the case, then Tolan was going through each of the element bonds.

      Power pulled on him that threatened to tear him apart. It was different than heading into one of the other bonds. He felt separated, and he realized that maybe this was a mistake. The spirit bond was split, wound into each of the other bonds.

      He focused on the power of the Convergence, focusing on the power of everything around him, and strained to hold himself together. As he felt himself being drawn downward, the energy trying to drag him with it, he struggled to hold onto what he was doing. He tried to maintain his connection, not only to the elements, but to the spirit that guided him.

      In the distance, he felt brightness. Perhaps that was the spirit bond. Tolan had seen that brightness before. It was the same thing he’d noticed when he’d been around the lizard at first.

      As he strained toward the bond, there came a shifting of power.

      Then he was free.

      Something around him felt different. Off. Gradually, as he pulled upon his own self awareness, he tried to find some other aspect of self to piece himself together. Tolan wasn’t sure how else to describe what he did. It was a matter of building himself back, of pulling on power and using what he could uncover to find a way to bring himself together.

      A sense of power was there. It filled him. That had to be spirit.

      Not just spirit, though. Spirit was wound into each of the element bonds. It had to be more than just spirit. Maybe he was here within each of the bonds.

      Slowly, the brightness began to resolve. Tolan pulled each of the elements toward him, the connection he shared with each of the elements, and recognized that there was something within them. His connection to them was strange. Different.

      If this had worked, then he would be within the spirit bond. The glowing would fade, and he could go search for Light. Tolan thought that he could chase him through each of the bonds now that he was within the spirit bond. It had worked.

      There came a power behind him. Gradually, ground began to resolve in front of him.

      That was unusual. Tolan hadn’t expected to have the ground suddenly appear.

      Why should that happen in the spirit bond?

      Unless the spirit bond was a jumble of each of the bonds.

      Only, as everything cleared, he realized that he saw landscape.

      As Tolan focused, a terrifying realization came to him. He wasn’t in the bond at all.
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      Everything around him felt off. He could see as if he were physically manifested, but he had somehow passed away from the spirit bond and then back out. He looked down, but knew what he would find. He had been separated.

      This had happened to him before, but in this case, Tolan didn’t know if there would be any way to return. He had to find a Convergence, and then he could go back, plunge back into that source of power, and try this again.

      Light must have expected him, which meant that Light had forced him out of the spirit bond, and even out of the bonds altogether.

      Could I use Amitan and the summons of spirit that I had placed?

      Tolan tried to focus on that energy, but even as he did, he couldn’t feel anything different out there.

      It was empty, bleak, devoid of power.

      That didn’t seem like it should be the case, though. In this place, Tolan thought there should be some sense of power, only he continued feeling nothing.

      He searched around, trying to understand where he was.

      Where was the tower? Where was Amitan?

      With dawning fear, Tolan realized this was someplace he didn’t belong. He should be near the tower. Near Amitan. Certainly within Terndahl. Somehow, he was beyond the waste. Tolan probed outward. He used spirit. It reacted to him the best here. Given that he’d used spirit to separate, that wasn’t entirely surprising.

      Could I even reach the other elements?

      Being connected to spirit didn’t mean that he was separated from the other elements, though. Given what he knew of the element bonds and how spirit was bound within them, there should be a way to call on each of the elements. He had to find a way back. It meant crossing the waste, something that he had done before, and once there, he could use the Convergence, maybe even the one at the heart of the waste, and plunge down into it. He could draw power from that.

      He floated forward, reaching the edge of the waste.

      And was blocked.

      He should be able to reach beyond the waste.

      He attempted it again, then probed against the waste.

      With each attempt, he pulled upon more power, straining outward against the emptiness he detected. He held onto energy, focusing on the power within him.

      The Grand Master had said there was something that restricted him from reaching Master Minden.

      Could Light have anticipated this? I didn’t want to think that Light had planned for all of this, but what other thought could there be? Why trap me here?

      Tolan had to fight. He had to figure out some way to overpower him.

      As he drew upon each of the elements again, floating through spirit, the landscape truly resolved in front of him. The waste was a bleak expanse of rock stretching out in front of him. There was an emptiness in front of him, and all around the land behind him was something else: power.

      Had I done that?

      This land had never had any power to it before, but now it was everywhere and much more impressive than it had been before.

      He couldn’t stay. Not in this form. He would have to return.

      Tolan used everything he could to try to blast beyond the waste. There was resistance.

      Each attempt he made left him feeling as if his energy wasn’t enough.

      Could I call upon the energy of the land behind me?

      Tolan was connected to it, much like shapers were connected to all lands. He was the reason that energy existed. He was certain that if he used enough energy, he should be able to find a way back.

      He reached for it. Power exploded through him, connecting him to the power of this land. Tolan took a step forward. When he reached the edge of the waste, once again he reached a barrier, the waste itself holding him back.

      Tolan had experience with the waste serving as a barrier, but he never would’ve expected it would have served as a barrier to him, or that it would somehow restrict him from crossing it.

      He stalked along the border of the waste, finding it was impassable. As he attempted to move farther along it, he found no way to get any farther. As much as he strained to try to get beyond it, he was unable to do so. This was as far as he could go.

      In this form, Tolan could travel much more rapidly than he ever would be able to do otherwise. He wasn’t even shaping, not drawing upon any power other than that which was within himself. He floated forward, testing the barrier but failing.

      He looked out over the waste. His people—Ferrah and the rest of the Inquisitors—and everyone else were out there. Only, in this form, Tolan couldn’t reach them. He was separated from himself. Separated from his body. And as far as he knew, he could be dying in that form.

      Tolan spun in place, twisting and making his way back toward where he’d appeared.

      Where he had appeared was nothing but a flat stretch of grassy land.

      If the lizard elemental were trying to hold me here, then was there something that element attempted in this land?

      If that were the case, Tolan needed to work as quickly as he could in order to ensure he could get back. He didn’t want anyone he cared about to suffer because he was trapped here.

      I wouldn’t be alone here, but now how would I find the elementals and ask for their help?

      First, he needed to see if there was any way to connect to the others.

      He might be manifested in this manner, but that didn’t mean that Tolan didn’t have any way of reaching them.

      He was still connected to spirit.

      That had to matter.

      Tolan focused on the power that was out there, feeling for spirit, and recognized the energy, though he was not sure whether he could even use it the way that he needed to.

      He probed, pushing out with spirit, and then sent that outward.

      The barrier attempted to restrict him, but Tolan continued to push. He didn’t try to force himself beyond the barrier. That didn’t seem possible, and given what Light had done to separate him, Tolan didn’t know if he could reach beyond the waste, but there might be another alternative. As Tolan focused, he thought that he could feel a reverberation of spirit.

      The Inquisitors.

      He could use the Inquisitors, borrowing that power.

      They stretched out with a powerful shaping of spirit.

      They must have known something had started, or perhaps Ferrah had warned them.

      He focused.

      It was difficult to maintain his focus as he continued floating, feeling he was some sort of insubstantial form, stuck in some disconnected fashion.

      Now that he was here, he needed to try to reach beyond, though.

      All he needed was to connect to that spirit.

      He was spirit. He was each of the elements. He had to find some way of pushing into the bond and borrowing that.

      Tolan strained.

      There came a fluttering of consciousness.

      Images flashed in his mind. In one image, he caught sight of the Academy. In another, he caught sight of Tobias, staring at the room. For a moment, Tolan felt the power coming off him, and he recognized that Tobias focused on that power, straining to draw energy through him. In another, Tolan saw Jasral, one of the other Inquisitors he had begun to work with. Then there was Kerry.

      Her concern was the strongest. He could feel power radiating from her, worry about what happened to him, and he could feel that she continued to hold onto the shaping, wanting to use it as a beacon to call to him. She held it out there, prepared for whatever he might need, unmindful of the fact that Light might be out there, also trying to attack.

      Tolan needed to get to her.

      He tried to formulate an image in his mind of the waste, of the tower, of The Lands Beyond.

      He pushed it through, trying to create that connection.

      At first, Tolan didn’t know if it worked, but he could feel a shifting, as if some aspect did flow, and suddenly he was aware of her.

      “Tolan?”

      He breathed out. “Kerry. I need your help.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t really know. I tried going into the spirit bond, but it separated.”

      “Separated?”

      “I didn’t go into the bond. I seem to have moved past it. I am separated from my body, but I am not in our world.”

      “Then you need to come back. You said you’ve done that before.”

      “I have,” Tolan said. “But when I have done it before, I had access to a Convergence. I need to use that to stretch through.”

      “Then reach a Convergence.”

      “There are none in this land.”

      He could feel Kerry pulled away from him, almost as if she were struggling to maintain the connection.

      “Kerry?”

      “It’s difficult, Tolan. It feels like there’s something filtering you out from me. I’m trying to hold onto it, but I don’t know if I can maintain this for much longer.”

      “It has to be Light. He’s trying to keep us from speaking.”

      “The other Inquisitors are here. We will keep working on this.”

      “Do what you can,” Tolan said.

      “There has to be another Convergence, right?”

      “Not in this land,” he said. “Let the Grand Master know. He might have some way of helping. If there’s a barrier, we need to get through it. Until I can pierce the barrier, I might be trapped here.”

      “I will do—”

      Kerry was suddenly gone.

      Tolan didn’t know if it was something that had happened to Kerry, or if it was more that he had suddenly grown fatigued. Now that he thought about it, he recognized that he was growing tired, having shaped a considerable amount of power.

      It took energy to maintain his form like this, and he struggled with it. There was a connection to the element bonds, though it was faint. He needed to assert that connection more thoroughly in order to survive, but he didn’t know if he could do so.

      He had to hold himself together. That required that he continue calling upon power around him, but Tolan increasingly felt as if that were difficult—and yet, if he couldn’t maintain his form, he would find himself drawn away, dissipating into a wispiness.

      Light would defeat him without even facing him.

      Tolan had little doubt that if he were to be drawn into a wispiness like that, he might lose control of himself and wouldn’t be able to return.

      He needed to find a Convergence quickly.

      He drifted across the land. He followed a flowing hillside, with trees that dotted it, and recognized something about it. He had been here before.

      This was where Roland had attempted to create a Convergence.

      It wasn’t far from here, at least.

      Tolan hurried, crossing over the land, and then noticed the shifting landscape, where it became far bleaker than it had been otherwise. As he slowed, he stopped, looking around.

      From here, he could see the change to the landscape, even if he couldn’t do anything about it. He held onto the power within him, letting that energy fill him, and strained for a moment, struggling to try to call to the power that was around him. There had to be some energy in this land.

      Tolan needed to grasp that energy so that he could hold himself together. Roland had done something here to attempt to create a Convergence. Maybe that was the reason. Maybe he had done it because he wanted to try to bind this land to Tolan’s land.

      Had Tolan known that this was going to happen to him, maybe he should have allowed Roland to succeed. Had Tolan only known.

      He floated.

      The landscape shifted, becoming bleaker. This was where Roland had created the Convergence. Tolan stopped here for a moment and probed, searching for anything that might provide him with an answer. When he had come through here before, Tolan had drifted through the Convergence, emerging back out. He needed to do something similar again. He didn’t know if there would be any way to float through this, but he believed that there had to be something that he could do.

      He forced himself forward.

      Maybe he could find a way to go through the ground, through whatever Roland had done, and into the other Convergences.

      He had to try.

      He didn’t know if it would work, and at this point, he didn’t know if he had any choice but to keep forcing himself forward. As he shoved himself toward the ground, toward this emptiness, he felt a strange, stirring resistance.

      He pushed again, trying to slam into the ground, but there was no way to push through it.

      Whatever Roland had done did not benefit him.

      He was stuck.

      It took all of his energy to maintain his form. He wanted to try to reach to Kerry again, but in this state, Tolan didn’t know if he could.

      There was one more thing he could try, one more way that he might be able to escape, before desperation struck him in full.

      Hopefully Master Minden could help.
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      Tolan drifted along the ground, not holding onto his form. There was no purpose in maintaining it, especially as doing so demanded quite a bit of effort. At least by floating in this form, he didn’t require nearly as much strength as he would when he added spirit in order to maintain his shape.

      He drifted toward the tower. When he found it, he worried there might be some restriction to reaching it, but he could enter. He had worried that whatever influence was out here might somehow impact his ability to get into the tower, the same way as it impacted his ability to cross the waste. As insubstantial as he was, it was easy for him to enter, and he floated through it.

      Tolan remained here for a while, searching through the tower. He suspected he knew where Master Minden would be, but as he probed with spirit, he realized that he couldn’t detect her quite as well as he thought that he should. He floated, remaining insubstantial as he drifted, searching for the library. That was where Master Minden would be.

      She was sitting hunched over a table. A stack of books was piled all around her. She was dressed in gray that complemented her hair, and even as he approached in this form, Tolan could tell that something wasn’t quite right about her. Maybe it was a matter of weakness, or perhaps it was more about fatigue, something Tolan knew all about. In this form, he was incredibly tired.

      Tolan held onto the energy of each of the elements, but added spirit in order to take shape. When he did, he solidified and pulled on power. It took far more energy than he would’ve expected, and he worried that he wouldn’t be able to maintain it for long. If he couldn’t, there was a real chance that he would suddenly float away, shifting forms once again, becoming completely insubstantial. If that were to happen then Light would win. Tolan would fall away and disappear into nothingness. The elemental would succeed in separating him, keeping him from the form he needed to take on.

      Master Minden looked up, sweeping her gaze around. Tolan worried that he wouldn’t be visible. When he had first appeared in front of Ferrah in the same sort of way, he hadn’t been visible to her. It had taken him finding a way to solidify himself so that she could see him.

      “Tolan. Is that you?”

      She blinked, and yet when she did, there was something different about her eyes. Maybe it was a haziness, or perhaps it was simply the same fatigue that he had seen when she had visited Terndahl before. Either way, Tolan wasn’t entirely sure what it was, or whether there was anything more that he could do to help her. He thought about what he had done to the Draasin Lord and the way that he had helped him when he had been weakened, but Tolan didn’t know if such a thing would be possible to do for Master Minden.

      “You can see me?”

      Relief swept through him.

      “I can see you, but it’s strange.”

      “What’s strange about it?”

      “You don’t look quite like yourself. You look almost like who you had been.” She got to her feet, tipping her head and studying him. Her milky eyes started to clear for a moment, but then that faded and she shook her head. “Perhaps I’m wrong.”

      “I need your help. I separated from my body, and now I can’t cross the waste.” He told her about what had happened with Light since she’d been gone; the bondars, the spirit summons, and everything that he thought might make a difference. He shared with her the concern he had about an injury, and the way he’d felt a sense of tingling in his legs, something that suggested to him that his legs were injured. He even shared with her how he had the Grand Master and Ferrah watching over him, along with Jonas, making sure that there was nothing more taking place with him.

      When he was done, she pressed her lips together in a frown. Power built from her. It was spirit, and she slipped it toward him, hesitating as it did.

      “You feel different, too.”

      “I told you that I’m not in my human form.”

      “An interesting way to phrase it, don’t you think?”

      The Draasin Lord would probably tell Tolan that he was in an elemental form, though Tolan didn’t necessarily feel that way. “I’m not exactly sure what to make of this. All I know is that I have changed.”

      “You have changed, and yet you are still here.”

      “Here, but Light trapped me.”

      “Perhaps it’s that elemental, or perhaps something else.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t know what else would be interested in trying to trap me.”

      She took a seat at the table, resting her hands on it as she leaned forward, looking at him. “Perhaps something thinks to use you in some way.”

      “The Grand Master attempted to come to you before we did this, but could not penetrate the barrier. Probably the same barrier that now keeps me from getting through it. I wonder if maybe you might be able to reach beyond it from this side.” She was powerful, and he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe she might be able to succeed where the Grand Master had not. Perhaps coming from this angle made it easier for them.

      If she could cross, then maybe she could help the Grand Master and the other shapers figure out how to cross back. They might even need to bring his body here so he could return to it. Then he might be able to figure out what happened—and how to undo it.

      She nodded, keeping her gaze down. “I have attempted to do so, but am stuck here as well.” Finally, she looked up. Her eyes cleared for a moment before fading again. “Unfortunately, it seems we both will remain.”

      “I don’t know what will happen to my body if I don’t return.”

      “You have Shaper Golud there. A water shaping will protect you.”

      He took a seat across from her, though he really wasn’t sitting. He was floating, and it required him to hold onto a shaping to give him the feeling that he was sitting. It was a strange sense.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She looked up at him and her eyes clouded over for a moment before clearing just a little bit. Not a lot, and certainly not as much as he was accustomed to seeing with her. When they did clear, she blinked for a moment. “I’ve been trying to find answers here. As I’ve been studying, I’m convinced there’s an answer I need to find.” She looked down at one of the books. “Yet, there is something else I don’t really understand. I feel as if the answer is right there, right within my grasp, but then it slips beyond me.”

      “I felt the same way at times. At least you have the benefit of being able to read the words here.”

      “Not exactly.”

      “I thought you that was the reason you came here,” he said. “To see what you can learn here, and also to understand all that you can about Light.”

      Maybe there would be something here that she had learned that would help them deal with Light. That might need to have been the very first thing that he had done. Had he come here first, Tolan could imagine that there might be some way for them to work together.

      “I can read some of the words, though I’ve been struggling through some of these languages to find the answers. More than I expected to.”

      “Can I help?”

      “I’m sure you would love to help, Master Ethar, but I’m not entirely sure that there’s anything that you would be able to do to assist me.”

      He sunk back, and when he did, he drifted down, toward the floor.

      “That is not a criticism of your ability, Master Ethar. Don’t take it in that way. It’s just that I have decades upon decades of experience in researching, far more than you could ever imagine.”

      “Decades?”

      Master Minden looked up at him before turning her attention back to the book. “I have lived a long time, Master Ethar.”

      She fell silent, and Tolan felt as if he needed to keep her talking somehow. Something was off with her. Maybe it was just this place and the toll that it exacted on shapers, the same way as it exacted a toll on him now.

      “What is your story, Master Minden?”

      She glanced up at him, and Tolan recognized something on her face that he should have seen before. There was a weariness that flashed within her eyes. It was the same sort of weariness he’d seen from the Draasin Lord.

      She was fading. Failing.

      How much longer would she last?

      Tolan wondered whether or not Master Minden would survive all that had happened. It was possible that with everything they’d gone through, Master Minden wouldn’t be able to survive.

      What would we do if they lost her?

      He didn’t want to think about that. He didn’t want to think of the possibility that she wouldn’t be able to help them through this attack with Light. He didn’t want to think about the fact that she wasn’t going to be there, able to assist them. She had insight and knowledge that had benefitted him over the years. As he looked at her, noting the way her eyes struggled to maintain the focus he’d always seen from them, despite the clouds within them, he couldn’t help but feel as if perhaps she was nearing the end of her life.

      “You’re dying,” he said.

      “We are all dying in one way,” she said.

      “In your case, it’s more active, isn’t it?”

      “Unfortunately, I suspect I’m coming toward the end of my time.”

      “How long have you known?”

      “I think I’ve always known I would begin to fade when…” She trailed off, looking down before glancing back up at him. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I think I have always known that I wouldn’t have much time.”

      “Time beyond what?”

      “Time beyond your arrival, Tolan Ethar.”

      “Why does your passing have anything to do with my arriving?”

      “Because you are something we’ve been looking for, for a very long time.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I am not.”

      “You asked me my story, and I suppose that I should offer you what I can. I told you that I am descended from one of the first members of the Academy.”

      He nodded. “You did tell me that.”

      “And I told you that they had a hand in the Selection process.”

      Tolan nodded again. He remembered having those conversations with her during the first days when he had come to the Academy. He remembered researching in the library, coming to understand the nature of the Selection and how it had been tied to something from her ancestors. Master Minden had always been something more and had always offered the Academy something more.

      “I have served within the library for a long time. My ancestors are powerful. Over time, the Master Minden line has helped defend the Academy. We have always been there, and we have always served to protect the knowledge that the Academy possesses. We have done all we can to ensure we would not forget. The knowledge we possess would not be lost. We have done all we can to ensure that there will be a continuous power within the Academy.”

      She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. She slid some of the books out of the way, and her eyes fell closed.

      She started breathing heavily.

      Tolan frowned. He could reach out to her, but he didn’t know if he could influence her. With this insubstantial form, he didn’t even know if he would be able to touch her.

      How long had she been suffering here?

      She had returned only a few days ago, which meant that whatever had happened to trap her here had done so recently.

      He could imagine her attempting and failing to return, battering against the barrier that kept them both here, and he could imagine that she had begun to fade as she continued failing to escape.

      Here he thought that he was coming to her for help, but it seemed that she needed help from him.

      Would I be able to offer her any power?

      There was still enough power within him, and in this place, he felt a different connection than he had in quite some time. It wasn’t perfect, and Tolan struggled to hold onto the power that he might need, but he could feel that there was some sort of bridging of a sort, as if it would allow him to reach for a little bit more power. Strangely, the more that Tolan focused on that bridging and that power, the easier it was to feel better connected to it and to recognize that the very power he needed to reach was there within his grasp. All he had to do was strain for it. It was like the tower itself connected him in a way that he couldn’t otherwise. It seemed to build connections for him.

      He was connected to the element bonds and through spirit, and he thought that there should and could be something that he could do, but he had no idea what that was. He pushed out with spirit. It washed through Master Minden. He felt the connection to her, the way she struggled and her suffering, and he continued pushing that power out, letting it sweep through her. It did so slowly. There was nothing injured within her. Not that Tolan really expected there to be. She was simply old.

      He wanted to know what she knew. More than that, Tolan thought that he needed to know what she knew. Only, though he could use spirit, he didn’t know if doing so would be the right thing to do.

      There were ways of using spirit where it felt appropriate, and stealing memories that someone didn’t want to offer was one that didn’t feel right.

      Tolan continued to push spirit, and added water to it. On a whim, he added each of the other elements, thinking that if nothing else, Master Minden was a warrior, even though she might not have taken on that mantle. She had a way of shaping each of the elements, and she was powerful. She was connected to spirit, and she knew shapings that had been lost. Tolan could use the knowledge she had. He needed to use what she knew.

      He continued pulling upon that power and gradually, she sucked in a sharp breath, opening her eyes and looking at him. For a moment, the cloudiness began to fade as it used to do. Then it returned.

      She took a deep breath and swept her gaze around the inside of the library.

      “I’m sorry about that. I have been working so long that I think I’m getting tired much faster than I used to.”

      “It’s okay,” Tolan said.

      “It’s nice of you to say that it is, but…” She leaned forward, and Tolan propped her up with another hint of spirit. He pressed it into her, trying to offer her as much as he could. As he did, he could feel the surge of power that flowed through her.

      He added each of the other elements again, letting them flow within her. She took another deep breath. That power helped her, and Tolan knew that he could continue adding what he could call upon, letting that power fill her.

      Again she opened her eyes, locking onto him.

      This time, when she took a deep breath, it seemed as if she were strengthened the way she had been before. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me.”

      “I certainly shouldn’t have to have you adding power for me, but it seems I do. So thank you.” She glanced down at the book. “Where were we?”

      “You were telling me about the Minden line.”

      “Oh, yes. The Mindens. We have served the Academy for as long as the Academy has been in existence. I am the last. The very first Minden who served the Academy was my earliest ancestor, and perhaps one of the earliest that we have records of.” Her eyes drifted for a moment. “Not in the Academy. Oh no. I doubt that any records of that time exist. But there are records of him, his family, and the life that he led.” She breathed out. “Because of him, we have the element bonds.”

      She drifted for a moment and Tolan frowned, thinking that she must be getting delirious. He needed to draw her back out, to keep her talking and awake.

      “You didn’t have any children?”

      She perked up for a moment, but not much longer than that. “My love has always been the library. My love has always been books. There will not be another Minden to protect the Academy, or the library. That means it falls to another. Which is what I was saying. I was waiting for someone who had the potential to ensure the safety and protection of the library and the rest of the Academy.” She blinked a moment, and her eyes cleared. When they did this time, they didn’t cloud again. “I was waiting for you, Tolan.”

      “I haven’t been willing to become a librarian.”

      “And I don’t know that you have to become a librarian, at least not at first. Eventually you will need to take on more of that responsibility, but for now, it is enough that you are willing to serve the Academy.”

      “I’ve always served the Academy.”

      “I know you have. And I know you have done everything you can to not only serve the Academy, but to serve the elementals within the Academy.”

      “If I can’t return, I won’t be able to do that anymore.”

      She smiled sadly, looking at him. “When I came here, I thought I would find my way back. I didn’t know it would be my last journey. The power of the elements remains there for me to access, but it’s faint. Difficult. I’ve tried reaching for the bonds, but every time I do, it is a struggle for me.” She looked down at the table. “I’ve been taking notes so that my work will not be done in vain.”

      “I could help. I could give you power.”

      “Could you?”

      Tolan focused on the energy within himself, trying to reach for that power. As he did, he realized there would be limits to it.

      If I gave her power, what would happen to me?

      He would lose the strength that he needed in order to maintain his form. In order to maintain any form.

      She smiled sadly. “You don’t need to do that. I wouldn’t allow you to do it, anyway. We need you more than we need me now.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “I think the better question would be is there anything I can do.” She smiled, and in that moment, a surge of power came from her. It was a buildup of energy, a buildup of the shaping, and within it was spirit. It connected from her to him.

      They were bonded, if only for a moment.

      Tolan welcomed that connection. Through it, he could know her in a way he had not before. In those memories, there was power that Tolan could scarcely believe. She had been a shaper for a long time. An impossibly long time. More than any one person should live. He saw elementals free, roaming. He saw connections to the elements, and to the element bonds. He saw draasin, multiple draasin, flying freely…

      She watched him, every so often her eyes going distant before clarity returned.

      As she did, he wondered if there was something more he might be able to do for her. He couldn’t tell, much like he couldn’t tell whether or not she was awake from time to time. Every so often, there was a sense that she struggled, as if some aspect of what she was dealing with was more than she could withstand. Tolan tried to call on that power to reach for her, but couldn’t do so.

      “Did you get what you needed?” she asked.

      “I can’t reach what I need,” he said.

      “Am I preventing you from it?”

      Tolan strained, trying to reach for a hint more power, wanting to better connect to Master Minden, but even as he did, there wasn’t anything he could grasp. He watched her, looking for some aspect within her that might prevent him from being able to reach her, but he didn’t think there was anything there.

      “Any resistance you have is from you, not from me,” she said.

      “If that’s the case, then I’m somehow preventing myself.”

      “Is there a reason you would do that?”

      Tolan frowned, thinking about what he had been doing, but couldn’t detect anything.

      Could it be that I am somehow separated from my connection to the bonds in a way that made it more difficult?

      He didn’t think so, but perhaps that was what it was.

      “Have you found what you need?” she asked again, sounding more tired.

      “I haven’t found anything,” he said. “I’m sorry, Master Minden. I’m trying…”

      “Keep trying.”

      “What if I can’t find it?”

      “Then you will need to find what you need on your own. I won’t be able to help you.”

      Standing again—or seeming to stand as he let the sense of power fill him—he floated around the library. Master Minden rested her head again, drifting off once more. Tolan turned his attention around, sweeping his gaze around the inside of the library.

      He stopped again in front of the table near Master Minden.

      She roused slowly, and when she did, he pulled upon a sense of power, trying to push on spirit to give her a boost once again. When he did, he had a slow sense from Master Minden. It came to him faintly, but it was there. Within that power, he thought he could use something more.

      Master Minden stirred again, blinking. And again a faint clarity returned to her eyes. That was what Tolan wanted and needed. If he could return her to a time when she could see, then he would be able to help her.

      That was all he needed. That was all they both needed.

      Tolan used spirit.

      This time, he wrapped each of the elements together, holding them in a way he hadn’t before. It was something of a warrior shaping, only as it went through her, he had better control over it than he did before. This time, though there was a hint of resistance, Tolan could push past that resistance and push that energy into her so that he could feel power flowing outward. He used everything he could to unleash it, unlocking energy and power.

      More and more energy flowed from him, and he found something buried within her.

      Spirit told him that she permitted him to reach for it.

      She stirred, her eyes fluttering open for a moment, looking up at him. There was a hint of clarity in her eyes, and when that clarity faded, Tolan probed even deeper. He pushed with as much as he could, sending spirit into her. He needed everything in his power to learn what he could about her.

      There remained a resistance.

      This time, when he felt it, he recognized what it would take to overpower it. He pushed through it. It was like a layer of power that sealed off her mind.

      Could Light have done it?

      Power flowed across the missing barrier, and a surge of knowledge came to him.

      It was knowledge of the archives, of the library, of the books she had read.

      Strangely, in all of that knowledge, there wasn’t much that Tolan had not uncovered on his own. There was some, and with his connection to shaping, he thought he could hold onto it, and if not, he would be able to reach for it again by pulling upon spirit.

      Spirit connected them, but the knowledge he pulled upon was somehow incomplete.

      “You need to borrow this,” a voice whispered in his mind.

      For a moment, Tolan worried it was Light trying to guide him, perhaps even misdirecting him, but as he focused on that voice and that sense of power, he realized the source of it.

      Not Light, but Master Minden.

      She guided him.

      “What is it?”

      “You need to take my spirit.”

      “I can’t.”

      There was a sense of a smile, even though he couldn’t see it. He could feel that sense as it washed over him.

      “You need it. It is yours.”

      There was pressure through him and a burst of spirit as she gifted energy to him.

      It was a gift. More than anything else, he was aware of that.

      Tolan had mingled with other spirit shapers before, but doing so was something different than what he experienced now. In the past, when he had mingled with the other spirit shapers, there was a take, but there was also a give on his part. He had to force power over, gifting it to the shaper. In this case, it was all about Master Minden giving him her connection to spirit.

      It strengthened him in a way that he hadn’t known he had needed.

      He felt as if he were connecting to Master Minden. Not just connecting. Bonding. For a moment, he wondered whether it was intentional or not, but then he realized that she was the one directing it.

      He tried to withdraw, worried that doing so would harm either one of them, as he had a sense she poured power out to him.

      “Don’t,” he whispered.

      “You need it more than I do now.”

      “Master Minden…”

      “Do what must be done. Find why Light has betrayed us.”

      “What if it is just the way the elemental is?”

      A sense of sadness came from within her. “This is not Light. This is something else. Find what happened. Find what changed. Do what you can to help me know what needs to be done.”

      He was thrown back.

      It was almost as if her spirit tossed him away, forcing him from her.

      Spirit within Master Minden remained, but it was fading.

      She was fading. Not only fading, but dying.

      Tolan tried to force more power back into her, but doing so didn’t change anything.  She fluttered open her eyes, looking up at him. There was a moment of clarity, and the pale milky quality to her eyes began to fade. When it did, he thought he understood. The answer had been there all along. Master Minden had stored spirit within her. She had used it, balling it up. With his connection to her, he better understood how she had survived as long as she had—and it was a long time.

      Spirit had fueled her, and it had filled her, giving her the opportunity to survive far longer than anyone should have.

      Master Minden took a breath and then let it out.

      She didn’t take another.
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      Tolan stayed in the library. Now that Master Minden had gifted him a connection to spirit, bonding them in some strange way, he felt as if he needed to honor more than he had already, though he wasn’t sure how much more he could do for her. He felt as if she deserved much more than what he had given her.

      Looking at her, she seemed impossibly old, much older than she had when she had been alive. Tolan had known that she had failed and suffered, and he had seen how hard she had worked, even recently. He had known that she was fading and should have taken more time to stay with her rather than straining to go and do all of these other things.

      And now he would not have that opportunity.

      She had wanted answers here, and he had a feeling that she had wanted to stay, even though there was a barrier.

      Why was the barrier here? What purpose was there in keeping me from going anywhere, from connecting to the power that was out in the world? What purpose was there in that barrier creating a challenge for them? Why would there be anything like that?

      He remained in the tower. Since he had been here, he felt more tightly connected to the element bonds than he did ordinarily, and it filled him with strength. Tolan thought that he needed to use that, and now that he had a way of drawing upon more power than he had otherwise, borrowing from what Master Minden given him, he wanted to try to reach back to Amitan.

      He needed to find the Inquisitors.

      Tolan stayed in the library near Master Minden. If there was anything that she might still offer him, he hoped that she could grant him knowledge and understanding of how to stretch across the distance, to reach for the people back in Amitan and share with them what had happened to him. Tolan didn’t know if it would even be possible, but he continued pushing power out, probing with spirit.

      As been before, there came a faint surge. It was subtle, but enough that he could connect. He felt the resurgence of the Inquisitors.

      This time, Tolan didn’t take any time floating from one to the other. He needed Kerry’s help.

      He found her mind and reached for it, forging the connection between them.

      She was there again, filling his mind.

      “Tolan?”

      “I’m here.”

      “We’ve been waiting for you. We have been trying to get to you, but the Grand Master says the way is blocked. You’re going to have to find a way beyond it.”

      “I don’t know what that way is,” Tolan said.

      “He suggested that you try to find another Convergence.”

      “I don’t think there is another Convergence in this land,” Tolan said.

      “The Grand Master feels that there probably is. There has to be. There would be a Convergence in all lands.”

      Her voice started to fade, growing more distant, the way that it had the last time she had cut off from him.

      He needed to grab onto and hold that connection, if only for a little while, so that he could communicate with her.

      “I haven’t explored any more of this land, but I fear that if I spend too much time here, I will disperse.”

      When she asked him what he meant, he sent forward an image of what he thought might happen, the way that he might spread out, losing all connections, and he could feel her concern.

      “That can’t happen,” she said.

      “Unfortunately, it could,” Tolan said. “I don’t have any control over it. I am trying to hang onto as much as I can, but there isn’t much that I can do here.”

      “Do what you can,” she said.

      She was growing fainter.

      “Let the Grand Master know that I will search for another Convergence, but I need for you to keep shaping. I need a way of reaching for you. For all of you.”

      “I’m supposed to tell you that—”

      There was nothing.

      Tolan gathered himself, focusing for a moment, and strained. When he did, he reached across that gap, using spirit, holding onto the spirit bond, and stretched as far as he could in order to find a way to connect to her again.

      There came another surge.

      Suddenly, Tolan was within her mind.

      She was in the spirit tower. He looked around, noticing the other Inquisitors. There were fewer than there had been, now only seven Inquisitors remaining, all of them still shaping into the room.

      Where had the others gone?

      Maybe they were looking for him in a different way. If they could reach spirit, or if he could somehow stretch across the distance with spirit, he might be able to latch onto them.

      The Grand Master wasn’t here. The room was empty otherwise, though there was something.

      He looked down at the rune, and his breath caught.

      His body.

      He was draped with a blanket, but somebody had gone into the Convergence and had pulled him out, setting him on the ground. Water shaping flowed into him, along with spirit.

      That had to be why he was able to connect to Kerry.

      The only person he knew who would be able to go into the Convergence for him would’ve been the Grand Master.

      He tried to use a leap from Kerry to dive back into himself, but there was no way of doing so.

      He tried stretching through Kerry, using her as a conduit, but even that failed.

      He was aware of her mind, and she was aware that he was there, but their communication had slipped. He couldn’t reach her the way that he had before.

      She looked up from him and turned to Ferrah.

      She sat slumped in a chair, leaning forward, asleep.

      “Ferrah,” Tolan whispered.

      How long had she been waiting there?

      She looked tired and haggard, which suggested that he had been gone far longer than he had realized. Time in this state would pass differently; there was no guarantee that the way that he thought time passed was the way that it actually did.

      He had to get to her somehow.

      Tolan pushed on spirit and focused on Ferrah, and felt a faint stirring.

      For a moment, he could use spirit and recognize her thoughts. They were there, faint and in the back of her mind, but she was there.

      He pushed again, and he felt all of the frustration, all of the irritation with him, but it was mixed with something else. There were memories. They were jumbled, and he suspected that was because he was borrowing from Kerry to stretch to Ferrah, but in those memories were images of Tolan, the circumstances they had struggled through, the way that they had battled against first his mother, then Roland, and now this. They had been together through all of it. Ferrah had always fought alongside him.

      She had been with him all this time.

      There was the first time they’d faced the danger of what they’d believed to be the Draasin Lord. There was finding the Keystone, discovering the truth of its connection to the elementals. There was him defeating his mother.

      All Ferrah wanted was to have some peace.

      At the same time, her frustration was with him not including her more.

      And he hadn’t.

      Because of her lack of spirit, he had not done nearly as much with Ferrah as he should’ve. He could see that, and more than that, Tolan could feel that.

      He pushed again, struggling to reach across the distance, needing to get to her.

      But the connection started to fade. Everything that Tolan struggled with drifted away from him, making the connection increasingly challenging, so that even though he wanted to stretch across the barrier to her, he couldn’t get to her the way that he needed.

      Tolan tried again, sending a bit more power through, and then he started to fade.

      He opened his eyes, such as it were, and found himself floating above Master Minden. The inside of the library was empty, leaving only him here. Master Minden had withered even more.

      How long had I been gone?

      He worried that the longer he spent here, the more that he would find himself struggling, to the point where he eventually would fade altogether.

      He floated.

      He had to get out of here.

      Answers might be within the tower. Somehow, the tower itself seemed to grant him a bit more power to the element bonds, something that he had not been aware of before, but now that he was here, Tolan could feel that much more distinctly than he had.

      Maybe it was only because he was here that he was allowed to detect that, but he had a feeling that there was something else that helped, though he didn’t know what it was. The more that he stayed here, the more that he found himself questioning, and finally, he pushed again, looking for a different set of answers.

      Tolan circled, following the tower. When he had been here before with Ferrah, they had explored the inside of the tower, though it was far easier now and he didn’t have to worry about stairs or walls or anything. All he needed was to float from one section to another. He drifted up, exploring empty rooms, some with old furniture that had broken and sat in disrepair, others with layers of dust over them, still others with massive tapestries or portraits or old weapons. He couldn’t touch any of it. He wondered if he might be able to manifest a more physical form, but it would take far more strength than he thought he had. It was hard enough to hold onto this form as it was, so to shift even more, to become more robust, he would have to draw upon a different kind of power.

      Tolan floated through this building, searching for anything that might provide him with insight about the people who had lived here.

      He entered another room. This one was massive, about half the size of the library, and that was enormous, larger than the library within the Academy in Terndahl. A banner hung on the wall, and he floated past it before pausing.

      There were runes marked on the banner.

      Tolan stepped back, or floated back, and studied the runes. He recognized most of them, along with the power that they represented, though there was something a bit different about them. He had felt that way when he had been here before, recognizing that there was some aspect to the runes that was different.

      He attempted a shaping into one of the runes and there came a soft stirring, a bit of power that fluttered, but then it was gone.

      He tried another, and it did the same.

      He didn’t know if there would be any other way to uncover any answers here. Perhaps this was all there would be within the tower.

      He turned, and he found a portrait.

      It took a moment to recognize that the quality of the portrait and the type of the painting were similar to those within the hall portraits. It depicted a scene of elementals, and there was a sense of energy coming from the portrait. Within the elementals, he saw a figure, and this one looked to be running from them.

      That was strange.

      Tolan wondered if he might be able to enter the portrait in this form, though he suspected that if he were to try, he would find it far more challenging and would likely separate him from even more power. He didn’t want to end up trapped in a portrait. It was bad enough that he was trapped in this place.

      He drifted, floating from place to place, coming into another room that was similar to the other. This one was a little smaller, and there was a faded and dusty carpet rolled across the floor. There was a painting hanging on the wall, and much like the last, it seemed as if the elementals attacked the shapers in the painting. One was an earth elemental, though not one Tolan recognized. Another was fire. They looked as if they were pursuing the shaper.

      Strange.

      The banner in this room had symbols upon it much like the other. The runes were a little different, and as Tolan attempted to shape into them, he found the power that he tried to use was a little different. It didn’t respond to him the way that he thought it could.

      That might only be him, though, and might have nothing to do with the actual painting itself.

      He floated, deciding to try another floor.

      Now he went down.

      The farther he descended, the more he found rooms that were similar to the other. There were other paintings, all of them reminding him of the quality of the paintings in the hall of portraits, and all of them making it look like the elementals chased the shapers.

      By the time he had searched through most of the building, he had come to realize that there was something strange taking place with these shapers.

      They had feared the elementals.

      It was strange to think that, especially given his own experience.

      Though how was it all at different than what I had experienced within Terndahl?

      They were afraid of the elementals in the same way as it seemed these people were.

      Tolan wondered what had isolated them.

      Or perhaps it was their isolation that made them afraid of the elementals. He didn’t know what the elementals in this land were like, other than the ones that he had encountered, but without any sort of element bond for them to go into, and with the waste blocking any further travel, he could imagine there being something strange for them.

      He floated up and through the tower, emerging atop it, and then looked out at the land around the tower. He tried to feel for anything around him in the landscape nearby, but didn’t find anything that would give him the belief that he could reach for the elements any better than he already had.

      Find another Convergence.

      That was what the Grand Master wanted from him, which meant that Tolan would have to look through this land. He had only explored a small part of it, and the farther that he went from the tower, the harder it would be to maintain his form.

      Perhaps he didn’t have to do it alone, though.

      There were other elementals here. Tolan had to think that he could go to those elementals, and perhaps he could find some help.

      An explosion of power washed through him.

      Spirit.

      Light was doing something else.

      It struck him and he struggled against it, and he had a flash of knowledge from Amitan, but then it faded.

      How much longer do I have?

      More than anything, that left him afraid. He might float, but eventually he suspected that the elemental would figure out a way of holding him, and then…

      Tolan didn’t know. It might be too late. Which meant that it might be too late for the elementals in Terndahl.
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      He was determined to find the elementals in this land. If Tolan could find Rory, then he thought he might be able to figure out a way to get back. Rory would know these lands. If any of the elementals would be able to help him, and be willing to help him, he believed that it would be Rory.

      Tolan drifted.

      He went aimlessly, at least as aimlessly as he thought that he could safely go, though he feared he was wandering too slowly. There had to be a better way to find the elemental. It was difficult to focus on spirit, though Tolan tried holding onto that element, drawing through it, but ever since the last explosion of spirit, he had felt everything distantly and differently.

      Thankfully, he had enough strength remaining with spirit. It still filled him, though he worried that it wouldn’t do so for much longer.

      As he weaved across the land, every so often he would make his way toward the waste, testing the border again before drifting away. There was still no way to press through it. He was trapped here.

      He reached a shifting of the landscape. From here it became rockier and then flowed into a grassy plain. A faint connection to earth called to him, and Tolan headed toward it.

      An elemental.

      The elemental strode across the ground, connected to earth, but also to spirit. It was one of the strange elementals from this land. It seemed to be moving in solitude, though it was also working through earth.

      Tolan flowed forward, trying to pull himself together into a form the element could be able to see, but didn’t know if he could do so.

      “I need help,” he said. His voice came out light and airy, and he added a hint more earth. “I’m trapped here. I need help.”

      With the shifting of earth, his voice sounded a bit more like himself, but there was something that didn’t seem right. The elemental still didn’t see him.

      That couldn’t be right. Tolan thought that he’d formed himself well enough to be seen by the elemental. Master Minden had seen him, after all. When he had faced Roland, he had managed to manifest himself well enough that Rory had seen him, along with the other elementals. For that matter, Tolan had managed to manifest himself well enough for Ferrah to see him.

      “Can you see me?” He tried again, this time with a bit more force, pushing out with earth.

      There was a faint stirring mixed with a rumbling in response. Something still restricted the elemental from reaching him. That was odd.

      He tried forming a shaping, reaching for each of the elements and mixing them together. The elemental absorbed the shaping, and gradually there came a connection.

      “I need help,” Tolan said.

      The elemental turned toward him. He had humanoid features, though they were somewhat blunted, as if he had taken on the shape of a man, but only part of it. He seemed to be made of stone otherwise, and had eyes and a mouth, though not ears and barely any neck. “How are you here like this?”

      The elemental’s voice came out as a low rumble. It was strange to hear. When he had spoken with the elementals before, including Rory, they had sounded normal. Whatever was taking place separated him from them.

      It had to be Tolan, though, and not the elemental.

      “I was forced beyond,” he said. “I can’t cross the waste.”

      The elemental rumbled again and there was something within it that Tolan didn’t quite comprehend.

      “Can you guide me to Rory?”

      This was something that it seemed the elemental understood. It rumbled.

      “Rory,” Tolan said.

      The elemental rumbled once again.

      “Rory,” he said.

      Tolan focused, and the elemental moved.

      He waited, but then the elemental drifted, heading across the landscape, and Tolan followed. He trailed after him, following the earth elemental, and they wove across the land, moving away from the waste, away from the tower, and even away from the pit where Roland had attempted to torment the elementals. Tolan held onto the power within himself. He struggled with it, trying to find something within himself that he could use to hold himself together, worried that he would not be in any shape to speak with Rory when he reached him.

      The elemental slowed, looking back at Tolan, and then he drifted up before heading through a grassy clearing.

      When Tolan stepped forward, he found himself in what he could only call a small village. There were domed buildings that were similar to some that he had seen in this land before, though the land around it was all grassy. Tolan focused, struggling to come up with the power that was here, but could feel the energy that was present. It was almost as if this place helped grant him more of a connection. Strangely, he recognized the power here in a way that he hadn’t before. It was like a bondar.

      The elemental guided him through the village. There were other elementals like this one, some of wind, some of water, some of fire. All of them turned briefly to Tolan before getting back on with their work.

      The earth elemental said nothing to him.

      Finally, they stopped in front of a domed building in the center of the village. The elemental pushed out with a pulsing of power and then released it. When he was done, a door came open and a figure stood before him. They looked to be dressed in a long cloak, and there was something about the face and the features that terrified him.

      “Roland?”

      Tolan pulled on each of the elements, preparing for whatever attack he might need. Roland could still be alive. Tolan had stabbed him with his warrior sword, using the bondar to cut him down, but here he was.

      “This isn’t safe for you,” the figure said. It didn’t sound like Roland, though at this point, Tolan didn’t even know how.

      Could Light have kept Roland alive?

      He waited, preparing to depart, but something was off.

      The figure took another step toward him, floating.

      Not Roland, then.

      Suddenly, the face shifted, wind swirling. There was spirit mixing in.

      Rory.

      “It’s not safe for you here,” Rory said.

      “I am stuck here,” Tolan said.

      “Stuck?” It seemed like Rory couldn’t quite understand him. He was older than Tolan remembered, more solid, as if his time in this land had better connected him to the elements here and changed him. It seemed to have aged and weathered him.

      “What happened?” Rory asked.

      “I can’t focus myself,” he said. “My land has been under attack, and I went to do what I could to help, but I ended up trapped here.”

      “That is how you are here?”

      Tolan nodded. “I don’t know what exactly took place, but I’m trying to stop it.”

      He focused, trying to force himself into a better form.

      “Like this,” Rory said, and then dissipated for a moment before solidifying again.

      Tolan could see the way that he did it, and he recognized that there was something about it that he should be able to mimic.

      There was a way in which he could manifest, and Tolan had done that before, using the power within himself in order to hold onto his shape and form. If he could do that now, then he wouldn’t have to fear losing control of himself.

      He struggled, trying to think about the way that he held onto his shape, but even as he did, he couldn’t tell if there was anything more he needed to do.

      “Try this,” Rory said.

      He demonstrated the shaping again. Tolan focused on it, holding onto that power, and found he was calling it through himself.

      Then he solidified.

      Everything shimmered around him, taking on a different sort of form.

      “That is better,” Rory said.

      “I don’t know what happened,” Tolan said. “I have been trying to maintain my connection and my form, but it is not easy here.”

      “You were lost,” he said.

      “I don’t know what happened. There was something that happened in my land. An elemental attack.”

      “An elemental attack?”

      “I know how that sounds, especially coming from me,” Tolan said. “And to be honest, I’m a little concerned that it did happen.” Rory guided him through the village, and when they passed other elementals, he looked over at them before turning away.

      Rory guided him to the edge of the village where Tolan stood, looking out over the grassy landscape.

      “Did it have anything to do with the summons?” Rory said.

      Tolan frowned. “Can you feel it?”

      “We recognize that something happened. We weren’t at all sure what it was or what it might mean, but we felt the power.”

      “I don’t know what it means either. It has been considerable, though. We have been trying to figure out what the elemental that is attacking is after, but we haven’t determined it.”

      Tolan turned to Rory. The elemental was mostly wind, but Tolan had mixed with him a hint of spirit, connecting him in a way that he hadn’t been before. These elementals were so different than the elementals in his land, different enough that Tolan wondered if they were even connected in any way.

      “Do you know what it is?”

      “We do not have any answers,” Rory said. “Unfortunately, whatever is taking place is beyond our ability to help.”

      Tolan sighed. “Then I might be stuck here.”

      “How so?”

      “There’s a barrier that’s preventing me from reaching my land.”

      Rory frowned. “A barrier?”

      “I could show you.”

      He nodded.

      Tolan and Rory traveled, sweeping above the land. Rory moved quickly, his control over his wind superior to what Tolan possessed, though Tolan found himself using the elements more effectively the longer that he was in this form. Strangely, though it felt odd to think of it in that way, he began to feel as if he had become something of an elemental as well.

      Perhaps that was what the Draasin Lord had meant. The longer that he stayed in this form, the more likely it was that he would become something like an elemental.

      They reached the edge of the waste and Tolan pushed out, trying to cross, but once again bounced off some invisible barrier. Rory probed at it, and he grew increasingly agitated. The connection Tolan had to spirit allowed him to feel just what it was that Rory felt, the irritation within him, the agitation that surged up through him, and the disappointment that he couldn’t go anywhere.

      “How long has this been here?”

      “Only a few days,” Tolan said.

      “Ever since the summons,” Rory said.

      “It seems that way. Do you know what it is?”

      Rory pressed up against it. He became insubstantial for a moment as he attempted to squeeze through it, but then drifted back.

      “It is quite sturdy.”

      “I don’t know what purpose Light would have been attempting to keep us from these lands, but it can’t be good. I think he’s trying to hold me here while he completes his attack.”

      Rory probed at the barrier again, pushing up against it and again failing.

      “It is an impressive barricade.” He turned to Tolan. “Before you came, we were never able to even cross the waste. It was an end. Anything we’ve tried to do to cross it met with resistance.  Short of finding a way to push beyond…” Rory shook his head. “Unfortunately, we have not been able to do so. Now it seems you are trapped here as well.”

      “I can’t stay,” Tolan said. “I am trapped in this form.” He backed away from the edge of the waste and the barrier. “I don’t know what will happen if I stay like this, but I worry that I will die if I linger here too much longer.”

      “This isn’t a frightening form,” Rory said.

      “It’s not a matter of the form that worries me,” Tolan said. “It’s more about what happens to my body. What happens to the rest of me.”

      “I will do what I can.”

      He guided Tolan back the way they had come, and they flowed over the ground. Rory stayed high over the ground, high enough that Tolan wasn’t even sure whether the elemental did it as a way to keep Tolan separate or something else.

      Could he be afraid of me after what happened?

      Tolan chased him. “Do you have any Convergences in these lands?”

      Rory paused. They had reached a hilly area. Lush greenery covered the hillside; a sense of earth flowing from it. It was distinct to this land, though not a sense of earth that Tolan could borrow from. Water meandered in a wide river that flowed across the ground, and a breeze gusted. Even the sun was here, bright and warm overhead.

      Tolan recognized the signature of this land, though he wondered if he might be able to understand it better. Perhaps if he could gain an understanding of this place, he could link it to the element bonds and then he could find his way back.

      The longer that he was gone, the harder it was to feel like he would even have a chance to return.

      “Do you mean a place like what Roland attempted to create?”

      Tolan looked around. He focused on the energy that was here and the power within this land. There was something distinct here, even if he couldn’t latch onto it quite as well as he would like. He sighed for a moment. “I don’t even know if Roland had attempted to really create a Convergence or whether he was after something different. When it comes to Roland, I just don’t know. Regardless, it was a place of power. We have many of them in my land, and I think if I can find one here, I should be able to find my way back to my body.”

      “How would you find these in your land?”

      “They are places of power where energy is all interconnected. You can feel each of the elements there, including spirit,” Tolan said, looking at Rory. His face was a blur of wind, partially insubstantial, as if he didn’t want to make his features completely visible. “They are old, ancient, and some believe they connect to the Great Mother.”

      “Do you believe that?”

      “I don’t know. I have entered the Convergences before and have felt that power myself, but I’ve never felt as if I were particularly close to the Great Mother. Some would say that she’s there, all around us, but others…” Tolan shook his head. “Perhaps others would call it something else. Power, but power that’s within the shaper, and nothing more.”

      Rory floated, the wind swirling around him, and he called it to him, wrapping himself in that wind, in that power, before releasing it and taking his form once again. It was a mixture of wind and spirit, and for a moment, Tolan thought that he felt earth, though that couldn’t be the case. Rory was a wind elemental mixed with spirit in this unique fashion, and not any other element.

      “The power you describe is not found in these lands. Only my kind possess that power.”

      “Maybe that’s why Roland wanted to use the elementals of this land. Maybe he thought to tie them together and create something like a Convergence.”

      At the time, he didn’t really understand, and he didn’t know that he still could, other than the fact that Roland had attempted to force the elementals down into the bond, as if to use them.

      “He’s gone,” Rory said.

      “He’s gone, but I fear we’re still dealing with the repercussions of his presence.”

      Tolan knew that he was. There were times when he would wake up from a sleep, startled, and feel the power around him, making him think that there was some sort of shaping attempting to draw him deeper and deeper into the pit. The idea that he could be drawn away in such fashion terrified him. He had never even imagined that such a thing would be possible before Roland had demonstrated it, and even now, Tolan didn’t know how to deal with that lingering fear.

      “There’s much that he did that we still deal with,” Rory said.

      “I need to find a way to cross back,” Tolan said. “There has to be something in these lands that I can use. I don’t know what it would be like, but I need to find it.”

      Rory turned to Tolan. There came a flicker of spirit, brief and powerful, and it drifted out from him before darting through Tolan and then fading. It was so quick and so powerful that Tolan didn’t even have a chance to react.

      In that moment, he thought that he understood something about Rory, but then it passed.

      “There might be a way I can help you, but I don’t know if we can even reach it.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s a place that my kind do not visit.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s dangerous.”

      “How so?”

      “I can show you, but now that you are in this form as well, it may be dangerous to you, too.”

      “If it gives me a chance to return, I need to do it.”

      Rory watched him before flashing with another flicker of spirit. He spun, heading away from Tolan.

      Tolan chased him.

      Rory didn’t move fast, though he did move steadily, heading north. As Tolan chased after him, he focused on the power of the elements and the elementals. Perhaps Thoren could help, though Tolan hadn’t felt any sense from him in the time that he’d been here. It was strange that he shouldn’t be aware of that bond, his very first elemental bond, but perhaps it was something about the way that he was separated from himself. Maybe by coming here, he had been torn free of his ability to reach that power, which had torn him free of his ability to connect to the elemental.

      What about the Draasin Lord?

      Tolan attempted to reach for the Draasin Lord, and there was a flicker of fire, though it was faint. It might only be his imagination, but it seemed to Tolan that the Draasin Lord attempted to push through that connection, wanting to bridge it with Tolan, but was not able to do so.

      Which meant that he wouldn’t be able to reach either of his connections.

      Rory continued moving more rapidly as he flowed in front of Tolan.

      He followed the elemental, straining to keep pace with him, but Rory moved quickly. At one point, they drifted past the village and Tolan glanced over but didn’t see any sign of the elementals that had been there before.

      Where had they gone?

      He focused on spirit and stretched through that connection, searching for Kerry, but when he did, all he caught were flickers of images. There was a vision of him lying on the ground, motionless. There was an image of Ferrah, still sitting in the chair, not moving. There was an image of the Inquisitors in the room, though not so clearly that he could tell who was there.

      All he could tell was that something had happened.

      Rory looked back at him. “What are you doing?” the elemental asked.

      “I’m trying to see if I can feel anything else,” Tolan said.

      “What do you think you could feel?”

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

      “Come,” Rory said.

      Tolan followed him. It was strange floating after Rory like this. When he had separated in the past, the very first thing he had thought about was returning to his body. In this case, the only thing he did was continue to float, making it difficult to know whether he would be able to return. He felt as if he should be tired, though even with that, Tolan didn’t know if he was truly tired or if it was just a feeling that he should be.

      “How do you restore yourself?” Tolan asked.

      “Restore?” Rory asked, glancing back at him.

      “Sleep. People need to sleep.”

      “Elementals are not people,” Rory said, and there came a flicker of annoyance within his tone, but then it passed.

      “I’m not an elemental,” Tolan said.

      “So you say.”

      “What will happen if I rest? Would I disappear?”

      “You are. You cannot disappear.”

      They continued moving north. The ground remained a rolling grassy plain, but nothing else.

      Rory fluttered with wind and spirit, but every so often, Tolan detected other elements, though he didn’t see any sign of the elementals. He wondered where they had gone.

      He felt other aspects of this land, the elements that filled it, giving him a signature that existed here.

      In the distance, the landscape started to change. The rolling hills became steeper and steeper as mountains formed. They had moved so quickly that Tolan had a hard time tracking how fast they were moving or what they might encounter. As the mountains loomed in front of him, Tolan realized almost too late that something else had shifted.

      There was something around him. It was an energy that he had not detected before.

      Rory stayed near him.

      “What is this?” Tolan asked.

      “What do you see?” Rory asked him.

      “I don’t see anything. Power. I feel it.”

      “Do you see anything within it?”

      Rory pushed, and there was an urgency within the spirit connection that they shared, and the wind swirled around Tolan, almost even more agitated.

      Tolan looked over at Rory, frowning. “What should I see?”

      “Look again, Tolan Ethar.”

      Tolan studied the energy. It looked like a haze, though strangely there was some sort of shimmering energy that was just out of reach.

      It pushed against him, but as he pushed back, he realized what he detected.

      A shaping.
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      Tolan pressed outward with his energy, worried that he was going to lose his connection to each of the elements, but so far he had maintained it. For now. Eventually, he feared that he would grow too weak to be able to hold onto that power.

      Then what would happen to me? Would I continue to fade?

      Rory said that he didn’t need to rest, and that he wouldn’t dissipate into nothingness, but Tolan didn’t know if that was even true or not. It seemed to him that there was something that might happen to him, as if he might yet become something else.

      Distantly, Tolan was aware that he needed to finish whatever he was doing as quickly as possible. Light was still out there, and there remained the strangeness of his threat, the attack that Light intended to make, and if Tolan did nothing, he would likely succumb to Light and his attack before he had a chance to do anything else.

      Which meant that he had to reach this place, whatever it was, and get beyond so that he could find the Convergence. If there was a shaping here—and given the energy that Tolan detected, he believed there was—then he had to think that it would be a way to freedom.

      “This is a shaping,” Tolan said. “I don’t recognize it.” He pushed out with each of the elements, cycling through them as he tried to understand the type of shaping used here, but couldn’t figure it out.

      It was strange. It reminded him a little bit of testing within the Academy, the way that he had been brought up through various levels, forced to continue to progress by proving his knowledge of shapings. In one of his testings, Tolan had needed to probe through a shaping, using everything that he could about the shaping itself, to see how far he could reach. At the time, he hadn’t been nearly as well connected to the elements as he was now.

      He focused, tracing through the shaping, trying to understand if there was anything within it that might explain what he saw.

      Rory stayed next to him, wind swirling around him. For the first time in a while, he did so with much more control, almost as if Rory were concerned about releasing too much energy.

      “This is what I wanted you to see. Beyond here is what might provide you the answer you seek.”

      “What is it?”

      “This is what Roland feared,” Rory said.

      He drifted forward, but couldn’t move through it.

      There was something about this that struck Tolan as strange. Rory pushed forward, and Tolan stayed with him. He attempted to force his way through the shaping, but found it difficult.

      The elemental drifted in front of him, and Tolan had to decide whether he would go after him or stay behind. If he stayed behind, he would lose any chance of trying to find a Convergence, to find some way to leave this land and return to himself.

      Rory was the only one that he knew in this land.

      He had to hold onto his form. It made it difficult and as he pushed into the haze, he found himself getting torn apart.

      It reminded him of what had happened when he had attempted to go into the bond. There had been a feeling that he had been ripped apart then, as well. At that time, Tolan had thought that it was more a matter of trying to reach into one of the bonds, but that wasn’t the case at all. It was more about trying to separate from himself. He had needed to hold himself together, and at the time, Tolan hadn’t been sure whether he would be able to do so.

      Even now, Tolan didn’t know if he could hold onto himself. He tried, struggling to keep himself in this form, but he felt the pressure trying to rip him apart.

      Rory stayed near him.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Can you hold this?” Rory asked.

      “Can I hold what?”

      “Can you hold your form here?”

      “I might be able to.”

      “Good. Can you hold mine?”

      Tolan frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “I can’t come with you otherwise.”

      Rory floated toward him, and Tolan had a sense that he offered himself to him, which meant that Tolan would have to try something different.

      He reached through wind, pulling it to him, and brought Rory into him, however briefly. As he solidified it, he found Rory becoming part of him. It was a strange feeling, but doing so also strengthened his connection to the wind for a moment. It bridged him with spirit, though it felt to him that Rory remained guarded, as if he were somehow protecting himself from Tolan.

      Maybe he feared Tolan, and feared what Tolan might do. He was an elemental, after all, and Tolan had seen just how much Rory had suffered from elementals.

      “What now?”

      “Now you move forward,” Rory said.

      He pushed through the haze.

      It continued to feel like he was getting torn apart, and he struggled to move through here, but he remembered what it had taken in order to hold this form before. He struggled, maintaining as much as he could, keeping himself bound in this way. Each step threatened to rip him apart, but he continued to remember how he had done it before. He remembered the way that he had manifested, and he did so again. Each step took him deeper, wrapped in a strange shaping energy. With each step, Tolan recognized something else, though.

      He knew this shaping.

      It was the same shaping that he had gone through when he had been tested at the Academy. At the time, it had been a test of how far he could traverse it. The master shapers had anticipated that none would reach very far, and they selected those students who did survive even a little bit to move on to the next level.

      Tolan had a feeling that he was fighting for more than just passing a test. He had a feeling that if he didn’t maintain his form, he would be torn apart.

      He had seen this shaping before, which made it easier. Tolan continued pushing, straining against the shaping, and then he surged.

      The haze began to settle. When it did, it happened gradually, like a fog lifting. He stepped through it and emerged in the lush landscape.

      His breath caught.

      There was power here. Not just element power, but elemental power. It was everywhere.

      “What is this?” Tolan asked Rory.

      “This is the Beyond.”

      He followed Rory a little bit farther forward, with Tolan looking all around him, trying to grasp just what he saw. In the distance, the outskirts of the city became visible. It was massive, even larger than Amitan, and the buildings looked nothing like Terndahl. They were domed, with colorful roofs, and it seemed as if grasses and trees and plants grew alongside them; a shaping power that mingled with everything. Shapings were placed upon everything.

      Runes mingled with it all.

      Tolan remembered a vision from long ago, one when he had first merged with Thoren, and in that vision, the elemental had warned him about a place like this.

      That seemed surprising.

      Why would the elemental care if I found a place like this?

      Strange, though it couldn’t be a coincidence. Given what he had seen from hyza, and the fact that the elemental had shown it to him, Tolan thought that there was something here.

      “Is this where Roland was from?” Tolan asked.

      “Once,” Rory said. “I suppose you would call it that.”

      Tolan looked over at him. “Why do I get the sense that unsettled you?”

      “The longer you’re here, the more you may be unsettled as well.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you feel?”

      Tolan looked around, focusing on the energy within him and the power of the elements. He tried to shift forms, going from his human form and then to something wispier, but couldn’t.

      “I can’t change,” he said.

      “None of us could,” Rory said.

      “Could?”

      “Those of us who escaped.”

      Tolan looked behind him. The haze was still visible, though from this side there was nothing dangerous about it. It looked almost welcoming. It was warm and shimmery, light and power, though something about it made him feel almost relieved.

      “You passed through there,” Tolan said.

      “Only with you and your help. The energy would hold us otherwise.”

      “Why would they hold you here?”

      “You will see,” Rory said.

      They drifted forward, and Tolan stayed with Rory. They floated over a rolling grassland filled with strange plants. Flowers bloomed on trees, many of them vibrant and larger than any Tolan had ever seen before. Some of the plants had curled leaves, and they seemed almost velvety. Animals darted across the ground, something that looked like squirrels, though not squirrels like Tolan had ever seen. There was an entire family of rabbits that darted in front of him, and then they disappeared. They seemed almost unconcerned about Tolan and Rory’s presence here.

      It took a moment to realize why everything seemed off. There was power here, elements, but he couldn’t use it quite the same way. He could pull it within him, but something about it felt off.

      “I can tell you feel it,” Rory said.

      “I detect the elements, but it feels like I shouldn’t be using them.”

      “There is something about this land that takes something from us. Those who are elementals are changed. Shifted.”

      Tolan looked back at the barrier, wondering why, but couldn’t tell.

      He breathed in and let it out slowly, though in this form, even breathing felt strange.

      He closed his eyes, focusing on spirit, but there was no connection to Amitan or Terndahl. Whatever connection he had shared with Kerry before was now gone. He was separated completely from her.

      “Where would the Convergence be here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then why did you bring me here?”

      “This is where you thought you needed to be.”

      “I don’t know that I did. This is where Roland was?”

      “This is what he feared. He wanted to overthrow it.”

      Strange that Roland would want to overthrow this place. Unless he had lost control.

      If Roland had been here, and if he had known enough about Convergences, then perhaps this really was a place that could help Tolan.

      Given what Roland had known about spirit, it seemed to Tolan that he could use somebody with that kind of knowledge, and perhaps he could return.

      He pressed toward the barrier in the distance.

      “It won’t let me go, will it?” Tolan asked.

      “Not easily,” Rory said.

      “What would happen if I tried?”

      “The same as happened to the others,” Rory said.

      Through a flutter of spirit, Tolan could feel just what it was.

      The other elementals were like Rory, and had been damaged by passing through that.

      “I would be damaged.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then the only way for me to leave is by finding a Convergence.”

      “I can help you find that power, but I can’t guarantee that it will make a difference for you.”

      Tolan probed forward, following Rory.

      There was something about the energy that was here, the energy that he detected of that barrier, that struck him as familiar.

      Not just familiar, but he had felt something like it before.

      His breath caught, if he had breath in this form.

      The barrier at the edge of the waste.

      “They’re the same,” he said, looking back at that strange barrier. “Why would Light have used that barrier?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      The elemental stayed quiet as they moved closer and closer to the city, and as they reached it, Tolan realized they weren’t alone. There were others out. He wasn’t dressed the same as them, and it took him a moment to focus on shifting how his clothing appeared. It was simply a matter of manifesting himself differently, and given the control he had over his form, he could do that. It was like taking on an image within his mind, and he suddenly wore the same clothes as everyone else. They wore sheer silks, or at least they looked that way. Tolan’s was nothing more than a manifestation in his mind, not actually the same sort of clothing. For all he knew, what he manifested was not the same as what the people wore.

      He moved past some of the outer buildings. They were small, with domed roofs that reminded him of the buildings that the elementals had occupied in their small village, but much more colorful. Blue and green painted the tile, and most of them had runes shaped into the sides of them, power that radiated along their surfaces. He detected an energy coming from them, but nothing more than that.

      He held onto the power within him, and he tried to ensure that he could hold onto it, but wondered if maybe he could push out and borrow from the power of this land. He was hesitant to do so, though. If there was some other energy here, there was a risk that it might somehow mingle with his own shaping in a way that would make it even more difficult to reach through the barrier and try to call to Kerry.

      He had to approach it carefully.

      They went deeper into the city. There were more and more people out, though none seemed to pay any mind to him. Most of the buildings had runes upon them, fortifying the stones and holding power. Tolan could feel that power, though he hesitated drawing anything from it.

      “What is this place called?” Tolan asked.

      “It is called Nevean. It’s one of the first cities.”

      “First?” Tolan asked, glancing over at Rory.

      “The people here claim the city is one of the very first ever founded by man.”

      “What about the elementals?”

      Rory didn’t answer.

      The streets were completely cobbled, and there were the same markings upon the street as there were upon the buildings. Every stone had a rune upon it. He hesitated a moment and then finally attempted to push power into the runes. They were of a familiar shape, similar to those that he had seen in the tower, but not in his land.

      He didn’t feel anything as he pushed into the runes.

      “Do you have any idea where we could find the Convergence?”

      Tolan continued searching for any power that might be around him, but he didn’t detect anything.

      “I don’t remember this place,” Rory said. “Until you brought me back, I barely knew what it was like.”

      “But you have been here before.”

      “I have been here before,” Rory said. “Passing through changed something.”

      “What did it change?”

      “Me, much like you saw.”

      They weaved through the city, and Tolan continued focusing on the runes here. It was strange to see so many of them.

      “They use runes to protect themselves,” he said, looking over at Rory. “There is power in everything.”

      It was in the buildings, the cobbles beneath his shaped feet, and someplace distant. Power, though he didn’t know quite what it was.

      He had seen something like this before, though he didn’t know quite why.

      They wandered through the crowd. There were vendors in one section, and Tolan had to maintain his form as they navigated through this market, maintaining himself as solid rather than a wisp of power. Rory had an easier job. They passed various stalls, most of them for food. It was strange for Tolan not to have any hunger, but in this form, there was no need to eat or drink, or even possibly sleep, if what Rory told him was true. They moved beyond the vendors to other craft makers: jewelry makers, potters, and candle makers. Some had stalls of clothing, and others had items that appeared like they would appeal to these locals. They were all exotic, different than what they had in Terndahl.

      This was the kind of place he had needed to visit to understand Roland.

      This was the kind of place that Master Minden would have wanted to vist.

      Thinking of her gave him another pang of loss.

      These people must be similar to the ones who created the tower, but why would they have the tower outside the barrier around the city? For that matter, why was there a barrier around the city in the first place?

      The street widened, and in the distance was a series of larger buildings, each with domed roofs, some with turrets and looking like massive manor homes that stretched much larger than the nearby buildings. Some of them had gates around them made of a dark metal, and soldiers that stood guard at the gates. There weren’t nearly as many people on this street.

      “Something seems be guiding me along here,” Tolan said.

      Rory frowned at him, saying nothing.

      Tolan hurried, moving past the street, and gaped at the homes. They were enormous, larger than any within Terndahl. They had steeped and curved roofs, ornate balconies, and had been painted pale blue and yellow and green. Trees grew alongside the buildings, with branches that had seemed to blend in, as if shaped into them.

      In the distance, Tolan felt something familiar that he hadn’t detected since reaching the city.

      Spirit.

      It was coming from all around him.

      Not just spirit, but a spirit shaping.

      Tolan looked over at Rory. “Can you feel it?” he asked.

      “I feel nothing,” Rory said.

      “There is something here,” he said.

      “I can see nothing,” Rory said.

      It wasn’t so much what he could see, but what he could feel.

      There was a spirit shaping.

      A haze in the distance pushed against him. Tolan slowed. It was another barrier. It was strange that this would be in the middle of the city.

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

      “Do you think the Convergence might be through here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Tolan looked at the barrier and thought about what they had needed to do in order to pass through the last one, but it had been difficult. He wondered if he would even have enough strength to do so again. He focused, feeling for the power that was here, and recognized the shaping. Now that he had gone through once before, he thought he knew the key.

      “Stay with me,” he said to Rory.

      Rory floated toward him, and Tolan stepped forward.

      He held onto power, wrapping it around himself, and took a step.

      There was the haze, but this time, he could move forward without having to struggle quite as much as he did before.

      He maintained the power within him and wrapped it around Rory.

      Pain burned along Tolan’s body.

      The shaping was too dangerous.

      The barrier was too sturdy.

      Rory pulled on him. He seemed to be pulling on Tolan, trying to get him to move away from the barrier.

      Tolan focused on the barrier itself, wanting to figure out some way to get through it, but as he stared at it, he couldn’t figure out anything. The barrier was too powerful to penetrate.

      If that was going to be his way out, Tolan had to discover some way to get beyond it. Find the Convergence, use that to get back to himself, and then regroup. Then he could figure out why Light had done this to him.

      Afterward, he could come back to this land and see if there was anything that he might be able to uncover about it.

      He stepped forward again into the barrier. Rory didn’t stay with him this time, and Tolan glanced back, but if the elemental wanted to remain, he wasn’t going to fight him.

      He pushed into the shaping, thinking about what he had done during his testing at the Academy. He had to force his way forward, getting through this barrier. He solidified himself, knowing that had been the key with the barrier around the city, and if that was what it took, he was willing to do that again.

      He focused on the elements within the shaping that created this strange hazy barrier. He pushed forward, letting that power carry him farther and farther. It became increasingly difficult, and something weak burned within him.

      Tolan tried to fight it, but he couldn’t keep pushing.

      He could feel himself starting to get torn apart.

      He feared that if he waited, he wouldn’t find a way through. Worse, he feared that if he waited too much longer, the energy would start to pull him apart, bit by bit, and would finally tear at him, pulling him into something else, some form that he couldn’t maintain.

      He backed away.

      As soon as he did, he found Rory.

      He was looking away.

      Three figures approached. Two of them carried swords, and for a moment, Tolan could feel a hint of power from them, but then realized that power was off.

      Why did I feel that power in the first place?

      The other figure held a circular object out toward Tolan.

      “You should not be here,” the voice said.

      It came out like an echo.

      Pressure suddenly coalesced around Tolan. He was squeezed.

      There was no other way to describe what he felt, only an ongoing sense of pressure. It tore through him, compressing him, and he cried out. It was agony, and pain filled his mind, his being, his everything.

      The pressure constricted, squeezing him down.

      He looked over to see Rory standing there watching, looking at Tolan, somehow left alone.

      Did Rory suffer the same fate? He couldn’t see him suffering and couldn’t see him screaming or crying out. Why me and not Rory?

      It took him a moment to realize why he screamed.

      It was a bondar.

      They were forcing Tolan into a bondar.

      As much as he wanted to fight, he couldn’t overpower what they did to him. He continued to be compressed, squeezed down. Tolan knew enough about bondars that he should be able to escape, but in this case, it continued to squeeze him.

      He struggled.

      He lashed out, using every bit of power that he possessed, trying to fight, trying to push against what they did to him, but the strange figure simply watched him, almost as if satisfied with what he did.

      Tolan couldn’t resist. He wasn’t strong enough in this form. Had he access to the element bonds, or his own body, he might be able to do so, but in this form and separated as he was, he could do nothing more than struggle impotently.

      The pressure mounted and he strained to fight back, but then he was crushed and squeezed and everything faded.
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      Darkness circled all around Tolan. He had a sense of power and the elements, but that was all. He tried to push outward, to take his form, but there was nothing he could do. He was confined within the bondar.

      How was I supposed to overwhelm a bondar from inside it?

      Each attempt strained against the bondar and pushed back against him, almost as if he were giving strength to the bondar by fighting it.

      The longer that he was here, the harder it was to know whether he could escape.

      He tried to squeeze against it, straining, but he couldn’t find any weakness in the bondar.

      Panic made his thoughts scrambled.

      Some of that came from how he’d been twisted into this form, but part of that had come from himself. He knew he needed to settle down and try to find his way to freedom. He had knowledge and understanding and control over the elements. That was the key.

      Gradually, he allowed himself to relax.

      He lost track of time.

      He had the knowledge of bondars. He could escape.

      Unfortunately, he couldn’t figure out how to do so.

      A distant awareness drifted to him.

      For a while, Tolan thought that distant awareness came from whoever held the bondar, but there was a familiarity to it.

      He caught glimpses of similar images and shapes and places that he knew, places that were back in Amitan. They had to be memories, but there was no way they could be real.

      Unless they were.

      Tolan let himself drift, focusing on those images.

      He caught a flash of himself lying on the ground still in the spirit tower. A beard had formed on his face. Was this the future, or had he really been trapped this long?

      It was difficult to keep track of any sort of time. He looked thin, though maybe that was the strangeness of this place, the separation that created this time of spirit, though the longer that he lingered here, the more that Tolan began to wonder if all of this was real. Perhaps it was, and he still needed to find his way to freedom.

      Tolan pushed against the bondar, using a probing of energy, and began to feel a source he could focus on. There was a key to unlocking power. He knew it.

      There were cracks around him, and as he traced one, he recognized the shape. A rune.

      There had to be something within that rune that he could use. He pressed upon it and squeezed. He was limited to how much power he could draw, but used what he could to probe at the rune. It seemed like something in this form made it difficult to reach the full aspect of his power. He had to find some break, some way of counteracting that rune.

      There was a vague familiarity to it, but Tolan couldn’t come up with how to overwhelm it.

      He knew the runes. Experience mattered. It had to. He had to call upon that knowledge and use it to free himself.

      He felt as if he probed endlessly, sweeping his energy along the rune, within the bondar, within a void.

      It left him wondering if this was what the elementals had experienced while within the bond.

      A voice drifted through to him.

      “I don’t know how much longer we can hold out.”

      Tolan thought he recognized the voice.

      Could that be the Grand Master?

      “He’s still here,” another said.

      Ferrah.

      “He is, but eventually he will fail.”

      “He has to return.”

      That had to be Ferrah.

      He heard the anguish within her voice, and for a moment, he felt something else.

      There was a connection to her, a surge of energy that told him she was trying to help, that she was there, waiting, but even as she did, she needed him to fight as well. If he didn’t, there was only so much that she could do on his behalf.

      He could feel that she struggled, and he could feel that she needed him to push back, that he needed to do more to help, but with each moment, Tolan felt as if hours or days passed. It became difficult to gauge the passing of time, only that an incredible amount of time seemed to pass, leaving him trapped within it. He tried to hold onto the energy within him, trying to focus on that power, to understand just what was taking place, but those answers didn’t come.

      “We don’t have any way of pulling him back.”

      “We have to buy him time,” another voice said. Kerry. Tolan recognized her voice, but didn’t know if she was connecting to him through spirit or if he was catching glimpses of reality.

      “There is no way to save him. I’ve gone to the Draasin Lord, and he can’t even see him any longer. None can. He’s gone, I’m afraid.”

      “His body is still here,” another voice said.

      Was that Master Wassa?

      “I can keep him going, but I need you to keep looking.”

      There was a confidence to it, but a weariness as well.

      “We will keep trying.”

      The voices drifted away, leaving Tolan empty.

      He continued probing.

      That pressure squeezed on him. It was painful, but over time, even that pain began to drift into a bit of nothingness, leaving Tolan wondering if perhaps it was only imagined. He didn’t have a body, so there should be no way to feel pain, though that didn’t change what he felt. There was no doubt that he had experienced some agony when he had first been compressed into this place. That had left him miserable, and he had done all that he could to try to withstand it, but it had continued squeezing, compressing him down into little more than nothingness.

      He no longer pushed back against it. It seemed easier to avoid pushing against it, and yet, there seem to be something that he could do.

      Tolan had seen how the bondars could be broken.

      Maybe he had to figure that out.

      Voices drifted to him again.

      “We have to make a decision.”

      Tolan didn’t recognize the voice, though it was familiar.

      “She won’t allow us to make a decision.”

      “Then we do what must be done.”

      “He still out there,” another voice said. “Every so often, I feel as if I detect him.”

      That was Kerry. It had to be.

      “He’s been gone for…”

      Tolan wondered how long he had been gone. There was a sense of time, though there was nothing else about it that Tolan could recognize. Just a passing of time. He was stuck here and the others wanted to help, but with him trapped as he was, they were limited as to what they could do for him.

      He knew he could help, but it meant that he would have to dig deeper and find a way to push harder, though he didn’t know what that might take.

      He continued probing, pushing outward, but the bondar held him too tightly.

      He withdrew.

      Time seemed to pass. He no longer heard the flickering of voices, no longer felt the sense of others out there. There was no awareness of the people he loved and who cared about him. All he knew was the emptiness of this void.

      The void squeezed him, and Tolan tried to fight it, trying to work against it, but there was nothing out there for him.

      After a while, he became aware of something else.

      It seemed like a pinprick, a soft burning, but nothing more than that.

      He ignored it.

      Time continued to pass.

      That pinprick continued to linger. It annoyed him, lingering within him, and seemed to be calling out to him.

      He ignored it again.

      Voices drifted into his mind. There was sadness. Tears. That was all Tolan could hear. There were no words. Just emotions. Just a sense of spirit.

      Mourning.

      Who were they mourning?

      Perhaps they were sad about Master Minden. Tolan remained sad about what had happened to her, and wished there was something more that he could have done to help, but now that he was here, there wasn’t anything more that could be done for her.

      She was gone. He was now gone.

      Who would fight Light?

      The pinprick continued burning.

      Tolan wanted to push it away, but it lingered in his mind, an irritant.

      It started to grow brighter.

      He focused on it, but he couldn’t ignore it nearly as well as he wanted. He struggled against it, knowing that there was something within that power that he could ignore, if only he could find a way to do so. That power existed out away from him, and it continued to squeeze, drawing closer to him.

      Tolan latched onto it. If it wanted to annoy him, then he would call it to him.

      There came a surge of light all around him.

      The darkness exploded, leaving him with a bright white light.

      It took him a moment to recognize what had just happened.

      It was spirit.

      Had somebody come to help me? Maybe Rory had come to rescue me, though why would he have waited?

      Tolan had no idea how much time had passed, but he had a feeling that significant time had gone by.

      “Who’s there?” Tolan asked.

      He saw nothing but a brightness around him. It reminded him of spirit, and it reminded him of…

      Light.

      A shape moved toward him, coming slowly.

      “Light,” Tolan said.

      “You have come,” the lizard said.

      “I tried to come for you before. Have you come to gloat?”

      “Gloat?” The lizard seemed to take an impossibly long time to slither toward him, growing ever larger the closer he made his way toward Tolan. “I don’t gloat.”

      “You must be pleased that you kept me from stopping you.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “I understand well enough. You were summoning the elementals. What did you intend to do? Are you going to harm them?”

      “Harm them?”

      Tolan grew irritated. “You’re responsible for what happened.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it was necessary.”

      “I have never harmed the elementals.”

      “No,” Light said. “You have not.”

      “You were working with Roland.”

      “Yes,” Light said.

      “He was trying to harm the elementals.”

      “In a way,” Light said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You need to look.”

      “Look?”

      An image suddenly slammed into Tolan’s mind. There was a barrier along the edge of the waste. It shimmered, the shaping similar to the one that Tolan had passed through to get to this city. He recognized how the barrier had formed, the way that Light had called the elementals to the heart of the waste, but there was something within that barrier that was different. From this vantage, the barrier had a soft and shimmering look, not the haze that he saw from the other side.

      The barrier was to protect the waste—and to protect Terndahl.

      “That was you?” Tolan asked Light.

      Another vision came to him. He saw the people that he cared about. Faces of shapers within his home. He saw himself lying there, with perfect clarity. He was weak, sick, and there was a strange shaper looming over him, holding onto a shaping that kept him alive. It was only because of that shaping that Tolan still lived, but for how much longer?

      He had no idea how long he’d been gone, but he had a sense that it was a significant time.

      There were others in that vision, those who cared about him, including Ferrah and even Kerry. The Grand Master was there, worry etched in his face, but then it was fleeting and gone.

      Another vision came. There was that of this city, the people within it, the two domes of power that loomed around the city itself, trapping energy.

      And then he saw himself, balled up and constricted. He was held here, tightly wound within a bondar, and no longer able to escape.

      When it was gone, Light was there before him again.

      “Did you want this to happen?”

      “You must save them,” he said.

      “Who must I save?”

      “Tolan Ethar must ask who he should save? Who have you saved your entire life?”

      “I’ve saved elementals,” Tolan said. “But I don’t have a feeling that you want me to do that now.”

      “Then you are wrong,” Light said.

      “How am I supposed to save anything like this?”

      “Save them,” Light said.

      “You aren’t trying to harm the elementals?”

      Light pressed up against Tolan. There was a surge of energy. Spirit.

      This was different than the last surge of spirit. Different than the visions.

      This was a connection of spirit. It reminded him of the bond that he shared with Thoren, even the faint connection he shared with the Draasin Lord. There was power here, and there was an understanding that passed between them, giving him knowledge of Light. Within spirit, and a shaping like that, there was no hiding intention, no hiding from the other. This was simply Light giving Tolan an understanding and knowledge.

      Within that flashed a desire to save the elementals, to protect them, to secure the element bonds and the elements. Tolan was bound to it, and now bound to Light.

      He saw another image, one that he couldn’t fully comprehend, but then it was gone.

      “Save them,” Light said.

      “If you haven’t done this to me, then why haven’t you helped? Why were you in the element bond, trying to attack?”

      Even as he asked, Tolan realized his mistake.

      He hadn’t seen the elemental in the water bond preparing to attack. Light was in the water bond to restore himself.

      Tolan thought that he understood. Light hadn’t tried to attack him. Light had tried to help him, the only way that he knew how. He had pushed Tolan away from spirit.

      And Light had stayed within the water bond in order to recover. To heal.

      It was a warning, only Tolan had been too dense to understand.

      “You had tried to tell me,” he said to Light.

      “Save them,” the elemental said again.

      “Who is responsible for it?”

      “Save them,” Light said.

      Another image came, that of the city and the strange figures within it.

      Light had been attacked by the people of this city? Why him? Why now?

      Suddenly, the darkness began to press back around Tolan, and he could no longer make out the image of the elemental. He drifted into darkness, lingering into nothingness, leaving Tolan staring out at the contours of the bondar.

      He knew bondars. He had the knowledge of those his father worked with, and though he might not know how to destroy them from the inside, Tolan knew how to destroy bonders from the outside. He could do that now.

      He focused on the room.

      It was a simple matter to remove it. That knowledge was within him, and he wondered whether he had always had it or whether Light had gifted it to him. Tolan focused on that, using spirit only, and pushed against it.

      There came a crack.

      Then he was free.
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      Darkness remained. Tolan looked around, trying to understand just what he had done, but other than a sense of power from the elements, he couldn’t see anything. It took his eyes a moment to adjust, such as it was. He hesitated to move until he knew what was going on. Power flowed to him. At first, it did so slowly, but then with increasing intensity. Spirit stayed the most potent, as if Light funneled energy to him. Perhaps he did.

      Tolan wondered if he might be able to use Light to return to Terndahl, but he felt as if there was something pushing against him, some aspect that tried to tell him that wasn’t going to work.

      He started to glow, radiating a faint light that rolled outward. In the distance, alcoves were worked into walls around him, with strange stones set into the alcoves. Runes were pressed into those stones, shapes that might be bondars.

      As he studied them, he discovered the power seeping out of the runes.

      Definitely a bondar.

      The stones were circular and round, similar to the orbs he’d used to travel across the waste. He probed at them with spirit and then switched into the other elements. He could feel something deep within the bondar. Power that was trapped.

      Light’s warning rang out in his mind.

      Save them.

      He pushed, feeling for the elemental trapped within it.

      It wasn’t Rory. The elemental responded, and though it was sleepy and slow, it did answer.

      How long had the elemental been there?

      Tolan looked at the other alcoves. There were dozens upon dozens, each of them holding bondars and each of them trapping elementals within. Each time Tolan probed at those bondars, he detected the sleepy and lethargic elementals.

      Could I help them?

      Not until he understood what was going on here.

      Then he would help.

      He withdrew. He floated, looking around and trying to understand this place. It looked something like a trophy room, a place where whoever owned it had placed the bondars on display.

      Could it be shapers like Roland who had done that in order to control the elementals and use their power?

      Tolan was lucky that he knew how to escape from a bondar.

      He hadn’t found Rory when he had probed along the walls, but he remained convinced the elemental still had to be out there. There had to be some way for him to help the elemental. Tolan felt Rory deserved that. He couldn’t leave him here, not to be trapped by these people.

      Then he would have to find a Convergence.

      How, though?

      Tolan couldn’t tell if there would be a Convergence here.

      If so, then why would I not have detected it when I had been within the bond before?

      It seemed to Tolan that if there was a Convergence here, he would have detected it or Rory would have known about it, but the power pushed against him, making it so that any Convergence remained hidden from him.

      Tolan turned in place. The energy of this place was strange, and yet he still felt the element energy here. It was subtle, though the longer that he was here, the more distinct it became.

      He noticed the door and floated toward it, squeezing through it. Tolan remained vague and insubstantial, a wisp of power and nothing else.

      He floated along a hallway that reminded him of the tower where he had left Master Minden. Runes along the wall filled it with power. There was nothing else here.

      He needed to escape. But at the same time, he wanted to understand.

      He floated, finding a staircase, and then traveled up it. He moved farther and farther, following the hallway, and then found another room filled with bondars. He probed at the bondars for a moment and stared at them for another moment, and then moved onward.

      As he floated above, he found something surprising.

      Portraits much like those within Amitan lined the walls. There were sculptures and statues as well, though he lingered for a moment.

      He paused in front of them. One of the portraits had a beautiful grassy field with the draasin flying in the sky. A man and a woman stood in the foreground, both of them carrying swords. Runes lined their weapons. Warriors.

      He was certain of it, though surprised to see it.

      He paused the next portrait, looking at a large body of water with a cliff in the background, swirls of green throughout the water. Probably elementals, but not any that he had ever known.

      The next painting was that of the ocean, waves crashing along the rocky shoreline. A face swirled within the waves. Another elemental, but another Tolan had never seen.

      He looked along each of the portraits, realizing that each of them was like the others. There was one portrait that looked like a cave, though strangely enough, there were not any elementals within it.

      He drifted, looking at each of them.

      After a moment, Tolan thought that he heard voices, and almost too late, he moved up, floating toward the ceiling. One of the voices sounded familiar, though he didn’t know why it should be.

      When the figures became visible, Tolan almost lost control of his form.

      Rory.

      He floated for a moment, staying in place, unable to move and terrified to do so. If this was Rory, he had to wonder why the elemental was freed and moving like he was, but couldn’t tell.

      “How long will you hold him?” the other figure asked Rory.

      “Until he releases the information I need. He has secrets of spirit, and I am determined to know what they are. That elemental will not keep us here any longer.”

      “You have tested him.”

      “I have, and I expected to have detected more than I did, but maybe with everything he has been through, there is not nearly as much spirit as I would’ve expected.”

      Tolan couldn’t move. He didn’t dare move. He wanted to know what Rory was after and what he intended, but at the same time, he was afraid to do so.

      He was using Tolan in some way.

      “We will gather from him all that we can about spirit.”

      “Then we will keep pushing,” the other said.

      “We will push, and we will finish this.”

      They moved along the hallway and Tolan was too stunned to do anything other than stay where he was. Once they were gone and he was convinced they wouldn’t return, he drifted back down to look at the portrait that Rory had been staring at, noticing that it was one of the draasin.

      It seemed important, though why?

      Tolan pushed out with spirit, probing along it, but couldn’t feel anything.

      He wanted to know about spirit.

      That meant Light.

      What did Rory intend to do?

      Tolan needed to keep moving. It was time to find a way out of here. Firstly this building, then find a Convergence, and then he could escape.

      On the next level, he found more artwork. Sculptures and statues and other pieces of work. Some were impressively detailed. He paused in front of one of the sculptures and noticed that it looked like a draasin, though in a strange form, twisted, with its head turned toward the sky with rage or anger or fear burning within its eyes. It changed each time Tolan turned his head to study the elemental.

      He pushed spirit into it but felt nothing. He wondered if it might be a bondar, but it seemed to be just a sculpture.

      The other sculptures were similarly formed and looked to be for water, a cresting wave, and then something for earth, a towering stack of stone, and finally one for wind, a spiraling pattern that looked like it was moving.

      Interesting.

      He floated onward.

      It carried him upward, and once again discovered a series of alcoves. He probed at them, testing for elementals, though this time as he pushed out with spirit, it bounced back at him.

      When he had probed at the other bondars, there had been something deep and sleepy within them.

      He pushed again, using another combination of spirit, mingling it within the bondars, and again it bounced back at him.

      Tolan tried another element. He started with fire, probing gently, but there was no response.

      He switched to earth and probed at it, but there wasn’t a response from it either. Water was next, but there was nothing. He tried wind, and there was something that pushed back against him.

      What if I mixed them?

      He hadn’t tried a shaping like that in quite some time, and he pressed them all together, pushing them into the bondar, and could feel a buildup of energy with a bit of resistance.

      As he squeezed it forward, there came a strange resistance, but then it faded.

      He had started to release when he felt something.

      The bondar heaved.

      As soon as it did, Tolan realized his mistake.

      It wasn’t exactly a bondar.

      He pushed more power into it, but then the power started to draw upon him, draining him.

      It was trying to pull him inside.

      Tolan had to resist. He pushed against it, trying to solidify himself, but the power was strong, forcing too much from him. It was attempting to draw him inside.

      Then it started to glow. Lines along it formed and the power within it increased.

      Tolan resisted, but there was something in the back of his mind that told him not to.

      Light.

      Save them.

      That message came with him, and he pushed more power into the bondar, letting it feed off him, and as it did, he felt the orb heave again.

      Then it shattered with a loud crack.

      Tolan was thrown back. He focused, looking at where the bondar had rested in the alcove, and was shocked.

      There had been an elemental inside the bondar, but it was nothing like he expected.

      A draasin.

      He stared at it. There was no doubt in his mind that this was a draasin, but it was tiny and nothing at all like the Draasin Lord. Perched on the alcove, slowly unfurling its wings from its body, twisting so that it could look at Tolan. Eyes that were the color of the sun glowed at him, becoming brighter the more that Tolan looked. Heat radiated from it as well.

      The draasin was small enough that Tolan could hold it in one hand. He could imagine carrying a creature like that.

      But why was it even here?

      Power radiated from the draasin. Heat. Tolan added a hint of fire and let it flow from him and into the draasin. There was a reverberation.

      A familiar heat.

      Tolan had worked with the Draasin Lord enough over the years that he was quite familiar with the power within the draasin. He wasn’t expecting to feel how potent wind was, though. He added a hint of wind to the draasin and connected to the creature, and could feel that energy coming from him. He added water and earth, mingling both of them, and finally added spirit.

      He had no idea what would happen, especially as the draasin had just emerged from the bondar and was as small as it was.

      He looked at the other bondars in the alcoves and realized that he’d made a mistake.

      It wasn’t a bondar at all. It was an egg.

      There were dozens more, each of them holding a similar draasin.

      Tolan wanted nothing more than to call out to the Draasin Lord and communicate with him to know that this place existed, but the separation that limited him remained.

      Tolan probed, pushing power into the draasin. It seemed as if it pulled on each of the other elements, drawing it toward him.

      “We’re going to need to escape, but I’m going to need your help.”

      The draasin flicked its wings and a hint of flame sputtered from its nose. There was no other response.

      “You need to connect to fire.”

      Tolan pushed on spirit and fire to try to give understanding, but it didn’t seem as if the draasin understood.

      “Are you connected to fire?” Tolan tried a different approach, using spirit as he asked the question and wrapping it in a tracing of fire. He could feel the hint of heat coming from the creature, though it felt a little bit different. Maybe in this land, the creature was different.

      More power fed into the draasin, and he swelled slightly. Then it continued drawing away.

      Tolan couldn’t keep giving the draasin that much energy without losing some of his own.

      “My name is Tolan Ethar. You are a draasin. You are an elemental.”

      “I should not be here.” The draasin’s voice suddenly boomed in Tolan’s mind, filling him with an awareness of the creature.

      “You didn’t want to hatch?”

      “It is not safe for me to have hatched. I should not be here.”

      Tolan tried something different, using spirit and probing for the draasin. He felt spirit within the draasin, but there was also something familiar. It took him a moment to realize what it was.

      The fire bond.

      “You were in the fire bond,” Tolan said.

      The draasin stretched out his wings and perched on the edge of the alcove, small claws digging into the stone. Heat radiated from him. It seemed as if he grew in strength with each passing moment.

      “I was there,” the draasin said.

      “Do you recognize me?”

      Having been in the element bonds, Tolan had to believe there would be some way for the draasin to have recognized him.

      He pushed out an image of himself wrapped in the fire bond, with the connection, and pushed it over to the draasin.

      “You should not have been there,” the draasin said.

      “I needed to understand the bond.”

      The draasin leaned forward, and for a moment, Tolan thought the draasin might fall off the edge of the alcove, but he remained perched in place.

      “Dangerous,” the draasin said.

      “Me being here is dangerous,” Tolan said.

      “Yes.”

      “You know where we are?”

      The draasin closed his orange eyes. A shimmer came off him. It was the sense of fire and spirit that radiated toward Tolan.

      “It is familiar, but I don’t know it.”

      “What about the other eggs?”

      “They should be left alone.”

      “You don’t want them to hatch?”

      The draasin leaned toward him, and a hint of steam erupted from his nostrils. “You aren’t strong enough.”

      Tolan had used quite a bit of power to release this draasin, and he didn’t know if he could do it again. Perhaps he wasn’t strong enough.

      There seemed to be something else, though.

      “It’s more than just that I’m not strong enough,” Tolan said.

      “Yes.”

      “If we connected to the fire bond here, it would be easier to hatch them.”

      The draasin looked at him and blinked once. “Yes.”

      Tolan couldn’t help but feel as if he should know the draasin. He thought about everything the Draasin Lord had told him about the cycle of elementals, the way they would return to the bond.

      Could this elemental have existed once outside of the bond?

      “Can we reach the fire bond here?”

      “I don’t know,” the draasin said.

      “I don’t know what else I can do to help you,” Tolan said.

      “You have done enough.”

      Tolan looked along the hallway. There was no movement, no sense of spirit, but he feared that he might wait too long.

      If I did, what would happen if Rory came across us and attacked the draasin?

      The draasin was little, and still gaining in power. Tolan felt that he had some aspect of it, and thought that he should be able to remain safe, but it might take more time than the draasin had.

      “There are some here that are dangerous.”

      “Yes.” The draasin leaped forward, spreading his wings, flapping softly. There was power behind it as he hovered in the air. It was a mixture of fire and wind, but it flowed partially from Tolan to the draasin. The elemental was using him to stay aloft.

      They were connected, though it was a connection unlike anything he had ever experienced before. The longer the elemental drew power from him, the more that Tolan could feel that power fading.

      “You’re pulling on me,” Tolan said.

      There was considerable energy coming from the draasin, drawing from Tolan, crossing the distance between them.

      “There is no other way,” the draasin said.

      “I’m going to become too weak if you persist.”

      “You will not,” the draasin said.

      Power flowed from the elemental and into Tolan.

      It connected them, forming a different sort of connection than Tolan had known with Thoren. There was fire that flared, drawing from  the fire bond that the draasin was somehow still connected to. It gave Tolan a bit more strength, allowing him to persist with his power.

      It flowed back and forth between them.

      “I’ve never felt anything like this before.”

      “You have not formed a complete bond before,” the draasin said.

      “I feel like I have.”

      What would it be other than the complete bond that I had with Thoren?

      There was power that came to him from the hyza elemental, but this was different. With Thoren, it seemed to work one way, not back and forth in both directions.

      What if I poured more power into the bond?

      Maybe he could give the elemental more, but as he attempted to do so, there was resistance. It was the first time the draasin resisted him.

      “Why do you resist me?”

      “You cannot push yourself into me,” the draasin said.

      “If we bonded, then I can’t harm myself.”

      “You must be careful. You can only push so much power in one direction before you give yourself up.”

      There was a sense of spirit from the draasin, a connection and knowledge that seemed beyond what the draasin should have.

      Could he be drawing upon spirit from me? Maybe he was calling it from Light.

      “We need to escape here, but I don’t know how to do so.”

      “You’ve always had the answer.”

      “I’m afraid that I don’t.”

      “You were given your instructions.”

      “Instructions?” Tolan knew what the draasin meant, but he didn’t know what the instruction meant.

      Save them.

      I’m somehow supposed to save the elementals—but how?

      Spirit started toward him and Tolan braced for it, though he recognized what happened.

      He could feel something shifting.

      Power was coming toward him, a dangerous sort of energy, one that Tolan worried would be more than he could withstand. He focused on that power and energy, focusing on whether there was anything within it that he could use, but even as it came to him, he couldn’t tell whether it was something to fear or not.

      Still, it was moving toward him.

      Rory.

      Power began to press in on him, the same way as it had before.

      A bondar.

      Tolan had to react.

      He didn’t have much time, though. The longer that he waited, the more that power continued to build, and eventually he would not be strong enough.

      All of a sudden, the wind shimmered in front of him. When it stopped, Rory was there. He stared at Tolan for a moment, then his gaze began to lower, shifting toward the ground and the draasin. The power that radiated around, trying to press upon Tolan, squeezing him into a bondar, began to grasp at the draasin, holding both of them.

      There was going to be no escape here.
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      Tolan struggled, resisting the pressure against him. There was too much power working against him, and now it was working against the draasin as well. He feared that if he were separated from the draasin, something would tear in him, leaving him in agony.

      He didn’t even know if they could separate him from the draasin, the link that had formed, but he worried that Rory might do it.

      “I don’t understand,” Tolan said, looking at Rory. “What are you doing? If you needed my help, you could’ve asked.”

      “Help?” Rory frowned, and in that moment, there was something very human about it—along with something very alien. It was strange to think about, considering how long he had worked with Rory and seeing as how Rory was the very first of the elementals like him that Tolan had ever encountered.

      “I’ve helped you all along,” Tolan said, surprised that he should need to remind Rory of everything that he had done for him.

      Why should it be necessary to remind him of that?

      “You wanted to believe that you helped. You wanted to force your views upon us.”

      “Force?” Tolan shook his head. “I haven’t tried to force anything. I’ve tried to help the elementals. You’ve seen the way that I have—”

      “I have seen the way that you have used your power and your connection to the elements in order to try to force us into whatever pattern you would have for us.”

      Tolan wanted to argue, trying to think about whether there was anything that he might be able to do or say, but there wasn’t.

      He still couldn’t move. He had a connection to power, but even with that connection to power, he didn’t know if there was anything that he would be able to do. He struggled against the pressure that Rory used on him, the bondar that started to squeeze on him, and Tolan was distantly aware of what was happening to the draasin as well. The draasin was too young, too new, and still too weak to be able to resist everything that Rory tried.

      The sense of the drawing upon him was considerable, almost as if Rory were continuing to pull upon the element of the bondar, as if he were summoning some great strength that was trying to force him. Tolan struggled against it, trying to ignore it, but he couldn’t.

      There was nothing that he could do. Worse, he had a feeling that the elemental knew it.

      “I must admit I underestimated you,” Rory said. “When we captured you, I thought that we would hold onto you and simply draw upon your energy, but alas, that is not to be. The spirit elemental has not bonded to you the way that I had hoped.”

      “Draw upon…”

      Tolan thought about that room, the power that was there, the runes that were on the walls.

      It began to make a twisted sort of sense.

      They were using it. By holding those runes, by holding those elementals within those bondars, they were amplifying their power.

      They were doing the thing that Roland had wanted to do.

      Could this be what Roland was trying to fight? Could this be the power that he had wanted to oppose?

      He watched Rory. “You chased him, hadn’t you?”

      Rory tipped his head. “Chased. Perhaps that is what we did. We have dealt with his kind often enough.”

      “What kind is that?”

      “The same kind as you. I wasn’t able to draw it off before, not until you revealed yourself in such a way. I surprised that you did so willingly. We were testing whether there was some other way that we might be able to do it, but…”

      They were trying to force me?

      Tolan thought about everything that he’d done and the way that he had been used.

      “What about Light?”

      “The lizard is nothing.”

      Tolan didn’t think that was the case. The lizard was something, and connected as he was to the spirit bond, he couldn’t help but think that there was something more to the lizard. The elementals feared the lizard, and that was what they were holding onto him for.

      All of this had to be planned as a way to neutralize the effect of Light.

      What had Master Minden said about him?

      The lizard.  He came when he was needed. That had to matter. Even knowing something happened between Tolan and Light, there was also the sense that he was needed.

      “Is that the reason for the barrier around the city?”

      Rory smiled. “It is. And soon your people will come, seeing as how they have discovered the way to cross the barrier, and once they reach here, we will use that power.”

      “Use it?”

      Tolan hadn’t seen anyone when he had come to the city, but there had been a sense that there were others here.

      Could that be the case?

      He thought about the power in the barrier.

      What if its purpose was to strip shaping energy off?

      If that were the case, then the power that they were drawing was being funneled toward helping the elementals.

      “Why capture other elementals?”

      He needed to buy time to figure out how to break free from the power Rory pushed upon him, though he didn’t know if he would be able to do so. Just a little longer. He was certain that he could figure it out.

      But what then?

      There was a barrier now preventing those from Terndahl from coming to this land. Light had protected them. Which meant that he was protecting Terndahl and the elementals from these elementals.

      Light had known.

      Why not just tell me?

      Unless he couldn’t.

      Tolan had forced these elementals back to spirit, and in doing so, may have changed things.

      “They have disagreed with our strategy.”

      “And they separated you from the bond,” Tolan said.

      It was making sense to him. That was what Light had tried to show him and tried to help him understand. They had tried to subjugate shapers. It wasn’t so different than what the shapers had done to the elementals, but in this case, he had to help the shapers rather than the elementals.

      Tolan didn’t know whether there was anything he could do. With the way he was getting pulled, the power flowing through the bondar, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something trying to drain him of his natural energy.

      Tolan held onto that connection, trying to force some power out of himself and into the draasin, but the fire elemental rejected him. He looked down at the draasin, frowning for a moment.

      Could the draasin be in with Rory on this?

      He didn’t think so. The draasin had not been hatched before, so there must not have been anything that he had been a part of.

      “Why use me?”

      “When we found you, we thought you were with Roland. Then we thought you would be useful against Roland. Of course, that was only after you decided to help restore us. It has taken us time to try to reach you and draw you back. It is difficult to call across the waste. We don’t have your connection. Yet. Roland was a useful tool there.”

      Tolan had been used. Roland had been used. And Tolan had killed him because of it.

      For some reason, that bothered him more than he could imagine.

      He tried to fight, drawing power out, but in this place, and in this form, it was difficult to call upon the necessary power. Tolan held onto what power he could, using everything in his ability to strain against what had been done to him.

      Rory simply stood across from him, watching him. There was an incredible power within him. For the first time, Tolan recognized something about him. He’d thought that Rory was connected only to the wind and to spirit, but it was something more. It wasn’t only Rory and those two. Rory was connected to other elements as well. He was some sort of warrior elemental.

      “You live here, don’t you?”

      “As I have for centuries,” Rory said.

      “Centuries.”

      “The Lands Beyond have been impossible for us to reach, but that has changed. Now that we understand what is beyond, and we understand what you have accomplished, we realize that there is much we must do. As soon as we control you, we will use that to pursue our next step.”

      The next step meant an attack. Terndahl would be in danger. Amitan would be in danger. Ferrah would be in danger.

      Not only those people, but others. Elementals that were within the bond, elementals that wanted nothing to do with this strange and twisted war.

      Could they really end up with a war between the human shapers and the elementals?

      If they did, there wouldn’t be anything Tolan could do to prevent it. There wouldn’t be any way to overpower it. He could feel that now, and he was all too aware of just how limited his ability to stop it would be.

      At least here.

      If he could find some way back into Terndahl, if he could somehow escape, then he might find another way.

      But how?

      There was no escape. Feeling the way Rory pulled him, the power flowing out of the elemental and wrapping around him, and knowing what the elemental had said about his experience, Tolan would not be able to do anything. He didn’t have the necessary experience. He didn’t have the necessary power.

      Rory was far too potent. He was trapped without having access to a Convergence, the one thing that he had intended to find coming here, but it seemed to Tolan that this land must not have a Convergence, otherwise they would have known about Rory and these others before.

      It meant he would have to find another way out.

      Tolan didn’t think he could press through the barrier.

      Though what are my other options for escape?

      The draasin nudged him. Heat built from the draasin, drawn from Tolan, and sizzled, starting along the floor. Maybe the draasin knew some other way for Tolan to escape, though he didn’t have that feeling from the elemental. He was too young, and too newly hatched, to know anything more.

      “You aren’t going to succeed,” Rory said.

      Rory watched him. There was a shimmering, and Tolan became aware of the presence and pressure of other elementals like Rory. He could feel each of the other elements coming from them, a connection to spirit, and within each of those other elements, Tolan recognized that there was power that he couldn’t overwhelm. The elementals had them surrounded.

      “Unfortunately, you have complicated things with this,” Rory said, looking down at the draasin with disgust. “They have failed to evolve, and they still cling to the belief that this form is the one they should hold.”

      “And you cling to the belief that you need to look human.”

      “Am I not?”

      Tolan stared at him, anger bubbling up within him, but that was a useless emotion against somebody like this. He could tell how useless it was, just like he could tell just how pointless it was to do anything other than to try to fight what Rory was doing to him. There was power and energy, and as he fought what the other elementals were doing, the draasin continued to build heat.

      Strangely, that heat started to envelop Tolan. It wrapped around him, creating something like a shield that rolled upward and swirled around him. He used that, maintaining it as he let that energy flow all around him. It was a barrier. The more that barrier continued to build, the more Tolan started to feel as if he might be able to withstand Rory.

      There was something he might be able to do.

      It was a risk, but at this point, Tolan didn’t know if he had anything that he could do that wasn’t a risk. Instead of focusing on trying to fight against Rory, he focused on spirit. Tolan let it flow outward.

      Rory merely cocked his head, smiling. “You think you can attack me with an element I control so completely?”

      “You never would have controlled it completely were it not for me.” Tolan’s connection to spirit now was different than it had been before. Perhaps more powerful, or perhaps just twisted. At this point, it was shifted. Now he was connected to Light, though not bonded the same way as he was with the draasin. There was no flowing of power one way to the other. Light had been injured by whatever he had done to interact with these elementals, and perhaps by what Tolan had done to Roland’s plan. Still, Tolan had spirit that he didn’t have before, and he had knowledge he didn’t have before.

      “Perhaps not. I must admit that you did offer me something that I did not have as effectively before. At least, not naturally.” Rory smiled, and there was darkness within his grin. “Men like Roland were sacrificed to take their connection to spirit.”

      “You are terrible,” he said.

      “Your people have been terrible. Your people have tried to trap the elementals. Your people have tried to abuse us and use us.”

      “You don’t know anything about my people.”

      “I can read it in your mind. You think you hide that from me, and you think you can hide everything that has happened, but it’s there. I can see it’s there.”

      Tolan strained for any way to fight, but there was nothing he could do. He was separated from his body, and his connection to spirit limited him. More than that, he had a sense that Rory truly could reach into his mind and borrow everything that he knew. Everything he knew about the way shapers had used the elementals over the years. Everything he knew about the way shapers had used the element bonds. Everything he knew about the way the shapers had drawn power. All of that was available to him.

      “You’re wrong if you think I’m trying to use spirit against you,” Tolan said.

      “Am I?”

      Tolan stared at him, fixing him with as dark and angry of a gaze as he could summon. “You are.” With that, Tolan pushed outward with spirit. In doing so, he shattered the bondars trapped in the room.

      There was a burst as he forced his way through those bondars.

      One technique Rory must not have seen was that Tolan had control over the bondars.

      Tolan shoved more power out from him, and it exploded.

      It was a waste of energy, but at the same time, it was energy he needed to push outward. He didn’t worry about how much energy he was using; there was no point in it. Not now, and not with what Rory was doing to him. The only thing he could focus on was what had been done to him. He would break free. He would free the elementals.

      It struck those bondars. Elementals within them started to stir.

      Only, what he detected wasn’t fast enough.

      Rory squeezed him, trying to draw him into the bondar with more strength than Tolan could withstand. He could feel himself getting drawn away. The draasin was getting drawn as well, though the draasin fought.

      The way the draasin fought involved taking power away from Tolan, borrowing from him, and it weakened him even more. Only… it wasn’t only drawing upon Tolan. There was something else within it. It was not what he had expected.

      The draasin was trying to help him. Draasin power was there, but he had also somehow connected to the other elementals as they began to emerge from the bondars.

      Rory and the other elementals were so focused on trying to squeeze him into the bondar that they neglected what the draasin was doing.

      As those elementals emerged, they started to awaken. There was power within them. Only, having been sequestered as long as they had, they were weakened, diminished.

      Tolan could help them.

      It might be the only way.

      He had to push from himself and could feel the buildup of power.

      He started to get compressed, squeezed down into a bondar, and no longer fought against it. If he were squeezed into a bondar, he knew what it took to escape.

      He pushed that knowledge out at Rory, revealing just what he could do.

      And it was through that knowledge, through that understanding, that he was determined to do anything in his power so that he could make sure that Rory didn’t harm him—or the draasin.

      All of a sudden, Rory turned.

      The pressure upon him began to fade. The pressure into the bondar failed. The draasin bumped into him, nudging him. The drawing upon him, the energy trying to compel him, suddenly disappeared. Tolan staggered.

      The draasin hurried forward.

      Tolan felt a call to follow the draasin down the stairs. He reached the next floor. From there, he could feel the elementals he had freed.

      Figures shimmered into place. Power began to build all around them as the figures tried to draw the elementals back. It was something that he could fight.

      The draasin nudged him again.

      “Where are they?” he asked the draasin.

      “They are here. All you need to do is draw upon them.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t think I should draw upon their power.”

      “They have been drawn upon for centuries.”

      Centuries.

      At least he thought he understood what had happened, even if he didn’t really understand. Rory had been trapping the elementals, drawing upon their power. That was part of the reason they were so fatigued, the reason for the slumber he’d detected when he’d seen them. Perhaps the draasin was right. If he were to draw power from these elementals, maybe they truly wouldn’t mind. It was possible they would recognize what he was doing and why his doing it was necessary.

      The sense of them was there. It took very little focus to call upon that power, very little energy to recognize what he could do in order to reach for what he needed.

      Energy was building, a stirring sense. Tolan grabbed for it.

      Then an explosion rocked him backward.
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      It was strange that an explosion would be able to influence him so much in this form, but it was an explosion of power, one filled with each of the elements; something that should not have been possible. For a moment, Tolan thought that explosion had been tied to his attempt to reach the elementals, but he began to realize that wasn’t the case at all. What he detected was not the elementals rebelling against him and reaching for their power. From what he could tell from the elementals, there was no resistance whatsoever to his trying to draw on their power.

      There was a sense of the power of everything else around him. He called it into himself.

      The draasin pushed up against Tolan, who struggled with it, trying to figure out just what he needed to do in order for them to escape. There was power pushing on him, squeezing against him, but there wasn’t any way to get free.

      “Call on them,” the draasin said.

      The elementals that he had freed from the bondars were out there, drifting. Most of them were fatigued and sleepy, the energy within them having been stored and drawn upon for a long time. Now that they were freed, he could feel how they had been used, and Tolan could tell that he could do something to help them, only he wasn’t at all sure what that something could be. He only knew that the power working against him was growing more potent the longer that he waited.

      Rory pushed against him, and the other elementals were there, attempting to create another bondar.

      He looked over at the draasin. “Will it work?”

      The draasin pushed against him, somehow pushing on him in a physical form, putting pressure on Tolan so that he could feel the elemental’s energy. “Call on them,” he said.

      Tolan borrowed from the elements out there, drawing them to him.

      It came slowly, but it did. Given what they’d gone through, Tolan was surprised that they would be willing to answer. They would’ve suffered. He knew what it was like to be trapped within a bondar for far longer than he even knew. Time passed strangely within the bondars, which was a particular sort of torment. He had never become nearly as lethargic as the elementals within the bondars, but he still suspected that they had suffered a long time. That they would respond to him shocked him.

      Perhaps he shouldn’t be surprised. As he had been the one to free these elementals, he supposed he should not be shocked they would answer him in such a way. Their power started to drift, filling the space all around him.

      There were others nearby. They were the elementals of this land. They were those of power, those who had sought to suppress him.

      Rory was nearby, unleashing power. Different elements drifted out from Rory, a blast of power that Tolan struggled to keep up with. He strained at it, trying to draw off as much as he could, knowing that the more he pushed back, the more he would struggle, but he could feel Rory doing something using each of the elements. He was more than just a wind elemental. He truly was a warrior elemental.

      The idea that he would be so potent was overwhelming.

      Could I use my power? But then, if I were to use that power, how was I any different than Rory?

      Tolan called out to the trapped elementals. They were the ones that had suffered. There was something innately familiar to them. He didn’t know why he should feel such familiarity, but perhaps it was because of how they had been held and trapped. These would be old elementals. These would be elementals that had refused to evolve, as Rory had said. These would be elementals similar to what he had in his land.

      If so, Tolan thought he could understand them, perhaps reach them and know their power. Energy flowed into him and filled him. He called more of the elementals toward him. For a moment, he didn’t detect anything. There was a swirling energy, and it continued to draw toward him, building around him, but there was nothing else.

      Have I made a mistake?

      He didn’t think so. He could feel that power. He pushed out with the energy he drew from the elementals. He could resist Rory. By holding onto that power, he found a way to fight.

      It was strange. He could feel energy within him, and as he called it to him, he could recognize more and more power coming from the elementals, but something tried to restrict him.

      Is it the elementals?

      He didn’t think so. From what he could tell, and from the connection that he had with them, it seemed as if the elementals were willing to allow him to use their power. Perhaps it was because he had freed them, though he wasn’t even sure if he had that sense from them. It was almost as if they allowed anyone to use them.

      Were that true, then Tolan would have to try something else. He had to draw them all to him. As he did, he recognized that there was something else about them that was off.

      Could it be spirit?

      The elemental swirled within him, joining within him. By using a touch of spirit, he connected to them. With that power inside him, Tolan began to push outward.

      Rory was there, resisting him. All of them attempted to resist him, and all of them attempted to oppose his use of power. They were powerful. Tolan struggled to fight them off, and though he tried, he wasn’t sure if he had enough strength to do so.

      Did it have to be only me?

      Light was there, pouring spirit into Tolan, giving him a way of resisting. It was almost as if Light recognized that this was the battle that Tolan needed to be a part of, and that he needed to lend Tolan as much power as possible, though the more that Tolan pushed back, the more that he felt Light straining to gift him more energy. There was something separating them, as if there was a division that still limited Light. Whatever Rory had done made it difficult for Light to help.

      Tolan drew upon that connection, remembering the way Light had felt. He knew Light. He had seen the elemental. And he had bonded to him.

      Tolan could draw upon that power.

      Strange that after so long hunting for Light, thinking that he needed to capture or destroy him, now he looked to him for help. Master Minden had been right all along. What else had she been right about?

      Tolan didn’t have enough control over the power around him.

      The draasin bumped into him. Power flowed from the draasin and through him, gifting Tolan a control he didn’t otherwise have. The draasin did, though.

      Maybe there was something more that he could do.

      He let the draasin take control.

      He didn’t know what would happen with the draasin in control of the elementals, but there were worse ways for that power to be controlled. With all of these other elementals now giving him power, he didn’t know how to use it nearly as well as they did.

      Rory strode forward, holding onto power around him, a swirling sort of energy that radiated everywhere. It was more power than Tolan possessed. Even drawing upon the energy of the elementals, he couldn’t call upon nearly as much as he felt from these other elementals, or from what he was feeling from the sense of the way that Rory was calling on power.

      “Did you think that you would have enough strength to oppose me here?” Rory demanded, sneering at him. “You do not. You cannot. There is nothing you can do to resist anything I do.”

      “Why have you done this? You’re trapping others of your kind. You’re trapping elementals no differently than the power that you rage against.”

      “You cannot understand. Those of us who live in this city have a long memory. We know what it was like, and we know what all of this has been. We thought that you might be different, but you are not. You’ve proved it with the way that you seek to control, bonding to elementals. I have felt it.”

      “I haven’t bonded to you.”

      “No, but you admitted that you have bonded to others, and I will hold onto you now that I know you have bonded to the spirit elemental who thinks to stop us. That one is from a time before. Once we have that one under control, all of this will be unnecessary. We can move beyond this city and others like it.”

      Rory headed toward him.

      He held onto something, manifesting control over it. Tolan stared at what he held in hand. A bondar.

      That bondar called power toward it. It dragged him forward, no matter how hard he resisted.

      Power started to probe Tolan, drawing through him, attempting to squeeze him. Rory had a bondar, but he wasn’t the only one trying to squeeze Tolan into it. The others were there, elementals similar to Rory, though Tolan couldn’t see them. He could feel them, and he could feel the way that they held onto power, pressing in against him. He could feel the energy they possessed and the danger they posed to him.

      Tolan struggled, trying to push against them, but there was nothing that he could do at this point. The only thing he could do was fight.

      The bondar pressed against him. Tolan started to feel constricted. He recognized the feeling and the power that swirled around him, and he recognized what Rory and the others with him were doing. This attempt was even more powerful than the last, and Tolan knew that if he didn’t continue to fight, and if he couldn’t rage against its power forcibly enough, he would be forced into the bondar, and he doubted he would have an opportunity to escape. Rory would know to hold him with so many runes of power that he would be confined inside indefinitely.

      The draasin took hold of the power and Tolan took control of spirit, and together they pushed it against the bondar. This was a unique bondar, with dozens upon dozens of runes worked into its surface, enough that Tolan wouldn’t be able to overpower it otherwise, but thankfully the draasin was there, working with him. Tolan pressed outward and joined with the draasin, and they surged into the bondar.

      It snapped, shattering within Rory’s hand.

      The elemental raged.

      “You won’t hold me,” Tolan said and called the elementals. The draasin pressed forward.

      Tolan headed toward Rory.

      The elemental strained against him.

      Several others appeared around him. Tolan was surrounded yet again, but this time, they all had a bondar. They were trying to pull power away from him.

      Tolan looked down at the draasin. “We have to get out of here.”

      He needed to escape, return to himself, and only after he did could he do anything more. Only after he was safe could he attempt to return to save any of the elementals—or even the people—he could.

      For now, he had to escape.

      The elementals around him were holding him in place, the energy squeezing him back down.

      Why, though?

      It came down to the reason that Rory had wanted him to take and maintain human form. In doing so, he would be much easier to contain.

      If he became the wispy sense of the elements, if he drifted into that strange and vague nothingness, Rory would have a harder time.

      What about the draasin?

      “You don’t need to worry about me,” the draasin said.

      It was strange for them to share that connection, but it was a connection. He could feel the draasin, much like he could feel the way the draasin pushed power out from him, sending it between them.

      He started to drift, but the elementals were squeezing, using some sort of hold upon him to force him to stay in this form. He fought, but there was too much power against him.

      They were pulling him apart, trying to draw the power of each of the elementals away, but the elementals surged toward him.

      He needed a different form. A wisp, little more than that.

      The attempt to force him into the bondar began to fade. The power pulling on him began to fade. Somewhere near him, Rory raged.

      Tolan floated.

      The draasin continued to draw power from him, growing stronger, feeding off the energy of the other elementals Tolan held. That power rolled between them. The small draasin burst with flame, streaking alongside Tolan.

      Not only streaking alongside; but guiding.

      The draasin was leading him.

      Where, though?

      Tolan followed the draasin. In this form, he could travel much more easily.

      Save them.

      Light’s warning rang in Tolan’s mind.

      It meant more than just the elementals he had freed from the bondars. It meant the draasin eggs, too.

      Without waiting on the draasin, he drifted between floors. The connection between him and the draasin shared enough information that he could tell the draasin was drawing heat and fire and power from him. The draasin was calling upon that energy, letting it flow outward, filling him.

      Tolan needed not only that power, but he needed to get something else. He held onto the elementals within him. As far as he could tell, he had all of them stored as the wispy sense that filled him. He didn’t know how long he would be able to hold onto that, but he was determined to last—

      Rory appeared.

      Power exploded from him and he held another bondar out.

      Tolan forced power out from him, destroying the bondar.

      Now that he knew what Rory attempted, he wasted little time. Even more, Tolan recognized he didn’t have to be trapped within the bondar to destroy it. Rory stormed toward him, but Tolan lashed out.

      Rory was an elemental, and the one thing elementals did not care for was being confined. Tolan had experience with the elementals in such a way, and he had even confined Rory once upon a time, so he didn’t doubt it would be possible to do so now.

      He pressed as much power as he could against Rory, holding the elemental back.

      Tolan grabbed for one of the draasin eggs.

      For a moment, he wasn’t sure he could hold onto it. It was going to require holding this form. Wrapped in the power of these other elementals, Tolan was strong enough. He held the egg and grabbed another.

      One of the elementals holding a bondar appeared and Tolan attacked, sending a surge of spirit along with each of the elements into the bondar, destroying it. He pinned that elemental up against the stone, squeezing against it, then raced forward, grabbing for another draasin egg.

      When he felt the effects of another attack, he forced power outward again. The elementals within him seemed to have recognized what he was doing, and rather than rebelling against the way he used them, they must have approved. They worked with him, letting their power flow outward.

      He grabbed another draasin egg.

      Only a few remained. He wasn’t going to leave these behind.

      Tolan had originally thought he would need the power of the draasin eggs in order to return and find some way to stop Rory. He had thought would need the draasin to lead an attack that would rescue them.

      He grabbed for another.

      A bondar came near him and Tolan pressed outward against it. He shattered it and nearly lost control over his form. He had to maintain it somehow.

      There was pressure against him, and he struggled with it. He had to hold onto the draasin eggs. Scrambling forward, Tolan hurriedly grabbed for the others. By the time he was done, he had all six cradled in his arms.

      Now he had to leave.

      The pressure building outward from the elementals continued to build.

      He couldn’t drift between floors holding something tangible like this. He raced down the stairs, and when he found the next level, there were others blocking him.

      Elementals.

      There were too many.

      Tolan looked across the line of elementals, staring at them, and the draasin began to glow, drawing heat from him.

      “No…”

      The sudden drawing of energy tore away his control over this form and the draasin eggs. He started to struggle, though he needed to continue to hold onto power, using everything that he could to maintain this form and hold onto the draasin eggs.

      Tolan forced more power back toward him through the connection between himself and the draasin, and he managed to hold onto that, trapping that power between the two of them. He solidified himself to ensure he could hold onto power and to hold onto the draasin eggs. He squeezed, but somehow he was going to have to get through here.

      By pushing a sense of what he needed to do through the connection he shared with the draasin, he got a reverberation of understanding.

      The draasin knew what he needed: Power.

      Somehow, they needed power to push against what the elementals were doing. Tolan forced out as much power as he could, squeezing it away from him. He slammed it into the elementals from one side while the draasin did it from another.

      There was a shifting.

      Tolan used that and darted forward. He drew from the elementals stored within him, all of them sleepy and lethargic though completely willing to lend him power. The elementals started collapsing around him. Most of them were in human form, and Tolan called upon the power within them, drawing it toward him.

      Had he not done the same with the elementals freed from the bondar, he wasn’t sure he would be able to do it. As it was, he used everything he could, drawing that power into him, letting energy flow into him. The elementals struggled, straining against him, but he ignored them.

      Tolan darted forward, racing back toward the wall, and could feel the energy around him. The elementals, including Rory, were pushed away.

      He needed a way out.

      By the time he reached the draasin, an idea had come to him. He had no idea if it would work, but something within Light suggested that it might. All Tolan had to do was push, use a hint of power, and he could find something there, a way that might give him a chance to return to his body.

      They staggered backward, panic flowing through the connection he shared with spirit. Tolan grabbed for the draasin but the draasin jumped up, swirling around Tolan, wrapping his tail and his wings around him.

      Tolan pushed out with spirit, borrowing from Light, and hoped Kerry would receive the connection and understand. If not her, then maybe Ferrah. One of them would have to.
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      They reached the wall of portraits, and distantly, Tolan recognized the power that slammed around him, threatening to reach him. He had no idea if they could hold out long enough to get to safety, but he was determined to do everything in his power to try. It involved using all of the energy within him, everything that he could, and it would involve doing more than he had so far.

      He would have to hold onto the elementals stored within him.

      Tolan gripped the power of those elementals, holding onto the draasin eggs, and hoped that he had enough energy to do what needed to be done. He had no idea if he could, but he was determined to continue pulling upon that power, using everything within him to get free.

      Tolan scanned the portraits, feeling the elementals nearby, knowing he would have to act quickly or else he would lose his opportunity. The elementals scrambled against him. Tolan strained against them as he studied the portraits. It was difficult to hold onto the eggs, but he balanced them, using loopings of power to link them to him.

      “Which one?” he asked the draasin.

      The draasin continued to swirl around him, wrapping in a way that maintained a connection. Tolan held onto that connection, but started to fade. As he faded, the grip he had on the draasin eggs was starting to fade.

      No.

      Tolan felt that within him.

      The draasin called on power, and it used everything within Tolan to solidify the connection they shared. By using what the draasin could give him, Tolan could hold onto his form and maintain his shape. He scanned the wall of portraits.

      One of them had to work.

      Which one, though?

      He needed something familiar. He needed something the other elementals wouldn’t be able to follow him into. Tolan stared at them and saw one that struck him.

      It was a painting of a grassy field with a stream running through it. Trees dotted the landscape, and in the background, he noticed what appeared to be an earth elemental. Everything within that portrait suggested the earth bond. The only thing that did not would be the water, but then again, even within the earth bond there was a sense of water. Tolan wrapped the shaping that Master Minden had shown him and forced it into the painting.

      For a moment, nothing happened.

      Tolan continued to shape into it.

      Nearby, there came a sense from Rory, rage and anger that emanated from the elemental, and power he was forcing outward. Rory stormed toward him, power building. If Tolan didn’t do anything, he would lose out on the opportunity to get to safety.

      He could feel Rory coming. And he had something more than just a bondar.

      Tolan recognized that power, even if he didn’t recognize the source of it.

      He shaped more power into the portrait. It started to fold around him.

      The elementals near him were pressing forward and Tolan borrowed from them, drawing power out of them. They tried to withdraw, but he dragged energy from them. The power folded into him and allowed him to fold that power into the portrait. The portrait continued to bulge. Tolan wrapped it around him. It wrapped around the draasin eggs. It wrapped around the draasin.

      Then he stepped forward. He was within the portrait.

      It was not real—not entirely. There was an aspect of it that was real, and the power within it was real enough. By calling on that power, he drew himself—along with the draasin and the eggs—down into the depths of the portrait.

      It filled him with power. He connected in a way he hadn’t been able to in quite some time. It had to be connected to the element bonds. The shaping carried them into the portrait, and he marched forward, the draasin staying wrapped around him.

      Where now?

      If nothing else, he might be able to trap Rory within the painting. Tolan scrambled for the sense of the other portrait and let it guide him. It was out there, calling to him. Somehow he had to reach it.

      The portrait was out there, near enough that he felt as if he could find it, only…

      There.

      Tolan started running. But running wasn’t fast enough.

      Rory chased him.

      Could I shape here?

      He didn’t see why not. This land, everything, was element power.

      What about a warrior shaping?

      Tolan focused on the location in his mind where he wanted to go, thinking about the power. As he dragged each of the elements together, wrapping them within his mind, he bonded them.

      A burst of lightning crackled around him.

      It didn’t come down from the sky the same way it did when he was calling upon the warrior shaping elsewhere. It didn’t streak toward him, carrying him away. Instead it was lightning that sizzled all around, practically crackling in the air. He used that power, letting it flow into him and through him.

      The lightning was incredible.

      Tolan used it to carry him from where he stood to where he wanted to go.

      He held an image of where he wanted in his mind. He held the energy he could feel within his mind. Power built between him and he let the lightning carry him.

      It crackled across the distance. He drew upon the energy of this land, but he drew upon the energy of the elementals within him as well. They granted him their strength.

      Rory appeared. Wind swirled around him, along with a mixture of the other elements. It was a warrior shaping, and it glided him along the ground the same way Tolan’s did.

      He was going have to be stronger.

      He would have to be faster.

      Tolan focused on the image in the distance, trapping it in his mind. He used everything in his power to hold onto it, and raced toward it on the warrior shaping.

      All of a sudden, the image was there.

      Tolan recognized it. It was a mound of dirt, a tree, and in the portrait, there was a shaper with a draasin.

      It reminded him of what he would look like, along with the draasin.

      That seemed impossible, but when it came to the shaping that he was using, the shaping that existed in the world, everything seemed impossible at times.

      How was it possible I was even doing this?

      For all he knew, this was only in his mind, but he didn’t think this was a spirit shaping used upon him the same way his mother had spirit shaped him. This felt all too real. The way Rory had tried to use it was all too real. Tolan held onto that energy, and he let it flow through him, calling upon that power.

      He had to act quickly, but didn’t know how to step free.

      The feeling of Rory chasing him continued to build. The elemental was coming closer.

      Tolan had to get out of the painting, but he had to do so before Rory got here or Rory would know what he was doing and how to escape the painting too.

      The draasin stayed with him. Tolan held onto the eggs, keeping them cradled in his arms. He started to form the shaping, wrapping it around him.

      Tolan called all the power around him, and it filled him with energy.

      Rory came close.

      He didn’t have much time.

      Then he was there.

      Rory lashed out at Tolan. “A painting?” He grinned at him, though there was something alien and insubstantial about him as he looked at Tolan. “I would’ve expected better of you, Tolan. You have created something quite unfortunate here.”

      “I didn’t create anything. This was created by shapers before.”

      “Do you think this will hold me?”

      “It’s not a matter of holding you.”

      It was a matter of running from him.

      He had no idea if his plan would even work, but the more that he thought about it, the more certain Tolan was that it was the only solution he had. He just had to get far enough ahead of Rory and the other elementals to keep them from catching up.

      Tolan had time remaining. He didn’t know how much time, but thought that he just needed to go a little bit farther.

      He wrapped himself in another warrior shaping and blasted himself off, streaking into the distance.

      Rory gave chase.

      He needed more than Rory here. He needed the others.

      The draasin stayed with Tolan.

      “How long will you keep this up?” the draasin asked.

      “As long as I need to.”

      “You think you can outrun him?”

      He pushed his intention across to the draasin, using what he could, and the draasin seemed to grasp it, understanding filling him.

      He added power to Tolan and the two of them shaped, blasting from place to place as they jumped through the painting. It was a strange feeling to travel in this way, but the more that Tolan did it, the easier it was to travel without getting caught by the elementals.

      He had waited long enough for Rory, along with the others, to come. When one of the other elementals reached him first, Tolan battled with him, filled by the power of the painting and the power of the elementals within himself. Perhaps strangest of all, the power of the draasin now had a connection to the fire bond. It had exploded the moment they walked into the portrait, and then held onto them. Tolan wasn’t trying to harm the elemental he battled with, only delay them all. He needed more of the elementals to pursue him.

      He jumped, using the warrior shaping, and when he stopped, he found himself able to wait.

      Rory would be here. He had to be.

      The other elementals gathered. Tolan focused on spirit, creating a beam of energy, letting them know that he was here.

      As soon as they converged, forming a flood of power, Tolan created another warrior shaping.

      This was the largest, the fastest, and hopefully would be the last.

      It brought him back to where he had stepped in. He used the warrior shaping, surging through it… then stepped forward. When he did, he emerged out of the painting.

      It was back in the palace, but there were none of the dangerous elementals around him.

      He could see them suddenly appearing in the painting.

      Tolan shaped, using fire, earth, wind, and water before finally adding spirit and blasting the painting itself. As he did, he wanted nothing more than to destroy it. The portrait started to blacken, the edge becoming impervious. Power surged, buckling against the portrait, but as Tolan had just indeed destroyed it, they weren’t fast enough. Rory was trapped inside.

      Tolan staggered back.

      “Now what?” the draasin asked.

      “Now we can see if I can return.”

      “What will you do?”

      Tolan made his way along the wall of portraits until he came to the small cavern. He recognized it as the same cavern where he had first discovered Light. There was nothing but a cave, no girl and no Light, but he wondered if perhaps he could use this painting.

      He created the warrior shaping that would carry him into the portrait, and as soon as he entered, he paused.

      The cavern was familiar to him. There was an energy here that had struck him before, and now that he was here again, he could feel that power and he recognized that he could borrow from it.

      A shape slithered out.

      Tolan looked over to see Light coming toward him.

      “Will it work?”

      “Do you think it will work?” the lizard asked.

      Tolan shrugged. “I don’t really know. I don’t even know if Rory will be held in the other painting.”

      “For a while,” Light said. “That one is dangerous. Powerful. They all are.”

      “How many are there like him?”

      “Many,” Light said.

      “How?”

      Light slithered around him. “There was a time long ago when the elementals were given an opportunity to become something more. Some welcomed it; others did not. Some changed with it; others did not. Like all things, over time, what was intended as a gift became a curse.”

      “For who?”

      “For all who were involved. Those who were granted something more decided they were something more, which meant that others were something less.”

      Light curled up, and power radiated from him. It was spirit, but it was something more.

      “That’s why you returned.”

      “I returned when you presented the elementals to the world. It is one thing when they separate, which changes them. They are confined within their city, but you showed them something else. You showed them the outside.”

      “So this is my fault.”

      “No more your fault than those who created them. No more your fault than those who shaped the barrier that holds them.”

      “What about the elementals in that city that are still trapped?”

      “There may be some,” Light said.

      “There are shapers trapped there, as well.”

      “There may be some,” Light said.

      “They need to be saved.”

      “Then you must do what you must,” he said.

      “I thought you came in times when things were needed.”

      “I come when those who need me can use me.” He looked up at Tolan, and there came a surge of spirit between them. “Do you not think it’s the same?”

      “I didn’t know. I was going to try to trap you.”

      “You would’ve learned. Unfortunately, I didn’t get the opportunity to share with you before, though I should have. I will be available for you now.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It’s not over, Tolan Ethar. This battle is just beginning, and the next step will be far more difficult.”

      “Stopping Rory and the others?”

      “Stopping them, or saving them. Which do you think you would prefer?”

      Tolan knew what he should do. It was what he had done with elementals his entire life. He needed to help them. Save them. Only when it came to Rory, and the other elementals, he didn’t know if he could. There might not be any way to save them. They might be too far gone.

      “You did push me into this form, though,” Tolan said.

      “There was no other way,” Light said. “As soon as I did, I could not speak to you. I had not expected that they would have influenced my ability that much. That is unfortunate. Now you know the truth, and now you have learned something about yourself.”

      “I can separate and control the power.”

      “Yes. You are bound to the elements, and to the element bonds, and you are bound to the elementals. It makes you something more than just Tolan Ethar. It makes you something more powerful than just a man.”

      “A warrior shaper,” Tolan said.

      “Perhaps something more than even that,” Light said.

      “What will you do now?”

      “The same as before. Prepare, as must you. It will be up to you to end this, Tolan Ethar.”

      The lizard slithered away, leaving Tolan standing with the draasin curled up near his feet.

      Tolan chuckled. “Are you coming with me?”

      “Do I have to?”

      “You could stay. I’m sure you could remain in the painting with Light.”

      A surge of power came from the draasin, going into Tolan before flowing back out. “I have a feeling you will need more help.”

      “I don’t know what we will need. I figured out what happened and now I might be able to return to my land, and hopefully to my body, but the one responsible for all of this remains. The real danger remains.”

      “You bought yourself some time. It will take some strategizing for that one to learn the way free of the portraits. I made it difficult as we navigated through there.”

      “How did you make it difficult?”

      “I offered some confusion to how we traveled. I thought it would be appropriate.”

      Tolan smiled to himself. “I’m glad that I helped you hatch.”

      “Yes,” the draasin said, looking at the eggs Tolan held. “You may not be quite done with that.”

      Tolan shook his head and started to focus.

      He didn’t know what it was going to take. From here, there was a familiarity, something about this place that he thought he might be able to use to escape. He had been here before and had come at it from a different angle.

      Tolan thought that he could remember the angle that he had seen from the portrait within the hall of portraits, and if it worked, then he might actually be able to separate and peel himself away, and from there he could find his way to freedom.

      Then back to his body.

      Tolan focused, pulling on the power that he needed in order to create the shaping, and then pressed outward, stepping free of the portrait.
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      Appearing back in Amitan in the hall of portraits was an abrupt change. Tolan still cradled the draasin eggs, holding onto them tightly, feeling energy within them, but there was something else now. Energy swirled all around him, borrowed from the elementals. He held that power, aware of the energy of this place in a way he hadn’t been before. He still held the power of each of the elementals, and now that he was here, he couldn’t help but question whether or not that was what he should have done.

      He looked over to see the draasin prowling along next to him.

      “Is this where you intended to emerge?” the draasin asked.

      “This is Amitan.”

      “This is your home?”

      Tolan looked at the portraits, thinking of the power within them and of everything he’d been through here.

      Was this my home?

      Amitan was his home as much as any place was his home. He’d given that some thought over the years, and the more time that he spent within Amitan, the harder it seemed to leave. This had become home for him.

      “What do you intend to do?” the draasin asked.

      “I intend to return to my body, and then I intend to stop Rory and the others from attacking like Light told me I needed to do.”

      “You have already stopped them.”

      Holding onto the power of the elementals, Tolan could feel the energy within him, and in a certain respect, he thought the draasin was right. He had already stopped him. He had grasped power, and Tolan had done everything he had needed to prevent others from harm.

      Now he had to do something else.

      When it had come to the elementals before, Tolan had hesitated to act, worried that if he were to get involved, it would be a fight he wasn’t supposed to be a part of. In waiting, he suspected he’d caused more trouble.

      He couldn’t wait this time.

      As he headed along the hall of portraits, the draasin moved with him.

      Tolan wondered if Rory would have any way of escaping from what he’d done, of finding some way of leaving, but he didn’t think so. Rory was trapped. At least, he was trapped in that portrait. Now that he knew what Tolan had known, that there was some way of getting into the portraits, Tolan didn’t know how long Rory would remain trapped. Eventually, he suspected the elemental would find his way free.

      When he did, Tolan would have to act quickly.

      First, he needed to return to himself. After everything that had happened, after believing all of the attacks had been upon him and it was all tied to the lizard, it was strange to be back here knowing that he was something different.

      Rather than continuing to drift, Tolan focused on what he needed to do.

      The draasin eggs.

      He couldn’t leave them in the open like this. They needed to be secured.

      He thought about the various places within the tower he might use. There was the possibility of storing them within the library, but enough people went there that he didn’t think it the safest option. He could go to the spirit tower, but even there, while it might be his place, there were places within it that others visited.

      That left only one place, but it was a place that made the most sense.

      His quarters. He could secure it, and if he couldn’t, then Ferrah could. More than that, it would be a place few would ever think to attack.

      Tolan pulled on the power of Amitan, letting it flow through him and embracing the energy here. As he did, he could feel everything filling him. It reassured him that there would be so much power and that he would be able to call on it.

      He held tightly to it, letting it flow into him.

      Some of it came from the Convergence, though Tolan didn’t think all of the power he was drawing did. Some of it came from somewhere else, the city or the people, or perhaps it was only about the fact that he was still holding the power of the elementals. When he returned to his body, he would have to release that power, and when he did, Tolan wasn’t sure how it would end. It had to go somewhere.

      He ignored that thought for now. For now, what he needed was to keep moving, to be prepared to return to his body.

      He headed toward his quarters.

      It was reasonably straightforward from here. He hurried along, floating but not moving overly fast. He wanted the draasin to stay with him. There was no one else out.

      Every so often, Tolan glanced at the draasin, and he wondered how much of this he even understood. Now that he had a connection with the draasin, it was likely the draasin understood everything that Tolan did.

      “I do.”

      Strange. He didn’t have to speak for the draasin to know him. Perhaps that should reassure him.

      “It should.”

      “Will I have the same connection with these others?”

      “I don’t know.”

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

      “The draasin have bonded before, but never has one person bonded to more than one draasin.”

      “And you worry what will happen if I bond to all of these.”

      “I worry what will happen when they return to the world.” The draasin turned, looking back toward the hall of portraits before looking up at Tolan. Heat blazed within his eyes, radiating outward. “The world is different than when we were here before.”

      “Do you remember your time before?”

      The draasin seemed to consider for a moment. “No.”

      Tolan nodded. “There’s another draasin in this time.”

      “I know.”

      “Because of me?”

      Tolan supposed that made sense. Because of their connection, he could recognize the way power flowed between them. He thought he might be able to use that power and draw upon it.

      “Because of the draasin.”

      “The fire bond,” Tolan said.

      The draasin surged with heat. “Fire tells many things.”

      Tolan reached the door and solidified himself just a little, using the power he could command, and twisted. The door came open easily.

      The room was empty.

      There was no evidence Ferrah had even been here recently. The bed was made. The books were scattered across the tabletops. A layer of dust even lingered.

      How long had I been gone?

      From the visions he’d had while he was captured, Tolan knew that he’d been gone a long time. Days. Probably weeks.

      Could it have been any longer?

      He didn’t think so, but he didn’t want to remain away from himself any longer than necessary. He searched for a place to leave the eggs. They didn’t need to be left in an ornamental fashion the way they had in The Lands Beyond. They did, however, need to be kept safe. Tolan had to protect them.

      Searching around the room, there was one spot he thought made a good fit. He stacked them in the corner of a wardrobe neither he nor Ferrah used much. It wasn’t lockable, but it was spacious. Closing the cabinet, he pressed outward with the elements, and a rune formed across the wardrobe.

      “What now?” the draasin asked.

      Tolan swept his gaze around the inside of his room. “Now I have to return to myself.”

      “Is that what you want to?”

      “I’m not sure I can stay in this form. I don’t know if there is any benefit in doing so.”

      “The benefit would be in recognizing there is something more for you to stay in this form.”

      “Stay?” He looked over at the draasin, frowning. “I’m not an elemental.”

      “And you would not be one.”

      “If I stayed in this way, what would I be?”

      “Something different.”

      “I don’t know that I can stay.”

      The draasin surged with heat, drawing power off him, letting it mingle together with his own power. As he did, Tolan wondered if there was something more the draasin was trying to tell him, but if he did, he didn’t share it.

      He drifted through the Academy and reached the spirit tower. The draasin could travel in much the same way, changing forms, sweeping into fire that allowed him to drift through places he shouldn’t be able to reach.

      The spirit tower was empty.

      When he’d been here before, there’d been all of the shapers with him, others who’d been there to ensure he survived the separation. Now there was no one.

      There was a sign of the shaping. There was evidence that shapers had been here recently, from stacks of paper resting in one section of the spirit tower, to books piled on top of each other, to a half-eaten loaf of bread, though whoever had been here was now gone.

      More importantly, where is my body?

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

      “Know what?”

      “I’m not here.”

      “Where are you, then?”

      Tolan frowned to himself. In this form, it was easy to explore. He went from the spirit tower to the water tower, thinking that perhaps Master Wassa and Jonas had brought him there to heal him. There was no sign of him. There were others within the hospital ward, but not his body. He decided to test the other towers. He wasn’t in the earth, fire, or the wind tower.

      He floated, drifting toward the Grand Master’s rooms.  The Grand Master’s rooms were empty, much like the rest of the Academy seemed empty.

      It was strange to see this vast emptiness throughout the Academy.

      On a whim, he headed into the library, drifting through it. Though there was often a separation from the elements within the library, now he didn’t feel any similar separation.  As far as he could tell, he wasn’t in the Academy.

      Could they have taken me somewhere else?

      They would have known he was separated, and though Tolan didn’t know what would happen to him while separated as long as he had been, he suspected that something might’ve happened to him.

      He thought of one other place he had yet to explore. The Convergence.

      Heading toward the Convergence, Tolan held onto the sense of power around him, drifting through space until he reached it.

      The Convergence was empty, though in this form, Tolan could feel the power in a way he had not recognized before. It almost called to him.

      Not to him. The elementals he had rescued from Nevean.

      Tolan floated toward the Convergence and pushed outward. When he did, the elementals began to separate. They floated into the Convergence, but that wasn’t even enough.

      What he needed was to push them deeper. To connect them to their bonds.

      It seemed as if that was something that needed to come from him. Tolan held onto spirit, connected to Light. What he needed was to bond to spirit together, to bridge the elementals, and to link them to the element bonds.

      Floating within the Convergence and being where he had that power, he could recognize that the energy that was present could do something with it. He found the sense of the bonds and the Convergence coming together. He drew that energy as the elementals swirled around him, and he linked them.

      Power exploded.

      It was an enormous sense of power, but he realized something else. There was still something he had yet to do. It was spirit. It lingered in the back of his mind, a troubling sense.

      Could there have been something I’d brought with me from the other land that I didn’t recognize?

      He didn’t think he’d pulled Rory or any of the others with him, but as he held onto that strange sense, he could feel power within him.

      Tolan thought he recognized it.

      Why would it want to be here, though?

      He reached into himself using spirit and tore that power free. He spiraled it toward the Convergence, using everything within him to contain it. Something that mingled deep within the Convergence lingered where it had not been before.

      It was the kind of power Tolan recognized. He formed a connection.

      This was more difficult than it had been with the other elementals.

      It required he form that connection with each of the element bonds, using those connections in order to bridge to spirit. The elementals were all around him, circling the Convergence, waiting.

      He recognized many of the different types of elementals. None of them were like the elementals he’d encountered around Rory. These were all elementals he knew from Terndahl and from the element bonds.

      There was no sense that he needed to push them into the element bonds, though if they wanted to, he suspected he could offer that as a way to safety.

      Tolan wrapped spirit, drawing from each of the element bonds, and could feel the connection starting to form to the remnants of Master Minden.

      It would’ve been easy to do this when she was alive.

      Tolan let power flood into her. It wasn’t even into Master Minden, but it was into that nugget of spirit. She had lodged a part of herself within him.

      She had separated from her body much like he had.

      She didn’t have the strength Tolan did, and she hadn’t the ability to do what he had done. Somehow, Master Minden had known he would.

      By tying her to the element bonds, by giving her the gift of spirit, he bridged her to a power she didn’t have otherwise. And he connected her.

      That power mixed with the energy he’d taken from her. The sense of it was within him, but it was also from her. Tolan held onto that and let it wash away.

      Master Minden was there. He could feel what had been her. As she started to coalesce, solidifying around him, Tolan breathed out a sense of relaxation.

      She was there.

      All this time he thought he’d lost her, and thought he’d only had a connection to her through the memories she’d given him. While that might be true, she was still there in a different form. She hovered above the Convergence.

      “Is it really you?”

      She smiled at him. There was something more youthful about her face and her features than he had ever seen when she had been alive. “What do you think, Tolan Ethar?”

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “That is a good answer.”

      “How?” He manifested himself in a physical form the same way as he had when he had traveled through the other land.

      “Spirit can do many things, as you have seen.”

      “I thought you were gone.”

      “I am not what I was. I am something different.”

      “I found something.”

      “Your experiences were shared with me.”

      “Because of spirit. Light.”

      “Yes. Much like my experiences were shared with you.”

      For a moment, she solidified, but then she became wispier and it was more difficult for Tolan to make her out. “I can help you hold onto your form.”

      “You have already done that. You have already done so much.”

      “I need to find myself.”

      “Something all men must do.”

      “Will you come with me?”

      Master Minden looked down the Convergence, and there was something within her that seemed hesitant. It took Tolan a moment to realize why that was. She was looking into the Convergence almost longingly.

      “You aren’t going to stay.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Will you return?”

      “When you went into the bond, I wished I could understand what you had done. I wished I could know the kind of power you knew.” She turned back and looked at Tolan. “And when you experienced the lizard in the way you did, I wanted to know him as well.”

      “You are right. Light came when we needed him. I wish that I had understood before.”

      “That is one of your strengths, Tolan Ethar.”

      “What is that?”

      “Always looking beyond.”

      “It’s not looking beyond. Had I looked beyond, I would’ve recognized there was always something more to Roland than he let on.”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. I think by the time Roland ultimately encountered you, he had been so far along his pathway that you weren’t going to be able to save him. There are others you can save, though.” She swept her gaze around, and it lingered on the elementals. “You have done so much, and yet…”

      “There’s more for me to do.”

      “There is.”

      Tolan reached for her, but when he touched her, she wasn’t there. Instead, spirit washed through him. It was familiar, the shaping Master Minden had used on him before.

      “You aren’t really here, are you?”

      “I am spirit.”

      “Like Light.”

      Master Minden smiled at him, and for a moment, Tolan felt a surge of power that suggested that it came from Light himself.

      Tolan turned, looking toward the draasin, who sat near the doorway to the chamber of the Convergence, watching him. “It’s time for me to find myself.”

      “Have you discovered how you can?”

      He thought of spirit, and wondered if that might be helpful. There was another possibility he wasn’t entirely sure would work.

      Could I use some sort of connection to myself?

      Tolan had no idea whether or not that would even work. He had no idea whether or not he would be able to tie a connection to himself in such a way that would allow him to know where his body resided.

      He had no idea.

      What he could do, though, was focus on himself. That sense was there, filling him. Tolan embraced it. It filled him with power. He could feel that sense of himself. He could feel that sense of where he was. And he let that energy roll through him.

      As it did, he knew where to go.

      Why there?

      Drifting, becoming insubstantial, Tolan swept forward, out of the Academy, away from the main part of Amitan, and into the forest around the city. Toward the testing ground.

      A crowd had formed. It was massive, and there were more people than Tolan thought he’d ever known. As soon as he saw the crowd, he understood what was taking place, though not why.

      The draasin was with him, a sense of fire, power burning near him, drawing from Tolan, but also drawn from the Convergence as well. Perhaps that was because Tolan was drawing from the Convergence.

      Near the center of the crowd was a massive stone slab, and resting atop the slab was his body. The others around him all spoke softly. There was Ferrah, his father, the Grand Master, even Jonas. The master shapers from the Academy surrounded them. The Inquisitors, including Kerry, remained toward the back of the gathering. He had a sense through spirit that Kerry feared losing him, but mostly because of what he could offer her—power and a connection to the elementals.

      Power was building, and whatever shaping they were preparing was going to happen soon. That must be why he felt the urgency to return.

      Throughout everything else, throughout the battle that he had waged with Rory, there had been a sense of urgency, and now he understood why.

      He’d been dying.

      “This is why you were asking, isn’t it?” Tolan asked the draasin.

      It must’ve been the reason that Light had suddenly prompted him, surging within the bondar. There had been an urgency to that summons that Tolan hadn’t understood at the time, though he thought he did now. Had Light not acted then, there might not have been any way, or any body, for him to return to.

      “I could sense something. I wonder if it was the lizard who gifted that knowledge to me,” the draasin said.

      “What would happen if I didn’t return?”

      “You would stay.”

      “What would happen if I did return?”

      The draasin turned to him, radiating outward, and he breathed out with even more sense of flame and power. “You may not be able to stay.”

      “If I return and my body fails, I’m gone. I’m dead.”

      “You would return, in time.”

      “If I stay in this form…”

      “If you stay, it will be difficult for you to do so in that form.”

      He’d seen the way Rory had been able to attack him.

      What he needed was to be able to do both. He needed to have his body, and he needed to be able to separate. Which meant that he needed to find some way to bridge them together. If he didn’t, then Rory would succeed.

      The others in that city beyond, and possibly in many cities beyond, would need him to prove he was not an elemental. They would have been influenced enough, and painfully enough, they would need him to prove he wouldn’t use them the way they’d been used before.

      “I know what I have to do.”

      “Do you?”

      Tolan swept his gaze around the clearing, looking at all of the faces. There were others in another place that needed to be freed. There were others he needed to help. Somehow, he would have to find the strength within him to do it.

      “If something happens, be safe,” he said to the draasin.

      “You have already ensured I would be safe,” the draasin said.

      He started toward his body.

      Ferrah took a step back. Jonas as well.

      The Grand Master stepped forward, closer to Tolan.

      A shaping built from him. Tolan knew what would come next. Flames.

      He swept toward himself, using all of the elements to guide him, calling them into a warrior shaping without even intending to. That power surrounded him, circling him as he drifted toward his body. A burst of lightning streaked through him, carrying his spirit form toward his body.

      As he emerged from the lightning, there was darkness. Pain. And a surge of heat through the draasin.

      Then there was nothing. Tolan didn’t know how long there was nothingness. It seemed to last and linger, but then he began to feel. It was a strange sensation. There was power, but it was something else.

      The elements. The elementals. Even the Convergence. All of that seemed out there, pressing in on him, all of it trying to gift him energy.

      Tolan embraced it, sending it flowing through him. Lastly, there was the sense of fire, burning through him. He had to put it out.

      When he went to do so, reaching for a shaping that would extinguish the fire that would consume his body, he found it was gone. His ability to reach for those flames and stop them was gone. He tried again, and again he was thwarted. Tolan wasn’t going to be able to stop it. Instead, he felt the way that power consumed him.

      Could this have been a mistake?

      He responded by pushing outward, drawing power from this land, drawing from the elementals he had recently saved, drawing from the element bonds—as the connection was now there within him—and even drawing upon the Convergence.

      As he did, there was a changing within him.

      A melding.

      He felt something shift.

      The pain flared for a moment, but power washed through him, guided by some unseen hand. It was almost enough for him to believe the stories of the Great Mother. As that power flowed through him, Tolan used it, letting that sense of energy wash over him in a way that would control the elements.

      Then it was gone.

      The power was gone.

      It left him feeling… everything.

      He lingered, holding onto power, holding onto everything that he could feel, and holding onto the energy that was within him, and there was something more, some sense of power that he needed to try to separate from.

      The darkness. That was what he needed to separate from.

      He called power into him and finally opened his eyes.

      A bright sky shone overhead.

      Tolan looked at it, feeling the warmth, feeling the breeze, smelling everything all around him. It was strange, but in the other form, he had been aware of none of that. He maintained his connection, trying to call on power.

      It was there, right at the edge of his awareness.

      Something squeezed his hand.

      He had a hand.

      Tolan started to stir, but his body didn’t want to move.

      He had to call power through him, using a shaping, and he sat up.

      Ferrah.

      “How is this possible?” she whispered.

      Tolan looked all around, but the clearing was empty.

      Had I imagined it?

      “Where is everyone?”

      His voice was quiet, faint, and came out in little more than a whisper.

      “When I saw the shaping, I sent them away,” the Grand Master said, heading toward him.

      Something didn’t feel right, though perhaps that was merely the fact that he had been out of his body for so long. Perhaps it was that he had been dead; perhaps truly dead.

      “How is it possible?” Ferrah asked again.

      “It’s a long story.” Each word was difficult. His voice was hoarse, raspy, but it was his voice.

      He wasn’t speaking through spirit the way that he had been before.

      He could still feel the sense of spirit, and he could feel the sense of each of the other elements, and more than that, he could feel the draasin somewhere nearby, though as he looked, the draasin wasn’t anywhere.

      “You gave Master Golud quite a scare.”

      “Jonas is a master?”

      Is that really the first question I asked?

      “He proved a master’s control over water while you were gone. Were it not for him, you would have faded and perished long ago.”

      “How long?”

      “Months,” Ferrah said.

      Months?

      Time was odd during the bondar, but he had no idea exactly how long it had been. The idea that he’d been gone that long left him wondering what he’d missed.

      Too much.

      His time in the bondar had made it difficult to know just how long he had been there. That would explain why Rory had been so confident. He would have thought that he had Tolan fully trapped.

      He must’ve thought that keeping Tolan separated would kill him. His body, his connection to it, must have known that something was amiss.

      “I’m sure this story will take time for you to share.”

      Tolan focused on what he could feel of himself, and though it felt odd, feeling was beginning to return. It started deep within him, and it radiated outward. It was power he called on, but it was power he needed to call on.

      “Master Minden is gone,” Tolan said.

      The Grand Master stared at him. “Gone?”

      Tolan took a deep breath. His chest hurt, his lungs burned, but it still felt good to actually breathe. “She’s gone. She separated from herself, gave herself to spirit, and has returned to the element bonds.”

      The Grand Master was silent for a long moment, watching Tolan. “Perhaps she is truly gone, then.” The Grand Master looked around. “I will leave the two of you together, but I suspect you have much we need to discuss.”

      “I do. We need to go and help others beyond the waste.”

      “I thought you had already helped the elementals,” the Grand Master said.

      “The elementals are the problem.” Tolan sighed. “I was mistaken. Rory used me. He commands other elementals like him, leading them. He’s responsible for what happened. He’s trapped people in his land.”

      “Tolan, you almost died doing this.”

      “I did, but I chose to come back so I could do this.”

      “You chose it?” the Grand Master asked.

      “I could have remained in my other form. I had control over it, and I could solidify myself and influence the world, but I wasn’t going to be able to help these other people in that way. I needed to return to my body in order to do that.”

      “You think this is best?” the Grand Master asked.

      “I think that I need to be me.”

      The Grand Master watched him, and a strange shaping drifted out from him. It washed over Tolan and reminded him of the kind of shapings Master Minden had used, the sense of spirit that would draw over him, but this was a little bit different. There was power within it, but there was something else that mingled that Tolan couldn’t fully place.

      Perhaps he didn’t need to. Perhaps all he needed to do was to hold onto himself. To recognize that while there was power within him, there was a way for him to protect himself too.

      “We can talk again when you have recovered,” the Grand Master said. He stepped away, calling a shaping, and with a burst of lightning, headed back toward the Academy.

      It was strange, but Tolan was aware of the direction of the shaping, and was aware of how it guided the Grand Master. He slipped forward, feeling unsteady, but Ferrah was there, grabbing him. She helped him, holding onto him and supporting him.

      “I don’t like this,” she whispered.

      “What part don’t you like?”

      “I don’t like what happened to you. I don’t like the idea of almost losing you. I don’t like that you want to—”

      Tolan leaned toward her, wrapping his arms around her, and kissed her deeply.

      He had been dead, or nearly so. He had been lost, or nearly so.

      Power flowed between them, and spirit surged. He recognized it, recognizing the connection that existed between him and Ferrah. Perhaps it formed when he was trapped within spirit, or perhaps it had always been there. Regardless, he recognized the feelings she had. The irritation she had with him. Anger at his departing.

      Ferrah was afraid.

      She didn’t like not having control, and didn’t like worrying about Tolan.

      There was something he could do about that.

      Kerry was unique. She and he shared the same interest in the elementals, and she was a powerful spirit shaper, but he wanted to be with Ferrah.

      “I did it for you.”

      “Did what?”

      “Came back.”

      “What do you mean you came back for me?”

      “I could have stayed. I could’ve remained… whatever I was. Maybe an elemental, though I don’t think I was quite an elemental. Something else. Separated from the elements, though I don’t even know if that is accurate.”

      “And you came back for me?”

      “I came back because I needed you.” He had felt that drawing power from her while he was trapped. He remembered the anguish, the way that she had sat watching him, waiting on him, doing everything in her power to help him.

      And she needed him.

      While he understood he could influence the place Beyond much more easily in this form, that was what he had understood most of all. He had returned not for himself, and not even for the others.

      He had returned for Ferrah. He had returned for love.

      She held onto him, wrapping her arms around him. Looking up at him, power flowed out from her, into him. “I don’t want to lose you.” She said it softly, in a whisper, and as she did, Tolan looked down at her, locking his gaze with hers.

      “Stay with me,” he said.

      “I thought I was.”

      Tolan kissed her again. “As my bonded.” Now that he understood spirit, he thought that he could use it to link himself and Ferrah together the same way he was linked to the draasin. It would give them a greater connection and understanding of each other.

      She watched him and leaned forward, kissing him again. “You come back here and think that’s the gift you need to give me after scaring me by nearly dying?”

      Tolan could feel the presence of the draasin nearby. “Well, if it’s a present you need, I do have six gifts I brought back with me.”

      “What?”

      He smiled. “Wait until you see.”

      Taking her hand, he tried to take a step and found his legs still didn’t work the way they should, though perhaps that didn’t matter. He pushed out with his shaping within himself, using that to move.

      He might have returned to his body, but his body still rebelled against what had been done to him. Some part of him rebelled against the way he had nearly died.

      Ferrah watched him, a troubled expression on her face. “You aren’t well, are you?”

      “I don’t know. I’m sure there’s some way to reconnect things.”

      “You’re sure.”

      “I’m almost sure,” he said.

      “You almost died.”

      “As far as I could tell, I did die.”

      “That doesn’t make it any better.”

      “I know.”

      He used a shaping to keep moving, struggling to walk. He would have to figure out whether there was anything more that he could do. It might involve pulling upon more power, or it might involve going to see Jonas again. More than that, it might involve searching out alternatives. Tolan didn’t know what it would take, only that he had to see if there was something that could be done.

      For now, it didn’t matter. None of it mattered. All that mattered was that he was here. He was back.

      He squeezed Ferrah’s hand, preparing a warrior shaping. Surprisingly, despite everything he’d gone through, there was no weakness within him concerning the elements. Perhaps his separating from his body, spending so much time in that form, had connected him to those elements in a way he hadn’t been before.

      “You still haven’t answered.”

      Ferrah looked up at him. “I didn’t think you needed one.”

      “It would be nice to have one.”

      She locked eyes with him. “What will it do for me?”

      “We would share power.”

      Ferrah frowned for a moment. “All of our power?” He nodded. Ferrah smiled. “As long as you include me in everything you do, I would say yes.”

      Tolan’s heart skipped a beat. Could he include her in everything that he did?

      He didn’t even know. He didn’t know if it was even safe for him to do so, and didn’t know if he wanted her to go after Rory and the other elementals, and didn’t know if he wanted her to risk herself in such a way.

      As he looked at Ferrah, he wondered if perhaps that wasn’t even his choice to make. Having her by his side would make him stronger. She was his anchor. She was the reason that he was human, at least now.

      “I will.”

      Ferrah studied him for a long moment, almost as if doubting what he had said, but then she smiled. “Then yes.”
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