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      The loud cry of a draasin echoed across the rolling hillside, leagues away from the capital of Ethea. Tannen Minden turned toward the sound, his eyes briefly catching on his bonded draasin, Asboel, sitting nearby, head bowed as he chewed slowly on the deer he’d caught. At the sound, Asboel lifted his head and his tail twitched. Steam hissed off his back, leaving a faint shimmering to the cool air around him that reminded Tan of the mist elemental his cousin Elle had bonded.

      Sashari? Tan asked, touching the warrior sword sheathed at his waist.

      Asboel snorted, massive golden eyes catching the light of the sun high overhead. She has found something.

      One of the great fire elementals, he spread his thick, leathery wings and took to the air. He didn’t wait for Tan as he once would have; Tan no longer needed the draasin to wait for him. Now Tan could follow on a shaping of his own.

      As Asboel streaked into the sky, quickly becoming little more than a dark shadow against the crystal blue sky, Tan used the draasin’s sight as he so often did these days, reaching through the connection they shared to study the ground and search for what had set Sashari on edge. He saw the land as flashes of color: reds and oranges all melding together, the patches of brighter color the draasin managed to see. The hatchlings should appear as intense surges of color, brighter even than what Asboel saw from Tan and Cianna standing together along the ridge. In the distance, he caught sight of a caravan moving, but it was too far away to see clearly, and nothing that indicated anything to do with the hatchlings.

      His connection allowed more than just sight. Tan sensed the urgency and anxiety that Asboel felt; he experienced the cool wind as it buffeted against his wings and the warmth of the sun across his scales. Tan wondered if his new connection to water had anything to do with the change, or whether it was simply the bond evolving.

      They were along the border of Doma, near the mergers of the boundaries with Incendin and Chenir. They had spent the better part of the last week searching the countryside for the missing hatchlings and each day, the chances of finding them grew slimmer. Tan sensed Asboel’s growing fear that they wouldn’t.

      “It is cruel of the Great Mother to toy with them like that,” Cianna said.

      The fire shaper stood staring at the sky, her connection to Sashari likely granting her the same ability to see through the draasin’s eyes. Sashari hunted with a different urgency than Asboel, and the intensity she’d shown searching for the hatchlings matched the expression on Cianna’s face.

      “You blame the Great Mother for what happened?” Tan asked.

      Cianna pulled her eyes away from the sky and ran her hand through her bright red hair, pushing it down. The silky orange shirt she wore clung to her, leaving no curve to the imagination. “I blame nothing, only that the draasin barely managed to have the hatchlings back before they were spirited away.”

      Asboel had thought to keep them safe. Tan had thought to keep them safe, but somehow the Par-shon shapers had discovered them. He still didn’t know how. The time he’d spent searching through the tunnels beneath Ethea hadn’t given him any clues, and it had taken a full day before Asboel finally agreed to show him the way he’d accessed the tunnels, bypassing the city. By that time, the hatchlings had been missing for long enough that they might never be found, or if they were, it would be too late.

      “The draasin seem to believe they’re still nearby,” Tan said.

      Cianna nodded. “The fire bond.”

      Tan turned his focus back to Asboel. The fire bond pulled the draasin together in the same way that the spirit bond had drawn he and Asboel together. Tan wasn’t certain whether spirit had always been involved. When he’d first bonded Asboel, he hadn’t known anything of shaping spirit. After nearly losing the draasin, the connection they shared had changed. They were bound more tightly now, the reforging of the bond done through a combination of spirit mixed with fire, making it stronger and something more than it had been before. Without that connection, he might have lost Asboel.

      “What exactly is it?” Cianna asked.

      “The fire bond?” he repeated, and Cianna nodded. “I don’t think any shaper can really know. It brings the draasin together, bridging them in a way that only those bonded to elementals could ever understand.” Or those bonded as Tan was to Amia. That connection gave him a sense of reassurance, even as they were separated, kept apart as Tan helped Asboel hunt for the hatchlings. Amia remained within Ethea, once again among the Aeta, now serving as the First Mother. They had yet to understand how that would impact their relationship other than simply keeping them apart.

      “Shouldn’t they know where they are then?” Cianna asked.

      Tan had the same question, but somehow Incendin had managed to mask the hatchlings from the draasin as well. He still didn’t understand how that had been possible. “As I said, I don’t think a shaper can really know. I don’t understand the fire bond any more than you,” he admitted.

      Cianna laughed. “You’ve been bonded to the draasin for nearly six months.”

      “You’ll find that the draasin provide only the knowledge they want you to have,” Tan said. The connection with Asboel had grown over time, now rivaling what he shared with Amia, but if Asboel wanted to keep something from him, he would not hesitate. The closer they became, the tighter the spirit and fire bonds bridging them, the less Asboel managed, but the great elemental had lived far longer than Tan could even imagine. In that time, he had seen more than any other creature alive. Tan hoped that experience would be able to help with Par-shon and the Utu Tonah, but before his capture, Asboel had intentionally kept himself apart from mankind. Given what Tan had learned of the ancient shapers, how they had once harnessed the elementals, forcing them to serve much like Par-shon forced bonds upon the elementals, he understood why.

      “Sashari… she is distant at times. It is worse now.”

      “They’re distracted,” Tan said. “When we find the hatchlings, I suspect your bond will return to what it was.”

      “She still questions the benefit of the bond.”

      This time, Tan laughed. “He was much the same with me. At first, he claimed only I benefited from the bond. I think I’ve shown him that the benefits go both ways.”

      Cianna turned back to focus her attention skyward again. “And the other? What of the youngest?”

      “She still helps.”

      “Not the same as Sashari and Asboel.”

      Tan hesitated. He hadn’t known that Cianna knew Asboel’s name. Names had power to the draasin. It was one of the first things he’d learned of the draasin and other than him, only Amia had known Asboel’s name. Now Cianna did. Perhaps bonding did place the draasin at greater risk, and probably for reasons other than what Tan understood.

      “She has been through her share of difficulty. I think the bonding was an important step—possibly a necessary one—but with everything that has happened to her, she has no reason to trust us.”

      “Yet she bonded.”

      Tan nodded. “She bonded.” He still couldn’t believe that Enya had, and that she’d chosen Cora. The Incendin shaper was nothing like other shapers from Incendin, but Enya had experienced a different type of torment at the hands of Incendin shapers. Not only having Amia’s shaping twisted and used to force her to attack Ethea, but she had been forced to attack Asboel, to betray the draasin. Like Asboel, Enya wanted vengeance. Bonding to an Incendin shaper was the last thing that Tan had expected.

      At the same time, the bond made the most sense. Cora might be from Incendin, but she was different. He wondered how much of that was due to her time trapped in Par-shon, and how much was the influence Lacertin had when he taught her. To survive Par-shon, they would need to bridge the remaining differences between their peoples. Maybe the draasin could help.

      “Have you seen her?” Cianna asked.

      “Not for days.” Tan still didn’t know where Enya had gone. Cora remained with her, and that was likely the best thing that could have happened. It helped to solidify the bond, build it into something more than necessity created by the Utu Tonah’s appearance near the place of convergence.

      Maelen. You are needed.

      Asboel’s summons thundered through their connection.

      Tan shaped himself into the air and grabbed Cianna, dragging her with him. Shaping wind and fire, adding earth for strength and water to stabilize the shaping, he streaked toward Asboel. The shaping of spirit that Tan added made the travel nearly instantaneous, sending them from the ridgeline they’d been standing on to the draasin in a matter of heartbeats. They appeared on a bolt of lightning, drawn to the draasin by their connections.

      Tan landed atop Asboel, slipping between the sharp spikes on his back. Cianna settled in, the tight grip she used on the spikes revealing that she was a little less comfortable than she’d be on Sashari. She leaned forward, not at all bothered by the heat coming from the elemental. Wind whipped around them, the air hot and nothing like the cool breeze found closer to the ground. The wind elemental ashi preferred the draasin, swirling around the elemental. Tan’s bonded ashi, an elemental named Honl, swirled among it.

      What have you found? Tan asked.

      It is Sashari.

      Tan glanced over at Cianna. What happened to Sashari?

      Not happened. It is what she found.

      The hatchlings?

      Asboel breathed out heavily, filling the air with hot steam. Tan knew to let the question rest, and that Asboel would show him what he needed soon enough.

      “You could have warned me first,” Cianna said.

      The question was a welcome reprieve from the questions that filled him. “You would rather I left you behind?”

      “I would rather you not drag me along your terrifying shaping. There is nothing natural about traveling like that.”

      Tan chuckled softly. “And flying with the draasin is natural?”

      Cianna tipped her head back. The wind caught her hair, blowing through it. “This is as natural as breathing, Tan. This is the reason the Great Mother created fire shapers.”

      Tan focused through Asboel’s sight as he surveyed the land around him. The last week had taught him much about these lands, but seeing it through the draasin’s eyes made it clearer in some ways.

      Mountains rose high into the sky to the west, the distant snow-covered peaks reaching to the clouds. Part of the Incendin waste ran along the east. Asboel saw Incendin more brightly than the greenery of the mountains. Fire was drawn to the Sunlands.

      Yet they flew north. Tan hadn’t spent much time in the north, not having a chance to visit Chenir; his focus was first on Incendin, and then on Par-shon. Chenir was rumored to have shapers as well, though fewer than the kingdoms, and less skilled than even those of Doma. At some point, he would need to visit Chenir and learn what he could of their shapers. Perhaps they could offer support for the coming war with Par-shon.

      Not only shapers, but they would need those able to connect to the elementals. Tan refused to harness the elementals as the ancient warriors once had done—as Par-shon had done—but if they would bond voluntarily, they would be much more powerful. Bonding to the elementals provided insight and knowledge, but it was more than that. Tan no longer fatigued while shaping as he would have without the bonds. He drew strength from the elementals, strength that even Par-shon, bonded as they were, could not replicate.

      Asboel settled to the ground, his massive claws raking across the rocky ground, his talons squeezing as he landed. Sashari stood on her hind legs not far from them, wings outstretched as if poised for flight. Her head swiveled, bright eyes attempting to take everything in as she did. Tan couldn’t speak to her as he did Asboel, but he sensed the draasin’s unease.

      Cianna leapt from the back of the draasin as they landed and raced toward Sashari.

      What is it, Asboel?

      She would not share.

      Tan floated to Sashari on a shaping of wind. The draasin eyed him warily but allowed him to approach. His bonding to Asboel meant that she would trust him, but it did not carry quite the same weight with her as it did with Asboel.

      As he neared, he noted how her tail curled around a shape lying unmoving on the ground. Deep blue scales caught the light from the sun.

      Tan’s breath caught. One of the hatchlings.

      His bonded draasin stretched his head forward, pressing beneath Sashari to sniff at the hatchling. Asboel’s tail slapped at the ground, a measure of his anger, sending rocks flying.

      What happened?

      When Asboel didn’t answer, Tan pressed forward, sliding beneath Sashari. Asboel’s nose pressed up against him and heat steamed from his nostrils, billowing over the hatchling. The tiny draasin still didn’t move. Dried blood caked the ground nearby, staining the rock maroon, but Tan couldn’t see any injury to the draasin. The air held the stink of rot, permeating the air with an almost moist scent, like that of rotting logs.

      “Is he dead?” Cianna whispered.

      Sashari loosed a horrible cry, turning toward the sky and spouting a streamer of flame from her nostrils. She stepped to the side, letting Asboel closer to the fallen draasin. He nudged the hatchling with a certain tenderness, turning him over. A large gash across his underbelly became visible.

      Cianna gasped.

      Tan didn’t need the fire bond or water sensing to know that the hatchling was gone.
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      Tan knelt on the hard rock, the sun fading behind clouds that greyed the sky, and ran his hands over the hatchling. He’d been close to the hatchlings before—Asboel had allowed him entry to their den—but had never touched them. The scales covering him were softer than those on Asboel, the sharp spikes more pointed. The last time he’d been near the hatchlings, they had radiated heat much like Asboel, but now his body was cool.

      Over the months that the draasin had been free, they had grown quickly, and were now much larger than the creatures that crawled from the enormous eggs he’d seen Sashari carrying. Now the hatchlings were nearly the size of a large horse, though still small compared to what they would become. This one would never grow any larger.

      I’m sorry, Asboel.

      The draasin settled his head onto the ground next to the fallen hatchling. He blinked slowly and let out a hot breath of air. Fire will welcome him back. The Mother will greet him when he joins at her side. And he will be avenged.

      He should be moved from here. Is there a place you would bring him?

      Asboel considered a moment before answering. He should return to the den.

      You would return him beneath Ethea?

      That was never his den, Asboel said.

      That meant Nara, where the draasin had first settled. The lands of Nara were much like Incendin: hot and baked by the sun. They would be an appropriate resting ground. I will help, he offered.

      Tan readied a shaping of fire and earth, preparing to lift the draasin. To this, he added spirit, as he did with many of his shapings, and reached toward the hatchling. As it settled over him, he sensed the faint echoes of life. It was weak, but definitely there.

      Tan held his breath and released his shaping. “Great Mother,” he swore under his breath.

      If the hatchling lived, was there anything he could do to help?

      He focused on the hatchling. He needed strength. Power. And a focus.

      He unsheathed his warrior sword and jabbed it into the rocky ground with a shaping of earth.

      Cianna touched his shoulder hesitantly. “Tan?”

      “He’s not completely gone,” he said, not taking his eyes off the draasin.

      “There’s nothing—”

      “No. There is a chance.”

      Maelen. The fire bond is gone. You may not sense this, but I do. You cannot do anything. He is with the Mother.

      I sense the thread of life within him. The Mother would want me to try. It is the reason for my gifts.

      Asboel watched him, his golden eyes reflecting the fading light of the sun, and then stepped back. Tan wondered briefly if Asboel shared with Sashari, for she turned and lowered her head so that her eyes met his. He nodded to her, hoping that she understood what he would attempt, and then turned his attention back to the hatchling.

      Tan had healed before, but that had always been guided by the elementals. Water existed in Chenir, but not with the same strength as it was found in the kingdoms. To do this, he would need strength and wisdom, and possibly borrow from the connection to the elementals.

      The shaping told him how tenuously the draasin clung to life. Anything he did might extinguish that connection, but doing nothing would accomplish the same. Tan might not be able to save him, but how could he not try?

      He readied his shaping, starting with fire because the draasin were fire. To this, he added wind, drawing on Honl, pulling strength from the elementals around him. Earth here was solid. Elemental power surged through the earth, pressing through its bones. He might not know what elemental of earth existed here, but he could reach it. And then water. Tan strained, reaching for the nymid, knowing they would be the key to whatever he did. The recent bond to the nymid gave him a way to reach water that he wouldn’t otherwise possess.

      Last, he added spirit. If nothing else, spirit would guide him. With the shapings readied, he pulled through the sword piercing the rock. Brilliant white light spilled out. Power surged through him, fed by his elemental bonds, augmented by the strength of the sword.

      Carefully, Tan layered the shaping onto the hatchling. It settled slowly, gently, onto the fallen draasin. As it did, the thread of life grew even more distant.

      He grasped for it and wrapped it in a shaping of spirit. It was the shaping performed by the First Mother as she had worked with Amia to heal Cora. Tan had never attempted it himself and felt as uncertain as he had when first learning to shape, but to save the hatchling, he had no choice but to try. To this, he added water and fire, an odd combination of shaping, but one that his connection to spirit told him was needed. He pushed more and more elemental power into the draasin, straining to fill an emptiness that reminded him of what had been required to heal Cora.

      He didn’t have enough strength.

      Tan pushed spirit into the void along with water and fire. Earth was not needed, but his connection to it strengthened him. Wind fluttered through the draasin, moving in and out of his lungs, as if breathing for him.

      Still nothing happened.

      The flicker of life faded even more, held in place by the shaping of spirit. Tan clutched it in his shaping, a sudden surge aided by Amia coming to him. He sensed her with him, mingling in his mind, guiding the spirit shaping. Trained as she was by the First Mother before her death, she had more skill than he could ever hope to accomplish. Tan might have observed, but they had quickly moved beyond anything that he had the capacity to understand.

      Amia helped him hold the thread of life in place, but she wouldn’t be able to grant him any additional strength to aid the rest of his shaping.

      Drawing through the sword wasn’t enough.

      How would he keep the hatchling alive? How would he call him back to life?

      Tan stared at the hatchling, an idea coming to him. Asboel would be angry, but to save the hatchling, there didn’t seem to be any other choice. For that, Asboel would have to understand.

      He needed more strength, something that the draasin, would respond to.

      A name.

      It would have to be fitting, but how could Tan assign a fitting name to an elemental? They had always come to him with names. And Asboel claimed that it was too early for the hatchlings, that they would claim them in time, but there wouldn’t be time, not if this failed.

      He thought of what he remembered of the hatchling, the playful way that he nipped at Asboel, or the way that he’d approached Tan, so unafraid, and what Asboel had shared. None of that was enough to name the draasin.

      Holding onto his shaping, he pressed through the spirit bond he shared with Asboel. The draasin was aware of his presence and Tan couldn’t shield his intent from him. He scavenged for memories of the hatchling, searching for anything that might be able to help.

      Maelen—

      Tan ignored him. He found snatches of memories, of the deeply blue-scaled hatchling pouncing on his sister, of him crawling over Asboel, of the bold way he attempted to sneak from the tunnels and away from the den. This mixed with memories of him nestling against Asboel, or of Asboel watching Sashari feeding him.

      Still, none of it was enough to provide a name.

      I need Sashari’s memories, he told Asboel.

      Maelen, this will not work. What you seek—

      Tan caught Asboel’s eyes. I will not let him fail without trying, Asboel. Now. Sashari. How can I reach her?

      It was sharper than he’d ever talked to Asboel, but now was not the time for apologies. Now was the time for him to save the draasin, and he couldn’t do that without their help. He would save the hatchling if he could.

      The fire bond, Maelen.

      I do not share it.

      Asboel breathed out slowly. You have always shared it.

      Tan had always had a connection to the draasin, but it had been to Asboel primarily. There had been a vague sense of awareness of the other great elementals, but it was different with them than what it was with Asboel. With Asboel, he merely needed to reach through their shared connection.

      But could he reach through more than only the bond, but to fire as well? Was that what Asboel was telling him?

      He had to try.

      Amia… hold the spirit shaping if you can.

      She didn’t respond, but she assumed control of the shaping. Questions raced through his mind without the time for answer. What must it cost her to help him from the distance? How difficult must it be for her? Had her time with the First Mother strengthened her skills so much that this shaping was not beyond her capabilities?

      Tan shifted his focus over to fire. Normally, he drew fire from a combination of elemental power as well as what he managed to shape from within, but he suspected that he would need his own shaping ability to reach through the fire bond. Borrowing from the draasin would not grant him that connection.

      Focusing inward, he listened for a sense of fire. When it came, he noted a quiet simmering that flared as soon as he reached for it. It recognized him, and as he touched upon it, questing through it as he’d learned to do with spirit that pooled within him, he felt a recognition. With a sudden understanding, he knew this was what had changed when he’d drawn fire inside of him. He had twisted this part of himself. Had it not been for the nymid, he would have remained twisted, forever turned into something like the lisincend.

      He pushed the thought away. He would try to focus on that later and understand what it might mean for him. For now, he would try to understand how to reach through that connection.

      Tan used that simmering fire and listened. There was something to it so very much like the earth sensing that his father had long ago taught him. Heat was all around, and he found himself drawn to it.

      He could sense it from the draasin most strongly, surges of orange and red that reminded him in some ways of how he had perceived the world when twisted by fire. Cianna burned brightly as well. Connected to fire in this way, he could practically smell it burning off her. Unlike when he’d been twisted by fire, this connection felt natural. Controlled.

      Beyond the elementals and the fire shapers, there was fire in the earth around him. At first it was a vague sense, but the more that he focused, the more that he recognized the touches of elemental power. Had he more time and less urgency, Tan suspected that he could reach for each of the elementals, perhaps finally speak to them as he did to the draasin.

      And he understood. All of fire was connected. He saw how Cianna’s fire stretched toward Sashari, but it also reached toward Tan. Asboel and Sashari were connected, but thin streamers stretched toward the other tendrils of flame around them. And Tan connected to Asboel, but there was connection to Sashari as well, weaker, but no less real.

      Tan pressed through this.

      Fire seared within him. He touched it upon Sashari and awareness of her burned. He sensed her surprise but didn’t risk the time to explain, hoping only that Asboel would already have told her the need for what he attempted. The fire bond was different than what he shared with Asboel.

      I need your memories of him.

      Sashari hesitated, and then she opened herself even more. For him, Maelen.

      The sound of her voice in his mind was lighter and higher than Asboel’s, but there was strength to it as well. Simmering beneath the surface was the urgency she felt—and unfamiliar terror.

      Tan borrowed from her memories, taking what she offered of the hatchling. So many of them were memories of both of the hatchlings. Their birth, the way they crawled from their eggs, the deep blue hatchling coming first, always bolder than his sister. Their first feeding. Even from birth, the draasin knew fire, spewing it onto the food offered to them before tearing at it with the abandon of youth. The pride she felt as the draasin crawled around her. The way Sashari introduced them to Enya. The interest the other draasin had in the hatchlings, curiosity mixed with another unreadable expression. Anguish when she thought them dead, different but similar to what he found within Asboel. Relief in learning that the hatchlings still lived. And then the move beneath the city, hiding and protected by the elementals drawn to the place of convergence. The first hunt, the fallen hatchling again showing his boldness, the way that he’d taken down a small deer, and the pride that Sashari had shown when he had.

      Other than a sense of boldness, Tan didn’t know enough to name him. It would not be enough.

      He sank back on his heels, holding to the connection with the elementals, feeling defeated. Amia pulled the hatchling toward him with her shaping of spirit, binding them together. Tan sensed the flickering of life and knew the hatchling would not be long for this world.

      Connect to him, Amia urged.

      I’ve tried. Asboel shared all that he can.

      Not Asboel. The hatchling.

      But he’s too weak.

      He sensed her shaping him, but didn’t know what she was doing. It was subtle and gentle and washed over him with a great strength. Relaxation flowed with it, as well as an idea.

      Tan assumed control of the spirit shaping that Amia worked. He added fire, drawing carefully through the fire bond, and pressed this through the hatchling. Awareness came slowly, weakly, and matched the fading life of the draasin.

      Slowly, steadily, Tan poured out all that he could, drawing on the fire bond, on the spirit bond with Amia, pulling strength from the surrounding elementals as he pressed through the sword buried in the stone, augmenting the shaping.

      The connection solidified. Not enough to know whether it would work, but enough that Tan could reach into the draasin.

      The hatchling was too weak to resist. Tan slipped among his mind, spirit and fire mingling and allowing him to access the draasin’s memories. He needed something—anything—that would help him find the right name, but feared taking too long, that he’d already missed the opportunity to help.

      Faded memories were there. The first feeding. Crawling on Asboel. Heat and fire all around him that Tan suspected came when they’d been abducted by Incendin, but, perhaps surprisingly, no harm. The stark walls around him without light, and then sitting atop a tower, massive stone chains holding him in place. The request to add to the fire atop the tower, and the joy the draasin found in doing it. That nearly shocked Tan out of the connection. Then the reunion with Asboel and Sashari. The move beneath Ethea. The first hunt again, this time from the draasin. There was joy, but also a desire to help his sister. The emptiness of the tunnels when Asboel and Sashari had gone, and the overwhelming curiosity to crawl out and explore, to see if the hunt could be done without Sashari. A call, like a summons he could not resist. The flight and then the capture, fire taken from them. And the attempt to escape, doing what he could to save his sister.

      Tan was startled away then. The draasin was not only bold, but proud and caring, much like Asboel. There was much of his father in him, but he was different in significant ways. He didn’t fear the connection to others. The draasin had seen how Maelen had helped, and other than the chains, had not minded working with Incendin.

      Would that be enough to find his name?

      It would have to be. It was all that he had.

      Tan thought about a name, praying his choice would have the necessary power. It had the potential to decide much of the draasin’s future. Any name he chose had to be fitting.

      The fluttering sense of the draasin faded even more. There wasn’t any more time for him to wait. Delay meant that he would lose the draasin altogether.

      He considered what he knew of Ishthin. The ancient language was at the heart of Asboel and Sashari’s names. It was the heart of the name Asboel had given him. Whatever he chose had to match the draasin. Bold. Caring. Unafraid. And fire.

      Amia pressed to the forefront of his mind. Asgar.

      The word circled in Tan’s mind, the translation coming to him, the gift of understanding Ishthin coming from Amia months ago. As he considered the word, the way that it felt when using it for the draasin, he decided that it fit.

      Now to bind the name. He feared that would be the hardest part. Shaping together each of the elementals, he pulled on fire most strongly. He borrowed spirit from Amia and pushed this through the connection with the sword, and then through spirit and the fire bond.

      The sense of the draasin faded.

      Tan grasped toward it and, on a powerful surge of shaping, said the name: Asgar.

      The sword flared brightly, mixing with the shaping, powering the connection to the draasin. The name itself seemed to flash, burning with power. Tan drew on it, adding this power to the strength of his shaping, mixing spirit and fire and merging it with the name.

      Then he waited. Tan didn’t know if it would work—if it could work—but there was nothing more that he could do.

      He released the power that he’d been holding, letting it out from him, and sagged to the ground, energy drained completely. His eyes fell closed and he couldn’t tell if he blacked out.

      Maelen.

      Tan rolled toward Asboel—his friend—and met his eyes. I’m sorry, Asboel. Maybe I’m not strong enough.

      Asboel made the strange clucking sound that Tan had learned was laughter. You should look through my eyes sometime, Maelen. He rested his head next to Tan. Asgar. He lives.

      Tan blinked, but it had grown dark and his vision didn’t completely clear. He sat up slowly, looking over at the hatchling. The hatchling breathed. It worked?

      You served the Mother, Maelen.

      You approve?

      Asboel snorted again. You have done well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3

        

        
          Into the Den

        

      

    
    
      Tan stood along the shores of the Valish River as it flowed toward Ethea. Here, on the banks of the river as it wound from Vatten and into the capital, the river wasn’t nearly as wide as it was where it spilled into the sea far to the north, but it moved swiftly, whitecaps forming around the massive smooth stones scattered through the riverbed, as if long ago tossed by earth shapers.

      The river had cut through the earth over the years, leaving a deep canyon cutting through this part of the land. Steep, sheer walls rose up nearly a hundred feet on either shore, black stone peppered with streaks of silver and red. The steady rushing of water echoed off the walls, bouncing up and out of the cavern. High up along the wall near him was the shadow of an opening. This was where the draasin entered into the tunnels that eventually reached all the way to Ethea.

      “Why are we here?” Amia asked.

      In spite of the shade of the canyon, her blue eyes caught the light, making them practically glow. Her golden hair was pinned up behind her ears and a wide band of gold circled her neck. She still had not replaced the silver band the Aeta Mothers wore.

      Tan wondered if she ever intended to reclaim the silver. Memories of what had happened to her weighed heavily on her mind, preventing her from wanting to reclaim her past, but she was now First Mother. Without the band of silver, she was more of the kingdoms than of the Aeta. Even her dress leaned more traditionally Ethea, a simple yellow gown still more formal than should be worn when traveling with Tan. She had not yet retaken the colorful garb of the Aeta, if she ever would. She might be First Mother, but she stood in that position with one foot outside the People.

      “We still haven’t found the other hatchling,” he said.

      “Asboel still searches?” Amia asked.

      Tan nodded. “And Sashari remains here. I think she wishes to be out with him.”

      “You know her thoughts now, too?” She asked it with no suggestion that he should not.

      “The fire bond is easier now that I know what it is.”

      Even here, down near water, Tan sensed fire. Now that he understood how to reach it, he could access the connection within him, much as he’d once reached for his connection to spirit. Reaching for the fire bond took focus, and strength of will, but awareness of fire blazed within him.

      All around, fire came from the rocks baking in the sun, leaving them warm. The veins of color running through the rock caught and stored more of the sun’s heat and let it radiate away. Strands of greenery growing along the shore had threads of fire burning within. Even the reeds nearly covered by water carried fire. Perhaps Asboel had been right: fire was life.

      “You did well.” She took his hand and pulled her toward him, kissing him gently on the lips.

      He kissed her back, welcoming her to him as he slid a hand down her back, thankful for this one moment of quiet. These days, such moments were few. Lately, it seemed as if he were destined to battle constantly and not have the quiet life he dared dreaming of having with her. Perhaps if they managed to stop the Utu Tonah, they could finally settle, though even then, Tan doubted he would have peace. The elementals would still call to him, demanding his aid. And given the gifts that he possessed, how could he not help? That was the reason the Great Mother had granted them to him. So he would take these quiet moments and enjoy them.

      “I fear that Par-shon has the other hatchling,” he said. That was the only explanation that Tan could come up with. It didn’t solve how Par-shon had managed to reach the hatchlings. Reaching them would have required drawing them from the caverns. Perhaps when Asgar was fully healed, they could understand what happened.

      Amia pressed against him, hugging him tightly. She radiated peace and relaxation, though Tan didn’t know whether that was shaped or simply from the fact that they were together. “I trust that you’ll find her.”

      “And if he’s bonded her?”

      Amia tensed. Such bonding would make the Utu Tonah incredibly powerful, but they didn’t know what that would mean. Tan could barely count the number of bonds the Utu Tonah had stolen when they’d faced each other the last time.

      At least Enya had already bonded, providing some protection. Separating a bond from the draasin was not easy. But the hatchlings were different. The young could bond, but would it be with the same strength as the older draasin? Even Asboel didn’t seem to know.

      “Eventually, I have to face him. I think I’m the only one who can,” Tan said, putting words to the fear that he’d felt since they last faced the Utu Tonah. It had taken the strength of the draasin, and the help of many shapers, and still they hadn’t stopped him. He’d turned away of his own accord.

      Amia rested her head on his chest. “I’m afraid for you.”

      Tan felt a hint of her fear through the bond but suspected she held some back from him. “I don’t know enough to survive. I’ve bonded three elementals, but he’s bonded dozens. Even if I were to manage to bond as many elementals as the Utu Tonah, I’m not sure it would make a difference.”

      “What if the key isn’t bonding to each of the elementals?”

      “How will I compete with his power?”

      Amia glanced around her, motioning toward the rock and the water. “You sense the elementals here, don’t you? You could speak to them?”

      “You know that I can.”

      “And you’ve shown that you can summon the strength of the elementals without needing to bond to them. That was how you called the other shapers to you in the place of convergence. That calling… it was incredibly powerful. It gives you an advantage that he does not have. You can use it, and I think he knows it and fears you for it. Without his bonds, what is he? Without yours, you still speak to the elementals.”

      Tan suspected that the Utu Tonah was able to shape, but did he rely on the bonding to give him most of his power, or was he a powerful shaper as well? If he could somehow separate the Utu Tonah from the bonds, he would learn, but that would take more strength—and time—than Tan dared. He didn’t have any other ideas about how to stop him.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted.

      They embraced for another moment, the soft sounds of the water swirling around them, and then Tan lifted them on a shaping of wind, carrying them toward the shaded cavern entrance. It was narrow here, and he’d wondered how the draasin—especially Asboel and Sashari—managed to squeeze through it and out into the open. He’d never seen the draasin use the passage, so maybe Asboel wasn’t completely honest with him and there was another way out that the larger draasin used.

      The tunnel turned sharply, darkening as it did, the light from the canyon unable to penetrate this deep into the cavern. Tan shaped a ball of flame, drawing saa toward it and then releasing control of the fire to the elemental. The flame remained steady in spite of the gusting wind.

      Tan shaped them along on the wind. This part of the cavern was natural, formed long ago, before the river had cut deeply into the rock. Probably the cavern had been here before the land had been reclaimed from the sea. Once, all of this part of the kingdoms had been underwater, the land nothing more than the seabed. The ancient warriors had shaped the land, drawing it away from the sea to expand the kingdoms. Doing so had shifted the center of the land, pulling it away from the place of convergence high up in the mountains of Galen, moving it toward Ethea itself. He still didn’t fully understand how that shifted the elemental focus of the land, but he knew that somehow, it had.

      A wide opening branched off from the natural cavern, and they floated along that. Now they were nearer Ethea, the walls were shaped. They were smooth, almost perfectly so, and set periodically with shaper lanterns. Tan did not light them, preferring the light from saa. Other tunnels branched off, one of them, he’d learned, leading directly into the draasin den. Tan stuck to the main tunnel.

      Now that he’d discovered the fire bond, he could feel the way saa pulled on it, the way that saa was drawn by it. He’d never spoken to saa, but had seen the strength the fire elemental managed in Par-shon. For some reason, different lands had elementals of differing strength. He had yet to understand why. In the kingdoms, saa was weakened compared to what he had known while in Par-shon. Not weak, though. He had a growing appreciation for the hidden strength of the elemental.

      The fire bond drew him toward Sashari, and toward Asgar, now restored and returned to the den where he recuperated with Sashari watching over him. Tan had not seen him since the healing. The draasin had been determined to move their young by themselves.

      At the massive door, he shaped spirit and fire, opening it. A pile of pale white bones was scattered in the corner. A wide hole in the back wall, made with the assistance of golud, gave the draasin the exit to the outside world, merging at some point with the tunnel and the cavern before emptying out by the river. Now Sashari filled the den, her head nearly brushing the ceiling, spikes scraping across the rock. Had golud not invested the stone, she would have destroyed the room.

      Asgar curled along the wall. His long tail wrapped around him. Papery wings were rolled and tucked under him as well. He breathed steadily, hot breath coming out in steady hisses of steam.

      Sashari eyed him as he entered. Tan tentatively reached through the fire bond to her.

      Asboel hunts, Maelen, she said.

      I sense Asboel. I came to see how the hatchling heals.

      You may use his name, Maelen. You were the one who gifted it to him.

      Tan pulled the door closed behind him. Amia stayed near, remaining close at his side. She did not fear the draasin, but neither of them had spent much time around any draasin other than Asboel.

      You have not shared your feelings about the name, he said.

      It is… fitting. It is early for one of the draasin to be named. He had barely made his first hunt, and none yet solo. She let out a slow breath. Without the name, he would have returned to the Mother, so I must accept that this was her choosing. Sashari flicked her tail slightly. Asgar. The word… It has strength in the old tongue. You chose well, Maelen.

      Tan stopped near the hatchling. The light from Asgar’s flame reflected off his scales, making them bluish-silver rather than solid blue. Tan reached with the fire bond, touching briefly and lightly on Asgar’s mind, hesitant even to do that much.

      Awareness of the hatchling surged into him. The draasin was weak, but growing stronger. Lying near Sashari, he was content. But another emotion simmered within him, that of concern for his sister. That had been what had driven him, nearly leading him to lose his life.

      I would like to know how he escaped, Tan said to Sashari.

      Asgar’s eyes fluttered open and he stretched, letting his thin wings unfurl. He reached out with his forelegs, his claws scraping harmlessly across the stone. He twisted his neck, turning his head to face Tan.

      Their eyes met and Asgar did not look away. Maelen.

      Asgar’s voice sounded thin and soft and carried none of the ferocious roar that Asboel so easily managed. He tilted his head as he spoke, as if considering what to say to Tan.

      What happened to you? Tan asked.

      He knew much from the memories he’d borrowed to help determine Asgar’s name, but there were parts that remained unclear. Where had the draasin been when they were captured? It mattered for Tan to know how far into the kingdoms they had risked coming. They knew that Par-shon shapers had learned to hide themselves using shapings of earth, but that didn’t explain how far Par-shon had already reached. How many of the Par-shon shapers had it taken to capture them?

      Asgar glanced at Sashari. Mother will be angry to know.

      Tan almost laughed at the response. Mothers only want their children to be safe. Now that she knows you’re alive—

      She will never let me hunt.

      That brought a true surge of laughter. He imagined Sashari much like his own mother in some ways, the way that she sought to protect her young. Tan’s mother was a shaper of amazing skill, and in spite of everything that Tan had become, she still sought to protect him. At times, she even worked against him, trying to keep him where she thought he would be safe. Now that he’d been named Athan, and in some ways led the kingdom’s shapers, there might not be a way for her to do that.

      You chose the Name.

      Tan crouched next to Asgar, getting down so that he could be at his eye level. I did what was needed for you to live.

      The hatchling draasin shuffled toward the wall, moving away from Sashari and keeping his tail tucked around him. His wings unfurled and then rolled back toward his body. He stretched again before setting down to the ground.

      Would you have chosen differently?

      Asgar. Mother shared what it means.

      It’s a strong name. Wear it with pride.

      The draasin yawned. Like you wear Maelen?

      Your father gifted me with the name. I have no choice but to wear it proudly.

      He sensed amusement from Asgar as he relaxed against the den wall. Even sitting up and speaking to Tan wore him out. It would take time before he fully recovered. Tan would see that he had the time needed and the necessary safety. Ethea would keep the draasin safe. The place of convergence around the city would keep them safe.

      You will find her? Asgar asked as he set his head back to the ground. His words became distant and thick with his fatigue.

      I will do what I can to find her, Tan promised. To do that, I need to know where you were taken.

      We traveled north. Toward the mountains. It was where Mother taught us to hunt. We thought we could go alone, that we would be safe.

      You weren’t drawn out of the den?

      Asgar turned away from him and Tan knew the truth.

      You should have been safe in those lands.

      The wind was taken from us. I think Mother and Father might have known some way of escaping, but we didn’t. When they came for us, there was nothing I could do. I struggled. Two fell because of me! Asgar said the last with a sense of tired pride. But as much as I wanted, I could not get her free.

      You’re safe now, Tan said.

      Because of you, Maelen. The Mother blessed us with you.

      Tan reached for the draasin and touched his warm scales, thankful that he’d managed to save him. Rest, Asgar. I will visit again. Sashari will keep you safe.

      The draasin made a soft rumbling deep in his throat. Soon I will be larger than her. Then I will hunt with Father. We will find vengeance.

      Asgar let his eyes drift closed and didn’t open them again. Tan turned away and faced Sashari briefly. She curled herself around Asgar, protecting him.

      Did you get what you needed, Maelen?

      He is well. I will do all that I can to find his sister.

      Hunt well, Maelen, Sashari said.

      Tan shaped the door open, leading Amia to the other side. A cool elemental breeze gusted into the den through the open door, and Tan paused. With a whisper to ara and golud, he asked the other elementals to keep the draasin safe. But he was no longer certain whether it would make a difference. The draasin should have been safe in the den. They should have been safe in Ethea. But still, Par-shon reached them.

      Tan was left wondering how far into Ethea Par-shon had reached.
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      Once back in the tunnels outside the draasin den, Tan stopped and leaned on the door. Asgar might not have told him much, but there was something to be used in what he’d learned. If two shapers had fallen while facing the young draasin, Tan needed to find them. He might be able to learn something that would lead him to the other hatchling.

      Unless it was already too late. Finding Asgar had been a surprise. Likely the Par-shon shapers had left the hatchling because they thought him dead.

      “What did he tell you?” Amia asked.

      “The connection didn’t let you hear?”

      “Not with him. That connection is different. I don’t know how else to explain it, but it is not the same as what you share with Asboel.”

      “With Asboel, the connection is shaped. In some ways, it’s like with you.” It hadn’t always been that way. “When Par-shon separated our bond, I used spirit to reform it before I even knew what I was doing. Had I not, he would have been stolen from me. The Utu Tonah doesn’t know spirit, or at least he doesn’t know what it can do.” The abduction of the archivists proved that was changing, but for now, they had a bit of an advantage, and they needed every advantage they could get. “It’s different with the other draasin. I can’t reach through the shaped connection.”

      “I wonder if the bond is some sort of shaping,” Amia asked.

      Tan thought of the bonds he’d formed. They required no shaping on his part, but that didn’t mean shaping wasn’t involved. And when Cora had bonded, he’d seen the flash of white, a sign of spirit shaping.

      Tan made his way through the tunnel toward the archives. He’d been away from Ethea for a week, long enough that Roine would have questions for his Athan. Long enough that the other shapers would wonder about Roine’s choice of Athan, maybe enough to begin questioning their leader.

      “You’re troubled. What is it?” Amia asked.

      “I need to help Asboel, but I also need to do whatever I can to keep Par-shon from the kingdoms. And now that we’re back here, it feels as if another weight is on my shoulders because I committed to serving as Athan.” He twisted his fingers together and sighed. “It feels like I’m being pulled in too many different directions.”

      “When hasn’t that been the case?”

      “And you?” he asked. “The Aeta—”

      “Don’t worry about the People,” Amia said. “Those who selected me understand that my connection to you requires some of my time. Those who did not… well, they are being dealt with.”

      “Have you found other archivists?”

      When she didn’t answer, he stopped and turned her to face him.

      “Amia?”

      “Those abducted by the Utu Tonah are cared for. Any others are dealt with.” She touched his cheek. “You don’t need to worry about the archivists along with everything else on your plate. Know that we’re dealing with them as we discover them.”

      That meant that the Aeta were finding more of them. How many archivists could there be? What would happen if they attacked Amia?

      Tan had to trust that she could protect herself. She was the First Mother, trained by her predecessor, making her the most skilled spirit shaper alive. If there was anyone able to deal with the remaining archivists, it would be Amia.

      “There are others?” he asked.

      Amia sighed. “A few families haven’t returned. In time, they will.”

      He reached the bottom of the stairs and paused at the door. On the other side were the palace dungeons. The last time he’d been there, he hadn’t the control of his shaping that he had now. The stairs alone had nearly killed him. Then, he’d come searching for Amia and had learned about Althem’s betrayal.

      Tan pressed a shaping of pure spirit into the rune on the door, unlocking it. “I need to find the shapers who attacked Asgar.”

      Amia pulled on his arm, keeping him from crossing the threshold. “When do you intend to go?”

      He forced a smile. She read him too well. It wasn’t that he wanted to keep things from her, but there were times when he didn’t want her to worry about what he needed to do. This was one of them. “It’s more than Asgar, Amia.”

      She reached a hand and brushed his cheek. “Why do you think I ask?”

      “We need Incendin. Cora has offered to help, but I’ll need to go to the Fire Fortress.”

      “You still intend to go there, knowing as you do what they did?”

      Tan sighed. “I think I have to go there, knowing what they were able to do. Amia, they’re the reason we’re only now learning of Par-shon. Had Incendin not managed to hold them back, we would have learned long ago what happens when bonded shapers attack the kingdoms. And we might not have been prepared to face them.”

      Then again, had Par-shon attacked even two decades ago, there would have been more shapers, more warriors. Wouldn’t the kingdoms have been better off?

      “At least meet someplace where you won’t put yourself in unnecessary danger,” she suggested.

      “I’m a shaper of elemental powers. I can speak to all of the elementals. Didn’t you say that I can summon the elementals to help?”

      She ran a finger along the gold band at her neck. Concern furrowed her brow. “That’s part of the reason why I worry.”

      “I’ll be safe,” he promised.

      She opened her mouth as if she wanted to say something before clamping it shut again. Then she nodded.

      With Amia, he hadn’t the need to explain to her further, just as she didn’t have any need to share her concern for him. The bond conveyed everything. It had formed in a time when both had lost so much, but neither of them would change it now.

      He pulled Amia through the door on a shaping of wind, and closed it behind them, leaving them in darkness. Tan shaped a ball of light into being and let it float in front of him, again relinquishing control of the shaping to saa. The fire elemental claimed the flame and held it.

      This time, Tan could see what the elemental did, the faint streamers of flame leaving saa as it held onto the fire. It seemed to know what Tan wanted of it without being asked.

      Tan paused at the next stair and reached inward, stretching for the connection to fire. As he found it, he pressed through the bond, letting it stretch out as he strained to touch saa, to understand the fire elemental. There was a familiarity, and the hint of something more, like a whisper or maybe the crackling of flames, but then it was gone. Saa flashed away from him, releasing the fire and disappearing with a soft pop.

      At the top of the stair, Amia pulled him back around. “Who else is going with you?”

      “It will be only me.”

      Amia squeezed her eyes shut a moment. “Take Cianna. She’s bound to fire like you are. And she lived in Nara, so she knows what Incendin is capable of doing. She might be helpful.”

      Tan knew how hard that was for Amia to admit. Since meeting the fire shaper, Amia always felt a touch of irritation with her. It was something that Tan never really understood, but the bond between them laid him bare to her. She knew his feelings toward her, and knew that he harbored nothing but friendship with Cianna.

      “I’ll see if she’s willing to come.”

      “I doubt you’ll have to ask more than once.”

      He let the comment drop as they emerged from the dungeons and stepped into the lower level of the palace. The halls were wide here and covered by tapestries. Lit shaper lanterns were staggered along the wall, casting their pure white light along the stone. Roine had once told him that the lower level of the palace had once served as the quarters for the warriors. It was where he had been housed when he first was raised to warrior level. Since learning that fact, Tan had wondered where Lacertin’s quarters had been. Roine had not offered, and Tan wondered if maybe Althem had expunged every sign of Lacertin from the palace.

      A wide stair at the end of the hall led up and out of the lower level. They started toward it, but Tan paused at an open door. The sharp voice inside was familiar.

      “Mother?” he asked from the doorway, looking into the room. The opening let into an antechamber, a long desk and a mirror the only things found on this side. A simple painting of trees and water, as if looking through a thick lens and made to appear as if both were swirling, hung along one of the walls. There was a shaper lantern inside here as well. Another door opened to the inner room. It was from there that he’d heard his mother’s voice.

      Zephra stepped into the doorway. Her gray eyes flickered from Tan to Amia. “Tannen. You’ve finally returned.”

      The tone was familiar and one that she’d taken with him often over the years. Since learning of his abilities, and of the fact that he could speak to all the elementals, he had finally managed not to stiffen at the sound of the edge to her voice. Well, mostly.

      “I’m Athan, Mother. Shouldn’t that grant me a little freedom to choose what I do?”

      Her eyes dropped to the dark ring he wore on his finger. In the time since Roine had named him Athan, he hadn’t grown any more comfortable wearing it, but at least he believed that he had a right to it. As Athan, he commanded the kingdoms’ shapers, though he would likely have similar authority as a warrior shaper, even if he never really trained in the university. More than the shapers, the position of Athan allowed him to speak with the king regent’s voice.

      “Yes. Athan. I’m afraid that Theondar found someone a little too much like him.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s supposed to mean nothing. You are much like Theondar, Tannen. Perhaps not quite so rash, but you feel that you must be responsible for everything. You have grown… capable,” she said that with a deliberate pause, as if the words were hard for her to admit, “but that is not the same as having the necessary wisdom to wield your abilities.”

      Tan bit back his amusement at the comment and how much it reminded him of how Sashari treated Asgar. Once, he might have grown annoyed or irritated, but it was easier knowing that it was his mother’s way of trying to keep him safe. She didn’t know any other way.

      “I’ll make certain to check with you next time before I go and do something rash,” he said.

      Amia covered her mouth with her hand to stifle her laughter.

      Tan gave her a sideways glance. If she said something to Zephra about his plan to meet with Incendin, he wouldn’t put it past his mother to devise a way to keep him contained in the kingdoms, even if that meant forcing him to serve in a way that he did not intend.

      “Theondar would see you now that you’ve returned,” Zephra said. “He’s had me working with the blasted barrier rather than scouting, as he knows I prefer. I’ve forced Vel to help, but he wants to return to Doma. So far, he’s remained, recognizing the need for the barrier, and how it might help, even in Doma.”

      How much longer until the barrier was complete? What would happen then? And if Vel brought knowledge of the barrier to Doma, would Elle help? Tan still didn’t know what effect the barrier had on the elementals, but creating isolation would not help them face Par-shon. “I intend to go to Roine. Is he…?”

      “Tannen.”

      Theondar—Roine, as he had been when Tan had first met him and still considered him—appeared behind Zephra. He wore a dark green jacket with heavy embroidery working along the sleeves. His once-peppered black hair had nearly grayed completely in the time since Tan had known him. His eyes looked weary and drawn, but there was a sharpness to them still. At least Tan knew who he’d heard his mother talking to.

      “Roine. I didn’t expect to find you here.”

      Theondar stepped past Zephra, touching her arm briefly as he did, and tilted his head at Tan. “You have news of the draasin?”

      “There is some news,” Tan said, glancing from his mother to Roine. Through the bond with Amia, he sensed amusement. Around Zephra, she was rarely amused. What did she know that he didn’t? “We found one of the hatchlings. Injured and nearly dead, but we managed to heal him.”

      Roine’s eyes narrowed. “We?”

      The way he asked told Tan that Roine already knew more than he let on. Tan needed to start using his spirit sensing much like Amia, but he hadn’t grown up a spirit senser as she had. It still took conscious thought to probe spirit. But he recognized the tone to Roine’s question.

      “You spoke to Cianna.”

      “I know nothing more than what my fire shaper has shared. She claims a master shaper saved an elemental using power that she can’t even explain.”

      Tan met his eyes. “I did what I needed to do, Roine. The draasin will be essential in the coming days.”

      “I don’t doubt that in the slightest,” Roine said. “I think you were right that we needed to bond them. I wish Cora hadn’t been chosen to bond the little one—” Roine raised his hand when Tan started to object. “I know there was no choice. But it would be better that the bonds be to shapers of the kingdoms. Whatever else you might think, Tan, my loyalty remains to the kingdoms. As should yours.”

      Tan took a soft breath and considered his response before saying anything. How could he explain to Roine where his loyalties were? Tan wanted the kingdoms to be safe, he wanted to protect those he cared about, but he recognized that he had been given his gifts with a different purpose. He could speak to the elementals. More than that, he could protect them. And the elementals didn’t care about borders or ancient grudges. They might be stronger in certain regions than others, but they respected the land itself, not man’s artificial borders. Tan didn’t understand why there were regional differences in the elementals—not yet—but that was part of what he needed to learn.

      “My loyalty is where it should be,” Tan answered.

      Roine nodded, as if convinced there was nothing else to worry about. “Good. Then I would hear about this master shaper. Who was he? I hear he has a healing ability not seen in the kingdoms in centuries.” Roine laughed quickly at his joke, cutting off at a sharp look from Zephra. “What did you have to do to save the draasin?”

      “Nothing more than call him back from the dead,” Tan said. It had been the most complicated shaping he had ever done. Without Amia’s help holding the spirit component, Tan didn’t think that he would have managed. As it was, he still wasn’t convinced that he’d done anything more special than choose a name for Asgar.

      “And the draasin?”

      “He is safe,” Tan answered.

      Roine peered around Tan and down the hall, as if expecting to find the draasin crawling down the halls of the palace. Roine had learned that Tan housed the draasin beneath the city—at least that secret had finally been shared—and had agreed that Tan had done what was best to keep the draasin from Par-shon. At least, now that Roine understood just what type of threat Par-shon presented. Before that, even Roine still had felt like Incendin was the real threat.

      “Good, what about—”

      Zephra cut him off. “You said there were two?”

      Tan turned to his mother. “We haven’t found the other. The draasin still search.”

      “Not Cianna, though,” Roine said. “She returned to the city and said her draasin needed to remain here to protect the little one.”

      “She is here. The other remains missing. Roine, if Par-shon has the other draasin, then it’s urgent we find her. We don’t want to face a Utu Tonah strengthened by the draasin. If he bonds to the great fire elemental, he will become even stronger than we can manage.”

      Roine glanced at Zephra. Something passed between the two, some silent understanding, and then Roine turned back to Tan. “I trust that you’ll do whatever is needed to protect the kingdoms. That is your charge as Athan, Tan.”

      Tan hesitated. “Whatever I feel is needed?” That gave him more flexibility than he suspected Roine intended, but without reaching out to Incendin, there might not be a way to stop Par-shon. The Great Mother knew that without Incendin shapers helping the last time they had faced the Utu Tonah, they would have failed. Only with the arrival of Cora and the other Incendin shapers had they survived.

      Roine clapped him on the shoulder. “You don’t hide your plans nearly as well as you would like to think you do, Tan. I think that when I was your age, I was much the same. Too easy to read. Of course, Althem would always have known what I intended.” Roine glanced at Amia. “You think this is necessary?”

      “I trust that Tan knows what must be done,” she said. “I don’t have to like it.”

      Roine grunted. “In that we agree.” He stepped back toward Zephra and took a deep breath. “You will not do this alone, Tan. You are powerful and you have the backing of the elementals, but where I think you intend to go will be far more dangerous than anything you have ever done.”

      Tan doubted that was true. He had stood within the obsidian palace, he had stood before the Utu Tonah and known the power that he commanded, and he had gone to the testing room, where he would have died had he not demonstrated… whatever it was that he had demonstrated. Proof that he was bound to the elementals, perhaps. After that, visiting the Fire Fortress did not seem nearly as terrifying. The only difference was that he knew what he faced going in.

      “You’re not going to tell me I shouldn’t go?” he asked.

      Roine shook his head. “I don’t think it will work, but I understand that you feel it’s necessary. Even if you manage nothing more than obtaining a peace accord, I think that will be some success.”

      “We need more than that with Incendin, Roine. We need them as allies.”

      “Knowing what they are, and knowing what they have done, do you think that we can ever truly align ourselves with Incendin?” Zephra asked. “Do you think we can ever find peace when the lisincend are involved?”

      She didn’t hide the heat in her voice or bother to conceal her anger, but Tan couldn’t really expect her to. She had lost so much to Incendin and the lisincend.

      It always came back to the lisincend. The twisted creatures had tormented the kingdoms for decades. Roine knew better than most how dangerous the lisincend could be, but Tan recognized that there might be a need for the creatures. He might not like it, and he certainly didn’t approve of what they did, but twisting themselves with fire had granted them a different type of strength, one that had been enough to resist the dangers of Par-shon.

      “If we don’t, we’ll never know any lasting peace,” Tan answered.

      Roine stared at him for long moments. “Peace. Is that what you think we can accomplish?” he asked softly. “That is what you would see the kingdoms find?”

      Tan nodded. “Isn’t that what you want?”

      “Peace has always been the dream,” he said, mostly to himself. “Come. Let me show you something.”

      He pushed past Tan and out into the hall, heading toward the steps at the end of the hall, not waiting for Tan to follow.
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      The stairs up from the lower level of the palace let out into the main hall. Tan found Roine waiting for them at the top. Servants dressed in crisp white palace garb hurried through the halls, most stepping to the side as Roine passed, but all bowing to him. Roine tipped his head at each one, the motion slight, but at least he acknowledged their presence. To a few, Roine even said their names, smiling at them.

      When Tan had been in Nor and serving in the manor house, Lord Lind had rarely given anyone below his station much notice, unless to punish them. It was good to see that Roine wasn’t above the simple kindness of recognizing that there were people who worked for him, not simply servants.

      “What do you want to show me?” Tan asked.

      Amia stayed close by him. Even Zephra had come, making her way up the stairs on a subtle shaping of wind. It was so slight that few shapers would even notice, but Tan recognized the draw of wind and the way that his mother pulled the elementals to her. She did it almost without thinking, seemingly as simple as breathing. And to her, it likely was that simple. She had been shaping wind for longer than Tan had been alive. Much of that time had been aided by the wind elementals.

      “Not here,” Roine said.

      About halfway down the hall, Roine paused and pushed open a door, disappearing behind it. Tan followed, wondering where Roine would be leading them and what he might think they needed to see.

      As he followed Roine, a small group of children, the oldest barely more than six or seven, raced through the halls of the palace, led by one of the white-clad servants. Surprisingly, Master Ferran followed them. They disappeared into another room, their laughter spilling out behind him and echoing down the hall.

      Amia smiled at the children. Tan sensed a certain appreciation from her and wondered at its source.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “They seem happier than the last time that I saw them.”

      “When was that?” He’d been away from the palace for nearly a week, but had thought her focused on getting the Aeta settled within the city during that time. He had been too distracted with Asboel to focus on what she’d been doing in the time he was gone.

      “You remember what Roine asked of me? The Great Mother knows it feels like forever ago that he asked.”

      He looked toward the door with renewed interest. “You found Althem’s heir,” Tan realized.

      Amia touched the band at her neck, eyes going distant as she sensed. “I’m not sure if there is only one heir, or how to decide which is the heir. I think that bothers Roine, not knowing whether there can be an heir. I think it means he’ll have to continue to serve. You know how he’s said how little he enjoys that. I think he’d rather be out with you, dealing with Incendin and Par-shon.”

      Tan thought of how Roine must have reacted to finding so many children by Althem. What must he have thought? “And the children?”

      “Roine wanted them brought to the palace for lessons until the university reopens. After what happened, most of their mothers were willing to send them.”

      “Do they know?”

      Her face darkened. “I think he hid well what he did. Most were shaped by Althem—forced—into what he wanted. The few who were not were shaped to forget. It has been difficult work finding them. Still, the parents of each child have been happy to send them to the university.”

      “Roine doesn’t mind them here?”

      “Ferran said this will have to do until the university construction is complete.”

      He looked at Amia, amazed that she’d withheld this from him. He suspected that she didn’t want to bother him, that she thought to protect him while he worked with Asboel. “When have you had the time?”

      She smiled. “You’ve been busy with the draasin. Serving as First Mother has not taken nearly all of my time. Besides, it’s good for the People to see me serving the kingdoms. Roine has offered his welcome, but many are reluctant to accept. They fear there will be strings attached. Others fear what will happen when our gifts are exposed to the world.”

      “You’re showing them that the world already knows.”

      Amia shrugged. “At least part does. We’re not all like the archivists. They need to understand that we can choose how we’re viewed, just as we can choose how we use the gifts the Great Mother granted.”

      “The people of the kingdoms need to become accustomed to spirit shapers. Besides the Aeta, I’m a spirit shaper. There will be others.”

      “You say it like this is easy. Tan, it’s been centuries since the kingdoms knew any spirit shapers, and now there will be dozens.”

      “Dozens, and maybe still not enough to save us.” Especially now that Par-shon had learned of spirit. What would happen now that they had? What greater danger did it place the kingdoms in? “What of the children?”

      The troubled expression faded and her smile returned. “Roine seems pleased. Many are promising sensers. He thinks there will be shapers among them as well.”

      She didn’t say it, but Roine hoped to discover warriors among them. Althem had done terrible things with his spirit shaping, had manipulated and coerced and occasionally forced himself upon others, but there could be some good that would come out of it, just as there had been some good that had come from all the horror that Tan had experienced.

      Amia nudged him into the doorway. Tan stared over his shoulder, unable to shake the thought of the children. They deserved a chance to study and learn their shaping—if they were meant to shape—without the fear of war looming over them. They deserved the chance to reach for the elementals and understand that there was much that could be gained from working with the elemental powers. And Ferran would be a good teacher. Unlike some, he had embraced the change, recognizing that the old ways of the university needed to be different for them to succeed.

      Tan felt Roine’s eyes on him as they entered the room. When he met the regent’s eye, Roine glanced at Amia. “You saw them?” Roine asked.

      Amia nodded. “They’ve grown quickly. Even in the few weeks we’ve had them, we’ve managed to demonstrate significant sensing in nearly half.”

      Tan looked around the room. It was a grand space, wide open with a ceiling nearly twenty feet over his head. Portraits hung on the walls, but they were different than those representing the rulers who had come through the kingdoms. Here, these depicted maps and battle scenes, and visions of the countryside. A few shapers lanterns hung on posts at the center of the room and had been shaped to provide a soft white light.

      “Any of spirit?” Tan asked. Althem had been a spirit shaper, much like Amia. They didn’t know if he had potential toward other elements, but he had been a master with spirit, more skilled than even the First Mother.

      “There is one of spirit,” Roine said. “She is small and feisty. She has remained with us in the palace.”

      Tan wondered if that was for the best or not. It wasn’t only the people of Ethea who feared spirit shapers. Other shapers did as well. Would confining a spirit shaper to the palace really help other shapers find them less dangerous? Would it help the shaper learn control and skill, so that they didn’t injure others?

      Amia sensed his thoughts and nodded. “I’ve worked with her a few times. She boards in the palace not for her protection but because her mother could no longer manage her. She fears the way the girl senses her. It is an ancient way of thinking, a superstition that serves no one.”

      Roine nodded. “In that, we agree. That is another thing I would like to speak to you about, Amia, only I didn’t expect to do so now. Since you brought it up…” Zephra touched Roine’s arm, and he shook his head at her. “No, Zephra. In this, I think you’re wrong. We can help the girl learn about shaping, but we don’t know anything about spirit. Amia does. The Aeta do.”

      “Theondar, think of what has happened with them already. What they nearly cost us.”

      “I have. Without Amia and the other Aeta, we would have lost much more than we have.”

      “What would you ask of me?” Amia asked.

      Roine turned to her. “Take her to the Aeta. Raise her among people who share her ability. Teach her to use it wisely. If she is never anything more than a senser… well, so be it. But if she learns shaping, then teach her that as well. Raise her to understand the right way shaping spirit should be used.”

      Amia nodded without hesitation. “She will be raised as one of the People.” Amia made a point of looking at Zephra. “She will learn to understand the gifts the Great Mother has given. She will use them to help her people.”

      Zephra didn’t blink as Amia stared at her. Tan thought they had resolved the issues between them, but did his mother still harbor lingering doubts tied to Amia’s ability to shape spirit? Would he ever manage to convince her that Amia could be fully trusted?

      Amia had just as much reason to distrust the rest of the kingdoms. What had the shapers done to help the Aeta? Nothing other than force them to continue to migrate, to move throughout the land. They might offer trade, but there had never been protection offered before now.

      “What did you bring me here to show me?” Tan asked.

      Roine’s eyes drew tight with concern, the corners wrinkled more than they had been a few months ago. Then, there had been a playfulness to Roine. Since assuming the title of king regent, that had gone, lost like so much else since learning of Althem’s betrayal.

      “You said that you wanted to see peace brought to the kingdoms,” Roine said, guiding Tan toward a far wall.

      A large map hung there, different than the one hanging in the hall. This depicted the kingdoms only. Nothing beyond the borders was shown. Ethea sat off-center, staggered to the east rather than in the center of the kingdoms. Tan recognized why that would be even if others did not. The founders of the kingdoms, those who first pulled these lands—including Ethea—from the sea, had intended to create another place of convergence. Doing so required sitting at the heart of the land, much like the place of convergence in the mountains had once sat at the center of the land, long before shapers had claimed Vatten and stretches of Ter from the sea.

      “Your mother said that we are much alike. In that, I think she is more right than she realized. When I was your age, I thought the same as you. I thought I could bring peace to the kingdoms, that if I wanted it enough, I could shape it into being.” Roine stared at the map, his eyes losing focus. “For years, that’s what I strove for. Even through the Incendin War, I wanted nothing but peace. So much was lost then. Shapers. Warriors. The hope I’d carried to find a lasting peace.” He turned away from the map and caught Tan’s eyes. “You see, when Incendin attacked, others thought to capitalize on a perceived weakness. It was not only Incendin that we had to deal with.”

      As he said it, Tan realized what Roine was implying. He remembered stories told to him by his father. Stories that he had thought his father had heard rather than lived firsthand. They detailed Theondar, pushing back an attack by Stinnis. The island nation had sought to claim part of Vatten, coming across the sea by boat, terrorizing the shorelines. Without Roine, the coastal regions of Vatten might have been lost. And then there was the Roke invasion. Roke had long ago been claimed by Chenir, but there was a faction that sought to carve out land of their own, taking from Ter. Without the warriors—without Theondar—they might not have been stopped.

      “Why do you think the kingdoms are always under threat of attack, Tannen?” Roine asked gently.

      Why couldn’t they find a way to reach a lasting peace, one that didn’t require constant battling? “I don’t know.”

      “You do, but you don’t want to admit it to yourself. The kingdoms have always been flush with shapers. More than any other land. Sure, Incendin has fire shapers and Doma has some shapers of their own, but they were never found in the same quantities as the kingdoms.”

      “Shaping has become less common even in the kingdoms,” Tan reminded him.

      Roine’s face clouded. “Yes, and we still don’t understand why that might be. Having you has been a start. And Althem, even though what he did disgusts me, if even half of these children can learn to shape, then we’re already well on our way to rebuilding the university.” Roine turned back to the map and then made his way down the wall to another.

      This showed the lands beyond the kingdoms, with the kingdoms at the center. The map made everything look so small. The kingdoms were there, the separate nations of Vatten, Ter, Nara, and Galen all joined together, but they were small compared to the surrounding lands. Incendin rivaled the kingdoms for size. Chenir, to the north of Incendin, might be small and isolated, but it was nearly the size of Ter. And beyond the sea, the map marked where Par-shon and the Xsa Isles were found, far off the coast of Incendin. Once, that distance would have seemed impossible, but now that Tan knew how to travel by a warrior shaping, it could be traversed in moments.

      “You see, we are but a small part of something greater,” Roine said. “All would like the strength our shapers have. Were they able, they would take our shapers, much like Incendin once took Doma shapers, twisting them to serve. We have been kept safe from such a fate in the kingdoms, protected over the years by the barrier, but now that it has fallen…”

      Roine took a deep breath, studying the map. “And who is to say what is beyond the sea? Out beyond the reaches of where these maps could go, beyond where even the ancients risked shaping themselves, there could be even more land, other places, equally eager to invade. Such is the way of the world, Tannen. Such is the reason we must remain vigilant.”

      He paused to meet Tan’s eyes. There was sadness in the way he stared at Tan openly, his brow creased and his jaw tightly clenched. Roine had stuffed his hands into his pockets while studying the map and now pulled them out, crossing his arms over his chest. “I understand your desire to see peace. I really do. And I know that you have seen more bloodshed and death than any man your age. Few alive have experienced the horrors that you have witnessed and none would have survived, and certainly not with nearly the grace you’ve shown. But even when we stop Par-shon—and we will stop them from attacking the kingdoms—another will come. It might not be Incendin. It might not even be one of these places on this map, but the kingdoms must remain vigilant.”

      Tan was silent for a few long moments. He sensed Amia standing behind him, her concern coming clearly through their bond. He could sense his mother watching him, his spirit ability telling him that she watched him with concern that mirrored what Amia felt. And then Roine. As much as he might say the words, buried beneath them was a sense of hope, a part of him that refused to believe even what he said.

      That was what Tan would have to appeal to. If not now, then when everything was done. It was hope that would see them through, that would give them the chance of success even when everything else seemed lost. If Roine couldn’t find it, then what chance did anyone else?
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      Tan sat in the home that he and Amia had shared since coming to Ethea. He needed time to gather his thoughts, and he didn’t know where else to go. Normally, he would go to the lower level of the archives, but it felt empty without Amia with him. At least in the home that he shared with her—had shared with her—he could still feel the effect of her presence.

      Flames danced in the hearth, saa drawn to them as it so often was. The window opened to the outside, letting the cool wind blow into the room. An occasional warmer gust fed by Honl and the ashi elemental competed, but for the most part, these lands belonged to ara. When he had more time, he would have to understand the reason the elementals were more powerful in some lands than in others. A nagging sense told him the answer was important.

      Tan sat in the chair facing the hearth, the aged and cracked book he’d brought up from the lower level of the archives lying untouched on his lap. He was unable to focus on anything other than what Roine had told him.

      Could it really not matter if they stopped Par-shon? Maybe he was right. The kingdoms had dealt with Incendin, and now the threat was Par-shon. What would be next?

      He might be destined for more bloodshed, forced to confront the Utu Tonah—everything that he’d seen told him that he would need to do that—but the kingdoms could know peace. He thought of the children, those born out of Althem’s betrayal, and prayed that they would not know the same hardship he had. Already they had the wrong start, born of a father who had used spirit in a way that went against everything the Great Mother intended.

      He sighed, staring at the fire. His fear for peace ran deeper than only the shapers who would be impacted. It extended to the elementals, to the draasin, barely returned to this world and already threatened again. Shapers and an ancient fear had nearly destroyed them, but those ancient shapers had been mistaken in how they treated the draasin. The elementals were harnessed, forced to obey the shapers, and treated like little more than livestock. Had the ancients bothered connecting to them, to truly learn from them, there might have been more that the elementals could have done. Perhaps they might even have learned of the fire bond.

      Tan studied the way saa danced among the flames, swirling through them, making them move and shimmer. It had a familiarity to it, something he could almost recognize. He inhaled deeply and reached inward, straining for focus, to listen to fire and connect to it. As he did, he felt the connections to fire around him. Saa pulled on him most strongly, but there were other connections, weaker but no less real. Distantly, he was even aware of the draasin and sensed it as Asgar perked up, recognizing when Tan joined the fire bond.

      It was almost a physical connection, and so different than the bond that he shared with Asboel. Yet even that wasn’t completely true. Tan could sense Asboel through the fire bond, though differently. His connection to Asboel was born of spirit and fire, binding them more tightly than either alone. Through it, he sensed the great draasin still flying, circling. Hunting. He had not stopped since recovering Asgar. Tan doubted that he would stop until they found the other hatchling. If they found her.

      I should be with you.

      The sending went unintentionally, but traveled away from him easily, the connection to Asboel strong, making distances nearly insignificant. He sensed it as Asboel shifted his attention toward Tan. This time, it came differently than it had before. More fully connected somehow.

      Maelen. You exist in the bond now.

      I don’t know what you mean.

      You have discovered the fire bond for yourself.

      Had I not, I don’t think I could have saved Asgar.

      Asboel snorted. Tan had a glimpse of the land beneath him. He saw streaks of red and orange, the land blooming heat so clearly Incendin. Nothing moved below him, though a city stretched into the distance, a city that Asboel made a point to avoid. Tan doubted the hatchling would be in Incendin, but he would not tell Asboel how to hunt. He wouldn’t listen anyway.

      Amusement drifted through the bond. You have convinced me before, Maelen. I hunt for food. Then I will return to the search.

      I should be with you.

      You are needed elsewhere. I will call when I find her.

      Tan worried that to find the other hatchling would require them to travel across the sea to Par-shon. Doing so risked everyone, not only Asboel, but Tan and the elementals he was bound to. Even Amia would be in danger. If Par-shon separated him from his bonds, they could assume control of even the connection to Amia. It was the only reason he hesitated; otherwise he would have shaped himself to Par-shon after facing the Utu-Tonah the last time.

      Asboel pulled away from the bond. He didn’t sever the connection but simply receded within Tan’s mind, fading to nothing more than another connection. Holding fire as he did, reaching for the connections formed all around him, he felt another blazing presence approaching his door.

      Tan stood before the knock came and pulled open the door, expecting Cianna. He hadn’t spoken to her since saving Asgar, and he suspected that she had questions. And he had a request of her. Reaching Incendin alone might be as dangerous as Roine suspected. Having another shaper with him, especially one bound to fire like he was, would provide another layer of safety. Not that Tan really expected to need it. If he managed to reach Cora, he could ask for her help. She understood what he intended, perhaps even more than Roine. Besides, he still wanted to learn more about Lacertin, and she had known him better than anyone.

      Seanan stood at the door. He was average height, nearly a hand shorter than Tan, and wiry thin. Unlike Cianna, he had plain brown hair cut short. His gaze darted around the room before settling his gray eyes on Tan. Seanan tipped his head slightly. “Warrior,” he said, infusing the word with respect.

      Tan hadn’t seen Seanan much since the lisincend attack on the city. Like Cianna, he was from Nara, but as a fire shaper, he kept himself apart from the other shapers of the university. Fire had always been looked on with skepticism—at least, it had until Tan developed much strength in it. Probably still did, he decided.

      “Seanan. What can I do for you?”

      Seanan glanced past Tan again and seemed to hesitate. Then he took a deep breath. “I would learn what you know.”

      Tan blinked. He wasn’t certain what Seanan would want when he came to the door, but learning wasn’t part of what Tan had anticipated. “You think I can teach you? But you’re a Master!”

      Seanan huffed. “And you speak to the draasin. There is much to learn in that, I should think.”

      Tan motioned Seanan into the house. The fire shaper hesitated and then entered, pausing and turning in place before taking a chair facing the fire. He stared at the flames, his gray eyes reflecting the light moving in the hearth, making them seem to dance.

      Tan settled carefully into his chair. He wanted to help Seanan, but there wasn’t time for him to teach. There were more important things that needed to get done first. Finding the hatchling. Learning a way to forge connections to the elementals. Searching for allies, including Incendin. Tan had not even considered teaching, but he wondered if that was an oversight. Not only had Cianna bonded, but Ferran had managed to reach the elementals. Who else could he guide to them?

      “You taught Ferran. I would like to know what he has learned from you,” Seanan said.

      Golud bonding to Ferran had surprised Tan, but the earth master had taken an interest in listening for earth, in trying to reach for the elemental. He had maintained an open mind and a willingness to accept that he might never reach the elementals.

      Tan studied the fire, wondering what he could say to Seanan. “It’s not just Ferran. You would like a bond like Cianna.”

      Seanan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “She rides the draasin. It should not have been her chosen. I have been a master far longer than—”

      “The draasin choose the bond, as it is with each of the elementals, Seanan.” That wasn’t completely true, but Seanan didn’t need to know how Tan had suggested Cianna to Sashari.

      “You speak to them. You could tell them who they must bond. I know there is another—”

      “I can suggest, but I can’t tell them who to bond, Seanan,” Tan said, cutting him off again, feeling a rising irritation. If the shapers within the kingdoms couldn’t understand why the elementals couldn’t be forced to bond, how would he expect to convince Par-shon? Stopping Par-shon would require more than simply defeating the Utu-Tonah. It would involve changing elements of their culture. Would they be willing to change so much?

      Seanan looked over, a confused frown on his face. “But you speak to them. Isn’t that how it is done? You did not tell golud to bond to Ferran? You did not tell the draasin to bond to Cianna?”

      Had he forced the bond? He didn’t think that he had, but what if it really seemed that way? He certainly had asked that golud be willing to listen, but that wasn’t the same as forcing a bond, and certainly nothing like what Par-shon did. And with Cianna, Tan had suggested the bond, recognizing the need, but he had known Cianna well enough that he understood that she would respect the connection. It had been Sashari who had ultimately chosen.

      Rather than allowing himself frustration, Tan tried a different tact. “Tell me, Seanan. What do you sense of fire?”

      Seanan waved his hand in the air. A trail of smoke drifted from it. The shaping was subtle and skilled and likely more than Tan would even have been able to recognize only a few months ago. Now, fire was nearly as natural to him as wind was to his mother. He could touch it, breathe it, and recognized the way that it intertwined within everything.

      Fire was life, but no more so than any of the other elements. Without wind, there would be no breath. Without water, there would be no blood. Without earth, there would be no sustenance. And spirit—spirit fused everything together, weaving throughout everything that could be done. Spirit might be the most essential of the elements, the most pure, but also the most elusive.

      Tan drew Seanan’s shaping away, pulling it toward saa. The elemental accepted it readily. Once, Tan might have tried drawing the shaping into himself, but he’d learned what happened when he did that, the way that fire would consume, would change the shaper, twisting the connection he had to the fire bond. There was no control when fire burned like that.

      Seanan turned to him sharply. “What did you do?”

      Tan sniffed. “I ask you what you can sense of fire and you show me a shaping. You might be a skilled shaper, Seanan, but do you know fire?”

      Seanan waved his hand again. This time, the air sizzled with a whip-thin streamer of fire. Saa was drawn to it, compelled toward the fire. Seanan held the shaping, forming shapes in the air. His hand glowed with the strength of his actions.

      Once, Tan might have been impressed by such a display of control. There was no doubting Seanan’s skill. Perhaps he would have been able to teach Tan about fire when he first learned, rather than asking Cianna. That might have avoided some of Amia’s irritation. But now, Tan understood fire in a way that was different from Seanan, an understanding that came not only from working with the draasin, but also from studying the other elementals, struggling to know how to reach them, to learn how they were all connected. More than anything, that was what Tan had learned.

      Fire remained easiest for him. He understood it, could see the way Seanan pulled on his shaping, the simple and almost casual way that he dragged the shaping from within him. But it had consequences. Not only was saa drawn to it, but it connected to the rest of fire, joining with it. Had Tan reached through the fire bond, he suspected that he could see it.

      With a flash of shaping, Tan extinguished Seanan’s, sending it again to saa. The elemental accepted the fire easily and danced within the hearth, enjoying the gift. The swirling shapes from saa seemed to form shapes, and they combined with something like murmuring in the back of Tan’s mind. Had he focused, he thought he might finally be able to understand saa.

      Another time. For now, he had to focus on Seanan.

      The fire shaper stared at him, his eyes flashing with irritation that bordered on anger. Tan shaped him with spirit, layering the gentlest touch that he could upon the shaper’s mind. He didn’t want to alienate Seanan, only help him to see how much more there was to know about fire than what he understood. It had taken bonding to the draasin, to nearly losing Asgar, for Tan to begin to understand. He might not have the same knowledge that Asboel managed, but he remained open to learning.

      “Seanan,” Tan said, letting the words coming out as soothingly as possible. “You came to me. I can see that you’re skilled. You have much talent with shaping, but fire is about more than simply shaping. There is power to be had, yes, but it requires understanding and submission and control. You have the control, but can you strive for understanding?”

      Tan didn’t push for the submission part. Few understood how you had to trust that fire would not burn through you when shaped. Tan still wasn’t sure that he fully understood, only that he no longer feared Asboel’s flames or those of another shaper. They would not harm him, because fire would not harm him.

      The fire shaper pursed his lips and turned back toward the hearth. He breathed silently for a while, his shaping simmering beneath the surface, so similar to what Cianna did. At least with her, Tan recognized that her shaping was done because she enjoyed the touch of fire; she wanted to mingle with it. Seanan had an angry sense about him. He would not have done well with a bond to the draasin.

      “It has been a long time since someone addressed me with such indifference,” Seanan said.

      “You think that is indifference?”

      Seanan looked over to him. “You simply extinguished my strongest shaping.”

      Tan fixed him with a hard expression. “Then you don’t understand what I did.”

      “Explain it, then.”

      “I asked you to sense fire, and you shaped. I tell you that I did not extinguish fire, and you ask how. Had you sensed rather than shaped, you might understand.”

      Tan pulled on saa, asking the fire elemental to assist with his shaping. As saa so often did, it came willingly, leaping toward Tan with a connection to the shaping and drawn to fire. Tan held the shaping, cupping the flame above his hand.

      “What do you sense?” he asked.

      Seanan studied Tan’s shaping, frowning as he did. “You have exquisite control. How is it that you hold fire like that?”

      “This is not my control. This is saa.”

      Seanan waved a hand dismissively. “Saa is little more than a weak elemental.”

      Tan released saa back to the hearth. It was unfortunate that even a fire shaper felt that way about saa. Tan had met other shapers convinced that saa was useless, but fire shapers should be different. “Without saa, I would not still be here,” he said. “What you think is a weak elemental is quite powerful in Par-shon. Saa rivals any fire elemental there.”

      “Even the draasin?”

      Tan laughed softly. “There are few elementals like the draasin. But there are few draasin remaining. And they have all bonded.”

      Seanan looked over again. “All? Even the younglings?”

      Tan wondered how much to share with Seanan. He didn’t want to say anything that might tempt him to chase the draasin, to try and reach the lower level of the archives. Seanan would be better served simply listening for saa, to see if there was any way that he could understand that elemental, rather than reaching for one as powerful as the draasin.

      “The younglings have been claimed as well,” Tan lied.

      Seanan gripped the armrest of the chair and stood. “If you will not teach, then—”

      Tan stood and faced him. “If you want to have any hope of bonding to an elemental, especially a fire elemental, you will need to learn to listen. Fire is harsh and dangerous, more so than any of the other elementals.” Tan flicked his eyes to the hearth, softening his tone. “If you would learn, then you will listen. Study saa first. Learn the intricate way it dances within fire. When you understand that, then return to me and we can see what else you might learn.”

      Seanan frowned, his brow furrowed as he considered Tan for a long moment, then he nodded, starting toward the door. “I will try this. I don’t know if there is anything that I can learn from an elemental like saa, but…”

      Tan tipped his head and Seanan disappeared behind the door.

      It was a start. Even if Seanan refused to listen to the lessons that saa could teach, having him focusing on attempting the connection to the elementals seemed the best way to reach him. After all, wasn’t that how Ferran had reached golud? He listened first, letting his desire to learn drive him. Tan couldn’t force him to do that, any more than he could force the elemental to bond. It had to happen naturally. If only he could find some way to bring the bond to others.

      Whatever else he did, he needed to help bridge shapers and elementals again. Without sharing a connection, both suffered. But it came down to the same issue he had in trying to teach Seanan: there simply did not seem to be the necessary time for all that he needed to do.

      Tan returned to sit in front of the fire, staring at the flames as if searching for understanding. Tonight he would rest. Tomorrow, he would find Cora, and from there, Incendin.
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      For the first time that Tan remembered, golud called to him.

      He awoke to the rumbling request, drawn from a restless slumber where he dreamt of men like Seanan, but with faces that he didn’t recognize, each working shapings that seemed designed to attack—to harness—the elementals. Even in his dream, there was a certain anxiety to what he sensed, a troubling awareness that shapers did not truly understand what they did to the elementals.

      Then the shaking rumbled through him, demanding his attention. For one terrifying moment, Tan thought the rumbling came from another attack on the city, that perhaps Par-shon, or even Incendin, had returned, determined to finish the city’s destruction. But the rumbling was not the same as he’d felt when the city fell. This was deep, rolling through his bones, an unrelenting demand.

      Golud.

      Tan sat up and jumped from the bed on a shaping of wind. Lying next to him, Amia rolled and opened her eyes sleepily. Tan stood in place, not wanting to move, focusing on trying to understand what golud sent. The earth elemental was difficult for him to reach, but there was no question that was what he sensed.

      “What is it?” Amia asked.

      Tan looked around the wagon he shared with Amia when he stayed with the Aeta. He’d come to her late, after finally moving past Seanan’s request, long after most of the Aeta had drifted away from the Great Fire at the heart of the circle of wagons once again camped on the outskirts of Ethea. In the week since Par-shon attacked, they remained just outside the walls of the city. Close enough to Ethea for its protection, but far enough that they were separate. From what Tan understood, the Aeta felt the separation important, regardless of his urging them to remain in the city.

      When Tan had come to the fire, Amia hadn’t questioned him. Likely she had some understanding of what he’d experienced, sensed through their bond, and the concerned expression on her face had been enough to give him some measure of relief.

      The wagon assigned to Amia was simple. The walls were brightly painted like most of the Aeta wagons, her wagon in shades of yellow and orange. Amia had added a wall of a vibrant blue at some point during the last week. Hooks on the wall held personal items, like her dress. A tall shelf rested against the wall near the door. A wide band of silver that gleamed in the moonlight filtering through the open windows remained untouched. Tan wondered if Amia would ever claim the marker of office, or if she would always prefer the gold band gifted to her by Roine.

      There were other items in the wagon, things that he once would have found intriguing and valuable. Trinkets from places like Chenir, or silks from Xsa, even pots made with Nor steel, their quality unrivaled elsewhere in the kingdoms. Now Tan simply looked past them. The only valuable within the wagon that he cared about was Amia.

      “Golud,” he said.

      She sat on the edge of the bed and tipped her head, as if straining to listen. Tan often wondered if she could use the connection they shared to reach the elementals, or if she simply went unaware. She shook her head slightly, as if knowing his thoughts.

      “I can’t reach them the same as you, if that’s what you’d like to know,” she said.

      Tan smiled tightly as he turned toward the door. The steady rumbling hadn’t eased since starting, still demanding his attention. Could anyone else feel it, or was it meant only for him?

      “Go,” Amia said. “See what it is.”

      “You could come,” he suggested. Everything felt better having her along with him.

      She shook her head. “Tomorrow we will be bringing Lyssa here.”

      Tan frowned before remembering that she was the child Roine had discovered, the girl with the ability with spirit. The transition might be difficult for her and Amia intended to make it as smooth and welcoming as possible. Now that she served as First Mother, she had responsibilities, but more importantly, she also had purpose. A change had come over her since she had taken on the title, one that Tan recognized was healthy, but he hated how it kept them apart.

      He touched her hand and kissed her cheek. “Rest then. I’ll return when I can.”

      Her strained smile told him that she doubted it would be tonight.

      Tan grabbed his warrior sword off one of the hooks along the wall and strapped it to his waist before stepping out of the wagon and into the clearing. The wagons were set in a wide circle, now numbering over one hundred representing over a dozen families. A few families had joined after the Par-shon attack, and Amia thought a few more might still be making their way toward Ethea.

      The smoldering remains of the fire pulled on him, drawing his attention. Tan ignored it and stepped onto a shaping of wind, lifting him into the air. Honl augmented the shaping, carrying him into the sky. Once there, Tan added the warrior shaping, mixing spirit into it.

      There was one place he knew to reach golud to better understand why they had summoned. Never before had golud reached out to him.

      As he pulled the shaping toward him, lightning carried him soundlessly toward Ethea, where he emerged in the center of the university. It had changed a lot since falling. Each day brought new changes, the walls rising quickly now, aided by golud working with the shapers—particularly with Ferran—and now the university created a wide horseshoe shape around the yard, with the undamaged shaper circle at the heart of it.

      The warm air created by Honl swirled around him, though there were snatches of cooler air coming from ara, who carried the scent of the city, that of the broken remains of the university, the dust still mixing into the air, the lingering remnants of fire that had raged throughout the city, that of metal being forged, of the horses passing along the streets, the sweat of those working and living here, and a few sweeter smells like the flowers growing in squares or bread and pastries from bakeries. Ara carried with it the vibrant and alive scents of life from the city.

      Tan expected to be alone, but Ferran was there, dark eyes studying the ground, his face screwed up in concentration.

      “Master Ferran,” Tan said, stepping off the circle and toward Ferran, who tipped his head.

      He was a thin man, but moved with a rigid strength. He wore a long jacket and loose pants, more casual and open than the hooded cloak Tan had seen him wearing when they first met. He had a serious face and deep, thoughtful eyes. “Athan. I hoped you would come.”

      Tan hesitated. “This is not golud?”

      “This is golud. I did not know why they summoned at first, but they say that Maelen requested they keep watch.” He met Tan’s eyes. “That is you?”

      He hadn’t released that the draasin shared his name with the other elementals. “That’s what the draasin call me, yes.”

      Ferran nodded. “Fitting. A warrior’s title.”

      “Not so much a title. More like a reference to an annoying creature.”

      Ferran surprised him by laughing. “I imagine that to the draasin, many creatures are annoying. Only those with their respect receive attention. Fewer still receive names.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it,” Tan said.

      “You asked golud to keep watch?”

      “I’ve asked all the elementals to keep watch,” he said. But hadn’t it only been over the draasin? He would know if Asgar or Sashari were in danger, wouldn’t he?

      Tan focused on fire, feeling the warmth of the stones, the draw of flames in hearths throughout the city, and then reached toward the fire bond. It became easier each time he did it. There, distantly beneath the city, he sensed Asgar and Sashari, both resting silently. Knowing that they were safe, he chose not to disturb them. Distantly, Asboel still hunted.

      “What has golud found?” Tan asked.

      Ferran nodded to the north. “You don’t hear them?”

      “I hear golud, but I still struggle understanding.” He couldn’t explain it any better than that. “I recognized the summons, but not what they want.”

      Ferran tipped his head as if understanding. “Come, then. We will learn together.”

      Ferran lifted into the air, using a shaping of earth like Tan had seen in Par-shon. He only now understood it. It wasn’t even a difficult shaping, only one that took great strength. Tan followed, but used wind and fire to draw him airward. They traveled over the city, out beyond the northern borders, before settling down onto the wide, rolling hills.

      This was the edge of Vatten where it rolled into Ter, the plains covered by tall grasses. Tan reached out with an earth sensing and recognized water and trees and small animals moving silently through the night. A low howl of a wolf called and Tan paused to listen, reminded of the mountain wolves that prowled through Galen. The nearly full moon filtered through thick clouds overhead, leaving a shimmery silver light spilling over the fields.

      Tan listened for golud as they stopped. Ferran was bound to the earth elemental, so Tan suspected that he would understand first. As he listened, he felt the steady rumbling, an irritated sense. Angry.

      His heart hammered. “Par-shon,” he whispered.

      “You are certain?”

      Tan swept his arms around him. “That is why golud is upset. There is earth shaping here, but it is bound to an elemental. Forced onto an elemental.”

      “They would not try to harvest elementals here,” Ferran said.

      “It’s possible they would. The elementals are strong in the kingdoms. Cora once told me how Par-shon had techniques for pulling on the elementals, forcing them to bond.” Could Par-shon have risked sending shapers this deep into the kingdoms?

      If they had come for the hatchlings—and he knew that they had—then there was no reason to think that they would not.

      “We must find them,” Tan said.

      “Theondar should know,” Ferran said.

      Ferran was right, but Tan had left his summoning rune coin back in Ethea. Without that, he had no real way of reaching Roine.

      “Do you have your summoning coin?”

      Ferran shook his head. “We’re in the kingdoms! We should be safe.”

      “We were in the kingdoms when Par-shon last attacked.”

      There was another way to reach Roine, but it wouldn’t be as direct and he would have to rely upon convincing ara to do what he needed. What other choice did he have?

      Tan focused, letting the cool breeze play around him. Ara. Send word to Aric and Zephra. Tan has need.

      There was a soft fluttering of the breeze, and then it eased.

      Tan shifted his focus, now listening to golud. The earth elemental only told him that there was something here, but not where. He had learned that the Par-shon bonded could hide themselves using shapings of earth, but could they hide themselves while in the kingdoms, with golud—and shapers able to speak to them—present?

      It had to be possible. He had seen how they had obscured themselves. “Can golud tell where they are?” he asked Ferran.

      Ferran let out a rumbling request. Tan could almost hear it, but it wasn’t directed at him. Even were he to hear it, he wasn’t confident he’d be able to understand.

      After long moments spent waiting, he looked up at Tan. “They are silent.”

      “They can’t detect Par-shon shapers?”

      Ferran’s eyes tightened. “I no longer hear golud, Athan.”

      Tan frowned, focusing on the ground. As he did, he realized that he didn’t, either.

      “Are we too late?” he asked aloud.
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      As Ferran formed a massive shaping, one that reached deep into the earth, Tan sensed the strength and the urgency with which he worked, and appreciated the way the earth shaper strained for the elementals, working to help them. As he did, he was struck by the understanding that this was part of the reason for the bond, the benefit the elementals received by bonding to the kingdoms’ shapers.

      “I will see what I can learn. You stay safe,” Tan said.

      Ferran nodded and Tan took to the air on a shaping of wind. It carried him high overhead, and he hovered, focusing on the ground below. He needed to find the Par-shon shapers and some way to keep them from capturing golud. In Doma, he had used a combination of elements, binding them together and adding spirit to the shaping to reveal the earth shapers, but maybe there was another way that wouldn’t depend on his ability to detect Par-shon.

      He needed to keep them from succeeding now. That meant doing whatever it took to stop Par-shon.

      Tan worked a shaping, binding it with spirit. He pulled this shaping to the ground, slamming it into the earth, where it struck and spread widely.

      To the east, he sensed an emptiness where the shaping should have held.

      Ferran’s head snapped up and his brow furrowed. He lifted on a shaping of earth and raced alongside Tan.

      Rather than a shaper, they found a deep hole shaped into the ground, almost perfectly round. A long, slender rod of black metal plunged into the hole. Runes etched along the surface of the rod caught and reflected the moonlight.

      “We must remove this,” Tan said.

      “This is meant to force a bond?”

      “I think so. These runes,” Tan said, pointing to the ones he could see. From what he could tell, the runes extended all along the rod, “they mark earth, but there is something to it I don’t understand. A binding of sorts.”

      Ferran studied the rod and started shaping.

      Tan grabbed him, and without thinking, pulled the earth shaping away and sent it into the ground. “Careful!”

      Ferran eyed him. “What would it have done?”

      “You’re bound to golud?” Tan asked. “When I was in Par-shon, there was a room there. Runes like these covered the walls. Really, runes like these covered the walls everywhere throughout the obsidian palace. They prevent shaping, but they’re for more than that, I think. At least the ones in the testing room seemed to be for more than that. They separate the bonded from the elementals.”

      Ferran pulled away from him and crouched in front of the rod. He touched it carefully, running his hand along the metal. Tan doubted that simply touching it would do anything. From what he could tell, the runes only responded to shaping.

      “These are what they use to separate the elementals from the bonded?” Ferran asked.

      “These are what they use to force the bond,” Tan said.

      He didn’t tell Ferran that the same runes were found in the lower level of the archives, in books and texts from over a thousand years ago, when the kingdoms’ shapers had used similar techniques to bind elementals. It no longer mattered that the ancients had done what Par-shon now did. What mattered was that Tan was determined to stop it.

      “This must be destroyed,” Ferran said.

      “Yes.”

      Augmented by earth shaping, Ferran pulled the rod out of the earth. The rod was nearly twenty feet long, and runes continued all along it. Once free of the hole, Ferran set it on the ground.

      Tan studied it. As far as he knew, it was still active. The only thing he knew to do with items of power like this was to use spirit, but he’d never attempted to do it on things meant to steal the elemental power. He’d broken bonds and he’d destroyed the runes in the Par-shon palace, but this seemed different. If he was wrong, would he be somehow bound?

      He had to try. The longer he waited, the more likely it would be that Par-shon would manage to steal a bond to golud.

      Tan took a steadying breath. As he did, he sent out a warning to those bonded to him, to Asboel, Honl, the nymid, and Amia. Be ready.

      With a shaping of spirit, he probed the rod. It struck the metal and vanished. Tan could all but hear a slurping sound as it was sucked in. Tan attempted a different shaping, avoiding earth, choosing fire—the counter to earth—and mixing spirit. Again, he sensed the runes simply absorbing his shaping. He added water and air, fusing them together, but nothing changed.

      Tan released the shaping. The silence from golud left him anxious, knowing that he needed to hurry. “It will not work. Not without attempting to use earth.”

      “You fear what will happen if you do?” Ferran asked.

      “I have bonded three elementals, Ferran.” He said nothing of Amia, but that was the bond he worried most about. “I can’t risk them without knowing what will happen.”

      “What will you do?”

      “I need to find where the Par-shon shaper has gone. If we can find them…” But even that wasn’t guaranteed to work. It was possible that placing the traps allowed the Par-shon shaper to force the bond from anywhere.

      Another thought crossed his mind: Were there other traps set around the kingdoms that he hadn’t discovered?

      The idea terrified him. The only reason they had been warned of this trap was because golud had signaled danger. What of the elementals unable to reach him? What of elementals without a bond, or who didn’t know to worry?

      Tan somehow had to protect them as well.

      But first, he had to stop this bonding. He had to defeat the runes.

      “Let me try,” Ferran said.

      Tan shook his head. “You are bonded as well. It’s too dangerous.”

      “Rather me than our warrior and Athan.” Ferran smiled at him tightly. “I think we have seen that you have more value to the kingdoms than I, but I can provide this service.” He leaned toward the rod and placed his hands on it. “Besides, I have no intention of allowing Par-shon to steal my connection. I have spent my life wondering what it would be like to speak to the elementals. Now that I know… I will do all that I can to stop them.”

      Tan created a soft ball of light to illuminate the rod as he studied it. The runes caught the light, reflecting off it. Tan found one for earth and one that he had seen within the room of separation. He didn’t know what it meant, but if they were similar, or if they could even be used in a similar way, then he needed to try to focus on them.

      “Try this one,” he said, pointing to earth. “And this. Shape earth into both. I will help.”

      Ferran glanced at him and then nodded. His shaping built and as he began to shape earth into the rod, Tan added spirit. Always before, the combination of spirit mixed with the element had worked. This time, he allowed Ferran to control the earth shaping and he controlled spirit. Mingling as they did, Tan sensed Ferran’s shaping strength and the overwhelming desire within him to free golud.

      The rod began glowing. Then Ferran screamed.

      Tan shifted his shaping, sending spirit through Ferran, recognizing immediately how the runes worked to take the bond from him. Tan had sensed something similar before, though that had been with Zephra and only after she’d lost the bond. This was early, but already he sensed the bond tearing free of Ferran. If he didn’t stop it, Ferran would lose his connection to golud.

      Wrapping the shaping tightly around Ferran, he created a protection around his mind, anchoring the bond to golud with a shaping of spirit. It was how Tan had preserved his connection to Asboel and Honl, but it changed the bond, bringing them closer together. In some ways, he couldn’t help but realize that this forced a different connection between the elemental and Ferran, but there seemed no other way to preserve the bond.

      “Push against it,” Tan commanded.

      Ferran grunted and pressed out with his shaping of earth. Tan kept spirit mingled within it and added layers of fire and water, needing only the barest hint of wind. Then he pulled through his warrior sword.

      Light flared from it.

      Working with Ferran, they pressed the shaping through the rod. The runes pulled the light from the sword, becoming a deep, inky black. Ferran grunted in pain and nearly staggered. His eyes were drawn tight and sweat beaded across his brow, but he continued to shape.

      Then there came an echoing crack.

      The runes on the rod failed. Ferran fell backward and sprawled on the ground. Tan released his shaping, feeling weak and shaking from the effort, pulling on the elementals around him for strength.

      “Did it work?” Ferran asked.

      Tan listened for golud. At first, he heard nothing, but then the angry rumbling that had awoken him came again, slowly building, rolling toward the north like a thunderous bell tolling. “You should hear it, too,” Tan said.

      Ferran laid back against the ground. “I hear nothing.”

      “That shouldn’t be,” he started. “The elemental should be bound more tightly to you if anything. I used spirit…”

      Ferran rolled onto his side. “I felt what you did, but I think it was not soon enough. The separation came first. The connection is gone.”

      Frustration built within Tan, but anger with it as well. For Par-shon to come to the kingdoms and steal the bond from one of their shapers… He would not tolerate that. “Stay here.”

      Without waiting for Ferran to respond, Tan took to the air on an angry shaping of wind and fire. Asboel. You are needed. Honl. Come to me. Nymid.

      Asboel stirred from wherever he rested, registered Tan’s need, and took to the sky. Honl was upon him in moments, fluttering around him. Even the nymid coalesced from water droplets in the air, coating Tan with a greenish film.

      Maelen, you should not hunt when angry, Asboel warned.

      Par-shon will learn that they cannot simply steal our bonds. They cannot come to these lands and harm the elementals.

      Tan’s anger was about more than that. If he couldn’t protect Ferran—a shaper bound to the elemental—what hope did he have of protecting the kingdoms? Worse, if he couldn’t protect golud, how could he save the hatchling?

      Within moments, Asboel circled overhead. Tan lifted on the wind, rising to the draasin. We will find them. All of them.

      Maelen—

      They will force bonds to other elementals, Asboel. Ethea is a place of convergence. Think of what will happen if they manage to reach and take bonds throughout the city? How many elementals will be affected? How many will be forced to bond?

      The draasin snorted. You do this not out of anger but out of concern.

      Tan looked up at Asboel. I am angry, Asboel. I am very angry.
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      Wind billowed around Tan, pulling at his hair and jacket. Heat radiated from him as he allowed fire to fill him, letting it burn with his rage. This was different than when fire controlled him; this time, Tan controlled his anger, using it to power the shaping he would need.

      Tan unsheathed the warrior sword and pulled a shaping of each of the elements through it, merging spirit with them. He drew upon his bonded elementals for strength but reached deeper, to the land around him, toward ara blowing in the wind, toward golud, still tenuously free, toward the nymid in the stream, and through the fire bond, reaching for all the fire elementals that he could detect. Power filled him.

      He pointed the sword at the ground and unleashed the shaping.

      It washed over the earth, spreading out from the point of contact with the ground.

      The shaping allowed not only Tan, but all the elementals to be attuned to it. As it struck, Tan sensed a distant awareness of power and turned toward it. Asboel noted it as well, and flames spilled angrily from his nostrils.

      They streaked toward the sense, moving west and slightly north. The shapers he sensed moved quickly, but Tan was a warrior shaper, fueled by elemental energy and moving on a storm of power.

      Remain with the draasin, Tan sent to the nymid and Honl. He didn’t want them to risk capture if something were to happen to him. He needed their strength, the connection he had to them, but he would keep them safe.

      Summoning a bolt of lightning, Tan landed amidst a mountainous area, likely on the edge of the Gholund Mountains as they began to create the border with Chenir and Incendin. Rocks and tall pines grew around him.

      The air sizzled with shaped energy. Par-shon had expected him.

      Tan was assaulted as soon as he appeared. Shapings of wind and fire and earth all reached toward him, coming from every direction. Tan had to use every bit of his skill simply to fend off the attack, barely managing to hold back one when another struck.

      He kept his focus on fire, holding onto that bond. As he did, he sensed fire shaped among him. With a mixing of spirit and fire, he attacked the bonded shaper, freeing the elemental. Tan gained awareness as he did.

      Help me, he asked of the elemental, not even knowing which it was.

      Strength surged within him.

      The attack on him intensified, becoming frenzied. Tan stood in the middle of it, holding shapings of each element, using his warrior sword to pull on the shapings, redirecting them so that they moved harmlessly away. He remained wrapped in fire, pulling on the fire bond, shaping as he did, heat glowing from him.

      Spirit surged, but not from him.

      Tan almost lost his focus. Had Par-shon learned how to bind the elements, or did they have a spirit shaper among them? Had they managed to use one of the archivists?

      He didn’t dare try to understand. Not until he managed to get free from this attack.

      He should have waited for Roine. Or for Zephra. Coming raging in like this had only put him in danger. And Ferran had been right: the kingdoms couldn’t lose a warrior shaper, not one bound to the elemental powers.

      Tan thought of how they had stolen the bond from Ferran, how they had attempted to force other bonds, using their traps to force the bonds upon the elemental. Renewed anger surged through him.

      He swept his sword around him in a wide arc, loosing a shaping of all the elements bound together. Light spilled from the sword, turning night into day. Tan controlled the shaping, twisting it so that it didn’t kill.

      Instead, bonds shattered.

      Tan felt elementals being freed, but doing so took too much from him.

      His strength faded and he sunk to his knees, barely able to stand. His shaping faltered and the light from his sword dimmed.

      The bonds might have shattered, but those holding them still stood.

      Par-shon shapers converged on him. Through his fading earth sense, Tan detected seven. There wasn’t much that he could do. The effort of breaking the bonds had weakened him too much. With as much strength as he could muster, he raised his sword, holding it out in front of him. The tip of the sword wavered.

      Someone laughed.

      Help me.

      Tan sent the request to the elementals around him, including those he had just freed. Elemental power could restore him, but not if he had used up their energy as well. The shaping that he had done was likely to have used nearly all the elemental energy that he’d summoned. It would leave the elementals weakened, nearly as much as him.

      But not those that he’d freed.

      Power eased back into him, but it came slowly. He wouldn’t be strong enough to stop the Par-shon attackers.

      A loud cry suddenly split the night.

      The Par-shon attack paused. A loud buffeting of wind was followed by another cry. Someone screamed.

      The fire bond told Tan what he sensed: Sashari came.

      Maelen, she said, feeding power to him as she did, pushing it toward him. It came in a torrent, fed as if through the fire bond.

      Tan welcomed it, drawing it to him, and stood on a shaping of fire and wind.

      As he did, someone lunged toward him.

      Tan reacted, swinging his sword. The warrior sword wasn’t really meant for traditional combat. It was made of well-forged steel—possibly even from Nor—but Tan had never spent any real time learning swordplay.

      From the way he stood in a practiced stance and the easy way he held his sword, the Par-shon warrior clearly had.

      The man that appeared out of the dark had a clean-shaven head and was heavily muscled. He was dressed in black and carried a wickedly curved sword. Runes glowed on the surface.

      Tan sucked in a breath. For the runes to glow, that meant they were shaped. And if this man still shaped…

      Asboel!

      The man attacked, swinging the sword. Tan reacted, but was slow. The Par-shon caught Tan’s blade and twisted it, driving it back. Tan reached for an earth shaping to strengthen him, but he was still too weakened. Instead, he lashed out with fire.

      The Par-shon man caught the shaping with his sword and turned it toward the ground, where it fizzled out harmlessly. “You are powerful, warrior. But you will see the Utu Tonah has many skilled warriors.”

      A shaping built, raging through his sword, making the runes glow brightly.

      Tan didn’t yet have enough strength to counter such a shaping. With the recognition, he wondered how powerful must this man have been when bound to elementals?

      Even without elemental power, he was skilled.

      Tan raised his sword, readying to try to deflect the attack. The Par-shon warrior sneered at him. As his shaping built, a shadow swooped from above.

      The man wasn’t quick enough to see it.

      Asboel caught him with massive talons and tossed him into the air, biting through him in one sharp snap of his powerful jaw.

      The night fell back into silence.

      Tan lowered himself to the ground, relief washing over him. Return to Ferran, golud, if you would choose the bond. He sent the request as a slow and steady rumble, not certain if it would matter. Perhaps golud had already chosen to return.

      Asboel settled on the ground next to Tan, curling his tail around his bonded friend much like Sashari had done with Asgar. He twisted his head to meet Tan’s eyes. That was foolish, Maelen, even for you.

      Tan grunted. That was foolish, even for me, he agreed.

      They sat for a moment until Sashari landed next to Asboel. The draasin rubbed their noses together and Tan stood and turned away, giving them a measure of privacy.

      “Are there any survivors?” he asked aloud. Spirit sensing told him that Cianna was nearby.

      She appeared out of the darkness. The moonlight played off her bright red hair and her eyes seemed to glow. Heat radiated from her as it so often did. “You intended there to be survivors?”

      “I intend to know where they have placed their traps,” Tan said. “That was the purpose of this incursion.”

      Cianna frowned. “Are you certain? This many for traps?”

      Something about the comment struck him, but Tan shook it off. “Ferran lost his bond. I think I might have saved it, but only if one of them,” he said, motioning around him, “was the one who stole it from him. We found one of their traps. There will be others.”

      “Tan, you can’t go attacking stupidly like this. Hasn’t Theondar told you that we can’t risk losing you? Think of what will happen if the kingdoms don’t have their most powerful shaper. How will we stop Par-shon then?”

      Tan sighed. He shouldn’t have attacked like that, but his anger had gotten the best of him, driving him to do something he should not have. “It’s bad enough that they bond elementals in Par-shon,” he said. “I can’t let them do the same in the kingdoms.”

      Cianna motioned him forward. “Do you really think that you need to be the only one to do this? We are all a part of the kingdoms. We must all work together. You’re Athan. You only need to summon, and shapers will follow your command.”

      They stopped near a tall pine tree. Lying on the ground next to the tree was a young woman dressed in deep red leathers. Her hair was cut short, the back of it shorn. Fire ringed the tree and arched up and over her, done skillfully and with a precision that he hadn’t seen since the lisincend had once placed a similar cage around Amia.

      “She is the only survivor. The other… well, they made the mistake of attacking the draasin. This one did not.”
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      Tan regarded the woman, trying to think of what he should do with her. In the darkness of the night, with barely any moonlight and the wind still carrying the tang of blood from the fallen Par-shon, Tan didn’t have the stomach for any more killing.

      He took a deep breath. In the time since the attack ended, some of his strength had returned. With a wave of his hand, he lowered the fire cage. Cianna gave him a sharp look but said nothing. Tan stepped across the fire barrier surrounding her and knelt next to the woman, forcing her to meet his eyes.

      “How many traps did you place?”

      She tried to look away from him, but he held her head in place with a shaping of wind.

      “How many?” he snapped.

      She stared at him defiantly. “You will not find them all.” She actually managed to smile. “And once the Utu Tonah learns how rich this land is, he will send more. There is much to harvest here.”

      Harvest. The way she said the word sent chills up Tan’s spine. “You think to harvest elementals for your own purpose? Were you to take the chance, you might learn from them, might find a way to work with them, rather than forcing them to work for you.”

      She stared at him blankly. “You think this is his only plan? This is but a beginning. You have seen his power. I see it in your face when I exalt his name. You know that you will not be able to stop him. He knows what these lands can offer, and he will come with more strength than you can hope to contain. Your shapers,” she spoke the word with disdain, “will be able to do nothing against the elemental might.”

      Tan glanced toward the draasin, perched in a tree. He sensed Asboel watching him, studying him. “You might be surprised at how connected we are to the elementals,” he said softly. He spoke with an angry heat, the words coming out almost ragged. “Now, I will ask again. How many traps have you placed?”

      The woman fixed him with a level gaze. She did not blink, did not appear intimidated or afraid of the fact that two massive draasin sat barely twenty feet from her, or that a warrior shaper stood in front of her, one who had very nearly stopped seven bound Par-shon shapers by himself. Tan realized that he would not get anything useful from her.

      Using spirit, he reached into her mind. Had he not watched Amia and the First Mother working together, he would not have known where to begin. Even with that, he still didn’t sense with anything close to the skill that Amia managed, but he didn’t need skill. Only knowledge.

      Touching her mind like this gave him glimpses of her place within Par-shon. She was a Rune Master, the one to place the runes on the traps, an exalted position. When she had been selected to come across the sea, she had taken the trip willingly, almost eagerly. She had claimed bonds in Doma and Incendin, and she was the one who had claimed earth from Ferran.

      There was more, but Tan couldn’t reach it. It was as if she hid something from him, expecting his connection to spirit.

      Tan reached deeper, needing to understand. He found evidence of the traps, the way they were placed around Ethea, ringing the city. But there were more than that. Dozens were scattered around the kingdoms. Tan took that knowledge from her. He would need it to remove them.

      He tried reaching for more, but whatever secrets she buried remained hidden to him.

      He released her mind and the Rune Master gasped.

      “You should not—”

      “No,” Tan snapped. “You should not have come to the kingdoms. Everything you do goes against the will of the Great Mother.”

      The woman snorted. “You think the Great Mother cares how we use her resources? The Utu Tonah is closer to the Great Mother than any other. He knows that what we do has meaning. You will see. No matter what you choose to do to me, you will soon learn the might of Par-shon. These lands will suffer for fighting what must happen. This is only the beginning,” she said again.

      The woman disgusted him. The joyous way that she trapped elementals disgusted him.

      But he didn’t know what to do with her. He couldn’t kill her, not when she was like this, and he didn’t dare bring her into Ethea for questioning. That left him with few options.

      “Forgive me,” he whispered.

      He shaped spirit, layering it atop her mind. Tan hated that he must do this, knowing it was the reason that spirit shapers had gained the reputation that they did, but he refused to kill her when she was no longer a threat.

      Through his bond with Amia, he sensed her dismay at what he attempted, but there was understanding as well.

      Like this, she said, guiding him through the shaping.

      The shaping draped over the woman’s mind but then layered through it, clinging to it, Amia’s presence ensuring that the woman would not be able to free herself. What they did changed this woman. He made it so that she would not bind another elemental, that she would forget what she had seen in the kingdoms, even that she would forget the shaping.

      Amia guided him to release the shaping, but with one additional flourish, Tan placed the suggestion within the woman that she help the elementals.

      As he prepared to release the shaping, the woman pulled a long-bladed knife out from behind her. Tan scrambled for it, but was too slow. She plunged it into her chest.

      Tan wrested the knife from her hands. She shouldn’t have been able to harm herself. She shouldn’t have wanted to harm herself, not with the shaping that he’d placed onto her.

      Using a shaping of water augmented by the nymid, he attempted healing, but he was weakened, drained from the attack.

      Can you help? he asked the nymid.

      There was a response, but it was faint and difficult for him to hear. Blood continued to pool around the woman, and her lifeless eyes stared at him with an almost victorious expression burning behind them.

      Tan dropped the knife and sunk to the ground. The ground shuddered briefly, as if golud was released, and then fell still. Elementals all around him went silent, as if ashamed of what he’d done.

      Cianna touched his shoulder and lowered herself to crouch next to him. “It is for the best. She did the honorable thing.”

      “Honorable?” Tan asked. “None of this is honorable. If they thought to be honorable, they would not have forced the bonds on the elementals. They would not treat them as if they were nothing more than horses to be saddled.”

      Cianna touched his arm. Her hand radiated heat and she let it simply sit, not trying to caress or anything else with seductive undertones like she so often would attempt. “And how did you feel about the elementals before you could speak to them?” she asked.

      Tan opened his mouth a moment and then clamped it shut. Before speaking to them, he hadn’t given them much thought. There had never been a reason for him to spend time thinking about the elementals. Always before, they were something mysterious, hidden, but had he not also considered them a part of the natural world?

      “I would not have wanted them forced to bond like this.”

      She smiled at him, as if he was too stupid to see her point. “Have you ever had a dog?”

      Tan frowned. “What does that have to do with this?”

      Cianna shrugged. “Humor me. Have you had a dog? Maybe a cat?”

      Tan watched her, wondering what she might be getting at. “We had a dog when I was growing up. Doshan. My father found him when hunting and brought him to our home. Mother wanted him to get rid of him. She said he was more wolf than dog.” Tan smiled at the memory, some of the anger he’d been feeling defusing. “With as big as he got, she was probably right. But he was a good dog and became well trained.”

      “Could you speak to your dog?”

      “Listen, Cianna. It’s not the same. You know that the way Par-shon views the elementals is dangerous. They think to use them, to use their power and ability—”

      “Likely no differently than your father thought to use your dog’s nose for hunting or tracking. You might have treated him well, but you used him just the same.”

      Tan stared at the darkness around him. He sensed Asboel’s interest in the conversation and recognized that he had been listening. I don’t think of you as a dog, Tan told him.

      Behind him, the draasin snorted softly. You ride me like a horse.

      Tan sensed amusement within Asboel and sighed. After a moment, he stood, glancing around the clearing. He stepped past the fallen Par-shon woman, his gaze trailing across the ground.

      “What is it?” Cianna asked.

      “There was a spirit shaper here,” Tan said.

      “Are you certain?”

      “I thought that I sensed spirit when I first arrived. Everything was chaotic, so I couldn’t tell where it was coming from.” He still wasn’t sure if he actually had sensed spirit or if it was something else. Maybe he’d been mistaken about that, the same way he’d been mistaken in thinking that he could shape spirit over the Par-shon woman. He hadn’t expected her to kill herself. Maybe there wasn’t anything he could have done to prevent it, but he would have tried.

      He made his way around the clearing. The rocks were darkened, some stained with blood from the shapers who had fallen. There wasn’t much left of the attackers, especially once the draasin got involved.

      What did it mean that there might have been spirit shapers among the Par-shon? Even if there was a single spirit shaper, that would be enough to present a challenge for the kingdoms. If Par-shon learned how to bind the elements together to forge spirit, it was possible that they would become even more powerful than they already were.

      And he couldn’t shake the words she had said. This is but a beginning. A beginning to what? What did it mean for the kingdoms?

      They needed to remove the remaining traps, and then they had to determine if the Utu Tonah had anything more planned. Only, Tan wasn’t entirely certain how.

      He stopped at the Par-shon woman and stared down at her body. His shaping had given him parts of her knowledge and experience. Maybe he could use that to understand a way to deactivate the traps without needing to risk the kingdoms’ shapers again.

      And he still had to help Asboel find the missing hatchling. What if they had taken her across the sea? What if she was in Par-shon?

      The hatchling cannot cross the sea on her own, Asboel said.

      Are you certain?

      She is not strong enough yet to separate from fire for such a journey.

      I don’t understand.

      Because you are not of fire. Making a crossing over the sea like that requires the draasin to store fire. The hatchlings are not ready.

      Will Par-shon know that? He sensed Asboel’s hesitation. Asboel?

      The others within the fire bond would know. Saa, he said the name of the fire elemental with lingering irritation, would understand.

      At least there was hope that the draasin remained, that Par-shon hadn’t dragged her across the sea. There was still hope of finding her.

      Why can’t we reach her through the fire bond? Tan asked. When Asboel didn’t answer, he pressed. Asboel?

      I… I do not know.

      That might be the most troubling thing of all.

      Tan tore his gaze away from the dead Par-shon woman and stepped away, turning to Cianna. “Come. We can go now.”

      Cianna nodded toward the Par-shon woman. “What of her?”

      “She can stay here.”

      “Tan—you should give her a proper burial.”

      Tan glanced back at her. “Proper? And what would a burial of Par-shon look like?”

      Cianna frowned at him. “Does it matter? She deserves to be returned to the earth.”

      Tan sighed heavily. Then he reached toward the earth with a shaping, asking it to swallow the Par-shon woman. With a steady rumble, it was done, leaving Tan weakened again. He continued toward Asboel.

      “They will know what happened when their shapers don’t return,” Cianna said as they neared the draasin.

      Asboel eyed him, raising his head and blinking at Tan slowly. We can hunt.

      No. You must find the hatchling. This is my task.

      You think you must hunt alone?

      Tan sighed. Not alone, but there is much that needs doing. You and Sashari must continue your search. If you need me, you will summon.

      Asboel breathed out heavily. You would command the draasin?

      There was a vague sense of amusement to the question.

      Only if you’re too slow to find her.

      Asboel roared against the night. The sound echoed against the rocks. A challenge, Maelen?

      Tan smiled sadly and touched the draasin’s side. If only there were times for games. Heat bloomed from Asboel, creating a soft cloud of mist around him.

      There will be many challenges ahead, Tan told him. I only hope that we are both strong enough to face them.

      As I’ve told you before, Maelen, you will never hunt alone.
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      The next day came sooner than Tan would have liked. He had awoken groggy and still weakened from the attack the night before—and powered by a purpose: He needed to find the traps scattered throughout the kingdoms and remove them.

      Tan found Ferran in the halls of the palace, again escorting the group of children. He glanced at Tan and nodded. Tan hadn’t seen him since they had removed the trap and still didn’t know whether Ferran had found his bond again.

      “Are you…?” He couldn’t bring himself to finish the question.

      Ferran tipped his head toward Tan. “The bond has returned. It is different, I think, but there.” He shuffled the children into a room along the hall.

      Tan caught a glimpse of what was behind the door. Three others were inside, and he recognized only one, a wind shaper named Alan. The university might have been destroyed, but that didn’t mean there weren’t teachers willing to guide potential shapers.

      “Different in what way?” he asked Ferran.

      Ferran pulled the door closed and rested his hand on the handle. “The golud have a…” He paused, his brow furrowing as if he struggled to find the right word. “A fervor that was not there before. They would see me searching for more of these devices.”

      “I will find them,” Tan said.

      Ferran arched a brow. “You don’t need to search on your own. There are others able—and willing—to help you, Athan. What if there are others of Par-shon hiding?”

      Tan didn’t want to tell him that he had learned where some of the traps would be hidden, or how he had gotten the information. A part of him was embarrassed about shaping the Par-shon Rune Master to acquire the knowledge. He recognized the need, and his anger had driven the desire, but having a night to sleep had calmed him and given him a different perspective.

      Now that he’d had a chance to think, the idea of using shapers not bound to the elementals made sense. They would be able to recover the traps without risking the same as him. “Thank you, Ferran.”

      The earth shaper reached over and settled a broad hand onto Tan’s shoulder. “You are strong, but you don’t have to work alone. There are others who can help, who want to help. You have not been a shaper long, but others of us have faced this, and worse. We understand what is at stake.”

      Ferran watched him a moment and then returned to his duties with the children, leaving Tan, feeling troubled, staring at the spot the master had occupied. If even Ferran—a shaper able to speak to the elementals—didn’t fully understand that Par-shon was worse than Incendin, then how would other shapers?

      “You summoned last night.”

      He turned and saw Roine watching him. Today, he wore a long navy cloak pinned at the neck. It seemed that each time Tan saw him, he dressed more regally. Would there come a time when Roine would not want to give up his place as king regent? They had found potential heirs, but there was no way of knowing which should rule. For now, that responsibility fell to Roine.

      “Par-shon shapers were in the kingdoms,” Tan said.

      Anger flared across Roine’s face. He guided Tan down the hall without another word, turning into a servants’ corridor before shaping opening a door that led to a plain room. Tan took it in: a circular table pushed almost to one wall, a pitcher of water resting atop it; three slatted wooden chairs forming a circle around the table; an ornate tapestry hanging from the wall was the only evidence of finery in the room.

      Roine pulled out one of the chairs and plopped into it, his clothing making him look suddenly out of place.

      Tan noted a stack of papers piled on the floor under the table. Several books angled against the wall. A shapers lantern was also hidden, though Roine shaped a weak light into it.

      Tan closed the door behind him and took a seat. “What is this?”

      “This,” Roine started, surveying the room, “is where I come when I need to have time for myself. There aren’t many who know that it’s here. And now you do.”

      “Why have you brought me here?”

      Roine leaned on his elbows. “I need to know what happened last night. Why did you summon?”

      Tan told him about the summons from golud and the way that he and Ferran had found one of the traps. “It was my mistake. I knew it wasn’t safe for me to attempt the shaping, and Ferran pressed me. I should have known better than to let him try.”

      Roine shook his head. “Your mistake wasn’t letting Ferran attempt the shaping. Your mistake was thinking that you had to do this alone.” The comment echoed what Ferran had just said, enough that left Tan wondering if they’d spoken about it.

      “There wouldn’t have been time to summon earlier.” Roine gave him an arched brow. “Well, I had forgotten the summoning rune. Roine, I did what I could. I asked ara to get word to my mother—”

      Roine started to smile, catching Tan off guard. “Yes, ara got word to Zephra. But you neglect to remember that you had a way to summon me directly.”

      “I said I forgot the rune coin.”

      Roine chuckled and reached across the table to tap on the ring Tan wore. “Part of this gives you a way to summon me. It also allows you to speak on my behalf. Sign peace agreements. Many other affairs of state.” He waved his hand as if most of that was meaningless. “I used the mark of Athan to travel freely and unencumbered. There were instances when it was helpful, such as the time when I first came to your village.” His smile widened. “Mostly it’s a marker of office, but that’s not all that it is. I made certain to give you a way to reach me, too. I probably should have told you that sooner.”

      Tan stared down at the ring, twisting it on his finger. It fit well and was marked with the rune that represented each of the elements. “Had I known…”

      “You would have summoned sooner. Yes. And then? Perhaps it is best that you didn’t. Otherwise, you might not have gone after the Par-shon shapers and you might not have learned what you did about the traps.”

      “I nearly failed, Roine. I nearly died.”

      Roine studied him a moment. “Tannen,” he started, saying his name with genuine warmth, “there have been probably a dozen times since we’ve met that you could have died. What is important is that you didn’t. You might have allowed emotion to guide your actions rather than thinking it through, but had you taken the time, you might have talked yourself out of what needed to be done. It was much the same for me when I was Athan. I think of what I accomplished simply because I acted. Imagine what would have happened had Par-shon managed to bond the elementals near Ethea.”

      He’d already considered what would have happened and how much might have been lost. “I need to find the rest of the traps. They can’t remain here. If the Utu Tonah uses them…”

      “Yes. They need to be brought back to Ethea.”

      “They need to be destroyed,” Tan said.

      “Not destroyed. Studied. We must understand what it is that Par-shon does. If we can understand them, then we can find the key to stopping them.”

      “I won’t risk someone having access to the traps,” Tan said, thinking of how the kingdoms’ shapers had once harnessed the elementals. “If someone thinks to use them—”

      “You can store them in the lower level of the archives. That way, you’re the only one able to reach them.”

      Tan fidgeted with the ring. The idea of having the elemental traps so close worried him. There were those like Seanan who wanted the bond, thinking that Tan could simply force it. There might be others like him, or possibly worse, who would do anything in the name of keeping the kingdoms safe.

      Tan studied Roine, wondering what he might be able to do. Would he think to use the traps, thinking he was helping the kingdoms? Roine had already shown how far he would go to protect the kingdoms. How could he not use every advantage to save them?

      Tan couldn’t help but think the ancient shapers must have started the same way. What must they have faced that would have convinced them that harnessing the elementals should be considered? There were shapers then who bonded to the elementals naturally, allowing the elemental and the shaper to choose whether to join in the connection. What had changed?

      Roine waited on him for an answer. “I will bring them to the archives,” Tan said. “Please, Roine. Leave them there. Don’t be tempted to use them.”

      Roine waved his hand dismissively. “Our shapers will be enough,” he said. “I know that you intended to go to Incendin—”

      That had been Tan’s plan, but he couldn’t do that, not until after he kept Par-shon from trapping elementals. “Not until I find the traps.”

      “Good. After you secure them, there is something else I would ask of you. It has to do with Incendin. I know you think we need to work with them, but you should know that while Zephra worked to solidify the barrier, she has seen movement near Nara. If they attack—”

      “They aren’t going to attack. They have enough to fear with Par-shon active.”

      Roine leaned back and rubbed a hand over his chin. “If they attack,” he started again, “we need to know what we might face. Zephra can only do so much in Incendin, and repairing the barrier is taking time, more time than I’d like. If only Lacertin still lived. The barrier had been his idea, and he had been responsible for the first shaping to bring it into place.”

      “The barrier was never designed to keep shapers out, though. It held back the lisincend and the hounds.”

      “The barrier restricted anything with elemental power from crossing,” Roine said. “Including shapers.”

      “How did Lacertin cross?” Tan asked.

      He tapped his hands on the top of the table and let out a frustrated sigh. “I still don’t know.”

      Tan frowned. It wasn’t just Lacertin, but the Aeta had crossed as well. Had they not been able to do so, Amia would have been stuck on the other side in Incendin. Now, with Lacertin gone, they would never know. Amia hadn’t known there was a reason they shouldn’t have been able to cross, so she wouldn’t have any answer either.

      “So you want me to scout Incendin rather than travel to the Fire Fortress.”

      “Can’t you do both? You could bring Cianna. She knows the lands well.”

      “Roine, Incendin isn’t our threat—”

      Roine sat up, his back stiffening. “Then prove it. Find out why they have been moving along the border. Explain it in a way the proves they mean no harm.”

      “And Par-shon? Who will make sure that Par-shon doesn’t attack again?”

      “I’m certain that you’ll know if there is another attack. The elementals warned us last night, didn’t they?”

      “It won’t work quite like that. Golud helped because Par-shon attempted to force a bond. There are other elementals Par-shon can use. And they can hide themselves. We saw that in Doma.”

      “Zephra will know if ara is impacted. Ferran has bonded earth. I believe that you share a connection to the nymid as well as the draasin? That means we’re covered.”

      Tan shook his head. “That’s only the beginning. There are countless elementals, especially here in Ethea. Think of all the elementals that are found here that aren’t found in other places. Elementals like saa and ashi and wyln and—”

      “Those are all lesser elementals.”

      Tan resisted the urge to make a comment. Despite how frequently they had had this conversation, Roine still seemed to believe that there were lesser and greater elementals. From what Tan had learned, the elementals had no such distinction. Some were greater in one land than another, even though all were found around Ethea. The draasin were different, though even Asboel couldn’t really tell him why that would be. Roine needed to understand.

      “Focus on fire,” Tan said.

      Roine frowned. “Tan, now is not the time—”

      “Now must be the time,” he said. “You are king here, and you need to understand what you rule. I don’t think even Althem really understood. If he had, he might not have underestimated the strength of the elementals.”

      Roine grinned at him. “Now you think to give me lessons on how to rule? Maybe your mother is right. You’re becoming a little too much like me.”

      “Roine—”

      “Fine. I’ll focus on fire. You know that it’s the element I’m weakest in.”

      “And you know it’s the element I’m strongest in. So we will balance each other out.”

      Roine snorted. “What will I be sensing?”

      “I’ll show you,” Tan said.

      With a quick surge of shaping, Tan created a simple ball of flame. It hovered in his hand, creating a bright glow. Tan fed it with his own shaping, making it burn hotter and brighter. As he did, saa was drawn to it as usual, and he encouraged the elemental toward the shaping, allowing it to assume control. Tan lowered his hand and the shaping remained in place.

      He reached inwardly for the fire bond and felt its pull. Through it, he could feel the way saa reached from him to the flame. Even the distant sense of Sashari and Asgar pulled on the fire bond. They were the brightest draws, but not the only ones. Heat in the stones pulled on the bond, the heat of his body and Roine’s, even within the chair he sat upon. Everything had elements of fire, though not all burned with intensity.

      “That’s an impressive shaping, I’ll grant you that,” Roine said.

      Tan reached toward the flame, running his hand through it. Saa, like the fire of the draasin, didn’t burn him. “Can you sense the fire within the shaping?” he asked.

      Roine laughed. “I can see the fire burning within your shaping. Is that not enough?”

      “No. Focus on it. Sense the flame. Notice what is there.”

      Tan sat back and waited. Roine’s face contorted slightly as he concentrated, and then he shook his head. “I don’t sense anything.”

      Maybe that was the best answer Tan could hope for. “Do you sense me shaping?” Roine shook his head. “Did you sense me shaping?”

      “I felt the pull of fire, Tan, but as I said, fire is weakest for me. This demonstration might have worked for Lacertin—he was strong in fire—but it’s lost on me. Maybe you should be showing this to Cianna or Seanan.”

      “Cianna has no need, and I’ve already shown Seanan.” Tan still didn’t know what would come of Seanan, and whether he would continue to demand a bond. In time, if he worked at it, maybe Seanan could earn a bond, but there was nothing that would force it. “And I don’t think it’s lost on you. You felt the beginning of my shaping, but now nothing. That’s what you should have felt.”

      Roine glanced from ball of fire, now glowing with a faint blue light, hotter than almost any shaping Tan had ever performed. “I don’t understand.”

      Tan smiled. “Because this is no longer my shaping.” Roine’s frown deepened. “You can sense how much heat is here, yes?”

      “I couldn’t shape something that hot, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “And it would take me considerable focus, but with the elementals, I don’t need to use such focus. This, Roine, is saa. Not draasin. Not inferin. Not saldam. Saa. You claim saa a ‘lesser elemental,’ but you once said the same about the nymid. And like the nymid, saa has much strength burning within it, but not everywhere. Here, in Ethea, saa competes with other elementals of fire, but there are places where saa is incredibly strong.” He cupped the flame again, encouraging saa to send it dancing. “Without saa, I doubt I would have escaped Par-shon. Saa is fundamentally different than the draasin, but even the draasin do not consider them weaker. Only different.”

      Roine studied the flame, and his eyes danced with the light of it. He reached toward the fire, but then jerked his hand back and swore under his breath. He glanced over at Tan and shook his head. “If this is saa…”

      “None in the kingdoms are bonded to saa, Roine,” Tan said. “I can ask saa for help with things like this, and I can use the strength of saa found here, but it’s different than the communication I have with the draasin. I would know if something were to happen to the draasin I bonded to, but to the hatchling? I didn’t know at first. And saa is even harder. So to assume that worrying about the so-called greater elementals is all we need to do, we risk losing more than you realize.”

      Roine settled back in his chair and ran his hand across the back of his head, scrubbing through his hair. “And this is how the Utu Tonah has bonded countless elementals?”

      Tan nodded.

      Roine let out a controlled breath. “When you told me that before, I never thought the lesser elementals amounted to much. Sure, I figured it gave him some measure of increased strength, but I didn’t think that having other elementals would help him. I thought that was why he wanted the draasin bond.”

      Tan sent a quiet request to Honl, letting the warm breeze of the wind elemental draw through the room and then fade. “I’ve bonded to ashi, not ara. I will tell you that this bond is not weaker than ara.”

      “Great Mother,” Roine whispered.

      “I’m sorry, Roine. I thought you understood before.”

      “I heard what you’d told me before, but apparently I wasn’t listening.” He met Tan’s eyes. “I still don’t know what to make of this. And regardless of what you think, Tan, Incendin remains dangerous. They will do whatever it takes to keep themselves safe, the same as we must do.”

      “What they must do is recognize the shared threat,” Tan said. He sent a request to saa to release the shaping back to him, and then Tan let it fade out.

      Roine laughed. “Were it only so simple. If all were able to simply recognize what should be done, there would be no need for war.”

      “Roine, there’s never a need for war.”

      The king regent shook his head. “If only that were true.” He took a deep breath and then stood, his eyes hesitating as he looked at the spot the fire shaping had occupied. “Now, I need my Athan to first take care of the traps, then go onto Incendin.”

      Tan crossed the small office to the door. As he pulled it open, Roine caught him.

      “Tannen,” he started, “thank you for serving as Athan. I don’t know if I could do what I need to if I didn’t have faith that you would do what needs done.”

      “I won’t do things the same way as you would.” Tan looked over his shoulder to see Roine nodding.

      “I wouldn’t expect you to. But I trust that you’ll always do what needs to be done, regardless of how you feel about it. It was not always easy for me either, especially after what happened with Anna. I wanted nothing to do with the kingdoms. Nothing to do with shaping at all. But Althem convinced me—whether shaped or not—that I needed to serve, so I did what was needed. As will you.”

      Tan watched him for another moment, trying to decide if there was anything that he could say, that he should say, but realized there was not. Roine—his king regent—had told him what he needed to do, and now Tan would have to see it complete.
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      “I don’t see where you think I should go.”

      Tan and Vel stood a league outside of Ethea, nothing but a small stream splitting through the countryside. Tan wished that he had asked someone else to help with the traps around the city, but Vel had seemed the best option. With his bond stolen from him, he didn’t have to worry about risking a severing, and Vel understood the need to remove all the traps. He was driven nearly as much as Tan. But then there was the fact that Vel still wasn’t ready to return to Doma. He could still shape water, but when he’d last been there, he’d been a powerful bonded shaper. Elle had told Tan how important that had been for Vel.

      There was another reason, one that Tan hated admitting to himself. As someone who had bonded naturally to the elementals, Vel appreciated the connection. Tan didn’t have to worry about him attempting to steal the traps they had found.

      “You need to better explain what you think I should be doing,” Vel went on.

      The sun was nearly to midday, but a cool breeze still gusted. He was not cold—he no longer felt cold the same way as he once did—but he recognized ara’s influence. “It’s along here, I think,” he said, pointing to the stream, ignoring the question.

      So far, they had removed nearly two dozen earth traps, circling the city about a league out. How had Par-shon managed to place so many traps without detection? Why would they need so many traps? Each was the same as the one he’d found with Ferran. Runes coated them, looking less ominous in the daylight. Once removed from the ground, Tan sealed the holes with an earth shaping and a request to golud.

      They moved on to the water traps. The stream here was the first, but neither Tan nor Vel had figured out how to find the trap. “I don’t know how to describe it. You’re from Doma. Haven’t you seen their water traps before?”

      Vel grunted. “They use ships as their traps. Nothing about streams. Why would they bother? What good is the water elemental from something like…?”

      With a draw upon the nymid, Tan sent a stream of water spraying at Vel. “What good are the nymid? Is that what you were going to ask?” He used a combination of earth sensing mixed with spirit and water as he combed the shore, searching for the trap. He still couldn’t find it.

      Vel wiped his hand across his face and smiled at Tan, showing a mouthful of missing and damaged teeth. “You’re feisty. Much like your mother.”

      Tan grunted in response and turned away. Why did everyone seem to find the need to compare him to someone else? His mother said he was like his father, or like Roine. Now Vel said he was like his mother. Rather than let the comment bother him, he decided to ignore it. “You’re a water shaper. Help me find where they placed these traps.”

      Tan used a combination of sensing, pulling on water and spirit, straining for evidence. They had to be here. The memories from the dead Par-shon woman told him that they would be here.

      Yet he couldn’t find them.

      Tan kicked at the water, trailing his legs through the cool stream. It moved quickly through here, gliding against the rocks, flowing away from Ethea and out toward Vatten and the sea beyond. Tan walked in the middle of the stream, letting the water rise nearly to his waist. Using a shaping as he walked, he made his way through the stream.

      There was nothing. Only the sense of the water.

      Nymid, Tan sent. Standing in the water solidified the connection, but now that he’d bonded to them, it was easier than it had been. Once, reaching the nymid would have taken great strength. Now he could almost feel their slippery sense in the back of his mind, trailing there constantly, granting him access to water.

      He Who is Tan.

      Tan smiled tightly at the greeting. I need help. There are those who would trap elemental power. They would force the binding.

      We have seen this.

      Tan hesitated. You know where the traps could be found?

      The water became turbulent around him, flowing past his feet, throwing up green-tinted spray that splashed against his face. He followed the turbulent flow, searching for what caused the water to be disturbed.

      Along the shore, a series of stones created the shape of a rune for water. Etched into the stones were other runes, marking a binding of some sort. Tan grabbed the stones and threw them out of the water toward Vel.

      He picked the first one up and turned it over in his hands. “This is the water trap?”

      “I don’t know. It’s something,” Tan said.

      Vel held the stone out. “The earth traps, those were clear. The runes they used had a distinct intent to them. The rods circled the city, Tannen.”

      Tan stood up after tossing the last of the stones. “I was with you, Vel. I remember.”

      “Yes. Yes.” He pulled the rock back toward his face and studied it, his eyes going wide as he did. “This is different, yes? You can see how the rune marks a binding, but it is not to force a bond.”

      Tan stepped out of the water. With a gentle shaping of water and fire, he dried his pants. Behind him, the stream’s restless burbling grew quieter now that the stones had been removed. “What do you mean?” he asked.

      He took the stone from Vel and studied it. Using the Par-shon woman’s memories had another advantage besides only letting him know where the traps were found. That was useful, but more useful was her knowledge of the runes, and the meaning behind them. She had known more about runes than even the First Mother.

      As he stared at the stone, he understood what Vel said. “This wasn’t to bind water,” Tan said.

      “No. No. No.”

      Tan glanced up at Vel. The water shaper had the wild gleam to his eyes, much like when Tan had first met him. Maybe he’d been mistaken in bringing him with him. Vel had been a prisoner within Par-shon for years. Not long enough to lose his mind, not like Cora had nearly done, but long enough that he suffered from it. Tan had healed him as much as he could, and Amia had attempted a spirit shaping, but this wasn’t the first time Tan had seen the return of his crazy glint.

      “Vel?”

      He blinked and shook his head. Then he smiled. “You see what they do, don’t you?”

      “I’m not sure that I do.” Even understanding the runes didn’t mean Tan knew what they would do. He recognized the shapes and some of the intent, but it was like learning another language without someone like Amia to gift him with knowledge as she had with Ishthin.

      Vel dropped the stone onto the ground and knelt next to the stream. He trailed his hand through the water, letting it swirl around his fingers, over and across them. He scooped a handful and let it drip back in. “Nymid is here, yes?” Vel asked.

      “Nymid. Possibly others,” Tan said. There were other water elementals, much like the one of mist that Elle had bonded. With udilm healing her, Tan had expected her to bond to it. If she had, though, would Par-shon have found her sooner? How many of the udilm were bonded by Par-shon now? Vel had once had such a bond, but they had stolen it from him. From what Cora described, Par-shon trawled through the sea with massive ships to trap the elementals.

      “Why nymid? Why here?” Vel asked.

      Tan snorted. “Better to ask why are any of the elementals found here.”

      Vel’s eyes widened. “Yes. Much better to ask that. Why are the elementals found here?”

      “Elementals are part of the world, Vel. They’re as natural as the water itself.”

      He shook his head. “Not the same. You’ve see it, Tan. Doma has udilm. Incendin has saldam. But the kingdoms? They have each of the elementals. There is a reason the Great Mother provided such a gift. And do not say it is because you have the wisdom to keep them safe.”

      From what he could tell, the kingdoms had never had that wisdom. “This is a place of convergence,” Tan said.

      The water shaper shrugged. “Perhaps, or maybe there is something that holds them here.”

      “Or draws them.”

      Vel smiled darkly. “Are they not the same?”

      “No. The elementals have choice. They have always had choice.”

      Vel stood and wiped his hands on his pants to dry them. He kicked at the pile of stones near Tan. “Choice like this? These do not bind an elemental to a person, they bind the elemental to the land.”

      Tan stared at the stones, frowning at them. Could it be as Vel said? Could the stones attempt to hold the nymid to the land? What Vel implied meant something different than trapping the elementals, and what Tan saw on these stones looked different than what he expected from a trap.

      He stepped back into the stream, letting the water swirl around him. Is that what these do? he asked of the nymid.

      The water swirled again, growing more agitated. He Who is Tan. You ask of things that have little meaning to the nymid.

      Tan wondered if there might be another way to convey his meaning. Do they restrict you? Force you to flow in certain places?

      They draw the nymid.

      Draw, but for what purpose? Pulling the nymid here would be different than trapping them, and Tan would know if the nymid were trapped. Then what purpose did Par-shon have with these?

      Can you tell me how long they have been here?

      Time to the nymid is different than for you. We do not count the passage of time in the same way. Water rushes through rivers and streams and joins the ocean. There are cycles, but you would not understand.

      Tan sighed, wishing he had a better way to communicate. Is there anything you can tell me about these?

      Water is pleased to see them gone. We can flow freely now.
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      Tan spent much of the afternoon searching for additional traps. Other than the earth traps placed by Par-shon, he hadn’t found anything else that would have the same effect. They had found three more piles of stones buried in streams. Each time Tan removed them, the nymid gave a sense of relief.

      The more that he found, the more concerned Tan became. He’d gone searching, thinking that he would find something that would tell him what Par-shon planned, but what if he’d found something different? Why would Par-shon place traps that bound the elementals to the kingdoms?

      He left Vel at the gates of the city. Tan gathered together the earth trapping rods and the stones and paused, not sure of a place that would be safe to store them in. Even the lower level of the archives created some risk. If others knew they were there, there might be temptation to go after them. Roine might be able to resist such temptation, but would the other shapers, especially once they learned what the traps could do? Tan wanted no temptation to exist.

      His shaping took him to a familiar place high up in the Gholund Mountains. He landed in a clearing, feeling a slight edge of tension racing through him as he did. Gusts of wind swirled through the trees, setting the branches swaying. Leaves had fallen, layering the ground with colorful detritus. A massive crater in the ground was the only sign that his home village of Nor had once been here.

      It had been months since Tan had come here. The last time he’d come, Roine had been with him. And Cobin. Now there was nothing.

      How long had it been since he’d even thought of Cobin? Were he and Bal still alive? When Tan had lived in Nor, he rarely went a day without seeing Cobin. And he couldn’t go a few hours without Bal trying to find him. Back then, all he’d worried about was trying to avoid Lins Alles and, sometimes, Bal. Now he worried about how to keep the kingdoms safe and how to keep the elementals from being used in ways they were never intended to be used.

      Tan made his way around the ridge of the crater. Lisincend fire had created this, had destroyed the entire village. Nothing was left after their attack. Only his mother, and it had taken him months to learn what really happened to her.

      What would she have done had he not returned to Ethea? Would she eventually have come searching for him, or was she content to know that he had no choice but to leave Nor? Maybe there was a part of Zephra that was pleased Nor was destroyed. She had not hidden the fact that she wanted him to leave the village and had encouraged him to travel to Ethea.

      The trees around the village were much the same. There, near the edge of what had been the village, before the mountains started sloping up again, he saw Cobin’s old sheep hold. Grasses that once had been trampled by his sheep now thrived. Weeds grew through the grasses, vibrant and alive. Some flowers grew as well, bright yellow daisies and pale white crystals. None had been found in Nor before the village was destroyed.

      Even the depths of the crater had begun to see life. Grasses spread downward across the once-charred earth. A few flowers attempted to grow there as well. A tree shoot started along the edge. Eventually, the forest would reclaim the village. Life would go on as it always did, not caring about those who had once called this place home.

      A shaping caused wind to gust behind him. “Mother,” he said as Zephra settled.

      Zephra surveyed the clearing a moment, taking in everything around her. “I didn’t know you still came here.”

      Tan shook his head. “I don’t. I haven’t,” he corrected. “It’s hard, isn’t it, to see what Nor has become?”

      His mother turned toward the crater. The ground dropped off nearly twenty feet into a wide, sloping base, as if a chunk of ground had simply been scooped away. “I came back after I found Aric. When ara allowed me to bond again, it was the first thing I wanted. It was different then. The air was still bitter with the stink of the fire shaping. Even the wind didn’t want to blow through here. Time changes all things, I suppose. The lisincend might have destroyed Nor, but they did not destroy the life of the forest.”

      “Do you ever miss it?”

      “Every day,” she whispered. She turned away from the crater and met his eyes. Tears welled there and she wiped them away. “I was happy here, Tannen. Even after Grethan… after your father died, I was content remaining here.” She turned distant and smiled. “I wanted nothing more than for you to go to the university. I never expected you to learn to shape. At your age, I thought it was no longer possible.” She laughed softly. “It shows how much I know. But I wanted you to learn that the world was more than Nor.”

      “I never wanted more than Nor,” Tan said softly.

      “You didn’t know more than Nor. How could you know what you wanted?”

      Tan looked around, remembering the times he would go tracking with his father, searching through the mountains, usually for wolves or bears, marking trees so that Nor would be protected. He remembered the lessons from his father, the way that he would teach him how to stretch out his senses, strain against the forest itself, and use what he heard, what he felt, as he sensed. Tan hadn’t known that he could be a shaper then, but those lessons had provided the foundation for him learning to shape with any skill. Without learning to listen to things around him, he would never have managed to reach the nymid or the draasin.

      He stopped along the edge of the trees. His mother stood behind him, lost in her own thoughts. He knew she had happy memories of Nor as well, memories of his father and of the peaceful times they’d shared before they were summoned away. And of after he had died, when she had gone to work for Lord Lind, leaving Tan stuck as nothing more than a servant, forcing him to sneak off into the mountains, disappearing up the slopes only to come down hours later. Only now did he wonder if that had been intentional, her way of encouraging him to search for more.

      “What do you want now, Mother?” Tan asked.

      He turned to see her not staring down at the crater, but up into the trees. Their home had been there, destroyed by the mudslide that had forced them down into the village. That was why she had finally accepted the offer from Lord Lins.

      “I want what I’ve always wanted for you,” she answered.

      “I’m beyond finding happiness,” he said. “Life is a little too complicated for that now, don’t you think?”

      She took his hand in hers and squeezed. “We are never beyond happiness, Tannen. Even after all that we’ve been through, there is always the chance for happiness.”

      “You don’t want me to be with Amia.”

      She smiled at him sadly. “It’s not that I don’t like Amia.”

      Tan took a steadying breath and balled his fists to keep from snapping. “You’ve never really given her a chance. Even when you say that you will, you never do. And now that she’s the First Mother and we’re forced apart for much of the time, I think you’re happy.”

      “It’s not Amia. And I’m not happy seeing you suffer. But you never had a chance to find anyone else, Tannen. She shaped you before you ever had a chance to know what else might be out there for you.”

      “That’s what it’s about for you?” he asked. “Do you know that our bond allows us to know each more completely than even your bond to ara? Do you know that I would have chosen her regardless of the bond?”

      “Only because you never knew anything else.”

      “Would you have me with someone like Cianna? She’s more your style, isn’t she? A good kingdoms shaper who serves the throne happily.”

      Zephra crossed her arms over her chest. “At least with Cianna, you would share more in common. You both understand fire.”

      “As father understood wind?”

      Her mouth pulled in a tight line. “That was different. We shared an experience, both of us knowing what it was like to learn in the university.”

      Tan stared at his mother, debating what to say before finally settling on not saying anything. There really wasn’t anything that could convince her. Instead of speaking, he wrapped his arms around her and hugged her.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      She tensed for a moment before relaxing into the embrace. “For what? No one likes hearing that their beloved is not approved by their parents.”

      Tan laughed. “You sound like you have some experience with that.”

      “My parents would have preferred someone like Velthan. You wouldn’t know it now, but he was once the pride of Doma. A shaper of much skill, but also blessed with the gift of the sea, able to speak to udilm, to allow the ships safe transit, and keep the storms calm. But Vel was never the one for me. When I came to the kingdoms and met your father… it was different. I was different then. Irritable and quick to action.”

      Tan bit back laughter.

      His mother shook him off. “You think I’m bad now? You should have seen me before I met your father. He helped me find peace that was missing. He complimented me in ways that someone like Vel never would.”

      “Amia does the same for me,” Tan said.

      His mother ignored him as she went on, “But I would not have known there was someone like Grethan had I not moved past Vel. I was infatuated with Vel—many were in those days—but your father… well, he was something else entirely. Powerful. Comforting. Supportive.” Tears streamed down her cheeks as she spoke, and she didn’t bother wiping them away.

      Tan hugged her again. “I miss him too.”

      She sobbed for a moment and they stood there, in the shadows of their missing home with the familiar winds of Galen blowing around them. “It is hard, Tannen. Were Grethan still living, there is much he would have been able to teach you. I feel… I feel so guilty at times.”

      “There would only be so much that Father would have been able to teach me. He could have helped me reach earth shaping sooner, but he would not have helped me understand fire, or water, or wind. That has taken other shapers. You. Roine. And Amia.”

      She sighed. “Theondar is a good man. So different than the one I remember, but I wonder how much of that was arrogance then and how much grief.”

      “He can still be arrogant,” Tan said.

      Zephra laughed. “I think he would actually take that as a compliment. And there is a different between arrogance and confidence. Like you, he straddles it well.” She sighed and turned back to the crater. “Why are you here, Tannen? You could not have known that I come here, so what brought you back to Nor?”

      Tan glanced over at the pile of earth traps and the stones that he and Vel had recovered from the stream. He didn’t worry about his mother being tempted to use them, but did worry that she might tell Roine. And Roine had asked that he store them in the lower level of the archives. Likely his mother had seen them, so he couldn’t tell her anything but what he’d found.

      “Par-shon and their traps,” he said.

      “What of them?”

      Tan made his way to the pile of stones. He grabbed the topmost stone, one with a faded rune etched into it. Green moss had worked its way into the etching of the stone, burrowing deeply into the rune and giving it a dark, brackish tint. He handed the stone over to his mother and gave her a moment to study it.

      “What is this?” she asked. “This can’t be Par-shon. This wouldn’t confine the elementals. And whatever is written here…” She trailed off and her breath caught. She tipped her head to the side and Tan suspected that she spoke to Aric, her bonded wind elemental. Without forcing himself into the conversation, he had no way of knowing what they said to each other.

      “You see my concern,” Tan said.

      “I see that this was made centuries ago. The skill to make this type of rune hasn’t been seen since—”

      “Since I was in Par-shon. They had runes like this carved into the walls. They use runes like this to trap the elementals.” He pointed to the twenty-foot-long rods made of the dark metal, each covered with runes much like the one on the stones. The only difference was that the Par-shon runes were newer.

      “This is not a trapping rune.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what these runes are for, but they do not trap the elementals.”

      Tan took the rocks and piled them into the shape that he’d found them on the stream bed. Made in that shape, the runes added to each other, creating something greater than they were when separate. “This is the shape that I found them in the stream. Vel thinks these are binding runes, but not to bind to people. He thinks they bind the elementals to the land.”

      “Vel said that?”

      Tan nodded. “There is more, Mother. When I chased the Par-shon shapers last night—”

      “I heard that you went alone. That is dangerous, Tannen, not the least because the kingdoms need all the shapers we have. We can’t risk you putting yourself in danger without knowing what might be out there.”

      He resisted the urge to tell his mother that she shared the opinion with Cianna. It would likely only serve to inflate her opinion of Cianna. “When I chased the Par-shon shapers,” he went on, “one survived the attack. She was what they call a Rune Master. It was her responsibility to place runes on these traps, as well as to assist the Utu Tonah with placing the bond.”

      “From what we know of Par-shon, such a person would be quite high ranking,” his mother mused.

      From the Rune Master’s memories, Tan suspected she ranked somewhere below the Utu Tonah, but likely not much lower. That she would have come—that the Utu Tonah would have sent someone like her to the kingdoms—told him how valuable the traps were. It made him fear what else might be planned for the kingdoms.

      “She had much knowledge of runes. From her, I was able to learn even more than what the First Mother had managed to teach.”

      “You used spirit.”

      “You think I shouldn’t use whatever abilities I have when facing someone who would do me harm?”

      “We cannot become worse than those we fight, Tannen. If we do, what does that make us?”

      He smiled, appreciating that she used much the same argument that he had been making.

      “Did you shape her as well?” his mother asked.

      Tan hesitated. “She killed herself before I had the chance,” he lied. He hated that he did, but after seeing Zephra’s reaction, he didn’t want to share what he had been willing to do. There was a part of him that regretted it, knowing that it made him no better than Althem, but he had needed to understand what the Utu Tonah planned for the elementals.

      His mother nodded. “Yet you learned what she knew.”

      “I used a spirit sensing for that. I had to know where to find the traps. I used that as an opportunity to understand what she knew of the runes as well. It gives us an advantage if we know what they are planning. You have seen how difficult it will be to stop Par-shon. We need every advantage.”

      Zephra looked around the clearing where Nor once had been. “And you would still have the kingdoms work with Incendin, even after what they did here? You would work with their shapers? The hounds? The lisincend?”

      Tan nodded slowly. “If it will keep us safe, we will have to.”

      “I’m not convinced that we can.”

      Tan took another look around the clearing. The lisincend shaping had leveled everything he had known, but like the ground around the clearing, he had moved on. Life had moved on. And now he had found a different purpose than he had before, one that his mother had wanted for him when they were still in Nor. But if he could change what had happened, if he could have avoided the loss of an entire village, of all the Aeta who had been lost during the attack, wouldn’t he do it, even if it meant that he might never have learned what he could become?

      “I don’t think we have much choice, Mother. Whatever else we do, we need to prevent the destruction that Par-shon intends for the kingdoms. I can’t help but think that means we must work with Doma—”

      “The kingdoms have always worked with Doma,” his mother interjected.

      “And Incendin.”

      “After everything that they have done?” his mother asked. “After this?” she demanded.

      Tan glanced at the earth traps, staring at the runes on them. Then he looked at the pile of stones, placed long ago into the stream, likely meant to bind the elementals to the land. The elementals had been harnessed, forced to serve the ancient shapers. Maybe that was part of the reason they had been silent for so long. But after everything that the kingdoms had done, the elementals were still willing to work with them.

      How could Tan be any different?

      His mother’s eyes suddenly went distant and she reached into her pocket, pulling a summoning coin from it. She held it on her open palm, staring at it for a moment. “Alan summons,” she said.

      The rune for wind blazed on the coin. Had he remembered his coin, he would have felt the similar summons. “We should go.”

      “Not we, Tannen. Me.” She prepared her shaping, intending to leave him there.

      Tan readied a shaping and made a point of meeting his mother’s eyes. “I am Athan to the king, Zephra, and a warrior shaper. I will join you.”

      For a moment, she looked as if she wanted to argue, but she stopped herself. “You will not care for this summons, Tannen, but come. See what you think the kingdoms should do.”
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      The summoning coin guided them along the edge of the mountains, pulling them to the south. They flew over the rising peaks of the Gholund Mountains, massive pine trees flashing a dark green beneath them, until they reached the flatter and starker land of Nara.

      Nara was much like Incendin, except some life existed here. Stunted and twisted trees grew, drawn toward the sun. Desert flowers bloomed. Spiked plants thrust their needles all around. A dry riverbed was the only sign that water occasionally flowed here, rushing through after the rare rainstorms that washed over Nara. Cianna called Nara beautiful, and Tan knew the draasin agreed with the sentiment.

      Tan’s mother glanced at him as he followed her. She couldn’t outrun him any longer, not with a shaping of wind. As a warrior shaper, able to bind all the elements, he no longer struggled to keep pace.

      “Tannen, you will not allow what you desire to override what must be done,” she said over the rushing sound of the wind. Her words were shaped to carry to him.

      “And you won’t assume the worst,” he countered.

      She tipped her head. Tan didn’t know if it was in agreement or if she placated him.

      They found the summons near the border of Nara and Incendin, but couldn’t tell how many shapers had summoned them. As they approached, Tan recognized the reason immediately. A shimmery heat veil hung over everything, one that Tan recognized. The steady howl of hounds echoed. Fire shaping raged, countered by powerful shapings of wind and water.

      “Mother—”

      She ignored him and darted forward on a shaping of wind, augmented by ara.

      Tan focused on what he could sense, attempting to reach for the fire bond, but he failed. He was too agitated to focus as he needed. Another sense, different than the hounds and the lisincend, pulled on him. It took a moment for Tan to recognize the kind of power he felt. There was elemental strength here somewhere, but Tan didn’t know which. Probably fire, but even that he wasn’t completely sure of.

      Having kingdoms’ shapers attacking Incendin would not serve either side, not when the real enemy was Par-shon, but how could Tan keep them from fighting without harming either side?

      Tan dropped to the ground and unsheathed his warrior sword. Fatigue from the night before still weakened him, though this was more a true weariness than any sort of shaper’s fatigue. Sleeplessness would catch up to him as much as to anyone; elemental energy couldn’t help with that the way it helped with his shaping.

      He focused on what he could do. His mother pulled on wind, using ara to lift the veil shimmering around the attack. Through it, Tan saw flashes of dark fur streaking through the heat. It had been months since he’d seen the hounds, but even now, they still terrified him. They were massive creatures, much larger and leaner than the mountain wolves that prowled around Nor, all wiry fur and sharp fangs. Heat radiated from them, much like it did with the lisincend, creating a shimmering blanket that obscured them.

      With a sharp shaping of earth, he snapped at the hounds. Not enough to kill; there was no need to kill the hounds, just scare them away. A loud howl came and two of the hounds turned and ran. Three more followed the shaping and turned on Tan, running toward him.

      With another shaping of earth, he grabbed at the hounds, pulling at their legs. The ground softened and the hounds sank into it, slowing them as they chased after him. Tan held the hounds with the shaping, refusing to release them.

      Kingdoms shapers continued to attack. The heat veil remained in place, difficult to see through. Something moved within, but Tan couldn’t see what it was.

      He also couldn’t shake the sense that elemental power was part of this. That surprised him. As far as he knew, no elementals worked with the lisincend. The draasin despised the way the lisincend had twisted fire, drawing it into themselves and becoming something both more and less than the shaper they had been before. Saa wasn’t found with as much strength as Tan sensed here, even in Incendin, making it unlikely to be that elemental.

      Could this be another elemental of fire? But why would an elemental aid the lisincend?

      Tan could think of possible reasons, but none really made much sense. Saldam and inferin were likely stronger in Incendin, strong enough that Cora had bonded Saldam. He’d never seen inferin, but the fire elemental was likely in Incendin as well. The heat of the land, in spite of the twisted lisincend living there, would draw fire elementals. Even the draasin were drawn to Incendin.

      Zephra swirled around the shimmering heat, shaping with ara, but she couldn’t get close enough. Something held her back. The other wind shaper, Alan, worked with her, attempting to pull away the heat. A water shaper by the name of Nolan worked to draw moisture from the air, but here along the border, it was too hot and nothing but steam rose around them.

      A blast of heat suddenly struck Nolan in the chest, knocking him to the ground.

      Alan shot toward him on a shaping of wind and caught him as he fell. Zephra faced the shimmering heat, no longer supported by Alan. Against the fire shaping of the lisincend, she was not strong enough. Eventually, his mother would fail.

      Tan had to help. He pulled a shaping of fire and air, water and earth, and mixed spirit into it. He shot toward the cloud of heat on a bolt of lightning, streaking toward the middle of the shimmering heat veil, and landed in the middle of it.

      Heat and fire pressed upon him. He expected twisted fire, but there was none, only elemental fire that he’d detected before, and not from an elemental that he recognized.

      With sudden certainty, Tan knew that this wasn’t Incendin.

      He couldn’t see the shapers holding the connection to fire, but they had to be there. And if there were elementals involved, that meant Par-shon.

      Tan let the fire wash over him. Flames didn’t hurt him, at least not elemental fire. He focused on the connection to fire, straining for the fire bond. Earth shaping rumbled through the ground, but there hadn’t been an earth shaper among the kingdoms’ shapers.

      Using the fire bond, he added a sensing of earth to track the shaper even though it left him open for discovery by Par-shon. Strangely, he sensed no shaper.

      Fire surged again and this time, Zephra barely managed to hold it off. Alan swirled wind and ara created a cyclone overhead, drawing heat and flame high into the sky at Zephra’s command. If Tan did nothing, they would destroy whatever elemental was here.

      Mixing fire and spirit, Tan attacked. All he wanted was to subdue.

      Nothing happened.

      Tan tried another attempt. This time, he mixed earth to fire and spirit. Again, nothing happened.

      The attack turned toward him, fire raging because of shapings and well mixed with elemental power. Earth attempted to toss him into the air, but Tan held steady on a shaping augmented by Honl.

      Using his warrior sword, Tan twisted the attack, drawing it toward the ground, letting fire crash into the earth. Powerful elemental forces opposed him and he was unable to detect—or sever—the bonds.

      He drew on each of the elementals, pulling that power through the sword, and mixed spirit with it, merging and binding them into one. With this, he pulled through the sword until light streaked from the end. Tan aimed it toward the fire shaping. As it struck, something seemed to absorb it.

      Tan pushed more energy into it, pressing harder. Again, it failed.

      Was there a spirit shaper here? Was that why he wasn’t able to detect the shaper?

      Honl, Tan urged. Nymid. I need your help. Seal off this connection to fire.

      Honl swirled around him with an agitated movement. Kaas will be angry.

      Kaas?

      Fire. That is the elemental you face.

      I don’t know kaas. But we need to stop the attack. It seems I’m not able to do it on my own.

      We will help, He Who is Tan, the nymid answered.

      Had Asboel been with him, Tan might be better equipped to handle a new elemental, but he didn’t want to summon Asboel, who was hunting for the hatchling. Never before had the lack of elemental connection been an issue. Tan had always managed to use the shaping ability to keep himself safe, or had used the elementals to assist him, but they weren’t strong enough against whoever he attacked now.

      Honl and the nymid slipped away. Tan had the sense of them attacking on his behalf, and he added shapings of his own to aid them. Distantly, he sensed ara working with Honl, likely Aric helping with Zephra.

      Then Honl came gusting toward him. I cannot, Tan. Kaas is too powerful.

      Tan frowned. Asboel!

      He sent the call, but as he did, there was another attack. This time, the fire threatened to close around him. Tan strained against it, summoning all the strength that he could. He held onto the fire bond, using it to track the source of the shaping, and found the source.

      There had to be a shaper guiding the elemental, but Tan couldn’t detect them. He could only think of one thing to do, so he drew on spirit, shaping it deeply, and sent it in the direction of the attack.

      It wasn’t enough.

      Tan drew on the other elementals within him and bound them together to aid in the shaping. He pulled through the connection he shared with Amia, using her strength with spirit, again borrowing her knowledge.

      When his shaping struck, there was a sense of pressure. It faltered. The fire around him eased and the rumbling in the earth began to fade. The flames stopped first. Earth eased after.

      Tan continued to press, pulling through the sword, augmenting his spirit shaping. Runes etched along the blade began to glow with steady light. With even more effort, he drew through the sword, demanding more strength.

      The resistance faded even more before finally faltering completely.

      A burst of flame exploded around him.

      Had Tan not been protected from fire, the furious energy of the flame might have harmed him. As it was, he was aware of the heat, but there was nothing in it that would—that could—harm him.

      He now stood on one end of a crater, one that reminded him all too much of Nor. Loose stone and sand spilled toward the center. The ground around him was scorched and blackened, leaving a trail where fire had been.

      The air had fallen still. Honl still pulled at his hair and his shirt, but weakly. He sensed damage to the elemental, but couldn’t tell what had happened. Asboel had been harmed before, injured during Par-shon attacks, but he’d never known the wind elemental to take harm, though Tan knew that it could. His mother had lost her first bond in such a way, a loss that had devastated her, had nearly kept her from ever shaping consistently again.

      What of the nymid? He sensed them weakly as well, misting slightly in the air. Tan drew them toward him, using a shaping of wind and water that didn’t rely upon the elementals, and the nymid closed upon Tan, wrapping around him.

      What had happened?

      Tan still didn’t fully understand why his shapings hadn’t worked as they had before. Pulling each of the elements together and binding them with spirit should have worked to stop the attack. There had never been a Par-shon shaper that had withstood that shaping before, so why now? What had changed?

      Had he only managed to keep the Rune Master alive, he might have someone to question.

      Tan wasn’t convinced that he had even won here. The last explosion of fire had come more from the elemental—kaas, if Honl was to be believed—and may have done nothing more than serve as a distraction, allowing for an escape.

      He walked around the base of the crater, looking for some sign of the shaper, but there was nothing other than the blackened pit.

      Sunlight filtered over the crater’s edge, drawn through the remaining heat veil that still surrounded everything. With a shaping of wind, he drew away the heat, sending it spiraling toward the sky.

      Then he shaped himself up and toward the top.

      A blast of wind hit him as he did. Tan caught the shaped wind with his sword and twisted it up and outward, away from him.

      The wind faded quickly. His mother flew toward him on a shaping of ara. The corners of her eyes were tight and one hand was burned, but she appeared otherwise unharmed. Alan leaned over a fallen shaper. Nolan lay unmoving on the hard rock. Tan didn’t need to get close to know that the blast he had taken had killed him.

      “What were you thinking?” his mother demanded.

      Tan faced her and sheathed his sword. “I was thinking that I don’t need my mother attacking me with wind,” he answered.

      She shook her head. “Not that, Tannen. You jumped into the middle of the attack without knowing how many lisincend were there. You did the same thing last night, not knowing what Par-shon shapers you might find. One of these times, you will find yourself facing more than you can handle.”

      “That wasn’t lisincend,” Tan said.

      His mother frowned at him. “Of course they were. The heat veil hid them from you.”

      “Not from me. And not in the middle of it. That was elemental power. Fire. And stronger than I have ever faced before.”

      His mother pointed to the north. Tan followed the direction she indicated. “If that was not lisincend, then why are there hounds, Tannen? You can’t explain everything as Par-shon.” She drifted in front of him on a shaping of air. “We’ve faced Incendin for decades. They will not simply stop attacking because Par-shon threatens from the sea. If anything, it gives them more reason to attack. They need a way to protect themselves and they think to use the kingdoms’ resources to do so.”

      It sounded so much like what Roine had said that Tan had no way to counter it. Could it be true that Incendin had attacked? If so, how had they bonded to an elemental of fire—and one that he’d never heard of before?

      Except Cora had bonded to fire. That was the reason that Par-shon had wanted her. And she was a warrior shaper, so there was no reason to believe that Incendin couldn’t have shaping like this. It just didn’t feel right to him.

      Zephra flew away, leaving him standing on the ridge by himself, looking down into a crater that reminded him too much of Nor. His mother leaned over Nolan, running her hands over him while Alan looked on. Neither of them paid him any notice, as if simply ignoring the fact that he was even there.

      Had he already become someone the other shapers could ignore?

      In spite of everything, the rest of the kingdoms still feared Incendin more than they feared Par-shon, even those who had seen the effect of the Par-shon shapers, who had seen how Par-shon could bind and attack their shapers. But Tan knew what they could do. He knew how they would steal the elemental powers, the traps they had placed around the kingdoms, and what that would mean for the elementals.

      Tan glanced over at his mother again and then disappeared on a shaping of lightning.
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      A caravan arrived in Ethea the evening after the attack.

      Tan sensed them coming, alerted by a combination of earth sensing and spirit sensing telling him that something was different. Since the attack along the border, he tried remaining vigilant, keeping himself alert, and holding onto an almost constant sensing.

      “What is it?” Cianna asked.

      They were beneath the city, checking on the draasin, and were in the tunnels when he paused. Asboel was still hunting, but Tan had wanted answers. What was this other elemental of fire? Why had he never heard of it before?

      “I don’t know,” he began. “A large caravan approaches the city.”

      “You have seen this?” she asked.

      “Asboel is far from the city. He… remains silent to me.” He hadn’t figured out why, but with Asboel, there would be a reason.

      Cianna frowned. When Alan and Zephra returned with word of Incendin attack, even Cianna struggled to believe him. “How would you know of this if you are not seeing it through his eyes…” She shook her head. “You can’t sense something like that from here. Even you are not that powerful, Tan.”

      “Earth and spirit. I’m drawing through the sword. It augments my ability.”

      Cianna grunted. “And drains it as well. Do you think it’s wise for the Athan to waste himself so uselessly?”

      “Not wasted, and I’m not drained. Besides, the others don’t see me as Athan. I think only you and Ferran even would respond if I needed something.” Especially after today, after the attack. Tan began to suspect that he was Athan in name only.

      “Then you’re more stupid that you look,” she said. She touched his arm to soften her words. “When Theondar was Athan, do you think we ignored his commands?”

      “You didn’t know him as Theondar. And I would argue that you did ignore Roine when he was Athan.”

      Cianna smiled slightly. “Perhaps somewhat, but he was Athan. He spoke with the voice of the king. Were he to choose, he could see our service changed or could return us to Ethea, where we would be forced to teach indefinitely. Or worse: He might send us to stand watch over the border with Chenir.”

      “Why would that be worse?”

      “Have you been to Chenir?” she asked. “Galen can be a dour and bland place. Chenir is worse. Though the men there…” She smiled as she trailed off. “They are said to have a different set of skills. I would not mind meeting a nice Chenir man.”

      Tan laughed and opened the door leading into the palace. He chose not to bring Cianna through the lower level of the archives, though not because he didn’t trust her. Cianna knew the draasin now nearly as well as he did. There wasn’t much that he was going to be able to keep from her. But the archives were his place, even if he wasn’t able to find anything useful yet.

      They hurried up the stairs, Cianna always a step behind him, never trying to push past him. The caravan continued toward the city, now nearly upon the outskirts itself. He couldn’t tell if there were shapers with the caravan. At least there didn’t seem to be any spirit shapers, but more than that was difficult to tell.

      At the top of the stairs, they hurried into the lower level of the palace and proceeded quickly to the main level. They passed white-clad servants and even a few of the children running freely, but no one else. The servants tipped their heads toward Tan and Cianna, each time respectfully. Tan made a point of meeting each person’s eyes and greeting them, much as his mother had always taught was polite.

      Cianna chuckled as they made their way to the main level of the palace. Tan turned on her. “What is it?”

      “You’re much like him.”

      “Who now?” he shot.

      She planted her fists on her hips and faced him. “You would snap at a master shaper?”

      “I would snap at my friend. And I thought you said you would follow the Athan.”

      A wide grin peeled her lips. “Good. At least you’re not so stupid that you can’t learn.”

      She pushed past him and continued down the hall, her slightly swaying hips drawing his eye. Cianna began whistling and stopped in front of a large, gilded door covered with ornate decorations. Cianna pulled the door open and stepped inside, unmindful of who might be on the other side.

      This was the room he’d first met Althem in. Then the king had asked about his shaping ability and his connection to the elementals, likely beginning to plan for his next steps. Tan had brought the artifact, handing it over to him. What would have happened had he not managed to get it back? What would have happened had Althem managed to use it sooner?

      Or maybe he had learned to use it sooner. Could he have shaped spirit through it, forcing the archivists to complete their task? Or maybe there was another way that he’d used it, one that they still had yet to learn. Tan didn’t think that he’d been shaped, but he couldn’t really know, either.

      Tan made his way Cianna, who waited at the other end of the room. A latticework of gold worked around the walls. Massive pale marble pillars rose through the room. Decorative sculptures were worked into the pillars, most in the shapes of elementals. Like the last time he’d been here, Tan noted the draasin carved around one of the pillars, fire billowing from their nostrils. There were no signs of anything like kaas, nothing that would indicate another ancient fire elemental.

      Roine sat on the throne dressed in a long robe striped in navy and a deep, forest green. His eyes were drawn, and his mouth pulled into a thin line that tightened when he saw Tan.

      “You finally return. I thought you might come here first,” he said, eyeing Cianna for a moment, “but something else was more important?”

      Would Roine even understand if Tan told him that he’d gone to the draasin for answers? Would he believe it when Tan explained that it wasn’t Incendin attacking at all?

      “I’m sure Zephra told you,” he said.

      Roine chuckled. “Zephra most certainly did, but you’re my Athan. I would hear from you.”

      “It wasn’t Incendin, Roine.”

      “Zephra said there were hounds, and the veil.”

      “There were, but it wasn’t Incendin.” He explained what he’d encountered, and then, “I think Par-shon released the next phase in their attack.”

      Roine frowned.

      “I told you that I thought Par-shon would attempt something else. I’ve been thinking about this attack, and it seems that it was timed intentionally. First the traps and then this new elemental attack.”

      “I don’t have your connections to the draasin. Explain it to me in a way that I can understand,” Roine said. “From where I sit, you’ve told me how Par-shon binds elementals. Why would they risk loosing something like this onto the kingdoms?”

      “I thought it bound to one of their shapers. When we faced them along the border, there was a connection I couldn’t sever.”

      “What if it’s not bound?” Roine asked. When Tan frowned, he went on. “You’ve always been able to break the bond used by Par-shon. What if there was no bond?”

      Tan thought about the possibility. If that were the case, then Par-shon would have released something even the Utu Tonah couldn’t control. “If that’s true,” he began, working through what had happened in the kingdoms and the way the traps were placed around the city, “then the traps weren’t intended to steal the elementals, but to draw them into the kingdoms.” There was even more reason to find out more about this elemental. If only Asboel wouldn’t ignore him now. No, not ignore, avoid him.

      Roine gripped the arms of the throne. He sat motionless for long moments. When he finally moved, he breathed out heavily. “If this is true, then you must remain here, Tan.”

      “Roine—”

      “No.” He slapped his hands down onto the throne. “If Par-shon loosed a creature into the kingdoms, there isn’t anyone else able to do anything to protect us. Between your connection with the draasin and your ability with the elementals, it seems the Great Mother placed you here with the intent that you would protect us from just this sort of thing. Now. You may remain here while I receive the envoy from Chenir, but do not put the kingdoms in danger.”

      “Chenir?” Tan asked. “Why would they have come?”

      Roine sighed and leaned back, his shoulders lowering with a sigh. “Only the Great Mother knows why they chose now to make a visit. Ferran tells me they come to visit the king regent.” Roine’s tone made it clear that he doubted that to be the case. “Which is another reason I want you to remain in the kingdoms. You can help me understand why Chenir has chosen now of all times to send a delegation to the kingdoms.”

      Tan wanted to argue and tell him that he had too many things he needed to do. Not only to try and discover the traps that might still remain, but to understand this new elemental, make certain Par-shon wasn’t attacking, and somehow find time to visit Incendin and work on forging an alliance with them. He didn’t have time to watch a Chenir delegation.

      “Who did they send?” he asked.

      Roine only shrugged. “Probably some bland ambassador. That’s usually who gets sent on this kind of thing.”

      “Didn’t you say that you used to make these sort of trips?” Tan asked.

      Roine shrugged. “And I hated every minute of it. Too much ceremony.”

      Tan glanced at the long, dark robe Roine wore. “You truly struggle, Roine.”

      Cianna laughed. “He struggles to finish the plates he’s given, too.”

      Roine poked a finger at his stomach and shrugged. “I can’t say that all the trappings of king regent disagree with me. As soon as we find Althem’s heir, I won’t be the one to sit this chair. Then I’ll have no choice but to return to life as Athan.”

      “You think the new king would replace me?” Tan asked.

      “Well, I have served as Athan longer,” Roine said.

      Tan tried not to let himself get too excited by the thought. If Roine were to become Athan again and Tan were released from his commitment, maybe he and Amia could finally have a moment of peace together.

      “But for now, I serve as regent, and you as Athan. And I need you to help with this, Tan.”

      Tan nodded, trying to understand how he would manage to do everything that was asked of him.
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      Tan stood just off the side of the road as the Chenir caravan passed the circle of Aeta wagons as it headed toward the city. Chenir clothing was all heavy woolens, darkly dyed, making a sharp contrast to the bright colors of the Aeta, and sweat poured off of them. The soldiers riding on their horses wore war heavy helms and did not turn away from the main caravan, so out of place in Ethea. Tan wondered how many of them were shapers. Even in a place like Chenir, there had to be at least a few.

      Why had they come to Ethea? This many soldiers seemed like more than simply to meet the king regent. Roine had asked him to learn why, and Tan suspected he could understand more by remaining hidden, at least at first.

      There was so much that he needed to do. Even taking the time to watch the caravan arrive was time that he should be spending trying to find the hidden traps, or Par-shon, or helping Asboel, or understanding this other elemental…

      Amia took his hands and forced him to meet her eyes. “Tan, I know what you’re thinking.”

      “I’m not so sure that you do,” he said.

      “You’re thinking that you need to go to Incendin. You’ve been planning to go for days.”

      “With what’s happened, that plan had to change.”

      “It doesn’t change what you have to do.”

      What did he have to do? The problem was, Tan wasn’t certain, not anymore. Once, it had been simple: stop Incendin. Since learning of Par-shon, life wasn’t nearly as clear-cut.

      Roine was right in that he needed to protect the kingdoms. That was the reason the Great Mother had gifted him with his abilities, but Tan remained convinced that he was meant to protect more than the kingdoms, that he was part of something greater, something that would keep all of the surrounding lands safe and protected. And if that meant working with Incendin to ensure that the elementals found there were safe as well, then he would have to do it.

      Except Roine had now asked him to remain within the kingdoms. That put Tan in a difficult spot. He didn’t want to disobey Roine, but he also didn’t want any elemental to suffer, not if there was something that he could do about it. It became about more than protecting the elementals from a forced bond. At least the bond could be severed, broken by Tan’s shaping of all the elements. But this elemental was something different, and he had to understand why.

      Tan glanced around, but they were alone, standing along the side of the wagons. Behind them were the sounds of children playing, running and laughing as they chased each other around the fire. There was the sense of spirit shaping taking place, for the first time openly done in the kingdoms. There were other sounds, that of the steady murmur of voices or the crackling of the flames at the Great Fire. And then the smells of the camp, that of the oils used on the wheels, the smoke from the fire, the bread and meats cooked around the flame. It was a happy place, one that suited Amia. Tan wished he could stay here as well.

      “If the elementals are in danger, you know I must do whatever I can to help. Par-shon and what they plan needs to be stopped.”

      Something about Roine’s comment bothered him. Why would Par-shon loose a free elemental? It was even more reason he needed to reach Asboel and force the draasin to stop avoiding him.

      Amia smiled and looked over at the wagons before glancing back at Tan. “Even if it means losing what Roine has bestowed upon you?”

      Tan hesitated before answering. “I never asked to be named Athan. I’m not even sure I’m the right person for the position. The kingdoms need a shaper willing to do anything for the kingdoms.”

      “And you don’t think you will?”

      “What happens when I have to make a choice between the elementals and the kingdoms? What will I choose?”

      “That you have to wonder tells me that you’re well suited for this role,” Amia said. “You have to do what you feel is right in your heart, even if others don’t see it.”

      “Anything I do is risky,” Tan said. “But doing nothing, remaining only in the kingdoms, puts other places in danger. Doma. Chenir,” he said, nodding toward the tail of the contingent as it disappeared over a shallow rise. Soon they would reach the city, and then they would meet with Roine. From there? That was what Tan had to learn. “And yes, even Incendin. How can I not attempt to try and help the elementals?”

      “I thought you would come and find me,” Amia said. She didn’t need to finish. Like Roine, she was insulted, if only slightly, by the fact that he’d gone to the draasin first.

      Tan smiled at her. “I needed…” He trailed off and shook his head. “I don’t know what I needed. Maybe to understand what happened with the draasin. Why Asboel continues to hide what happened.”

      “What happened today? I felt your fear, but before that… there was something else. Regret?” She took his hand and pulled him to sit next to her in front of her wagon. The soft breeze played at the ends of her hair, and sunlight made it practically glow.

      Tan sighed softly. “Probably all of that?” he said. “I went back to Nor. Mother was there.”

      “That would be the regret.”

      Tan nodded. “I haven’t been back there since… well, since you and I met. I’ve flown over Nor and been in the mountains near it, but something has always kept me from returning.”

      “What did you see?”

      “About what I expected to see,” Tan answered. “When I was there the last time, the attack had just happened. Everything was a smoldering ruin, leaving little more than a crater where the village had been. There was nothing left of my home.”

      She squeezed his hand. More than nearly anyone else, Amia understood what he’d gone through. Like him, she’d lost her entire family, taken from her by the lisincend. Unlike Tan, Amia had been witness to it. She had watched as her family was burned, as the lisincend tortured them in order to force the Aeta to reveal the fact that they had shapers among them. Could the lisincend not have known, especially since the First Mother had shaped Doma shapers for them, forcing them to serve Incendin?

      “And now,” Tan went on, his throat getting tight as he spoke, “now Nor is still nothing more than a crater, but life has returned. The forest presses inward, filling in the hole of what had once been my village. Grasses and flowers and…”

      Tan trailed off, unable to go on. He wanted to move past what had happened to him, but he still found it difficult at times. Trying to work with Incendin and her people was very different than the idea that he would need to work with the lisincend. The lisincend had hurt him, and had hurt those he loved, time and again.

      Yet, the rational part of him, the part that could separate the emotion and the hatred that he felt when thinking of the lisincend, recognized what the lisincend went through and how they suffered to serve their people. Fire consumed them, burning within them as it had once burned within Tan. There had been nothing but the thought of serving fire, of allowing fire to consume, when he had nearly transformed. It would be much the same for the lisincend.

      “What happened with Incendin?” Amia asked.

      “You sensed the attack, didn’t you?”

      She shook her head. “I was distracted. The People needed me. I was teaching one of the Mothers, working with her on her shaping.” When he frowned, she spoke in a rush. “I don’t intend to serve as First Mother indefinitely. I will see that another can take my place. I want us to be able—”

      Tan cut her off by giving her a gentle kiss. “I want the same.”

      They sat silently, not needing to say anything to enjoy the comfort of each other’s company. Eventually, Amia leaned back. One hand reached for the band around her neck, running her fingers over its surface until she reached the clasp around the back. She fingered it for a moment before dropping her hands into her lap. “What happened?”

      “Mother would claim the lisincend attacked,” Tan said.

      “You don’t think it was them?”

      “There was fire, but not twisted fire.”

      “And you know the difference?”

      Tan arched a brow at her. “The fire bond shows me the difference, but even without it, I know how fire consumes the lisincend. It changes something about them, turns fire differently. What I sensed there wasn’t the lisincend, but an elemental, and bound to a shaper strong enough to nearly overwhelm me.”

      Amia smiled at him. “There aren’t many shapers that strong.”

      “The Utu Tonah is.”

      “And do you think he’d risk himself along the border of Incendin? As far as we know, he’s only come for the draasin, and when he failed, he escaped so he didn’t risk himself any more than necessary. That’s not the sign of someone who would simply appear in the kingdoms.”

      Tan rubbed his chin and closed his eyes while he thought. “And he didn’t have an elemental like this when we faced him the last time. If he had, I don’t know that we would have been strong enough to stop him, even with three of us bound to draasin.”

      “What was it?”

      “Honl called it kaas. It was a powerful fire elemental.” Amia arched a brow at the comment. “It nearly overwhelmed me.”

      “But it didn’t.”

      Tan shook his head. “I got lucky. Or it didn’t want to risk attacking anymore. I don’t really know. But it’s gone for now. Only Asboel won’t answer when I ask what it is.”

      They sat in silence for a moment. “What’s next, then?”

      Tan still wasn’t certain. “I don’t know. I need answers. Not just about Chenir, or the draasin, or this elemental…”

      Amia squeezed his hand. “Where do you think to find the answers?”

      “I don’t know. I need… I need to find Asboel.” That would be a start. At least it would help him with the understanding, but then? “Everything seems to be happening too fast and there’s too much for me to do. Par-shon. The traps. The kingdoms fearing Incendin. And now this elemental. I don’t know if I’m strong enough.”

      “You’re strong enough, Tan. And you don’t have to do this alone. There are others who can help, who will have to help.”

      “The others all think that Incendin attacked.”

      “Then you have to prove to them it was not Incendin. Or you have to find a different type of help. You’re Athan now,” she said, twisting the ring on his finger. “That means you lead the other shapers. They might not always agree, but you speak with the voice of the king. You need to remember that.”

      “King regent,” Tan corrected. “And if my mother refuses to see me as anything more than her son, then how will the others?”

      Amia smiled and leaned in to him. “There will be those who choose not to follow, but you can’t let them force you from what you know to be right. You can explain, you can ask, but eventually you must convince them to follow. My mother taught me many lessons about leading the People, but that was the hardest for me to understand. Roine chose you for a reason. It’s up to you to show the others why.”

      They sat silently for a moment, listening to the crackling flames of the great fire, the soft breeze whistling around the wagons, and the happy voices throughout the Aeta caravan. Eventually, Amia smiled rested her head on his shoulder.

      “I can almost imagine staying here with you, staying in this wagon,” she said, tapping on the colorful wall for emphasis, “leading the People by your side. I can almost imagine the peace we would have.”

      Tan slipped his arm around her. “We can have that. We will know that peace.”

      Amia’s smile faded and she pulled away from him. “That’s a false promise, and we both know it. You… you serve the elementals as you’ve been called to do. You are a warrior. Their warrior. I don’t know if they’ve ever had a champion quite like you.” She peered through the space between the wagons, staring toward the gathered Aeta. “And I am needed here. I fought it for so long, but this was what I have been called to do. Maybe we will never—”

      Tan placed his hands on either side of her face and kissed her. “I am called to serve the elementals and you are called to serve the Aeta. For now. But there will come a time that we will be free of our obligations,” he said, thinking of his parents and how they settled into the mountains around Galen. Still able to serve but separated from the rest of the kingdoms, allowing others to take their place. If Althem’s true heir could be determined, then Roine could return to Athan and Tan could be released. Then he and Amia could finally have what they wanted. “We will have the peace we want. Whatever else happens to me, I will not give up on that.”

      Tears welled in Amia’s eyes. “I’ve lost so much, Tan, but through it all, I’ve had you. Every time something worse has happened, I wonder if it will be the time that you don’t return. We are connected, and I feel everything that happens to you as if it happens to me.”

      “As do I,” Tan reminded her. “And I wouldn’t change anything.”

      Amia laid her hand on his chest and closed her eyes. “I can’t lose you, too.”

      Tan swallowed, wishing there was something he could say that would reassure her, wishing that he could tell her that he couldn’t lose her either, but knowing that no words were necessary. The shaped bond between them sealed them tighter than any vows or promises ever could.

      I will always return, he told her through the bond.

      Until you don’t.

      “There are others, Tan, who can do what you do.”

      “Others can’t do all that I do,” he said. “I won’t risk the elementals to those with no interest in seeing them saved, just as I won’t risk the kingdoms’ shapers if there is something I can do.”

      Amia sighed. “You try to do too much. Someday you’ll need help, and if you keep pushing it away, it won’t be there when you ask.”

      “And you?”

      Amia smiled up at him. “I’ll always be here. We’re bonded. But you need to create a different sort of bond with others or you’ll lose them.”

      Tan stared off at the walls of Ethea, wishing he knew how.
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          Fire and Earth

        

      

    
    
      Tan settled to the ground in the mountains where Par-shon had attacked the night before. In the daylight, the rocks had some remnants of the bloodshed, but it was difficult to see, blending into the stone and disappearing, looking like nothing more than shades of darkness among the rock. The ground was disturbed and the plants that had grown up throughout this part of Ethea were trampled but had already begun to press up from the ground again, a day in the sun giving them renewed life.

      Why had he chosen here to visit? This should have been the last place that he wanted to come. He felt drawn here although he didn’t quite know why.

      After leaving Amia, he needed a moment to think and determine what he needed to do first. Why, then, had he chosen here?

      There was little other evidence of the attack. The Par-shon woman had been buried, claimed by Cianna’s urging and Tan’s shaping. The draasin had devoured the others. He surveyed the small clearing, and a glint of metal caught Tan’s eye. Impaled into a massive boulder, Tan found the curved sword the Par-shon warrior had attacked with. He grabbed it and pulled it free with strength enhanced by earth shaping.

      The sword had a long, curved blade, the end much wider than the warrior sword he carried. It tapered toward the ornately carved hilt capped with a blood-red stone. Tan turned the sword from side to side and studied the runes worked along the surface.

      There was a sword much like this in the lower level of the archives. If the fallen Par-shon warrior had one, then maybe the swords weren’t as unique as he’d thought.

      What did it mean that there was another shaper able to divert his most powerful shaping? When he bound together each of the elements, it created a shaping strong enough to sever the bonds forcing shaping on the elemental. Whatever he had faced had managed to deflect that. What else would Par-shon be able to throw at them that he still didn’t know about?

      A great shadow circled overhead and Asboel settled to the ground next to him. He looked upon Tan with golden eyes and then blinked slowly. You return to the hunt?

      I don’t know why I returned, Tan admitted. How to explain that he felt compelled to come back here? How could he explain that a part of him felt the need to return, to understand why Par-shon had risked so much as they attacked?

      You have avoided me since the summons, Tan said. Asboel flicked his tail, and Tan pressed. Honl says they were bound to an elemental called kaas. It’s an elemental of fire, but one I’ve never heard of before.

      The draasin snarled suddenly and fire steamed from his nostrils.

      Tan stared, surprised. That was a more pronounced response than he’d expected.

      That would not be, Asboel said. He stood on his hind legs, his nostrils flaring as he sniffed at the air.

      Why? What is kaas?

      He hadn’t heard of another powerful fire elemental and Asboel had never offered to explain that there might be another, only that the draasin were strongest. Saa was strong, but not as strong as the draasin. Tan suspected that saldam and inferin were strong where they were found, much like ashi was strongest in Incendin. Only the draasin weren’t limited by which land they claimed.

      Asboel’s body tensed and his tail twitched. Tan knew him well enough to recognize the tension in the draasin. Asboel. What is kaas?

      Asboel swung his head around and stared at Tan. Kaas should not be here. These lands belong to the draasin.

      I don’t understand.

      Asboel snuffed loudly and steam billowed out and around Tan. Kaas is elemental of fire, but of earth and fire, much like draasin are of fire and wind.

      At the description, Tan sat upright. There had been both earth and fire in the shaping used against him. Tan thought it a bonded shaper, and maybe it was, but what if wasn’t? What if kaas had been the one who had shaped earth, much like the draasin could move through the wind?

      What does this mean? Tan asked.

      I don’t know. These lands are of the draasin. Kaas has others.

      I don’t understand.

      Because you cannot. You are not of elemental powers, Maelen. Asboel spread his wings wide around him.

      Explain it, then. Tell me what you fear.

      Asboel flicked his tail, nearly catching Tan. The draasin do not fear.

      All creatures know fear, Asboel. There is nothing wrong with it.

      If kaas has come to these lands, you must be ready. They were banished by the Mother.

      Banished? Was that Par-shon’s plan? To bring a dangerous elemental to the kingdoms? But why? What purpose would that serve?

      Not all elementals are harmless, Maelen.

      I think few would find the draasin harmless.

      Kaas is different. They are devourers.

      What do you mean by devourers? Of people?

      Of everything. Man. Beast. Elemental. If one has come, and a bond forced upon them, these lands are in danger. Asboel made a point of lowering his head and fixing Tan with his golden eyes. You fear this man, the one you call Utu Tonah.

      Yes.

      But you have faced him. You can see him.

      He is powerful, Asboel. More than I can face on my own.

      The draasin snorted. You are never alone, Maelen. After all that you have seen, you cannot see yourself as weak. You must be strong to survive him, and you are stronger with others.

      And kaas? Tan asked, ignoring how similar Asboel’s comment sounded to what Amia had said.

      Kaas is like draasin. Tan sensed the reluctance with which Asboel admitted that. They are powerful and can hide deep beneath the earth. It was difficult to rid this land of them.

      Something about the way Asboel said it told Tan that there was more to the elemental than he let on. You faced them before.

      Asboel snorted and the tips of his wings curled slightly. That was my task. We are hunters, Maelen. And kaas was dangerous.

      You know I will help, but what can I do?

      You must hunt, Maelen. We must hunt. If the hatchling remains in these lands, I must find her before she falls to kaas. If we do not, much will be lost.

      I don’t understand.

      Pray that you will not, Maelen. The draasin looked to the sky, his bright eyes flashing at the clouds, his tail swishing around him. I will need your help with this.

      Tan rested his hand on the draasin’s flank, wishing there was a way to comfort his friend but hating that even more was asked of him. How would he manage all that had already been asked?

      What happened when you faced kaas the last time?

      Asboel twisted so that he could look at Tan. All were nearly lost.

      All of what?

      All the draasin. Ara. Udilm. Golud. All the elementals. All.

      Tan shivered. As he did, a fearsome thought came to him. How long ago was it? How long ago since kaas has been seen in these lands?

      What does it matter, Maelen?

      It matters. If what he was beginning to suspect might be true, then it definitely mattered.

      Asboel looked away and his tail twitched, slapping at the ground. We cleansed kaas from these lands so long ago that I no longer remember.

      With that, he took to the air, circling a few times before disappearing completely, only the connection between them letting Tan know where he’d gone.
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          Temptation of Power

        

      

    
    
      Tan sat in the lower level of the archives, the hard chair beneath him keeping him uncomfortable enough that he remained awake. Shapers lanterns scattered around the room gave off a scant amount of pale, white light. He could see the big elements in the room, but the letters written on the page had become a blur. Even with the gift of knowledge Amia had given him so that he could understand the ancient language of Ishthin, his tired mind would no longer allow him to focus.

      He’d returned to the archives after leaving Asboel with a renewed focus to understand what the draasin refused to share. Something told him that the draasin had known the other elemental, kaas, far more intimately than Asboel let on, but when? And why?

      The only thing that Tan could think of was the possibility that cleansing kaas from these lands had been tied to what had happened to the draasin. Scholars had wondered about the fading power of shapers and about the weakening connection to the elementals, but what if that connection had been weakened centuries ago? And what if the draasin had been part of the reason they were saved?

      That was the reason he’d come to the archives and had been reading through the texts stored here since his return. Tan was determined to understand what role the draasin might have played and what this strange and terrifying elemental kaas might have done.

      So far, he’d come up empty. There had been nothing that he could find that explained anything. He found information on hunting the draasin, but if the draasin had been helping, why had they been hunted?

      Tan put the book down with a frustrated sigh. He wasn’t getting anywhere searching through it this way. And maybe he wasn’t meant to find any answers. As far as he could tell, the ancient scholars had intentionally made it difficult to find anything that they had done. Their records were incomplete and everything that might have been helpful was written in the confusing style of that time. If only Asboel would simply explain what had happened.

      Then there was his need to understand what Par-shon intended. It wasn’t just about the elementals anymore, at least not about the need to protect them from Par-shon, but from kaas as well. If there was a wild elemental roaming the kingdoms, Tan needed to do what he could to stop it.

      On top of that, he needed to understand Incendin. He would have to go to them and find answers, possibly allies, but Cora had not answered any of his summons. Perhaps she was busy reacquainting herself with Incendin. She’d been gone so long that Tan didn’t doubt that she would need time to understand her role with her people, but that was time he didn’t have.

      And then Chenir.

      Since their arrival, a steady rolling thunder seemed to echo through the city. He hadn’t managed to discover its source, and golud didn’t seem unsettled. Rather, there was almost an edge to the elemental, but one that Tan couldn’t completely explain.

      So much for him to do, and not enough time.

      He stood and faced the shelving aligned along the wall of the lower level of the archives. The light from the lanterns didn’t fully reach here, so he shaped a ball of light. Fire blazed above his hand, drawing saa to it. Tan released the shaping to the elemental, letting it take control.

      His eyes were drawn to the intricately carved trunk set atop a shelf. Inside the velvet-lined trunk was the ancient artifact, a device that had been created for some unknown reason, but one powerful enough to draw upon each of the elementals, to pull more strength than Tan could fathom shaping on his own, even augmented by the elementals and the warrior sword.

      Before he knew what he was doing, he tipped the lid of the trunk back. Firelight held in place by saa lit the artifact, casting a soft glow over the silver cylinder. Runes, much like those used throughout the lower level of the archives, and so similar to those used by Par-shon, marked along its edges.

      Tan lifted the artifact, holding it in his hand. There was power here that he had so far managed to ignore. Had he attempted to use the artifact when Par-shon attacked Doma, or when they had abducted the archivists, how much differently would things have turned out? Would he have managed to stop the Utu Tonah? Would he have been able to avoid kaas ever coming to these lands?

      Or would he have been tempted like Althem?

      The ground rumbled softly, pulsing as if with his heartbeat. The steady sound seemed to call to him, as if it wanted to draw him out. Tan didn’t know what it was, but there was something so compelling about it.

      He twisted the artifact. The runes were familiar now. Always before, they had been something mysterious, leaving him with questions. He thought of what it had taken to find the artifact, how hard he had searched, racing from the lisincend and struggling to remain only a step or two ahead, if not more.

      Now, he didn’t fear the lisincend as he once did. They were still terrifying and there was darkness that twisted within them, but he thought he understood some of what they went through. Understanding granted him a sort of immunity to the fear that had coursed through him when thinking of them before. Somehow, he would have to find a way to bridge the kingdoms and the lisincend.

      Couldn’t the artifact do that as well?

      There were other answers that he needed. Would the artifact be able to tell him what had happened to the hatchling? Tan had no doubt that it could, and even debated reaching out to Asboel to suggest it, but the draasin remained distant. Whatever the mystery of kaas, it had turned his friend silent.

      Holding the artifact could lead Tan to the other hatchling. And then? Then he might even understand why Chenir had come. There had to be a reason, something more than simply meeting the new king regent.

      The temptation was great. If he had that power, he wouldn’t feel pulled in so many different directions. He might be able to focus on one problem at a time. With the artifact, he might be able to solve all of his problems. Then he would be able to be with Amia, and at peace. Wasn’t that the dream?

      You can’t control it.

      The thought came through the connection with Amia. She had been distant, but surged to the forefront of his mind. Tan needed for her to understand why he even considered it.

      I don’t have to control it. I think that’s where Althem failed.

      He sensed Amia’s disappointment and hated it. Althem failed because he tried to use it, not because he thought to control it. You know better than any what could happen were you to use the artifact.

      Tan envisioned a future for he and Amia, one where they didn’t have to worry about Incendin, or about Par-shon. In that future, they lived a simple life, one where they could climb through the mountains of Galen, where Amia could walk the mountain trails with them, where they might raise a family…

      I want all those things as well, but that is not the way to reach them.

      A shaping had built within him while envisioning that future. Without intending to, he’d pulled shapings of each of the elements and added spirit to it, drawing from Amia through him. She didn’t fight. He sensed that were he to attempt to use the artifact, she would not oppose him.

      Reluctantly, he released the shaping. It went away from him in a torrent, the pent-up energy more than he’d realized he’d drawn.

      The glow in the silvery metal of the artifact faded.

      Tan would have all the things that he wanted, but he would not do so this way. There was danger in it. The artifact was too much power, dangerous in a way that even the ancient shapers—at least some of them—recognized. He would not make that same mistake.

      He sensed Amia’s relief and she faded to the background of his mind once more, leaving him standing in the archives.

      What would he do, if not use the artifact? Where would he start?

      He sighed in frustration. There would be no easy answer, nothing that would help him know what must be done first. Asboel might help, but he was nearly as distracted as Tan, wanting only to find the hatchling.

      There was a part of him that considered using the artifact only to find the hatchling, but he pushed the thought away. If he were to start a shaping, he doubted that he would stop. He might think he had the necessary control, but the simple act of lifting the artifact—and the shaping he’d very nearly unleashed—told him how little control he actually possessed.

      No, he needed to understand this on his own.

      He considered returning to the city. There would be a festival and celebrations for the Chenir delegation that he could attend. Roine likely wanted him to attend. But Tan was in no mood to put on a show for ambassadors, not with so much at stake.

      With Asboel out and Chenir in the city, it left only one thing for him to do.

      But so far, Cora had ignored his attempts to reach her. Why would now be any different?

      He turned the artifact over in his hands a moment more before setting it back into the velvet-lined box. Saa still created a soft ball of light that illuminated the interior of the box. Tan started to replace the lid, but something caught his attention.

      His hand froze, holding it open slightly, letting only a little light into it.

      A long, jagged line ran through the artifact.

      Tan ran a finger along the line, horror beginning to run through him.

      He’d done this. He’d damaged the artifact.

      It had come when he released his shaping. That much energy had to go somewhere, and it had gone back into the artifact, splitting it. Tan could attempt to repair it and could attempt to still use it, but doing so would be more dangerous than using it had been when it was whole.

      Even if he wanted to attempt to use the artifact to find answers, he no longer could.
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          Incendin Summons

        

      

    
    
      The border of Incendin looked different than it had earlier. Tan stood along the border, staying along the Galen side. The summoning rune he held in his hand glowed softly with each of the elements, though fire burned the brightest. It was the only way he had to reach Cora.

      He still wasn’t sure that she would answer. Since she’d bonded Enya, he hadn’t seen her. Enya hadn’t offered to help in the search for the hatchlings, though Tan didn’t think that was out of anger but out of need for Cora and herself to understand the bond. From what Tan knew of bonding, Enya might almost be too young to share the bond. She had forged it out of necessity, but it would take time for her and Cora to understand each other.

      Maybe coming here wasn’t his best idea, but he had nothing else that he could think of to do. Asboel wouldn’t answer, and Tan was not interested in reaching out to Chenir as Roine asked—not yet, at least—but there was one place he could help.

      Tan tried not to think what it meant that the artifact was damaged. Nothing had changed, really, only the fact that he’d always had it in the back of his mind that he’d be able to use it if needed, but now that wasn’t an option.

      And he needed answers but didn’t know where else to get them. It wasn’t only the kingdoms in danger, but the elementals as well.

      And not only the kingdoms. Other places risked suffering if this elemental kaas was as bad as Asboel indicated. That was why he needed to reach Cora. He needed her to understand, but more than that, he needed her help to discover what Incendin might know about kaas.

      As Tan waited, Honl blew around him, slowly recovering from the attack. The nymid still clung to him, wrapped around him more for their protection than for his. Once, Tan had worn the nymid like armor. Of his bonded elementals, only Asboel remained unharmed, but how long would that last with this new threat?

      As he began to give up hope Cora would come and was thinking that again, she would ignore his attempt to summons, a dark shadow circled over his head. Wind whipped around him and Cora leapt to the ground on a bolt of lightning. Her bonded draasin remained in the air, circling overhead.

      She wore dark leathers that reminded Tan of a mix of the Par-shon shapers and the lisincend, though the cut was distinct, close to her skin and high up around her neck. A slender sword hung from her waist. Tan didn’t need to see it to know that she had a warrior sword much like his.

      She frowned at him as she landed. “A summons? You think a kingdoms shaper can summon me?” Her tone was light, but there remained a hard edge to it.

      Tan studied the sky for a moment. “She chooses not to land?”

      Cora frowned and thankfully chose not to comment on Tan letting her first comment go unanswered. “She remains skeptical of the bond. It is nothing like when I bonded saldam.”

      The fading daylight caught Cora’s brown hair. Her eyes were a matching brown and more youthful than when Tan had first found her, mute and captured in Par-shon. It wasn’t until she had nearly died and returned that she showed her true age. Even then, Tan wasn’t certain how old she really was. She could be ten years older or younger than what he suspected.

      “You haven’t secured the bond with her?” he asked.

      “It is different than what you experience, I think. She fears the Sunlands, though she knows that’s my home.”

      “You know what happened to her?”

      Cora glanced up and then returned her attention to Tan. “I know what you have told me. She shares… some… but even that is restrained. The bond is not open as it was with saldam.”

      “You know her name.”

      Cora tilted her head. “I do not think I could have bonded had she not shared that much,” she said. “But I do not know about the others, what they are called. She keeps that from me. There is much that she keeps from me.”

      Tan sighed. It would be easier if Enya were able to share with Cora. They would need each other, though of the draasin, Enya had been the most tormented since freed from the ice. “Do you know that one of the hatchlings has been found?”

      “I suspected, but didn’t know with certainty. A few days ago, she was pleased but did not want to share with me the reason. I think she fears I might go to him and steal him away. There are times when I think she still even fears me. Other than the draasin, the only person she does not fear is this Maelen. I do not know who—or what—that is.”

      Tan studied Enya. Would they have time to help ease her transition, or would they have to force the connection? He didn’t like the idea of forcing anything with the draasin, not after what they had been through. Cianna might have quickly bonded to Sashari, but Tan and Asboel’s connection had taken time to form. The bond had been quick, but the rest? That had taken trust.

      “To the draasin, I am known as Maelen,” he said softly. “It was a name I was given. Perhaps in jest, perhaps not.”

      Cora glanced up at Enya. “Of course it would be you,” she said. She drew herself straight and looked away from Enya. “What did you call me here for? I nearly came myself, but then she agreed to come with me. Normally, she remains on her own, only the distant connection to her telling me where she might be.”

      “Do you regret the bond?” Tan asked.

      Cora took a moment to answer. “Regret? No, there is no regret. I have been gifted the chance to ride the ancient draasin, to know some of their mind, even if it is less than I would like. But it is a different bond than I had before. That was a shared connection, freely sharing knowledge between saldam and myself. We worked together.”

      “It will get there,” Tan said.

      “I know, but it is… frustrating that it takes so much time. Now that I have returned to the Sunlands, there are many who seek to challenge my position, including Fur. Others see that I have gone to Par-shon and returned. They support me.”

      It was the first confirmation that Fur lived. What would he do with her bonded draasin? “How many know of Enya?”

      Cora shook her head. “Not many. There aren’t many I trust with such information, not until I know the mind of the Sunlands. I have seen how they would use the draasin, wishing to see them serve the Fire Fortress, but I don’t think that is what the draasin would choose.”

      Tan remembered what he had seen of Asgar, the way that he had not feared what Incendin had asked of him. That had surprised Tan somewhat, knowing that the draasin was not afraid of the Incendin, but they had given him the chance to use fire. To the draasin, that was everything.

      “There was an attack today,” Tan said.

      Cora frowned. “From the way you say it, I presume it was not Par-shon.”

      “The attack came on the border of Nara and the Sunlands. Two kingdoms’ shapers were attacked by hounds and under a veil of heat.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You think this the lisincend.”

      “No.”

      “But you said there were hounds. That there was the veil. There are no shapers with the strength to summon the veil, and only a few with the strength to control the hounds.”

      “This was elemental power, Cora. One that I have never seen before.”

      “Then it was Par-shon.”

      “That is what I thought as well, but I have learned how to sever the forced bonds between shaper and elemental. It didn’t work when I attempted this today.”

      “You think this was a true bond?”

      “I don’t know.” That was the only way he wouldn’t have been able to sever such a bond, but that wasn’t Par-shon’s way of reaching the elementals. Roine had suggested a wild elemental, but the other possibility was even more dire for the kingdoms. If kaas had bonded a Par-shon shaper by choice, Tan would not be able to stop them.

      Cora crossed her arms over her chest. “What was the elemental?”

      “That’s the reason I summoned,” Tan admitted. There were archives in the Fire Fortress that Cora had studied, and Tan remembered how Lacertin had referenced studying those texts, hoping to learn more about the lost artifact, but why should he have been able to find anything in those texts if the artifact was a work of the kingdoms?

      Unless it was something more than that.

      “It was called kaas. Does that mean anything to you?”

      Cora furrowed her brow, and her eyes narrowed in thought. “It does not. I know only the basics of the elementals, Tan. We are taught fire. Saldam. Inferin. Saa.”

      She said the last with an annoyed tone, making Tan wonder what torment Incendin had experienced from saa over the years. It was bad enough that those in the kingdoms viewed saa as a weak elemental, but what reason did someone from Incendin have to be annoyed with it?

      “The draasin are mentioned, but only as what once had been.” Cora smiled. “Perhaps now that the draasin have returned, they will ask me to teach.”

      “You would teach?”

      She shrugged. “The Sunlands have something like your scholars, but they are different. Few have any talent. When Lacertin was there, he thought to change that. He claimed that those who connected to the elemental powers could best understand the accumulated knowledge. He was the first shaper able to access some of the oldest works. Others came after him. I had some limited access, but only because of my connection to Lacertin.”

      Not for the first time, Tan wished Lacertin still lived. What would they be able to do if they had his experience and knowledge? How much had been lost when he’d been killed fighting for the kingdoms?

      “What was this kaas?” Cora asked.

      Tan shook his head. “I didn’t see it.”

      Cora snorted. “You cannot see most of the elementals, Tan. The draasin are unique in that those not bonded can see them. The others? They require the bond to see and understand.”

      “Kaas, I think, is different. It is powerful. The shaper nearly overwhelmed me.” Cora’s eyes widened slightly. She had traveled with him when he had tried finding Elle, and she had been there during the battle with the Utu Tonah. A single shaper would not be able to overwhelm a warrior shaper, and certainly not one bound to the elementals.

      “There is more, isn’t there? You keep something back.”

      Tan sighed. “There’s more. When I shared what happened with the draasin,” he made a point of not sharing Asboel’s name yet, especially if she hadn’t learned it from Enya, “I sensed fear from him. Enya knows fear from everything that she’s been through, including being shaped and forced to attack, but the others are different.”

      “Even Enya’s fear is not the same as what I might fear,” Cora said. “There is a casual arrogance to it.” She hesitated, studying Tan. “Why would the draasin fear this kaas?”

      “He said they are creatures of earth and fire, much like the draasin are creatures of fire and wind. They are some sort of serpent-like creature and were supposed to have been banished from these lands long ago.”

      Cora’s eyes widened slightly. “You speak of a child’s tale.”

      “You know them?”

      She began pacing, moving between the trees and occasionally glancing up at the sky, where Enya circled. “Not by anything more than myth. Nothing more than a story, told to our children. I doubt there’s any truth to it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She paused and turned her attention to Tan. “What I will tell you is a story of my people. Long ago, when the sun first blessed our lands, a great serpent was said to swim just beneath the surface of the sand. This serpent swallowed the sand and rock and everything that it came across and then spit it back out. The Sunlands were barren. A lost land. Nothing could live where the serpent crawled. Nothing dared attempt to live where the serpent called its home.” She looked over at Tan. “Then King Ashiss, First of his Name, came to claim the Sunlands as his own. He brought with him his mighty sword Inless and rode across the sand on a beast of fire, searching for the serpent. They battled for one hundred nights before King Ashiss emerged victorious. The serpent was weakened, and scared, and sent from the Sunlands, but cursed them as he did, leaving them forever burnt.”

      Cora shook herself and turned back to Tan. “That is the story of the Great Serpent. A myth, told to children of how the Sunlands came to be. We are stronger because we can face the serpent and because we have lived in spite of the curse.”

      “Well, if the draasin are right, and the serpent is real.”

      “It is but a fable, and in it, the draasin were not responsible for chasing the Great Serpent from the Sunlands. That was King Ashiss.”

      Tan wished there was a way to know how to stop kaas, and how to help the draasin find the hatchling, and how to stop Par-shon….

      So many things needed to get done, and Tan felt that he was at the center of it all. And now, he’d damaged the artifact, the one thing that would have given them a chance at success.

      “What can I do, Tan?” Cora asked.

      Tan stared up at the sky, at Enya moving steadily through the clouds. “You need to understand your bond. Gain her trust. And then I will need your help hunting the kaas.”

      Cora met his eyes and nodded.

      “We will have to bring our peoples together, Cora,” he said. “Not only to protect ourselves from kaas, but to defeat Par-shon and the Utu Tonah. I don’t think either country can do it alone.”

      “I think that you have the harder task of convincing your people.”

      “Mine will be challenging,” Tan agreed, “but you will have to get the lisincend to work with us.”

      “They have not attacked.”

      “Not yet,” Tan said.

      “And they obey the king. Do not fear the Changed.”

      Tan grunted. “Are you certain that they obey the king fully? We’ve seen different sides of them, I think. My home was attacked by the lisincend. My people. They attacked Ethea, bringing fire down upon our people.”

      Cora’s brow furrowed. “There are some differences with the winged Changed.”

      Tan inhaled deeply. “And we will struggle to find common ground if they attack. We need to be able to work together.”

      She tipped her head toward him. “I will do what I can. I have a different place now that I’ve returned. Much of my influence has slipped. But I will try.”

      Tan nodded again. “That is all that I can ask,” he said.

      Cora leapt to the air and onto Enya’s back. With a breath of hot flame, Enya circled again and then turned away, flying quickly to the south before fading from view and leaving Tan debating what he needed to do next.
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      The next afternoon, Tan made his way back toward the archives. He needed to know if the Incendin story about the king was real, and it was the only place he thought he might find something useful. Now that he’d started the process with Incendin, the next step was dealing with Chenir, but it was too early.

      Tan paused and considered the runes marking the entrance to the archives. They had been there for centuries, but now, Tan thought about what he’d seen of runes over the last few days. Always before, he had assumed that they simply marked that golud was here, but what if there was a different purpose to them? What if the runes did more than simply mark golud’s presence? What if they were something more like what Par-shon used, and held golud in place?

      Tan ran his fingers over the runes, wondering if he would ever know what the ancient scholars intended. Had the elementals offered themselves willingly? When they had found the artifact, the elementals had been there as well. Then, it had seemed they chose to remain, that they were there voluntarily. All but the draasin. But what if he was wrong? What if there was something that the ancient shapers had done that had forced the elementals to remain?

      Even after everything he had learned, he felt he still knew nothing.

      Tan hurried down to the lowest level of the archives. Behind the door marked with spirit, he would find the tunnels leading beneath the city and to the draasin. Tan left that closed for now. A combination of his fire bond and earth sensing told Tan that Asgar and Sashari were there, resting. He turned to a different door, one that led to little more than a place of study.

      “I thought that I’d find you here.”

      Roine took a step out of a shadow so Tan could see him. The first time Tan had learned of this part of the archives he had come with Roine.

      “Why are you down here?” Tan asked.

      Roine stood. He’d brought a small stool from somewhere, and it tipped over as he stood. “There is too much… pomp… for me. I would rather others deal with it. I’ve always been more comfortable with serving in a different way.”

      Tan smiled. “You’re the king now, Roine.”

      “King Regent. And I will gladly hand over the title when we find an heir.”

      “You’ve found an heir.”

      Roine laughed. “That’s the problem. We have several heirs. I’m not sure who should assume the throne.”

      “Amia will teach Lyssa.”

      “And Ferran leads the university with the others. I would not have expected Ferran to step up and teach, but he seems almost compelled to do so. He tells me that he needs others to understand what it has taken him decades to learn.”

      Tan smiled. The strange drawing sensation he’d felt the day before still pulled on him, but he didn’t know why. There was a pull to the elementals that wasn’t normally there, almost as if they wanted him to move, if only he’d listen to where. It wasn’t a summons, not like there had been the night golud had summoned, but it was different than what he was accustomed to feeling from them.

      “You think he intends to teach how to reach the elementals?” Tan asked. If so, it would be one less thing others would expect of him.

      “I don’t know if it’s possible, but it’s been centuries since we’ve had shapers able to speak to the elementals. First there was you, and now Ferran and Cianna.”

      “First there was Zephra,” Tan said.

      “Zephra.” Roine said her name with a familiarity and warmth. “She still challenges me, you know that, Tannen?” he asked. “When I first met her, when we first were in the university, she was strong and skilled and so maddeningly stubborn. I had talent with each of the elements, but Zephra, she had true mastery when it came to wind. It always frustrated me that I couldn’t compete with her.”

      “And now?” Tan asked, wondering where Roine was going with his comments.

      “Now she remains maddeningly stubborn,” he admitted, “but I appreciate that quality much more than I did before. And I see much of it in you.” Roine smiled and crossed his arms over his chest. “You are much like your parents, a combination of each of them. Your father would be proud and your mother… well, she is proud.”

      “I’m not sure my mother can see me as anything other than the boy.”

      “I don’t think any mother can see their children as anything but that. That doesn’t mean that she does not respect the skills you have gained, or that she does not feel that you’ve earned what you’ve been given.”

      Tan wished his mother could show him, and that he didn’t have to hear it from Roine. “Why did you come down here, Roine?”

      “Truthfully? I wanted to get away. I haven’t learned why Chenir arrived when they did,” Roine arched a brow at Tan, as if asking whether he’d learned the reason for the visit, “but I needed a chance to get away someplace quieter. Besides, I wanted to see what you hid down here. I thought that I might find answers. Instead, well, instead I’m left with only more questions.” Roine turned toward the door with the rune for spirit. He touched it, running his hands over the rune. “I’ve wondered for a while now, how is it that you opened this before you mastered spirit?”

      “That’s not a secret that I’ve kept from you,” Tan said.

      “You’ve kept other secrets from me?” Roine asked with an amused smile.

      Tan hesitated before answering. Now wasn’t the time to tell Roine about meeting Cora, or about what had happened with the artifact. That would come later. “Did you share everything that you did with Althem?”

      Roine tapped the door. “Not everything. At least, I don’t think that I did, but with Althem, it might not have mattered what I thought I was hiding. He took what he wanted.”

      “Not all spirit shapers are like that,” Tan said.

      “No, I don’t think they are.”

      “Amia would see the Aeta learn the right way to shape spirit, the right way to use their gifts. There is much strength in spirit. Understanding.”

      “Is that what spirit has brought you? Has it brought you understanding?” Roine asked.

      Tan grunted. He still wasn’t sure how he was intended to use spirit. Most of the time, he used spirit to strengthen his shapings, but there was a role for pure spirit. Amia used it in ways that made her strong. The Aeta had survived for the last thousand years because they had managed to stay unified by their connection.

      How would he use spirit? Had he been given the ability to use it simply to strengthen his other shapings, or was there some other reason?

      “Spirit has given me my bonds,” Tan said. “It has helped me maintain them. Without spirit, I think the Par-shon would have stolen my connections when I was there. They did not plan for spirit shaping, but they know of it now, Roine.”

      “That’s the other reason I’ve come,” Roine said. “You should know of the other attacks. Doma has managed to deflect a few more. There is a water shaper leading them,” he smiled as he said it, “and I’ve sent Vel back to help. So far, they haven’t come with any real strength, not like before, but it’s only a matter of time before Par-shon attacks in force.”

      As Roine paused, Tan realized he should have checked on Elle before now, especially since she’d helped him with Doma, and then the Utu Tonah, but he’d been distracted, and he’d thought Doma safe.

      Then again, he hadn’t needed to help Doma. Elle had managed fine.

      “Incendin was attacked as well,” Roine continued. “Zephra continues to scout throughout Incendin. They have managed to push back Par-shon because none have come with much force, almost as if they’re simply trying to distract them.”

      Cora had said nothing of the attacks. Why was that? “And when they attack the kingdoms again?”

      “Other than the attack that you detected,” Roine began, “there have not been any others.”

      That they knew about. With earth shaping, they could obscure themselves. Tan didn’t think that it would be as easy to do, not with the elementals now aware of what Par-shon did and alerted to report to Ferran or to Tan, but it was possible.

      “The real attack is coming,” Tan said. “Either that, or we will have to bring the fight to Par-shon.”

      Roine sighed, running his fingers around the rune on the door. “Which is why I’m determined to see us protected. The kingdoms must remain safe, Tannen. The barrier kept us safe before. It can do so again.”

      “That was no real safety, Roine. We lived in fear of when Incendin would attack again. We struggled to keep our people safe, never knowing when or where the next attack would come.”

      “We survived. As we will this time.” He looked over his shoulder at Tan. “Can you show me how you shaped this open?”

      Tan wanted to say something about how the kingdoms shouldn’t close off the borders, how they needed to find a way to work with Incendin, and Doma, but Roine wouldn’t listen. Tan could rarely sense him, but what he picked up now was the clear sense of the king regent’s determination to save the people of the kingdoms, and Roine knew only one way to do that. It was the way that he had been taught, the way that the kingdoms had managed to remain safe when he was Athan.

      Only… Tan didn’t think that way would work, not when the threat wasn’t just against the people of the kingdoms, but of the power that united the lands, the elementals that lived with them. Should they not have equal concern for the elementals?

      Saying anything about the elementals would only close Roine off. Instead, he turned to the door and touched the wood, running his fingers along the rune. “You have to bind the elementals together,” Tan said. “More than that, I can’t really explain.”

      “I use a shaping with each of the elements when traveling,” Roine said.

      “This is different. You’re not trying to pull the shaping down to you as you do when traveling. With this, you’re simply holding it within your mind. Drawing the shaping together and then letting it join.”

      Roine shaped. Tan felt it as pressure deep in his mind, pushing against his ears. Creating the shaping was not one that Tan could explain, not one that he could really demonstrate. When he’d done it, it had been mostly chance, not any sort of real intent. It had come accidentally, but once Tan recognized it, he’d managed to learn to reach deeper within himself and find a shaping of true spirit. Could Roine do the same?

      The shaping released with a frustrated sigh from Roine. “I can’t seem to make it work.”

      Tan thought to try a different approach. “Wind is strongest for you?”

      Roine nodded. “You know that I was a wind shaper first.”

      “Can you tell when I’m shaping wind?”

      “Of course I can.”

      “Can you sense where the shaping goes?” Tan asked. From what he could tell of other shapers, that wasn’t something others could consistently do. Sensing the source of a shaping had been how Tan had realized that what he did was different. He had drawn upon elementals first, only later learning to shape on his own.

      Roine frowned. “I’m not sure I’ve ever tried.”

      “Pay attention to what I do,” Tan suggested.

      Roine arched a brow at him, a hint of a smile pulling on his upper lip. Tan couldn’t help but think that he’d changed much since first meeting Roine. Then, he’d barely known that he was an earth senser, only learning that he could shape while working with the warrior.

      Tan pulled on wind. He drew the shaping through him deliberately, holding onto it so that Roine could sense what he did. He let the shaping build, growing stronger and stronger, until wind began whipping around them. Tan held it.

      Roine nodded. “I sensed how you shaped.”

      Tan eased back on his shaping. Without intending to, elemental power had augmented his shaping as it so often did. “Now, water. You have strength in water?”

      Roine chuckled. “More than fire.”

      Tan pulled on water. It was different than with wind. With wind, he had to focus on his breathing and draw from the wind that whispered through him. Water pulsed through him like the blood in his veins, filling him with life. Tan drew on this shaping and held it. When Roine nodded, he bound the two elementals together, holding wind and water.

      They were not complimentary, not like fire and air or water and earth, but they came together. To this, Tan pulled on earth, feeling it in the stillness of the ground beneath his feet, in the solidity of the stones around him, drawing it into him. With this, he connected to water and wind, twisting all of them.

      “I think I see…” Roine began.

      Tan pulled on fire. As always, fire came easiest, barely a thought and it exploded to life. Saa was drawn to fire, adding to his shaping, and Tan allowed it, making a point of pulling fire into the rest of the shaping, drawing them together and twisting them tightly.

      “Can you see how they bind?” Tan asked. “Can you see how each element is equal?”

      Roine’s shaping built suddenly and with power. Wrapped as he was in each of the elements, Tan could sense how Roine shaped. There was something about how he attempted to mix the elements that wasn’t quite right.

      Tan touched Roine’s shaping with the slightest bit of spirit, shifting it into place. “Like this,” he suggested.

      Roine gasped. “You shouldn’t be able to do that!”

      “Can you see it now?” Tan pressed.

      Spirit bloomed from Roine, filling the rune with a soft white light. The seal around the door opened.

      Roine released the shaping and relaxed. “Did it work?”

      Tan pushed the door open. “It worked.”

      Roine looked up at him. “I’ve never known another to be able to modify a shaping like you did. How is it that you were able to do that?”

      “I didn’t do anything more than touch the edges of your shaping. You did the work; I simply modified it so that it managed to have the effect that you wanted.”

      “You shouldn’t have been able to do that,” Roine said. “If shapers could—”

      Tan laughed. “It would be much easier to teach?”

      A slow smile spread across Roine’s face. “Yes. It would. I think you’ll need to begin working with the students.”

      “With what time? Roine, we have attacks coming along the borders. We have Par-shon slinking into the kingdoms with enough power to try and trap our elementals. We have a delegation from Chenir here for some unknown reason. And—”

      “Enough,” Roine said, holding up a hand. “You make an excellent point. You sound too much like me when the masters asked me to teach. And here I thought I might find an excuse to keep you around the palace more.”

      Tan sighed. Had he better instruction when he first knew that he could shape, it might not have taken him so long. Then again, he might never have developed the ability to reach the elementals had anyone taught him, so there was some value in learning on your own.

      “I will do what I can,” he promised.

      Roine nodded. “That’s all we can ask. You will show me what you know of these tunnels?”

      Tan used a shaping of fire and allowed saa to take control of it, lighting their way. Roine studied the walls, stopping at each door as they went. Finally, he stopped and turned to Tan.

      “The only other time I was here.…”

      Tan clapped him on the shoulder. “I know. It was the day Lacertin died.”

      “It was the day a part of me died,” Roine said softly.

      “And another part born,” Tan said. “Come. There is something you should see.”

      He led Roine through the tunnels, stopping partway along at the door leading up into the palace. Roine focused on the rune, this time almost managing the shaping himself. Tan again guided him, helping him combine the different elements so that he could reach spirit. Like the other, this door opened easily.

      “These lead throughout the city?” Roine asked.

      “This leads into the palace. There are others that lead up into other parts of the city. There’s even one that leads into the university.”

      Tan hadn’t begun the work on that particular set of steps yet. It didn’t seem to matter until the university itself was rebuilt, though it was nearly done. Each day, the shapers managed to build the walls higher and higher. Ferran had even convinced golud to infuse the walls, strengthening them just as much as the walls of the archive were strengthened, though as far as Tan could tell, it might even be different than what was in the archives. Ferran made a request to golud, whereas Tan couldn’t tell if the runes on the archives held the elemental in place.

      “This isn’t what you wanted to show me?” Roine asked.

      “You knew about these tunnels already. I think it’s only right that you should be able to access them as well. You’re a warrior, Roine. You should be able to reach spirit. But this isn’t what I wanted to show you.”

      They continued into the tunnels. As they moved, the air changed, the cool sense of ara shifting, gaining hints of warmth, that of ashi. There came the occasional buzzing sound, a harsh sense much like swarming insects, which Tan associated with ilaz. Wyln, the other wind elemental Tan knew of, remained essentially silent.

      Tan stopped at one of the massive doors with the single run marking it. This wasn’t the draasin den—he wouldn’t show Roine which door led to the draasin, not wanting to endanger either Roine or the fire elementals—but it was similar. Tan pressed on the door with a shaping of spirit and fire, opening it.

      “What is this?” Roine asked.

      “This,” Tan began, “is a secret that the kingdoms have kept for centuries.” The other side of each door was the same. There was an enormous room. Large chains, most long since rotted and damaged by time, hung from the walls. Golud was strong here, a counter to the fire that had once been contained.

      Roine examined the chains, his eyes seeming to take everything in, sliding around the room. “I don’t understand. What was this place meant to hold?”

      “What do you sense here?” Tan asked.

      Roine frowned. Tan waited as Roine used an earth sensing, reaching out around him. “This is ancient. From a time before the city was born.”

      “The archives predate the city,” Tan said. He still didn’t understand why.

      “What did they keep here?” Roine asked. He touched the remains of one of the chains, and it crumbled beneath his fingers. Roine turned to another chain, this one near the floor, and touched it as well. It was more solid, or golud remained within it. It held.

      “What would you need enormous earth strength to contain?” Tan asked.

      Roine’s eyes widened. “Tan, there are no records of the ancient shapers holding the draasin.”

      Tan smiled sadly. “No records? I think we’ve seen otherwise. The draasin were held in the ice. And they were held in places like this. I think the ancient shapers thought to harness them, much like they did the other elementals.”

      Roine looked up. “Why would they do something like this?”

      Tan sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe we’ll never know.”

      “If any can learn, it will be you, Tan.”

      Tan shook his head. The more he learned of the ancient shapers, the less he wanted to know. They were nothing like the shapers he’d idolized, nothing like the shapers the entire university idolized. They treated elementals more like Par-shon and used them in ways that the Great Mother never intended.

      He almost told Roine what happened to the artifact then, but bit it back. Roine wasn’t ready. He didn’t see things quite the way that Tan did. Maybe he never would. Roine still didn’t understand how they needed to work with Incendin, regardless of the cost. How could he see that it was a good thing the artifact had been damaged?
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      Tan was again awoken by the elementals, this time from ara blowing against his face with a restless energy. This was a different type of calling, but so similar to how golud had summoned when attacked by the earth traps.

      He jumped from the bed, somehow managing to avoid waking Amia. He didn’t want her to see him leave, didn’t want her to look at him with eyes that begged him to return safely. It would only distract him from what must be done. And right now, he didn’t even know what that was.

      After strapping on his sword and stepping outside the wagon, he stood, focusing on the draw of ara. It came from the east and the north, but distantly.

      What is it?

      The wind elemental didn’t speak to him but blew with more urgency.

      Tan shaped himself into the air, assisted by Honl. He focused on ara, letting it draw him forward, though he didn’t know where it pulled him. The sense was vague and persistent, but it was there, agitated as golud had been when the earth traps had been placed. This was different, though Tan didn’t understand why.

      As he followed the pull, he debated summoning help. The last time the elementals had summoned him, he’d nearly been overwhelmed. Did he dare risk the same?

      He decided against it. If ara were involved, then his mother would know.

      But what if she didn’t? Who did he trust to help? Who would be strong enough to help him if this was another Par-shon attack? He didn’t want to disrupt the Chenir celebrations, so didn’t dare summon Ferran or Roine.

      For the second night in a row, he used the summoning coin to call on Cora.

      Tan trailed ara, moving ever faster on the wind. Soon he was flying across Ter, the wind whipping around him.

      The ground beneath him looked peaceful in the silver moonlight. Shadows trailed across the earth, and the rolling hills were welcoming. Life was down there, and power from the elementals that lived among the land, living with people oblivious to their presence, oblivious to the forces powering their streams, creating the hills and grasses, the breezes blowing, and the fires that crackled within their hearths.

      Even as the landscape shifted and Tan passed over the remnants of the barrier—now again growing stronger with whatever shaping that Roine had the shapers working—the elementals were involved. Tan didn’t need to be close to the ground to see how the nymid flowed through the streams or golud lifted the mountains. They might not be found in such concentrations as were found near Ethea, but the elementals were there.

      And then ara’s pull slowed.

      Tan readied a shaping, not certain what he would find.

      Hovering on the wind, he remained suspended above the ground, staring down at what he suspected was now part of Chenir. What did it mean that he was drawn to Chenir so soon after their delegation appeared in Ethea? Was there was connection?

      Below him, he didn’t sense anything unusual, but then he was still high above the ground. The one thing that he feared—finding evidence of kaas—he couldn’t detect. Tan focused inwardly, reaching for the fire bond. Trails of flame leapt up around him, streaking along the ground far below. There was no sign of elemental power mixed within. Nothing that would indicate something for ara to fear. What, then, had drawn him here?

      Tan lowered himself to the ground. Careful here, Honl. If ara is irritated, then we must be vigilant.

      I am ready, Tan, Honl answered.

      As he did, pain, searing and sharp, split through his mind.

      The sense was familiar, one that he’d experienced when Par-shon tried separating him from his bonds. This came quickly and suddenly, and without warning.

      Tan dropped to his knees, barely able to focus. Pain watered his eyes, but he forced himself to see through it. If he could find the source, he could destroy the attack before it succeeded.

      He found nothing.

      Had he not been focusing inwardly to reach the fire bond, he might not have recognized the slow rumbling suddenly coming beneath him. As it was, Tan sensed it as much as he felt it physically rolling through him.

      A shadow overhead blurred out the moonlight.

      Tan looked up. “No!” he shouted. The effort split his skull nearly more than he could tolerate, but he couldn’t risk Cora landing, not with Enya only recently bonded to her. Another attack might be more than she could tolerate.

      He reached for spirit. That had been the only thing that saved him in Par-shon. It was the one element that he could shape that Par-shon could not.

      It was there, but weak and distant. Tan strained to connect to spirit, feeling it burbling just below the surface of his mind, and plunged himself into the well of spirit deep within him.

      The pain lessened and then stopped altogether.

      The fire bond still raged within him. Stay back, Enya. They try to separate the bond.

      No, Maelen, it is worse than that.

      At first, Tan didn’t know what she meant. Then the pain returned, a raw and angry sense, burning against his mind. Wind whipped around him, the warmth of Honl, but it grew weaker. The wind elemental had barely survived the last time Tan had faced kaas. Now, he was being ripped from Tan, the bond severed. Holding onto spirit as he did, he could practically see it happen. And it was terrible.

      Honl!

      Tan could sense the wind elemental struggling to reach him but failing. Somehow, kaas—fire—drew the elemental toward it.

      The fire bond told Tan where to find kaas, but it was a blurry sort of sense, as if kaas didn’t exist in the fire bond the same way the other elementals did. Kaas raged deep beneath him, burrowed into the earth like some massive worm. Fire blazed there, drawing his wind elemental.

      Tan did the only thing he could do. He shaped spirit, adding wind and fire, pulling against kaas. Honl was always an indistinct elemental, becoming vaguely translucent only when he wanted, but Tan’s shaping changed something, drawing Honl into him, pulling on him.

      Without meaning to, Tan pulled on other elementals around him. As he did, he recognized the danger. Kaas began to pull on them as well.

      If Tan wasn’t careful, he would be the reason the elementals were drawn to kaas.

      How could he stop an elemental? When Tan had been attacked before, he had always broken the bond to stop the attack. The elemental had wanted the freedom. This was different. This time, the elemental wanted nothing more than to feed on the other elementals.

      The Great Mother would not want this! Tan shouted along the fire bond. He didn’t know if it would work, if kaas even connected to the fire bond the same way that the other elementals seemed to, but what else could he try?

      A great heaving laughter rolled through the fire bond. That was the only response that Tan heard. It reminded him of both the draasin and the nearly unintelligible speech of golud.

      You will not do this!

      Tan pulled through his sword, starting a shaping of spirit only. To this, he bound each of the elements, mixing them as he once had done simply to reach spirit. Tan pulled from within himself, but when he recognized that it might not be strong enough, he drew from the elementals around him. From draasin, and ara, and nymid, and even golud, buried deep beneath him, Tan reached for them all. They filled him with power, and he exploded it outward, reaching through the earth, pressing downward, racing toward the massive fire connection that he sensed moving through the earth.

      His shaping struck the elemental. There was resistance. Tan thought kaas might attempt to overpower him and pulled on more elemental strength, drawing everything he could around him.

      The fire elemental could only withstand so much. The shaping pressed it down, back into the earth, and away. Through the fire bond, he sensed it as kaas slithered deeper into the ground, eventually losing the ability to track it at all.

      Tan held his connection to the elementals until he was certain the attack was over. Then he released them, and they faded back to recover, although not all did. A shadowy figure stood near him, drifting above the ground.

      Tan pulled on a shaping of wind, wanting to warn Honl away.

      The figure moved toward him.

      Tan shaped earth, reaching toward the figure, but it did nothing, simply passed through.

      He frowned. What was this?

      Tan?

      The figure approached, becoming somewhat more real as it did. There was something familiar about the figure and about the way that it moved toward Tan. Almost an ethereal quality, a wispiness, and a warmth….

      “Honl?”

      Tan spoke his name aloud, not fully intending to do so, but surprise at the elemental overwhelmed him.

      Tan. What happened?

      You’re… visible, Tan said. Is this my fault?

      I remember being torn from you. There was the sense of fire. Great pain. And then you were there. Warm and vibrant and pulling me together. The figure that was Honl stretched out long, smoky arms and seemed to stare at them. How is this?

      I don’t know. Kaas attacked. I sensed that it would destroy you. I did what I could to prevent it, Tan said. He hadn’t intended to change Honl into something different, but what had he done? Does it hurt?

      I feel, Honl began, and turned his arms around again, as if trying to find an answer, I feel different. Not pain. Not like there was.

      Are you still connected to the wind?

      Tan had only wanted to protect the elemental, not lead him to more harm, but if he had severed the connection between Honl and the wind, then he had done more damage than even kaas would have done.

      Honl flickered in the wind, drifting up and then down. The wind is… different. I am different. The connection remains.

      Tan let out a relieved sigh. Do you know what happened here? Ara called me to this place.

      Ara. The wind was here, but now ara is gone.

      Gone?

      Kaas claimed the wind from these lands.

      Tan hesitated, listening for the gentle breeze, the cool wind that had called him, expecting to find ara, but there was nothing. That was why he hadn’t been able to speak to ara, why the elemental had summoned. Kaas had destroyed ara in these lands.

      You will stop this? Honl asked.

      I’m not sure that I know how, Tan told him. Above him, Enya and Cora still circled, remaining away from the danger of kaas. Cora would want to know what had happened. Enya might know—the fire bond could have told her—and then she could have passed it on to Cora. Can you return with me?

      I must find the ashi. Understand what happened.

      I will do all that I can to stop kaas, Honl. I don’t yet know how, but know that I will try. I… I am sorry.

      You saved me, Tan. Do not be sorry. The elemental drifted away on a trail of dark smoke.

      Tan searched the clearing around him for evidence of what had called him here. There had been something that drew ara, that had attempted to tear him and Honl apart. He would find it.

      Moonlight caught off something that looked like branches twisting in a tree overhead, but the wind was still and it should not have been moving. Tan leapt to the air on a shaping and plucked the strange shape from the tree. It was made of metal, and dark runes were etched along the surface. Some were for wind, but others were different. Not binding, but summoning, if he recognized them from the Rune Master’s memories. Tan searched for another and found it anchored to a pile of stones. There was a third seemingly hanging in the air. And a forth covered with needles, as if intending to hide. Each was the same, covered with dark runes and marked with patterns for summoning.

      Tan pushed them together in anger fueled by earth shaping, balling them up. Had he known how, he would have simply destroyed them, but he didn’t know the secret to doing it without harming himself.

      He carried it into the air on a shaping and faced Cora. Raged burned through him, growing hotter the more he thought about what the elemental had done. He thrust the balled-up elemental trap in front of him, showing it to her.

      “This is what called me here,” Tan spat. “An elemental trap, but one meant to summon. Not for Par-shon to trap the elementals, but for this kaas to feed on them.”

      Cora gasped. “They use the elementals; they would not destroy them!”

      “This is not the first. They attempted an earth trap around Ethea, but we managed to stop them.” With a dawning horror, he thought he understood now what had been planned along the border with Incendin. “And fire. They were attempting to trap fire when we interrupted them.”

      “Where were you?” Cora asked.

      “Near Nara.” Tan breathed out, remembering where they had been. “Near the den. They were trying to trap draasin.”

      And water. Had he stopped the water trap, removing the stones before they could do anything dangerous?

      How many other places had they targeted? The elementals would never be safe until he did what he promised Honl: He would have to destroy kaas.

      Only, he had no idea how to do so. Both times he’d encountered the elemental, he’d nearly lost.

      “But why? What purpose would it serve for this kaas to feed on other elementals? And why so many?”

      Tan shook his head. “I don’t know. If the First Mother still lived, or even if Lacertin still lived, we might have someone we could ask, but there is no one. There might be records, but the archives are too extensive and we don’t have the time to spend searching.”

      Enya focused on Tan, her deep yellow eyes unblinking. You must stop this, Maelen.

      I’m not sure that I know how.

      The Eldest may know.

      Asboel. But Asboel hadn’t shared with Tan anything that he might know about kaas, other than for Tan to feel fear. There must be a way, but he does not share how kaas was banished the last time.

      I was a hatchling then. I had not yet claimed a name. The Eldest must remember.

      Tan suspected that Asboel did remember, but that the price paid was too high. If the elementals suffered, would Asboel have any choice but to share with him what had happened?

      “She knows something?” Cora asked.

      Tan shifted his focus away from Enya and met Cora’s eyes. He saw disappointment there. She wanted to know what the draasin knew. She wanted to have a connection with Enya, but the bond had been formed in haste and driven by necessity rather than desire. “She says she was a hatchling when kaas attacked the last time. The Eldest would know, but I am bonded to him and he has not shared.”

      Cora nodded thoughtfully. “There might be another way for me to learn what we need,” she said. “I will summon when I learn.”

      “Cora,” Tan started. The warrior turned from her seat between Enya’s spikes. “I fear we don’t have much time.”

      “I know. Know that what I must do will be difficult for me.” She glanced down, staring at Enya. “But for her, it will be done.”
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      Tan wanted to return to Ethea, but a part of him hesitated. Cora returned to Incendin to see what she could learn about kaas, but what if the records she could access didn’t provide the answers he needed? While Tan had nearly lost Honl, the elemental had consumed ara. They needed to understand why.

      Asboel might not want to share whatever had happened in the past with kaas, but if he didn’t, there might not be a way to stop it.

      Asboel, Tan sent.

      Reaching through the bond, he sensed the draasin and was not surprised to find him surrounded by warmth. A warrior shaping mixed with spirit carried him far to the south on a bolt of lightning, where Tan emerged to heat radiating around him.

      Asboel perched on his hind legs, staring to the east and toward the tall Gholund Mountains. His long, barbed tail curled around him. The broad spikes on his back practically shook with irritation.

      Maelen. Asboel did not turn toward him.

      I nearly lost Honl.

      Ashi is stronger than you credit. He was fine.

      No. He is not fine.

      Asboel turned his massive head to look at him, staring at Tan with a gaze heavy with the centuries he had lived. Asboel was an ancient creature, but there was something about the way that he looked at Tan now that gave a certain weight to it. Tan had focused almost entirely on what he had to do, on learning to understand the elementals, to learn shaping, but had not taken the time to really understand what Asboel had gone through. Not only the time he was lost, frozen in the lake, but before that, in the time when draasin flew freely across the land.

      You saved him, did you not? Asboel asked.

      Tan nodded, meeting and holding Asboel’s gaze. I saved him. He is changed by it. I don’t understand, but now Honl is visible. I don’t know what it will mean for him.

      The connection to wind remains?

      It does.

      Asboel snorted, letting heat and steam billow out from him as he turned to stare at the mountains again.

      What is it, Asboel? What is this kaas?

      To understand, you need to understand fire, Maelen. You are growing strong with your connection to fire—few men have ever reached the fire bond—but you still do not understand it the way that elementals do.

      You’ve always told me that draasin are fire.

      Asboel’s tail twitched, catching on a massive rock with a loud, echoing crack. The draasin are fire, but fire is not only draasin. As I said, it is complicated.

      Tan made his way around Asboel, standing in front of him. You need to explain it to me. For me to help, I must understand what I’m doing, how I can best help. I’ve seen what kaas can do. I’ve seen it nearly devour my bonded elemental. Ara was lost to it. I know all this, but I don’t know why.

      Because you know little about the time before.

      Before what?

      Before, Asboel simply said again.

      Before you were trapped in the ice?

      Yes.

      Then tell me, Tan said, reaching out. I’ve tried learning all that I can, but I’m forced to read from records, from texts written over a thousand years ago. Our language has changed in that time.

      Not for me. A hint of the repressed anger about what he’d experienced came through.

      Tan still didn’t know what it must have been like for the draasin to be trapped for a thousand years. Had they suffered, or had the shaping made it so they were less aware? That would have been more humane, but he didn’t know what the ancient shapers had managed. They were powerful and skilled, but had harnessed elementals to guide their shaping and would not have cared about the draasin’s needs.

      If I could change that, I would, Tan said gently.

      Asboel snorted again. You accept too much blame, Maelen. I do not blame the men of this era. As you have said, much time has passed.

      Tell me about kaas, Tan urged.

      For you to understand requires a greater understanding of fire than you possess.

      Greater than the fire bond? Tan asked.

      The fire bond is but a start, but fire is deeper than only the fire bond. The connection is greater.

      Is it like that for the other elements?

      I do not know earth or water the same way that I know fire, Asboel answered.

      But you know wind.

      Wind is a part of the draasin. Different, not bound like fire, but together.

      Tan had thought the connection to wind was about how the elemental was drawn to the draasin. Ashi certainly seemed compelled. And you said that kaas is fire, but also of earth.

      Kaas is fire different than draasin are fire. Draasin control fire.

      Tan frowned, trying to understand. Kaas doesn’t control fire?

      You have felt fire attempt to consume, Asboel said. Not all elementals work with fire the same way. Some are drawn. Some control. Kaas is consumed. Each an aspect of fire.

      The way that Asboel described it actually made sense. Tan had seen the way that saa was drawn to fire. From his experience, Asboel really did have a certain level of control over fire. When Tan had nearly transformed, when he had drawn fire into himself, he had felt the way fire threatened to consume him. It had twisted him as it twisted the lisincend.

      But wasn’t even that a part of fire? Was that what Asboel was saying?

      You stopped kaas once before.

      Not stopped. Banished.

      What’s the difference? Tan asked.

      Too many were lost. The Mother demanded that kaas be contained.

      Where was it banished?

      Asboel was silent for a moment. A place far from here, far from the others.

      Tan didn’t have to ask how the elemental would have managed to return. Somehow, Par-shon had learned about kaas and had learned a way to capture it. Possibly someone had even bonded, though Tan wondered how anyone could bond to something like Asboel described. What must the bond be like? How must it control the shaper?

      Unless that was the secret the Rune Master had hidden. Could she have been the one to have bonded kaas? Had she released the elemental with her death?

      That meant that Par-shon had brought kaas here to destroy the elemental power in these lands. Doing so risked the elementals bonded to the Par-shon shapers as well, unless the Utu Tonah thought the bond able to control the elemental, even freed.

      Were you a part of making certain that kaas was sent from here? Tan asked.

      The Mother asked. The draasin did what was needed.

      What did it take?

      Asboel continued focusing on the mountains. A sacrifice.

      A chill went up Tan’s spine at the comment. What kind of sacrifice?

      The only kind that kaas would accept.

      From his limited experience with the elemental, he couldn’t think of what that would have been, but seeing Asboel’s response, the quiet way he studied the mountains, made Tan wonder if maybe what had happened a thousand years ago was somehow tied to what happened today.

      Was the artifact used? he asked. If there was any valid reason for the ancient shapers to use a power like the artifact, facing a creature like kaas would be it.

      Asboel swung his head back around and met Tan’s eyes. Even you must not use that device, Maelen. It is powerful, almost more powerful than the Mother. Such power is not intended for elementals, let alone man.

      They stood side by side, shaper and bonded elemental. Tan rested his hand on Asboel’s side, feeling the steady breathing coming from him, the way his chest rose and fell, and the fire that raged within him.

      The artifact is damaged, Tan told him. Possibly destroyed.

      Relief came through the bond.

      Cora and Enya search for answers in Incendin. They would understand kaas.

      There will be no answers found there.

      Why?

      Had they answers, they would never have harmed the draasin.

      Asboel settled his head to the ground, signaling that he was done with the conversation.
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      Tan returned to Ethea after leaving Asboel. The draasin resumed his search for the hatchling, but with every day they failed to find her, Tan had a growing concern that they would not reach her. He still didn’t know what could have happened, especially if what Asboel said about her need for connection to the land was true, but he would not give up hope. The growing possibility that kaas had devoured the hatchling made maintaining that hope difficult.

      When Tan reached the city, there was a certain pall hanging over it. Tan wondered whether it was him, or had something really changed in the time that he’d been gone. He had changed. Honl had changed. The understanding that something needed to be done about kaas was there, driving him with an urgency that he might not have had before.

      A soft, steady music played in the center of the city. The sound brought a smile to his face. It had been months since the minstrels dared play, since they had any reason to play. Ever since the attack, the evenings had been calm and quiet, with people preferring to return to their homes rather than remain out in the city and celebrate. When Tan and Amia had first come to Ethea, the nights were the most boisterous part of the city. There were traders and taverns and minstrels and the general chaos that lived within the city, a thriving sense all around. Since the draasin attack, and then the lisincend, that had all changed. It had taken time to rebuild, but the city was coming back, finally reaching the place where others felt comfortable walking the streets at night.

      As Tan stepped away from the shaper circle in the center of the university plaza, a steady and rhythmic drum beat built. It started as a faint sound, but he was drawn to it, pulled along the street toward the source of the music, reminding him of the sense he’d been feeling in the city the last few days. He should not have been surprised that it led him toward the palace.

      Ara pulled with less intensity now. Perhaps that was nothing more than his imagination, but to Tan it seemed that ara faded, receding from the city, replaced by a slightly warmer wind, that of the steadily blowing ashi.

      Maybe it was nothing. But Tan didn’t dare take the chance that the attack hadn’t changed something about ara. He might want to watch the musicians, especially as so few bothered to play anymore, but he needed to find his mother, the only person who might know what had happened with ara.

      He reached the wide patch of green in front of the palace. Once, massive walls had circled the palace, preventing anyone else from accessing it. Roine had seen the walls removed, or at least not rebuilt. Now a tiered garden rose away from the street, planted with flowers and trees from all over the kingdoms. It was near this that he found the source of the drumming.

      On one of the stepped tiers leading toward the palace, a series of massive drums was set out. Standing alongside were drummers dressed in animal hides and with streaks of paint worked along their arms and faces. Tan had never seen anyone dressed quite like that, and realized that they must be the Chenir visitors.

      A crowd had gathered along the street to watch. Tan inched closer, slowly pushing his way toward the front so that he could see better. Were Roine or his mother among the people watching the performance, or had they remained behind in the palace?

      The drumming rolled through him. There was something very primal about it, and it practically set his bones to vibrating, almost with a voice.

      “It is much like golud, isn’t it?”

      Tan turned and saw Ferran watching the drummers. His eyes were wide and his body moved with the sounds, almost as if unintentionally. Now that Ferran put words to it, Tan realized that was exactly what the drumming reminded him of and that it had been this drumming that he’d been sensing, at least something like it. Could he have been hearing the drumming since Chenir’s arrival?

      “Can you understand it?” Tan asked.

      “Understand? Not the drumming, but there is something about it that is much like the way golud sings to me.”

      Tan would never have considered the rumbling way that he had to speak to golud a song, but maybe Ferran was right. There certainly was a rhythm to it, and if he focused, he could almost understand it. Speaking to golud had always been easier for Tan than listening to them.

      “Chenir must have shapers, then,” Tan said.

      Ferran glanced over at Tan. “All lands have the potential for shaping, Athan. Some never develop anything beyond sensing, but it is not for lack of potential.”

      Tan hadn’t thought of it that way, but he understood that Doma had shaping, though it was typically water based. There were other shapers from Doma, many who had come to the university over the years to learn. Others had been lost to Incendin. Even Incendin had shapers other than fire. Cora was evidence of that. Why shouldn’t Chenir have shapers?

      “We still don’t know why they’ve come,” he said to Ferran.

      “Likely to greet the new king.”

      “Have you been a part of their visit?” Tan asked.

      “My duties have kept me elsewhere.”

      “The children?” Ferran nodded in answer. “How do they progress?”

      “Some will never be able to do anything more than sense. Some will learn to do more. Even fewer will ever go on to master their elemental power. It was the same at the university when I came.”

      “What about the students here when I came?” Tan asked.

      Ferran shrugged. “Perhaps a dozen or so remain. Many were killed during the attack on the city. Others chose not to return, or maybe they wait until the university is rebuilt. Perhaps they saw what they would face as shapers and were afraid. Better for them to understand now than when they make their commitment to the king.”

      The drumming picked up urgency, coming with a wild intensity.

      “Why does there have to be a commitment?” Tan asked.

      Ferran’s brow furrowed as he studied the drummers. One foot tapped at the ground in time with the rhythmic playing, and he said nothing for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was distant and pitched low, as if mimicking the sound of the drums or speaking to the earth elemental. “The commitment ties the kingdoms together, Athan. Service to serve. Each land bound together, Ter and Vatten and Galen and Nara. We are all servants to the throne.”

      Ferran said nothing more, maintaining his focus on the drummers.

      Tan moved past him, working his way up and around the tiered gardens, letting the sounds around him push him as he made his way toward the palace. Once there, he saw windows and the grand central door thrown open, as if welcoming the celebration. Tan paused at the palace door and debated whether he should simply go to Amia and explain what had happened. But first he needed to find his mother to understand what else had happened to ara.

      The main hall was filled with white-clad servants, more than Tan had ever seen before. Most carried trays or bustled from one end to another, but a few stood near the windows and listened to the sounds of the drumming, a different kind of crowd than was found out in the street.

      Tan paused at a few of the rooms, looking for signs of Roine or the Chenir delegation.

      “Have you seen Zephra?” Tan asked a passing servant

      The man’s wire-framed spectacles slipped down his nose and his eyes widened as he took in first Tan’s warrior sword and then his Athan’s ring. “No, Athan,” he said, bowing low. Another servant, a younger woman with pale skin and red hair that rivaled Cianna’s, bowed as well. “Zephra is in her quarters, Athan.”

      Tan nodded and muttered a hasty thanks, feeling uncomfortable with the formality they treated him with. Maybe Roine was right that he needed to spend more time around the palace.

      He made his way down the hall and descended the stairs to his mother’s quarters. The door was closed and a rune was now fixed on the center. Tan studied it, then ran his fingers over it, recognizing the mark for wind mixed with the elemental mark for ara. Only a wind shaper bound to the elemental would be able to open the door.

      His connection to the elementals would likely allow him access, but that would likely only anger his mother. Tan knocked.

      As he waited, he reached through the bond he shared with Honl, searching for the ashi elemental. Tan found him, a distant sort of awareness. The more time that Tan had to recover, the more he recognized that Honl had fundamentally changed, but he didn’t quite know how.

      Pulling Honl back from kaas had done something, twisting him into a different form, maybe forcing him away from the wind. Tan wished there had been another way, something else that he could have done rather than altering the elemental.

      The door opened a crack and Zephra stood before him. Her graying hair hung loose around her shoulders. A simple brown robe draped around her and was cinched at her waist. Her usually hard mask of a face softened when she saw Tan.

      “Tannen.”

      “Mother,” Tan began, wondering how to phrase the question that had plagued him since forcing kaas away. “I need to speak to you about ara. Have you noticed anything different?” he asked in a rush.

      Her breath caught. “It’s real?”

      Tan felt as if his heart skipped a beat. “What’s real?”

      She glanced past him and then motioned him into the room. She grabbed a small, circular shape—the summoning rune coin, Tan realized—and shaped wind into it. When she turned back to face him, her face had resumed her usual hard expression.

      “Something happened with ara tonight, didn’t it?” she asked.

      “You didn’t know,” he said softly. Why hadn’t ara summoned Zephra? Unless ara knew there was nothing Zephra could do to help. “That’s what I came to ask you about.”

      Zephra’s eyes went distant for a moment. “Ara is weakened. Aric has… gone… for a time. I sense him still, but there is uncertainty about him.”

      Tan swallowed. “Then it’s true.” He took a few steps into the room and turned, wishing he had more space to walk, feeling a restless sort of energy burning within him.

      His mother watched him, cocking her head as she studied him. “You were there.”

      “Ara summoned. I answered.”

      “You were summoned?”

      He stopped pacing a moment and met her eyes. “I serve all the elementals, Mother. Golud summoned me as well.”

      “Theondar warned that there was a different sort of danger you’d encountered.”

      “Yes. Theondar. You were there as well, but you don’t want to believe that it’s anything other than Incendin.”

      “Tannen, I saw the hounds. I might not have been able to pierce the heat veil, but there is no one other than the lisincend who controls the hounds.”

      Tan still didn’t have an answer for that, and Cora had been surprised by the idea of the hounds being there. Finding out what had happened with the hounds would be essential to convincing the kingdoms shapers that Incendin hadn’t attacked along the border.

      “That was elemental power, Mother, not lisincend, and the kind of power that hasn’t been seen in these lands in over a thousand years.”

      “Then how do you know?”

      “How? Because of the draasin. They flew freely once, thousands of years ago.”

      “And led to much destruction,” she reminded him.

      That was what the histories claimed, but Tan hadn’t seen anything like that from the draasin. What if it had never been the draasin who caused the destruction, but kaas?

      The idea opened up several other questions. Why would Asboel have kept that from him?

      “What do you know about what happened to ara?” he asked. He needed to get his mother to focus on the elementals, not on the hatred she felt for Incendin. It was hatred that Tan had shared, but he’d also managed to move past those feelings. He’d needed to move past them or more would suffer. Standing in a pool of liquid spirit and drawing power through the artifact had shown that to him.

      His mother sighed. “Ara… has weakened. I can’t explain it any better than that, only that something happened tonight and the elemental was affected. What did you see?”

      Tan tried to keep the memories of the attack from crawling back to the forefront of his mind, but it was difficult to do. They were painful, and not knowing what happened to Honl made it even more so. “Par-shon drew ara for kaas. They set traps, much like the ones that were set for earth, only this time, they used wind traps. Ara summoned and had I not answered, I suspect many of the elementals would have been lost.”

      His mother studied him. “Something happened to you, didn’t it?”

      Even after all that had changed between them, she was still his mother. She still knew when he was hurt. “My wind elemental was nearly destroyed.”

      Zephra gasped softly.

      “He wasn’t, but in saving him, something is changed.” Tan closed his eyes. “The ashi elemental is visible now, Mother.”

      “How? What did you do?” she asked softly.

      “I did what I had to.” As he said it, he realized that he needed his mother for more than her support. He was Athan to the king regent, a position where he spoke with the king’s voice. It was time for the other shapers to remember. “As I need you to do something.”

      “I’m not certain that I like the sound of that,” she said.

      Tan wished there was another way, but he couldn’t keep chasing kaas around the kingdoms, not if he intended to learn enough about keeping the other elementals safe. But he didn’t know of any other way for what he needed to do.

      “You won’t like what I’m going to ask of you, either.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “Tell me, Athan, how would you have me serve?”

      “We’ve been focused on supporting the borders, rebuilding the barrier, but that is wasted energy. We need to gather the elementals to safety. We can’t do that if there are walls that keep them out.”

      “Tan—”

      He shook his head.

      “Athan,” she said, “what you’re asking means risking the people of the kingdoms for the safety of the elementals. If you’re right—and I’m not certain that you’re right that Incendin still won’t attack us—then this other elemental is even more dangerous than anything we’ve ever faced.”

      “Not quite. I still think the Utu Tonah—”

      His mother shot him an annoyed expression and the door slammed open behind them. Roine stood there, concern wrinkling his brow. Tan quickly told him what he’d learned.

      “It seems our only protection is replacing the barriers, not lowering them,” Roine said. “With the barriers, we can keep this elemental out of the kingdoms.”

      “Or trap it inside,” Tan said.

      “Then you will need to draw it away,” Roine suggested.

      “And leave the other nations in danger?” Tan asked. It wasn’t even the idea of leaving others in danger that bothered Tan. It was the idea of leaving the elementals exposed to kaas, knowing what the fire elemental would do. “How would the delegation from Chenir would react if they heard that plan?”

      “My responsibility isn’t to the other nations,” Roine said. “And neither is yours.”

      “We can’t abandon the elementals, Roine, not even if it means our safety.”

      “Tan—” he started.

      Tan shook his head. “I will do everything I can to keep the kingdoms safe, but my responsibility is to more than this,” he said, raising the hand with the ring. “It’s to all of this.” He swept his hand around the room, drawing briefly on the elementals. Power surged as he did. Wind gusted, the ground trembled, water slicked the walls, and fire bloomed in his hand. “If we replace the barriers, you will force me to choose. Please,” he said, “don’t ask that of me.”
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      When the morning came and he again made his way through the streets toward the archives to try and find something that might help them stop kaas, Tan felt shaping near the university.

      It was a different sense than anything he’d ever detected before. There was strength and power and control, but the way the elements wove together in the shaping was unique. There was a certain layering to them that Tan had never sensed from the kingdoms’ shapers.

      He wrapped himself in a shaping of fire and kept his hand on the hilt of his sword, uncertain what he might find. Not Par-shon. It seemed improbable—though not impossible—that Par-shon would have made their way this far into the kingdoms only to demonstrate their shapings. That meant another type of shaper.

      There was only one other explanation that Tan could come up with.

      As he reached the university plaza, passing beneath the restored arch that marked the entrance, a gathering of people awaited. A thin man of average height stood near the shapers circle, working with earth. He was dressed in baggy brown leggings and a jacket that hung open, revealing a scarred chest. A younger woman stood next to him in a matching dress, a plunging neckline revealing more than most in Ethea would think proper. She controlled water, adding it to the man’s shaping. The four others standing along with them, each with similar matching clothes, simply watched.

      Chenir shapers.

      Tan had suspected there would be shapers from Chenir, but had not yet encountered them. Their use of the elements was different than what kingdoms shapers used, different even than what he’d seen from Incendin.

      Shapers of the kingdoms stood watching, all master level: Ferran, Cianna, Alan, Nels, and Dolf. Not Zephra or Roine, Tan noted.

      Near the back wall stood Seanan. He watched with an interested expression, fire burning brightly in his palm. Tan noted the way he flickered the shaping, twirling it around his fingers, using more control than he’d seen from him yet. Every so often, Seanan would pause and twist the fire shaping again before releasing it.

      When Seanan saw him watching, he tipped his head slightly and released the shaping.

      Tan turned his attention back to the Chenir shapers. What were they doing here? A demonstration, like the drumming last night, or was this something else?

      As he watched, he noted that the man began tapping his foot. The earth shaping didn’t change, but there was a low and steady movement that came as he tapped. Had Tan not seen the performance the night before, and had Ferran not made the observation that he had, Tan doubted that he would recognize what he saw. The earth shaper summoned golud into the shaping.

      This was what he’d been sensing the last few days.

      Tan frowned. Was he speaking to golud? The music from the night before certainly had elements of it, but this was different. This was shaping, and drawing the elementals into the shaping, much like Tan did when he had saa assume control of a fire shaping.

      Using spirit mixed with earth, he searched for signs of a Par-shon bond but found nothing. That didn’t ease the anxiety rising to the surface of his mind.

      Would the water shaper do something similar?

      He noticed that one hand rested on her chest and tapped, though not with the same rhythm that the earth shaper used. Tan was attuned to water and could speak easily to the nymid. Because of this, he was able to detect something of what the tapping over her heart did, but not all of it. The rhythm was that of her heartbeat—that of the blood flowing through her veins—a steady tapping, one that could almost remind him of waves on the shore. Nymid would be drawn to it as well.

      A rising thrill came to him. Did they know how they worked with the elementals as they shaped, or was it accidental? Even if it was accidental, it seemed to Tan that the kingdom shapers could learn from Chenir.

      What of wind? And fire?

      He waited, but the earth shaper continued his demonstration. Water continued to weave into the shaping, adding to it. What they created was much more powerful than what they would have been able to do alone.

      And it reminded Tan of the way the nymid supported golud deep beneath the city. There was the same sort of combination there, the same support. Water and earth, much like fire and air. Together, they were stronger.

      That was important, Tan suspected.

      But kaas was fire and earth. They should be opposites, not working together, not able to support each other. Earth always tempered fire, but in this case, it seemed the elemental had aspects of both.

      Asboel must have known, but why keep it from him?

      The shaping slowly started to taper off. Tan realized that he’d come too close and now stood between the Chenir shapers and those of the kingdoms. Both sides watched him.

      Cianna laughed softly and covered her mouth.

      Ferran tilted his head toward Tan. “Athan,” he said respectfully.

      To Tan’s surprise, the other kingdoms’ shapers all copied Ferran’s nod.

      Tan forced a smile. “I’m sorry to interrupt. I sensed the shaping here and…” He trailed off, glancing at the Chenir shapers.

      The young water shaper watched him, her dark eyes narrowed as if trying to solve a puzzle. “You sensed the shaping? Then you are a water shaper?”

      Ferran took a step forward. “This is Tannen Minden, Athan to Theondar, King Regent of the kingdoms.”

      He spoke it formally and made a motion toward Tan with his arms that he augmented with an earth shaping.

      Tan stood in front of the Chenir shapers, not certain what he should say. The water shaper continued to study him while the earth shaper held his arms close to his chest, his foot tapping softly. Tan noticed that the water shaper continued to tap at her chest. A soft whispering floated in the air, and Tan felt the tug of a wind shaping as well. Not ara, and not ashi. There was none of the painful buzz of ilaz. That left wyln, though Tan had never spoken to that wind elemental. And then, there was the soft draw of fire, different than saa or the draasin.

      He closed his eyes, reaching for the fire bond. Once connected, he sensed the way that fire was shaped, drawn from a shaper with short black hair and a long, hooked nose. The elemental summoned was different than any Tan recognized. Not saldam. Cora had described what saldam would look like. That meant inferin. The elemental was wispy, but real, not drawn by fire—not like saa—but surrounding the heat of the shaper’s body, layered over him like a blanket. Tan couldn’t tell if there was a bond or not, but the elemental responded regardless.

      I’ve never seen inferin, he said in a whisper to the elemental. His time working with Asboel and trying to understand saa had given him an understanding of fire elementals, more than any of the others. Studying the way inferin clung to the shaper, he recognized how it added to heat, and now that Tan had seen it, he wondered if he might have seen it other places as well.

      The elemental shifted, becoming briefly brighter and then fading to a lighter yellow. Through the fire bond, Tan was able to see it, almost as if he were looking through Asboel’s eyes. The elemental tried hiding, but Tan pushed through the connection he shared with fire.

      I am Maelen, he said to inferin.

      The colors swirling in the elemental became motionless and then brightened slightly. It was only a moment, long enough that Tan knew that inferin recognized his name.

      What did it mean that all of fire recognized him?

      “What is this?” a booming voice asked from near the end of the university.

      Tan pulled away from his connection to inferin. A wide man, thick with muscle his flowing robe of deep blue couldn’t hide, approached the Chenir shapers. His eyes narrowed as he approached. Before Tan completely separated from the fire bond, he recognized the way inferin pulled back from the man. Even the drawing of golud from the steady tapping eased. The wind shifted, blowing cool again, ara’s influence returning.

      The water shaper bowed her head. “We came to this place of power so that we might find him—”

      The man shot her a dangerous look and she fell silent.

      No one spoke for a moment. Tan realized that he would have to break the silence.

      “I am Tannen Minden, Athan to Theondar,” he said. “It seems our shapers were,” he paused and glanced back at Ferran, who met his gaze for a moment and then looked down, “sharing with each other.”

      The man stopped near Tan and leaned closer than was comfortable. He sniffed at the air, drawing a shaping of wind. “You are young to serve such a role. You must be Theondar’s heir.”

      Tan frowned. Already he didn’t care for this man. “Theondar has no heir,” he said.

      “You don’t know who this—” Ferran started.

      Tan silenced him with a shake of his head.

      The Chenir man grunted and pushed past Tan, bumping up against Tan’s arm, as if deciding that he wasn’t important. Tan felt strength to him, more than would be explained by his size.

      The man approached the Chenir shapers and spoke to them in hushed breaths. Wind shaping kept their words from carrying. When he was done, the shapers and turned away from the university, ushered by the man without another word.

      Alan and Nels started into the rebuilt university. Dolf stared after the Chenir delegation for a moment, and then followed, moving into the street and disappearing. Only Ferran and Cianna remained.

      “Who was that?” Tan asked.

      Cianna laughed. “For all that you know, you can still be stupid.”

      “Inform me,” he said.

      “That is Tolstan Vreth, Supreme Leader of Chenir,” Ferran answered.

      Tan hadn’t realized that the Chenir leader had come to the kingdoms. Roine had mentioned ambassadors only. “Why would he need so many shapers with him?” Tan asked.

      “Protection. When King Althem lived,” Ferran said, and Tan noted how he still gave the honorific. “He would never travel without a shaper escort. Many times, he had Theondar with him, though he was known as Roine then and few knew that he was a warrior shaper. I suspect the Supreme Leader feels much the same as King Althem,” Ferran finished.

      Tan snorted. “And much like with Althem, protection isn’t really needed, is it?”

      “Why would you say that?” Ferran asked.

      “You didn’t recognize what he did?” Tan asked.

      Cianna shook her head. Ferran frowned and scratched at his chin. “You think that he shapes as well?”

      “Not just shapes. He’s a warrior shaper,” Tan said.

      Ferran’s eyes widened slightly. “You must inform Theondar.”

      Tan nodded. “It’s possible that he already knows. That might be why Theondar welcomed them to the city.”

      The timing troubled Tan even more now that he knew. Why would Chenir visit at the same time Par-shon, through kaas, attacked? It was possible that the reason was simply tied to a desire to meet Theondar now that he had assumed the title of king regent, but Par-shon had attacked Doma, Incendin, and the kingdoms. Why would Chenir be any different?

      “Did you sense how their earth shaper called to golud?” Tan asked.

      Ferran’s frown deepened. “I sensed… something. I could not place what it was and golud would not explain.”

      Tan wondered if the tapping had been unintentional or if they had known what they were doing. Likely they had known. “Did golud still respond when they were here?” Tan asked.

      Ferran nodded. “The connection remains.” There was still relief in his voice as he said it.

      Tan shifted to look at Cianna. “And you. Did you see anything from their fire shaper?”

      Cianna tilted her head. “They claimed they didn’t have a fire shaper.”

      Why would they keep that secret from them? Did they think that the kingdoms feared fire shaping? Or were they trying to keep a secret their way of reaching fire?

      “Inferin,” Tan said. “The elemental was wrapped around the man with the pointed nose.”

      Cianna’s eyes widened.

      “What will you do with this, Athan?” Ferran asked.

      “Nothing, for now. Keep your eyes open. We will need to learn why Chenir came. And we need to know how they speak to the elementals.” That might be useful to other shapers in facing Par-shon.

      Cianna glanced toward the street. “You think they work with Par-shon?”

      “Anything is possible,” he said, but he’d seen no signs of the forced bond from them. That didn’t mean they didn’t help Par-shon, only that the bond was not clear. “If they do, and with their shapers within Ethea, we need to be prepared.”

      “And you?” Ferran asked.

      “I’ll do what I can to learn why they’re here. The elementals will remain vigilant for us.”
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      Tan followed the sense of fire shaping, letting it pull him through the streets. Night had fallen, and with it, the sounds of the city changed, coming alive again in ways that it hadn’t in so many months. If he let himself—and were Amia with him—Tan thought that he could simply enjoy the sounds around him. He wanted the chance to simply wander, to enjoy the minstrels playing at street corners, or pause and eat from one of the meat vendors or bakers with carts pushed out near the gathering squares. A part of him wanted to return to how it had been before he knew about shaping and the elementals, but he couldn’t. His responsibilities precluded taking that time for himself.

      A soft tinkling of bells caught his attention, drawing him away from the sense of fire shaping. Tan turned to it, recognizing the sound of the Aeta bells. Had one of the families finally come into the city to trade? After the Par-shon attack that had claimed several of their wagons, they had come into the city briefly, but departed again as soon as it was deemed safe.

      He made his way toward the sound. Mixed with it was the steady, rhythmic sense that he’d come to recognize as the Chenir shaping with the elementals, but he saw no sign of Chenir shapers. The crowd around him thickened, and he pushed through slowly. He could leap to the wagons on a shaping of wind, but that would do nothing but scare off the traders. When he finally reached the wagons, he saw the splashes of color marking them, though dark curtains covered one. Something about the wagons was off, though he couldn’t quite place what that might be.

      Tan stopped at the opening in the circle. A line of people waited for access, and Tan didn’t force through here. He had no need. Most saw his sword and parted, giving him clearance. Some nodded as he passed, almost as if recognizing him.

      When he reached the front of the wagons, two men stood screening the potential traders. It reminded Tan of when Amia had come to the Aeta in Ethea, before she’d been captured and brought from the city. One of the men spoke softly with a man dressed in dark leathers.

      Tan used a shaping of wind to listen.

      “We have cannot risk much longer here,” the leather-clad man said.

      “The others grow restless. It’s dangerous this close to the city. How much longer will the drawing require?”

      “I don’t know. The songs are complicated and we can’t risk leaving before we know—”

      “And we can’t risk staying. Not with this many of their…” He paused and glanced around, noting Tan watching him. With a shake of his head, he waved the other man off.

      As Tan approached, the men studied him. “No weapons,” one of the men said.

      “I could leave it behind, if it would please the Mother,” he said. Tan wouldn’t feel comfortable leaving his warrior sword behind, but he needed to learn what about these wagons made him uncomfortable. If not for him, then for Amia.

      He made a point of reaching for his connection to her, letting the spirit bond draw her into his consciousness. She was never far from him, the connection never that distant. He had a sense of her sitting near the Great Fire and shaping. Teaching. Mixed with it was a sense of contentment. Tan hated that he would disturb that.

      “No weapons,” the man said again.

      “How long will you trade?” Tan asked. There was something about the conversation he’d overheard that he felt was important. If he could only get past and speak to them more, he might understand why.

      “We leave in the morning,” the man said, not meeting Tan’s eyes.

      “To join the other families?” he asked.

      The man looked past Tan, only increasing his anxiety.

      “You have seen the First Mother?” Tan pressed. “They’re camped outside the city. The Great Fire welcomes all families.” He made a point of using a phrase he’d heard from other Aeta.

      The man didn’t respond to him, instead nodding to the next person in line. He made a point of ignoring Tan, looking past him. The other Aeta would not look at him either.

      Rather than forcing the issue, Tan turned away. There is something amiss, he sent to Amia.

      I will come.

      No. Follow this wagon as it departs, Tan suggested. Be prepared.

      He sensed amusement from her. If they are of the People, I can manage them.

      Standing in the street, he focused again on the sense of fire shaping that had drawn him initially, listening for the Chenir shaping. At first he heard nothing, as if Chenir was aware that he listened and had stopped whatever shaping they attempted. Distantly, he heard it. The sound was there, somewhere in the city. Mixed within the fire shaping was the strange Chenir call to the elementals.

      Tan followed the sense of the shaping, trailing after it. It drew him through the streets, pulling him away from the crowds and into parts of the city where the rebuilding took longer. Homes still showed signs of the damage done to them by the draasin and the attack from the lisincend. Some had crumbled completely, falling into disrepair, leaving piles of ash and fallen stone littered along the street. Efforts had been made to move the piles back away from the main thoroughfare, but much still encroached, spilling out and onto the roadway.

      How had the rest of the city been rebuilt, but this part left untouched?

      There weren’t any people moving in the streets at this time of night, at least not in this part of the city. Tan made his way slowly, letting the sense of the fire shaping draw him. Maybe there would be nothing.

      He reached a section of the city where even the sounds of the minstrels had faded away. Tan paused, wondering if he should keep going. A part of him felt uncomfortable, and he hated that he should feel that way in the city.

      Fire surged again, this time closer. Tan continued, turning at an intersecting corner, always feeling like the sense of fire was a few steps ahead of him.

      Then the street widened again, letting back out into the crowds, where street noise and music reached him again. Here the sense of fire faded, disappearing as if he’d never sensed anything at all.

      He stopped, turning around and trying to get his bearings. Nearby was a well-developed part of Ethea. The homes here were massive and sprawling, and some had walls built around them, setting them apart from the rest of the street. The damage from the attacks months ago didn’t seem to have reached here, or if it had, the people living here had the means to promptly make repairs.

      Where had the fire shaping gone?

      Tan listened, focusing as he had learned to do to the fire bond, but came up with nothing.

      It was time for him to return to his home. As much as he hated it without Amia, he needed rest.

      Heading back to the main thoroughfare winding through Ethea, he began to have the sense that someone trailed him. Tan continued, uncertain what he detected and resisting the urge to shape his way back home.

      Instead, he paused and stretched out with a spirit sensing that he pulled through his sword.

      The sense of spirit gave him awareness of everything around him. Most of the people wandering through the streets moved with purpose, enjoying the night, the sounds of music, the festival-like mood the city had taken on, and the return of something almost like normalcy.

      Tan pushed beyond that connection, reaching to find the vague sense that he was being followed. As he did, he recognized what bothered him.

      He spun. Now that he knew what he was looking for, he added water sensing to the touch of spirit.

      He found her standing at an intersection, pressed up against the buildings, hiding from the light streaming from the lanterns. The Chenir water shaper watched him, her eyes not showing any sign of fear. From spirit sensing, Tan recognized that she was more curious than afraid.

      “Are you following me?” he asked.

      She took a step toward him and tipped her head. One hand patted her chest as she did. Tan recognized the way the movement called to the nymid.

      “Not following. I saw you and wanted to know how you shape water.”

      Tan frowned. She seemed to want to know more than that, but he didn’t say it. “What do you do when you tap your chest like that?” he asked.

      This close to her, he could smell her, a mixture of salt water and fresh rain, an interesting combination. The tapping she did over her chest hesitated. As it did, the nymid sank back and away from her, drifting back into the bones of the city.

      “It is nothing more than a habit,” she said.

      “A habit you use to summon water elementals?” he asked.

      She tensed and started to turn. He touched her shoulder and pulled her back to face him.

      “Does it work with all water elementals, or is the rhythm different?”

      “What do you know of the elementals?” she asked.

      Tan considered denying his connection, but doing so would keep him from learning what he needed. If there was anything the Chenir shapers could teach him about reaching the elementals, then he needed to take it. “You call to the nymid with your tapping,” Tan said.

      He thought she might deny it, but she turned back to him and nodded. “How is it you know this? Have you studied in Chenir?”

      “Not in Chenir.”

      “Then how?”

      “Because I speak to the elementals. And I can feel what you do when you summon them. It’s the same with the drumming and golud.”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re a warrior.”

      “I am.”

      She backed away from him, starting to turn down the street. “I should not be here with you.”

      “Why? What are you afraid of?”

      “Afraid? Not afraid of anything. Only that I risked too much coming here alone.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      The woman hurried away from him, leaving Tan staring after her with more questions than he had before, and still uncertain if Chenir worked with Par-shon.
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      The tunnels beneath the city carried a musty odor, one that was different than the last time Tan had come. He paused, not sure what he smelled. The air was different, but maybe that had more to do with what had happened with ara.

      After leaving the Chenir shaper, he had nothing but questions, and he knew of no way to reach answers other than finding the elementals. That was why he had come to the tunnels.

      Tan still didn’t know what really had happened to the wind elemental. Was ara hurt, or destroyed? If only injured, how long would it be before the elemental recovered?

      The farther he went into the tunnels, the musty odor faded. Now there was only the familiar scent of damp earth and heat, nothing that would make him think there was anything different here than there ever had been.

      He reached the pool of water where the nymid were drawn and settled to the ground next to it. Tan reached out with water sensing, letting himself connect to the nymid. He needed to understand what the Chenir shapers had been able to do. If there was another way to reach the elementals, he needed to know about it.

      Water swirled around his feet, cool and soothing. He dipped his hand into the water as well, trailing it around as he reached for the nymid. The bond was different to the nymid than to Asboel or even Honl. With the nymid, though he might be bonded, he didn’t have the ever-present sense of them within his mind.

      Nymid. What does Chenir do when they summon you?

      The water swirled for a moment, darker green shimmering closer to the surface. He who is Tan.

      The Chenir shaper. What do they do when they summon the nymid?

      He sensed amusement from the water elemental. You speak easily with the nymid, but you must ask this question?

      I don’t know what she did.

      You felt the connection.

      I did.

      Then you know what it is, the nymid told him.

      Only that it seemed to draw the nymid to it. I don’t understand anything more than that.

      There are more ways to speak than how we communicate.

      Explain, please.

      You have felt the rhythm of the rain, that of water along the shores, even the mist coming off the draasin as you soar with the Eldest. You understand those forms of water. You should understand this.

      What the nymid said reminded him somewhat of the draasin and the fire bond, though different in some ways. I have felt these, Tan agreed. You’re saying that the shapers of Chenir have learned to use these rhythms?

      There are other ways of calling the elementals, He Who is Tan. Not all have forgotten.

      He hesitated. The nymid weren’t afraid of Chenir shapers. That alone told Tan more than he’d learned already, but it still didn’t explain why they had come to Ethea. Does it make their shaping more powerful?

      Does it make yours when you speak with the nymid?

      Tan sat, letting the water swirl around him as he thought about what he’d learned. And the other elementals. Does it work the same with them?

      Everything has a rhythm of its own, He Who is Tan. That is the gift of the Mother.

      Tan recognized that he already knew that. When he’d been first learning to shape, hadn’t his mother worked with him to point out how to reach the wind, to let it play across his skin, to listen to it blowing in and out of his lungs? With earth, wasn’t it much the same, the way the connection to earth pulled on him, the sense of everything around him that he could reach for?

      Why should it be any different? The rhythm that the nymid mentioned matched his experience. He recognized the same sense, had even heard it when first seeing the Chenir drummers. Now that he understood what they did, it made even more sense.

      Do you know about this elemental of fire? he asked.

      The nymid were young when it was last here. The land has changed. It is different than it was.

      Kaas seeks to destroy the elementals, he said.

      The Mother would not allow that to happen.

      Did the Mother not allow for its creation?

      The nymid seemed to become even more agitated, swirling in the water and streaming up his arm with a dark, brackish tint. Kaas is not the creation of the Mother. Fire and earth are not meant to join, much like fire and water would not join. The Mother allows such things, but they are rare.

      Wait. How is kaas not a creation of the Mother?

      It could not be, He Who is Tan. Much like Twisted Fire, it comes about unnaturally. You know the elementals. Speak to golud. Understand.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tan pulled his hand from the water and leaned back. Had Asboel known that kaas was not a natural elemental? It seemed unlikely that he wouldn’t have known. But what was it, then, if not a naturally occurring elemental?

      Near the massive door leading to the draasin den, Tan paused, considering entering and speaking to Asgar. The hatchling was there, alone, with Sashari out somewhere hunting. The hatchling sensed him, and Tan knew Asgar sensed him. He didn’t know why he should sense Asgar so clearly, unless Tan had grown much more competent with the fire bond.

      All around him, he had the sense of golud infused in the stone. The earth elemental was massive and powerful, but since learning to speak to the elementals, he’d never managed to hear golud speaking back to him. He’d learned how to reach for golud, how to ask the elemental for assistance, but he’d never managed to hear golud’s answer, not like Ferran would be able to do.

      After speaking to the nymid, Tan felt an urgent desire to reach golud. If he could understand what the elemental knew, maybe he might be able to understand better what they faced.

      Tan set his hand on damp stone. The nymid were there, but mingled deeply, water and stone, the complement granting both increased strength. Nothing like fire and earth. Earth was meant to confine fire, and fire was meant to burn through the earth. How could kaas survive such a connection?

      The answer was likely the key to stopping the elemental.

      Tan didn’t know how.

      He reached for golud. This time, as he sent the low rumbling connection to reach for the earth elemental, Tan focused on what he’d heard from the Chenir drumming. The key to reach the earth elemental was buried in that, if only he could find it. His foot tapped steadily, mimicking the rhythm that he’d heard.

      Golud.

      He continued tapping and moved his body in time with the beating of the imaginary Chenir drum. Tan listened, his body swaying steadily.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Golud.

      He sent it again and continued tapping, moving from side to side, letting the memory of the drumming guide him.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Maelen.

      The voice that came was deeper than anything he’d ever heard, a rumbling sound that was something like a rockslide, that of the earth itself moving. It rolled through him, making his body quiver with it.

      His heart hammered. He’d finally heard golud.

      Golud. What do you know of kaas?

      Tan waited, still tapping as he did. The steady drumming seemed to help, though Tan didn’t know why it would. The connection to golud remained, seemingly coming from all around him.

      You would reach for this, Maelen?

      There was a deep sense of sadness at the idea that Tan would willingly reach for kaas. Tan sensed a great hurt from golud. The elemental had known pain from kaas, though Tan didn’t understand how.

      I would stop it. Elementals have suffered because of it.

      We have suffered.

      Tan wished there was something that he could do to help ease the golud, but he couldn’t think of anything. The Mother would have me protect the elementals. It is why I have bonded.

      You bring stability. Strength. There is much of earth in you, Maelen.

      Tan smiled at the compliment. Earth sensing had been the first, but fire the easiest. The connection to Asboel was the likely reason, but a part of Tan wanted nothing more than to be able to reach earth. It was the element his father had shaped, the first that Tan had learned to reach for, except he’d never felt as if he had much talent, much like Roine claimed he had little talent with fire. It had always bothered Tan that he’d been able to reach the other elements, but struggled so much with earth.

      What is kaas? he asked. The nymid claim it is not a creation of the Mother.

      Golud seemed to sigh. It came like a soft shuddering of the earth beneath him. Fire forced upon earth. A dark pairing. Draasin to golud. They thought they could control, but they were wrong.

      Who thought they could control?

      But even as he asked, Tan suspected the answer.

      He looked down the tunnel toward the archives. For so long, he’d wondered why the ancient shapers had made a device like the artifact. It had seemed too powerful, the intent more than any shaper should have. And then, once they had created it, they had hidden it away, locked in the place of convergence, held behind protections formed by each of the elementals, but they were protections that those shapers would have been able to get past. Tan had never really understood, had never really known why those shapers would want power like that, or why they had felt that power too great to sustain.

      The artifact?

      Tan asked golud and Asboel at the same time. Could that be the reason for its creation? Had those ancient shapers thought to experiment on elementals? Had they created kaas with its power, only to later need help banishing their creation from the land?

      Tan shivered, praying it was not possible, that those shapers would not have been so careless, so stupid, to do something like that. Only, he’d seen the arrogance described by their records. He had seen the way that they considered the elementals nothing more than creatures meant to be harnessed. Why wouldn’t they think they could experiment with them?

      Golud rumbled beneath him again, as if acknowledging Tan’s fears.

      Asboel remained silent.

      Asboel?

      When he answered, it seemed to come reluctantly. You possess this device now, Maelen, and it is good that you cannot use it. Even to rid these lands of kaas. Doing so would risk more than you are aware.

      Did you know? Tan asked. Did you know that was what the artifact had been used for?

      He sensed Asboel’s frustration. My memories of that time are faded. The longer we share a bond, the more that our minds mingle, the less I can remember. The Mother protects me in that way, I think. It is another benefit of the bond.

      Had you known, would you have served willingly? Tan asked, thinking of the way the draasin were forced into the protection in the place of convergence.

      That protection had kept the artifact safe for a thousand years, until long after those ancient shapers were gone, when even their knowledge had faded. With the artifact, the lisincend had thought to ascend to elementals, Althem had thought to remake the kingdoms in a dark vision that only he had known, and far too many had suffered.

      I told you from the beginning that the device should be destroyed, Asboel said.

      Golud rumbled beneath him. Tan tapped, swaying with the rhythm, listening for the elemental. Destroyed, golud echoed.

      Do not repeat the mistakes of the past, Maelen, Asboel said. We must stop kaas, but we must do it differently than before.

      Stopping kaas is not the only task assigned to me, Tan told him.

      It is the only one that matters. Other than finding the hatchling, nothing else is as important as finding a way to stop kaas.

      Tan wished it were as easy as that. He wished that he could think of some way that he would be able to do all that had been asked of him. If he did what Asboel wanted, he would disappoint Roine and the kingdoms. If he did what Roine wanted, elementals would suffer and die.

      Thinking of it that way brought him a measure of peace, for the answer was easy.
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      The following morning, Tan stood on the road leading away from Ethea, watching a caravan of Aeta as they wound their way from the city. Amia stood next to him, holding his hand, recognizing the troubled sense that Tan felt. She had spoken little since he’d arrived early in the morning and told her what he’d learned of kaas.

      “They are not of the People,” Amia said.

      “Are you certain?” Tan asked. He suspected they weren’t, that they were somehow tied to Chenir, but he didn’t know how.

      “You’re questioning the First Mother now?”

      He laughed. “I know better than to question you. I just want to make sure before I do anything.”

      She shook her head. “You should do nothing. It wouldn’t be the first time the People have been used for safe passage and easy trade.”

      “That doesn’t make it right,” Tan said.

      “No.”

      “And it doesn’t explain why they traveled with Chenir.”

      “You’re certain?”

      He hadn’t been, but then what had he overheard last night? Why had the elemental draw come from within the false Aeta caravan?

      Tan cursed himself for not pushing forward and learning what they were after and why they were there. Had he only taken the opportunity to force himself into the caravan, he might have learned what Chenir intended by coming to Ethea.

      Or he might have risked upsetting a potential ally.

      He held onto Amia’s hand and pulled her toward him. “Roine wants to seal off the borders. He thinks we should leave this elemental for others to deal with.”

      “Why do I sense that you have no intention of doing that?”

      “It’s because of the kingdoms kaas exists in the first place. Had those ancient shapers not attempted some experiment with the elementals, we would never have had this to deal with. We can’t leave it for the other nations—and their elementals—to deal with.”

      “Do you know how to stop it?”

      “I don’t even have an idea of why Chenir came here,” he said, watching the caravan as it departed. “It makes knowing how to stop a rogue elemental even more difficult. The only thing I do know is that Asboel fears it. The other elementals have known its destruction. And both times I encountered it, I nearly failed.”

      “You’ve nearly died, Tan. Not just failed.”

      “If I do nothing, it will continue to spread. Not only the kingdoms, but other lands will suffer because of it.”

      “Can Asboel tell you how it was banished last time?’

      “All that Asboel will tell me is that it was some kind of sacrifice.” Since leaving the tunnels the night before, he’d started to formulate an idea. He didn’t know if it would work. Had he not come across the Rune Master and taken from her the knowledge that she had, it would not. “If I believe that Par-shon is the reason kaas is here, then there must be some way to capture it. They would have been able to control it, or how else would they have brought the elemental to the kingdoms in the first place?”

      “By capture, you mean trap?”

      Tan sighed. He hated the idea, but what else could he do? “If we create a fire trap strong enough, I think I can pull kaas to it.”

      “Then what will you do? Banish it again? If we don’t know what happened the last time, or even where the creature had been banished to, how do you hope to do it?”

      “I’m not sure I’ll be able to banish it.”

      “You don’t think to bond it—”

      Tan shook his head. “Not bond it either.”

      Amia held his gaze and he sensed through their shared connection her understanding of what he thought he needed to do. “Are you sure that you can do that, Tan? Do you really think that you can destroy an elemental?”

      It went against everything that he come to believe about himself, everything that he felt the Great Mother had given him, but if he didn’t destroy kaas, other elementals remained in danger, and Tan was unwilling to do that. And he couldn’t do anything else that needed doing until he dealt with kaas.

      “That’s not the only thing that bothers you,” Amia said.

      “For a trap like I’ll need, I think there will need to be significant power. I won’t be able to do it on my own.”

      “Cora would help,” Amia said.

      Tan nodded. “I’m counting on Cora to help. And Cianna.”

      Her mouth twitched when he mentioned Cianna. “You think you will need more than three fire shapers?”

      “It’s not the fire shaping that I think is needed. There’s a need for the elementals to help as well. I think the bond is important in forming the trap, at least for something this large.”

      “He’s too young to bond, Tan…”

      “And I don’t know of any I’d trust to bond. Seanan was too… eager,” Tan said, but after seeing Seanan in the university yard, he had the hope that the shaper might come around. “We still haven’t found the other hatchling. Until we do, I’m not sure that Asboel and Sashari will risk themselves in something like this. I need to find her, Amia. Only then will the draasin be free of distraction and able to help.”

      Then Asboel would be free to help him. Maybe then Tan would be able to finally get answers from him.

      Amia’s brow knitted together. “Then use me.”

      “You can’t shape fire,” he said.

      “No, but I can help you search. I’ve been so busy with the People that I’ve not thought that I would be able to help, but I think you need me. With your connection to fire, you’ll have to be the focus, but I think together, we can reach farther.”

      “Asboel hasn’t been able to find her, and he’s connected to the fire bond,” Tan reminded her.

      “There are other ways of searching,” Amia said.

      Tan waited, but she didn’t explain any further.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They stood atop a steep incline of rock overlooking Ethea. From there, Tan could see all the way into Galen, where the Gholund Mountains rose with their white-capped peaks far in the distance. To the south, the draw of Nara pulled at him. North would be Vatten. All around were the rolling plains of Ter.

      Amia and Tan were silent, neither knowing quite what to say. Tan listened to the wind, letting it blow over his skin and pull at his loose shirt. Ara blew against him, the elemental pulling with more strength than he’d sensed since kaas had attacked.

      Distantly, he sensed Honl. The elemental remained distant, either healing or still trying to understand his change. The idea that he might lose Honl pained him, but it was the possibility that Tan might be the reason he transformed into something else that hurt nearly as much.

      “Are you ready?” Amia asked.

      Tan unsheathed the sword and set the tip into the ground. “I’m ready. I… I still don’t know if this will work.”

      “Me neither. But you said you don’t have any other ideas.”

      Tan took a deep breath. Amia thought he would need to use both the fire bond and the connection to spirit. Tan started with the fire bond. That was still the most difficult for him to reach. Fire pulled within him, the sense of the element burning. Tan reached for that, using fire sensing to reach for all the elemental power around him.

      He sensed the vagueness of saa, able to be drawn to Tan. There was the distant awareness of Asboel and Sashari, and then nearer, the sense of Asgar. He sensed another elemental, this layered over the rock and the trees around him. Inferin? It reminded him of what he had seen from the Chenir shapers, though Tan had not yet spoken to inferin. It layered over him and Amia as well. The sense of it was greater than he’d expected, a deep, burning entity.

      Tan pulled on spirit. As he did, he reached through the sword, using it to help him make the connection. Amia was there, always the strongest when he sensed spirit. Asboel was there as well, the connection renewed by Tan’s need to pull back from Par-shon. And then Honl.

      Tan held that connection for a moment. There was always awareness of Honl. When he first met him, there had been a hesitance, almost something like fear, especially when Tan had first formed the connection, but now it was more distinct. He sensed Honl, but he sensed him with a sharpness that had not been there before.

      Honl.

      At first, Honl didn’t answer. Tan wasn’t sure that he would. Or maybe he couldn’t. Then he felt the steady and familiar warm gusting of air, different than before. The connection was the same, the sense of awareness of Honl was still there. Only, as Honl approached, Tan could see him.

      He came as a distinct shape, a dark and wispy shadow form that coalesced near them. Amia jerked back, but Tan sent a soothing shaping thorough their connection.

      Honl. What have you learned of the change?

      Changed, but still the same, Honl said. Are you unhappy?

      You know that my only fear was that you had lost your connection to the wind.

      Ashi is different. It is there, but the connection has changed. I am different, Honl said.

      Can you explain how?

      Honl shook his head. There were almost features on his face, and eyes that looked upon Tan with a pained expression. I still don’t know. When you pulled me back, tearing me away from where kaas thought to devour me, spirit and fire came with me.

      Does it hurt?

      There is no pain, Tan. This is different. Wind draws me differently now, but I feel fire differently as well.

      Tan couldn’t help but note that Honl even spoke to him in a different way than he had before. How much had he changed?

      I’m sorry that this happened to you.

      The alternative would have been destruction. This is better, Tan. I am still wind, only I’m more, I think. Honl swirled to stand next to Tan. It was somewhat disconcerting to have him right there, no longer the vague and nearly invisible wind elemental. Now there would be no disguising him.

      We must find the hatchling. I will need the assistance of the Eldest if we are to trap kaas, and I don’t think he can help until she is found. No others should suffer as you nearly did.

      Then I will help, Honl said.

      With a sudden gust, Honl departed on the wind, the wispy dark smoke pulled apart, tearing him away. Tan still sensed him, but far away, caught on the winds of ashi, drawing away, as if reaching for fire.

      “Honl is stronger, I think. More connected to this place than he was before.”

      “You can sense him?”

      “Not the way that you do, but there is spirit in the connection. He is more than wind now, Tan. Was that what you intended when you saved him?”

      “I intended nothing. I tore him away from kaas. He tells me that fire came with him.”

      Amia nodded and stared after Honl. She took a deep breath, then touched Tan’s arm. “Are you ready?”

      “I will be.”

      Tan resumed shaping, reaching first inwardly and toward the fire bond. He stretched through the connection, drawing on the strength of fire. As he did, he sensed the other fire elementals all around him, that of the draasin, saa nearby, even inferin, though he didn’t know how to speak to it yet. He drew on these connections, pulling through the fire bond, drawing strength from the elementals. Then he began to shape spirit.

      Tan wrapping the shaping around his mind and reached through the connection he shared with Amia. Together, they shaped spirit. Amia assumed control of it, weaving a complex pattern that Tan could barely follow. She drew from her spirit stores and then, when hers were nearly depleted, she borrowed from Tan. The shaping was like nothing he had ever experienced, full of power and strength that he could barely comprehend.

      She pushed away with the shaping, letting it wash outward.

      Tan had done something similar when searching for Elle. This was more controlled and directed. He recognized the target, the way that Amia had keyed it to search for fire, but only for fire of any strength. As he recognized that, he realized that it would not be enough.

      Rather than wasting the shaping, Tan assumed control of it. He didn’t know exactly what Amia had done, but he could use the shaping of spirit, and he pulled the spirit shaping into the fire bond.

      Amia gasped.

      With this, he strained outward, much like Amia had done. Instinctively, he pulled more power through the sword, drawing even greater strength.

      The shaping exploded outward.

      Connections became clear to him. Saa filled the air, faint and inconsequential, at least until drawn to fire, then the elemental became much more powerful. Inferin, the thready elemental that he’d seen layered over the Chenir shaper when they’d been in Ethea, was there, vague, and indistinct. Asboel burned brightly in his mind, but so too did Asgar. Tan wondered why that should be. The other draasin, Sashari and Enya, were there, nearly as bright. If he allowed himself, he could even see the where the other hatchling would be found.

      Asboel.

      Tan pressed an image through the bond. With the shaping, with whatever Amia had done with spirit, the bond now came as easily as breathing. Tan saw the other hatchling and knew where Asboel could find her. They had thought that she would be somewhere far from here, but she was near Ethea.

      Asboel roared with satisfaction.

      Tan prepared to break off the connection, but before he did, he felt another sense writhing against the fire bond, one that burned painfully. It was massive and painful and wrong.

      Kaas.

      The elemental was there, burning to the south. When Tan focused, he could see it in his mind, could feel it working through the earth, winding its way through Incendin as it made its way toward the Fire Fortress. The elementals within Incendin, saldam and inferin, were devoured. Ashi fell when kaas erupted from the ground.

      Worse, Tan recognized where kaas headed, and that nothing Incendin could do would slow the serpent of fire. Kaas would destroy everything as it wound toward the Fire Fortress.

      There wasn’t much time.

      His eyes snapped open.

      “What is it?” Amia asked.

      “I know where the hatchling can be found. I also found kaas. It’s heading toward Incendin.”

      A mixture of emotions played over Amia’s face. She despised Incendin nearly as much as Zephra, but she also understood what would happen if the elemental reached the Fire Fortress. As much as she hated it, the Fire Fortress and Incendin stood as a barrier between the kingdoms and Par-shon. Tan didn’t understand what the Fire Fortress did, or how it worked, but were it to fall, nothing would oppose a full invasion by Par-shon.

      “How quickly can you reach the hatchling?” Amia asked.

      Tan understood what she meant: would he have time to help her before going to kaas?

      “I need to trap it and not allow it to reach the fortress,” he said “If it does, there might not be any way for me to stop it. All of Incendin would be in danger. The real barrier between us and Par-shon could be lost.”

      “But if you don’t help the hatchling, you might not have the help you need to stop him, either.”

      Amia was right. He needed to help Asboel or he wouldn’t have enough fire strength to stop kaas when he did reach him.

      Swearing under his breath, Tan grabbed Amia and formed a warrior shaping, pulling it down to him. In a flash of lightning, they traveled toward the hatchling.
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      Tan should not have been surprised to find the wagons of the false Aeta when they arrived. They were circled around a small lake, camped along the shores. But there were more wagons here than he’d seen in Ethea. A small flame crackled at the center. There were sounds of voices and laughter, but none of the music that would usually accompany the Aeta. Nothing of the life and the vibrancy that followed the People. Or that had, until Incendin attacked them.

      As they landed near a copse of trees, Tan reached for the fire bond, still connected to spirit by Amia’s shaping, and sensed the hatchling. She was there amidst the wagons.

      “How did I miss it before?” he wondered.

      “And how would they have captured her?” Amia asked.

      Tan shook his head. “We’ll have to free her before Asboel arrives or he’ll destroy everything.”

      “You don’t want to destroy everything?”

      “I want to know the reason she would have been taken. I can’t know that if everything is destroyed. You’ll need to shape,” Tan urged.

      “Tan—”

      “Listen, I know you only want to use your ability the way that the Great Mother intended, but I know that she intended me to help the elementals. I can’t do that without you.”

      She smiled grimly. “No. I was going to say that I’m already shaping. I’m trying something subtle. A soothing pattern. It should buy you time to find where they have her.”

      Tan made certain that Amia was safe behind the trees, blocked from discovery by the false Aeta. From what he’d seen of them when they were in Ethea, there probably weren’t any spirit sensers with them, but he didn’t want to take any chances and risk her getting hurt.

      Then, with another bolt of lightning, he launched into the center of wagon circle.

      He landed with an explosion of light, his sword already unsheathed as he prepared a shaping binding each of the elements together. Power assaulted him almost as soon as he landed.

      He should have expected the attack. Hadn’t he felt the drawing of the elements coming from the wagons while in Ethea? Shapers traveled with this caravan, and with strength enough to slow him.

      Tan sensed direction to the shaping and caught it with the sword, directing it away from him. The shaping was powerful, nearly what he’d sensed from Par-shon bound to the elementals. As he directed it away from him, he summoned through the ring to Roine.

      Another attack came, this of wind. There was a faint whistling, a soft summoning whisper. Tan recognized it. He’d heard it before, when watching shapers as they stood in the courtyard of the university.

      Tan avoided a shaping of earth that threatened to lift him into the air, leaping on a shaping of wind. He targeted the wagons with his sword, sweeping it in an arc around him, binding fire and wind to tear the wagons apart. He would see his attackers.

      The ground thudded, rumbling with golud. Tan recognized it now, recognized the way the Chenir shapers used the earth elemental, and pressed his own shaping against it. Golud! Tan demanded. Maelen needs your help!

      The earth shaking eased, rebuffing the attempt of the Chenir shapers to use the elemental. Tan pulled on fire, turning it into a bolt of lightning, striking at the wagons with a precise blow. The wagons splintered and fell open. Most held cowering people. A few were dressed in the robes of the Chenir shapers, each of their shapers attempting to work with the rhythm of the elementals.

      Tan frowned. There was something off about the way they worked. It wasn’t so much about the rhythm, but more about the way the elementals were drawn along with it. They went willingly.

      “Stop!” Tan shouted.

      The fury of the attacks around him persisted. Fire and earth and wind and water continued attempting to batter him. He sensed Asboel approaching, drawn to the location by Tan’s summons. Soon Roine would be here as well, and with him would come other kingdoms’ shapers. Then the attack would change. Any hope of using Chenir as an ally would be gone.

      At least now, Tan had the hope of containing it, of stopping it, before shapers were harmed. If only he could stop it.

      Tan pulled through his sword, drawing strength through the blade, summoning each of the elements that he commanded, pulling on the elementals around him, dragging them away from the rhythm that the Chenir shapers used.

      He was Maelen. The Great Mother gifted him with the ability to speak to all the elementals. They came slowly, but they came.

      Chenir shapers increased their attempt to pull the elementals back. They recognized what Tan did and fought against it.

      Asboel was nearly upon them.

      Tan sensed his fury. Likely Sashari came as well. If she did, then Cianna would be with her.

      Tan bound the elements together and added spirit, surging it through his sword.

      Rather than aiming this at any one shaper, as he had done with Par-shon, he aimed the shaping into the sky, using it like a summoning beacon, drawing more and more elemental strength to him. Power exploded from his sword.

      Then Tan released it outward. The shaping was not meant to destroy, only to subdue.

      Those in the wagons who were not shapers fell first. They dropped, some grabbing their heads. Others simply stopped moving. Then the shapers collapsed, falling to the ground.

      Tan stood in the midst of the wagons, holding the raging power of the elementals within him. Asboel landed next to him, streaming smoke and fire from his nostrils, anger surging from him. Tan turned to the draasin and set his hand upon his side, soothing him with spirit before he attacked.

      What is this, Maelen?

      I don’t yet know. But we will find out.

      You did not destroy them.

      I don’t think I was meant to.

      Asboel was confused, but Tan didn’t explain. Unlike with Par-shon, Tan had no sense that the elementals were forced. Nothing told him that they feared the Chenir shapers. Tan didn’t want to destroy these shapers until he understood.

      Tan turned and surveyed the wagons. Be ready, Asboel.

      Where is she? Where is the hatchling?

      Tan pointed to the wagon that remained intact. Runes were marked on the outside. Tan understood now how the hatchling had been hidden from them, if not why. Asboel jumped to it, and with one terrible rip with his claws, he tore the top of the wagon off.

      Inside was the hatchling, resting comfortably, curled with her tail around her. She snorted when she saw Asboel.

      Asboel roared, lifting her free. She crawled on his back and then they rubbed noses together.

      Return her to the den, Tan advised. I will find you soon.

      For once, Asboel didn’t argue with Tan’s command. With a quick flip of his wings, the two draasin leapt into the air and quickly faded into the sky.

      Tan turned back to the remains of the wagons. A shadowy figure landed next to him and Tan turned to Honl. You will help?

      There is no darkness at work here.

      If not darkness, there is something else at work. I will learn why Chenir calls on our elementals, Tan said.

      Within one of the wagons was a face that he recognized. The water shaper who had followed him through Ethea sat up slowly, holding her head as she did. “Is this why you came?” he asked. “You wanted the draasin?”

      She rubbed her head, looking around the remaining wagons. Most had been destroyed, torn apart by Tan and then by Asboel. “Why would you do this?” she asked.

      Tan was surprised by the comment. “Why would I? You abducted an elemental!”

      She shook her head. “We steal nothing. We call to the elementals. If they answer, that is their choice. It is a request, not a demand.”

      “Is this why you came here?” he asked. “Is this the reason you visited Ethea?”

      Her mouth tightened into a thin line and she refused to answer. Tan leapt toward her on a shaping of wind and landed in front of her. He held his sword out, brandishing it with more agitation than she deserved. The problem was, Tan didn’t know what she deserved.

      “Did you come to steal the elementals like Par-shon? Will you force them to bond? Do you work with them?”

      Her eyes widened. Tan wondered if she would again refuse to answer, but then she fixed him with a mournful gaze. “You know nothing of Chenir.”

      “Then explain it to me.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why do you care? Do you think you can help?”

      Help. One more request upon him. “There won’t be any help if you don’t explain why you’re here.”

      “Why? Why would you help? You care only about protecting the kingdoms, protection that is guaranteed with the draw you have for the elemental powers. You force the rest of us to have nothing but scraps.”

      “We don’t force anything,” Tan said.

      She tipped her head. “No? Then why keep your shaped wall in place if not to hold the elementals inside? Is that not the purpose?” She jabbed at Tan angrily. “We thought that we might finally be able to reach for the lost elementals when the barrier fell, but now you rebuild, continue to divide the lands. Once your barrier is complete, they will be separated from us again. We will lose access to the elementals. We had to come now, before it is finished, before you remove access.”

      Tan hadn’t realized that the elementals couldn’t cross the barrier. Had Roine? Had Lacertin when he’d help designed and created the barrier?

      “Why did you come here?” Tan asked.

      The water shaper looked away, glancing down at the rest of the people in the wagon. There were four, three of them children. The remaining was a younger man. Tan took a moment to look at the other wagons, each of them with many children as well. Some had the men that he’d seen as the false Aeta, but there were mostly shapers and children.

      “What is this?” he asked more gently.

      “This is all who remain of our shapers,” she said in a whisper.

      “And you came to call the elementals?”

      “We came so they could learn the rhythm. And if the elementals choose to come with us, then we would allow that as well.”

      “Why did you need to come here to learn the rhythm?”

      “You don’t know?”

      Tan shook his head but began to suspect the reason. It was likely the same reason Falsheim had burned, and the same reason the Fire Fortress glowed brightly. “Par-shon?” he asked.

      She nodded once. “Our elementals are lost, trapped by their shapers. We don’t understand how they have done it, only that they managed to rid our once-powerful land of the protection we enjoyed. And now the land itself suffers, our people failing, because of Par-shon. Now we can no longer call to the elementals. We had to come here for our shapers to learn.”

      “Why not ask for help? Why do it this way?”

      “Would you have helped had you known that our elementals were lost? Would you have come to us, willingly allowing us to call to the elementals, knowing that some might choose to join us?”

      “The elementals were never meant to be confined to the land. They are a part of everything and should be free.”

      “Yet you have chosen for them. You have come here and separated us from those that we called.”

      “Because you took a draasin too young to answer a summons.”

      “We did not take the draasin.”

      Tan turned and saw the Supreme Leader of Chenir standing behind him. He was dressed in the long, flowing robes of his office. A strange tall hat sat atop his head, marked with a few runes of power.

      “You had the draasin in your wagon,” Tan said.

      “Because it was drawn toward fire. Had we not found the creature, it would have been caught in the trap.”

      “You expect me to believe that you were trying to help the draasin?”

      The Supreme Leader crossed his arms over his chest. “You will believe what you wish, Athan.”

      “Why not simply summon the draasin?” Tan asked. “If you knew that the hatchling was too young, why not return her to her family?”

      “You cannot know what we know.” He sniffed. “I understand now why you are Athan. You are a powerful shaper, but you do not understand the elementals the way that we do in Chenir.”

      Tan glared at him. “I suspect that I understand them better. Can you speak to them? Can you hear the elementals answer when you call, or do you simply draw them with the rhythm? I have seen the way that you use the elementals. They do not oppose it, not like they do the forced bond of Par-shon, but it is not the same as speaking to them.”

      “You,” he began, his voice taking on a hushed tone, “speak to the elementals?”

      “I am more than Athan. I am bonded to the draasin, bonded to ashi, and bonded to nymid. All bonds made by choice. I will see that Par-shon no longer forces any bond, that the elementals are given the choice to bond. And I will protect the elementals of all lands from attack.”

      “Then you know of the fire that destroys.”

      “Kaas,” Tan said.

      The Supreme Leader frowned. “There is no elemental by that name.”

      “There should not be,” Tan agreed. “Which is why I must capture it, and if necessary, destroy it.”

      The Supreme Leader took a step toward Tan. As he did, Tan reached for spirit, using a sensing to try and understand the man. He sensed a deep concern for his people, a concern Tan had sensed from Roine the last time he’d bothered to attempt such a thing. Most of the time, Roine blocked spirit, using water and air to keep his mind protected. Occasionally, he’d let his guard down, just enough that Tan could reach past his barriers and see what drove him, and then he was aware of the concern that Roine felt for the people of the kingdoms. It’s what made him such a skilled leader.

      Tan’s concern was less about the people and more about the elementals. He didn’t want anything to happen to the people, but the choices he’d made had come from a desire to help the elementals that had time and again helped him. Tan suspected that would make him a poor leader.

      Mixed with the Supreme Leader’s concern for his people was an emotion that Tan had not expected. There was respect there for the elementals. He recognized their importance and wanted nothing to happen to them. And when they had been lost from Chenir, the Supreme Leader had known a sense of loss.

      That surprised Tan the most.

      A shaping of wind and earth told him that Roine arrived.

      Tan looked up, facing the sky, noting Roine descending on a controlled shaping of wind. Zephra was with him. Ferran came on a shaping of earth, flying above the ground with a shaping that once would have seemed impossible.

      “Tannen?” Roine asked, his eyes taking in the Chenir shapers and the Supreme Leader. “What is this? Why have you attacked the Chenir delegation?”

      Tan turned toward Roine. He would pay a penalty for what he’d done, but he would not regret it, either. He’d done what was needed to find the hatchling. That Chenir had hidden the hatchling had as much to do with Chenir as it did with anything that Tan had done.

      “Your Athan was making a point that we should have come more openly, Theondar,” the Supreme Leader said.

      Roine turned to him, frowning. “Explain,” he said.

      “It will require much explanation, but what is important is that your Athan did what was needed to protect your people.”

      “Tan?” Roine asked as he turned to him.

      Tan met the Supreme Leader’s eyes. What should he say? Admitting the reason that Chenir had come would put Roine on edge. Already, he feared that he needed to protect the resources of the kingdoms, but the elementals were not meant to be resources.

      “We found the hatchling,” Tan said simply.

      The Supreme Leader nodded. “I did not know that you offered protection to the draasin. It seems your Athan is particularly attached to them.”

      Roine glanced from Tan to the Supreme Leader, then nodded. “He is bonded to one. Any who choose to harm the draasin will face his anger.” Roine surveyed the destroyed Chenir wagons. “I will provide an escort from our lands.”

      “That will not be necessary,” the Supreme Leader said. “There is only minimal damage to our wagons. And I have committed to helping your Athan reach this wild elemental to pay for the mistake.”

      Tan nodded at the Supreme Leader. Roine made his way over to Tan. “What is this about? You summoned—”

      “I summoned. Chenir shapers attacked me because I came for the hatchling. They protected the hatchling because they thought they needed to keep it from kaas. We both were mistaken.”

      Roine sighed. “And now?”

      “I know where to find kaas. It’s in Incendin, heading for the Fire Fortress. If it reaches there…”

      Roine’s face took on a pained expression. “They don’t need our help.”

      “You know that’s not true.”

      “You can’t do this on your own.”

      “No,” Tan agreed. “I will need strength with shaping. Cora will help. Cianna too, I think. And if the Supreme Leader comes, it might be enough for me to capture the elemental.”

      “Why must you do this, Tannen? We can raise the barrier. We’re close. Once it’s in place, the kingdoms will be safe.”

      “And let Incendin deal with this? When the Fire Fortress falls, what will withstand Par-shon? What will happen to the elementals of their land? This must be done. If I need to do it alone, then I will.”

      Roine took a deep breath and looked at Tan with a resigned expression. “I can’t risk losing you to this elemental. With what we will face in the upcoming months, I need the strength that you can offer. I can’t risk losing your shaping ability.”

      “Roine, I have to do this.”

      “Why? Because you think that the Great Mother gave you the ability to speak to the elementals so that you can protect them?”

      “Yes.”

      “What if that’s not it at all? What if you were given your abilities because the Great Mother knew what was coming for the kingdoms? That she wanted us protected?”

      Tan sighed. “I think it has more to do with making amends for mistakes made long ago. This elemental kaas,” Tan said. “This is the kingdoms’ doing. When I showed you the tunnels beneath the city, you remember when we saw the massive rooms?”

      Roine nodded. “Where you’ve been hiding the draasin?”

      “I’m sorry about that. But those rooms, those were where the ancient kingdoms shapers trapped the elementals and held them. That was where they used the elementals in experiments. That was where fire was joined to earth, a combining that was never meant to be, one that is unstable and destructive.”

      “What are you saying, Tannen?”

      “I’m saying that the kingdoms are responsible for what’s happening.”

      “How? I don’t even understand how that would be possible,” Roine whispered.

      Zephra had come up to them. She studied Tan, her eyes an impenetrable mask. “The artifact, isn’t that it?” she asked. “That’s why they created it?”

      “I don’t know,” Tan admitted. “The artifact was part of it, but I’m not sure that it’s the only reason.”

      “You can’t know that,” Roine said. “We’re talking about one thousand years ago. There are no records, nothing remains—”

      “Except the draasin,” Tan said.

      “But they were learned. They spoke to the elementals,” Roine said. “Why would they have done something like that?”

      Tan couldn’t begin to understand what would have driven the ancient shapers to attempt to join elementals together in some sort of experiment. Sadly, what he had learned while holding the artifact let him see how it had been done. There was immense power there, so much power, almost like standing in the pool of liquid spirit. With that power, Tan had known that he could do anything, that he could shape anything. But he’d resisted long enough to inadvertently destroy the artifact. The ancient shapers had not.

      “Kaas exists because of the kingdoms,” Tan said. “And because of that, I am taking responsibility to capture it.”

      “And then?” his mother asked.

      “Then I will do what is necessary,” Tan answered. Even if it meant destroying an elemental.
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      Tan traveled into Incendin on a shaping of fire, burning as brightly as possible as he searched for kaas. For the first time coming to these lands, he didn’t want to obscure his shaping. For them to have a chance at success, he needed Incendin’s help. If only he managed to make it in time. For all he knew, kaas had already reached the Fire Fortress.

      Cianna floated within his shaping. She held onto his hand, sliding closer than would make Amia comfortable, practically thrusting herself onto him. He doubted that she feared traveling like this—riding with the draasin would be more frightening than the warrior shaping—but she had always been a little more familiar with Tan than Amia would like. Tan suspected that came from the way fire required a certain level of seduction.

      He could have added spirit to his warrior shaping, but that required knowing the destination. This shaping was louder, leaving wind rushing around him, catching his hair and shirt and making tears stream from his eyes. It was nothing like the smooth shaping he managed when using a warrior shaping, but with that, he had to know where he traveled before using it. With this, he could feel his way along, search more easily.

      Cianna remained silent as they traveled, her eyes focused on the ground. Honl flowed around him, now so easily visible where he had not been before, remaining with them as promised. Tan still didn’t know what it meant for Honl to have changed as he had. Had he changed so much that he was no longer even one of the ashi elementals? Had Tan somehow done something similar to what the ancient kingdom shapers had done, changing one of the elementals?

      It is not the same, Tan.

      Honl tried to comfort him. That alone told Tan how much the elemental had changed. Never before had Honl thought to try and offer comfort. Tan had always tried to encourage the wind elemental, urging him to attempt more than he had wanted. The change was as much Tan’s fault as anything.

      You’re different, Tan said.

      All creations of the Mother must change. Think of how you have changed since your first bond.

      He thought of the change he’d undergone often. He was not the same boy who’d left Nor so many years ago. Now he was someone else, a person that boy would have found amazing. The Tan of today still felt weak, but mostly because what he now faced seemed as impossible as stopping the lisincend.

      I’m not sure this is what she would have intended.

      Honl swirled into greater focus, a figure of dark shadow flying along next to him. You think to know the Mother now?

      Tan laughed. I think she had no more hand in this than she did in the ancients creating kaas.

      Honl turned so that his smoky face focused on Tan. There was slowly becoming depth to his features, almost as if Tan could make out the expression the elemental wore. Whatever change had happened was still not complete.

      You claim the Mother does not guide you? That she does not direct you?

      No, I—

      It is much the same, Tan. You are her creation as much as I.

      He fell silent, not certain how to answer. He still couldn’t get over the fact that Honl seemed so different, changed so much from the hesitant wind elemental that had first found him. There was a confidence to him now, almost wisdom.

      What will happen when we find kaas? Tan asked him.

      You will do what the Mother requires, Honl answered.

      She does not want me to harm the elementals. And I can think of nothing else that will save us.

      Then you must find another way.

      There is no other way, Tan said. Not that he could think of, and not that would keep the kingdoms safe. Not only the kingdoms, but Chenir. Doma. Even Incendin. If kaas was not contained, the elementals all through the land would suffer.

      You will still do what is required, Honl said.

      Tan wondered if he could. At least he would not have to do it on his own. Cianna would help. The Supreme Leader and the two other Chenir shapers he sent to the north offered their assistance. Roine agreed to help, though Tan wasn’t certain whether he should. Roine was needed to rule. If anything happened to him, there wouldn’t be anyone to ensure the kingdoms remained secure.

      Then there was Cora. Tan had summoned her, but he still wasn’t certain that she heard the summons. Since she’d bonded to Enya, he’d summoned her twice already, and both times she had seemed reluctant to respond. This time, he needed her to. Incendin needed to know about the threat kaas posed.

      Through the fire bond, Tan saw the ground as streaks of orange and reds, brightness that burned beneath them, making it look much as it did when he looked through Asboel’s eyes. Incendin spread out beneath him, the stunted wasteland alive with heat and life, so different than what existed in the kingdoms, and different than what he’d ever believed. Tan once had thought Incendin devoid of life, but it was anything but lifeless.

      How much did the Sunlands suffer because the kingdoms separated them from the elementals with the barrier? Tan asked Honl.

      He shimmered, quickly taking a little more shape, the shadowy darkness becoming more substantial. Ashi remained in these lands. Saldam as well. A few others. But there was little joining of the elementals. That separation restricts us.

      How does it restrict?

      Tan sensed Honl struggling for the way to explain. We must share experience. Understanding. It is why the draasin remain as powerful as they do. They have no restrictions. The Eldest knows each of the other elementals: saldam, inferin, saa. They know him, but they do not know each other. Much is lost, I think.

      Had Lacertin known what would happen when the barrier was placed? They had been forced to do it to protect the kingdoms from Incendin, but Tan still didn’t know why Incendin had been attacking, especially if Par-shon attacked along their eastern border. What would Incendin have gained by attacking the kingdoms?

      The shifting of convergence made all suffer, Honl went on.

      What do you mean?

      Honl twisted in the air. This time, his face appeared quite distinct and Tan could see him frown. You have been to the place of the Mother. It is not what it once was.

      The place of convergence? That’s what you mean, isn’t it?

      Honl nodded and then drifted ahead, fading into a dark cloud.

      Tan had known that the ancient shapers had claimed land from the sea. And because of that, the place of convergence had moved, drawing it toward Ethea.

      What had changing the convergence done to the other elementals?

      He sighed. Nothing that would not have happened a thousand years ago. Nothing that would explain why Incendin attacked, or why Par-shon bonded the elementals as they did. Nothing that would change the fact that Tan had to stop Par-shon, but first, he had to somehow capture kaas.

      “I’m not sure you’ve thought this through,” Cianna said over the wind, straining to see to the south. “When we reach this creature, what is it that you intend?”

      Tan pulled his attention away from Honl. “We need to trap kaas first, then I will have to decide what to do next.”

      “Do you sense her yet?” Cianna asked.

      Tan shook his head. There was no sign of Cora, or of Enya. He held onto the fire bond, reaching deep within him as they traveled, thinking that if he could find the draasin, he might be able to find Cora.

      “And the summons?” Cianna asked.

      “I’ve tried,” Tan said. “It would be easier than this.” Cora hadn’t answered. That would have troubled him more had she not answered so quickly the other times. Incendin faced the same dangers as the kingdoms, and as Chenir. Their shapers had a different way of dealing with Par-shon, though. What would be required of Cora? How must she support the Fire Fortress?

      “Sashari is distracted by the hatchling’s return. Is it the same with Asboel?” Cianna asked.

      “He will come when needed,” Tan said.

      Cianna laughed softly. “The draasin would come if you called them to attack Incendin. For what you think to do, there is reluctance. They are afraid.”

      The draasin had helped capture and banish kaas the last time. Tan still didn’t know what they’d been asked to do, but whatever it was, Asboel didn’t think it would work again. That left Tan and the shapers he could gather to be responsible for attempting to contain kaas. They needed strength with fire, but he still didn’t know what else might be needed.

      “If they fear this creature, how are you sure the draasin will help?”

      “They’ll help.”

      Cianna laughed again and Tan glanced over. The wind caught her bright red hair, and sunlight glistened off it as well. She radiated shaped heat, her control increased since she had bonded to Sashari. Tan wondered if she realized how much she had changed in the short time since bonding. But did he even know how much he had changed since bonding?

      “You don’t think we should work with Incendin?” They had been over it before, but he thought that if any would agree with him, it would be Cianna. She understood what fire demanded. She had seen through draasin eyes. She had seen how Asgar had nearly fallen. Without Incendin, the kingdoms would have little choice but to separate themselves again, throw up the barrier as Roine intended, and hide. From what he could tell from the Chenir shapers, that would expose everyone else to danger. The barrier was not the answer.

      “With Cora?” Cianna said. “She has shown that she possesses a certain insight. And the draasin chose her to bond, so there must be a reason for that.”

      Tan didn’t correct her and tell her that Enya had practically had to bond or the Utu Tonah would have managed to take her. So far, Cora’s bond was different than what he shared with Asboel. Or even what Cianna shared with Sashari.

      “But I’m not sure that we should be working with the rest of Incendin,” Cianna went on. “Growing up in Nara, you see a different side of Incendin. Many I knew growing up left the kingdoms and made the crossing to the Fire Fortress, thinking to learn. None ever return. There is darkness in Incendin, Tan, even if you choose not to see it. Think of the lisincend and all that they have done. Do you really think you can bring them to help?”

      Tan didn’t know if he could. That was the part of all of this that he worried about most. If Incendin didn’t control the lisincend, there might be no way to truly unite Incendin against Par-shon and join with the kingdoms.

      Still, he had to try. Tan didn’t want to think of what would happen to all the people—and all the elementals throughout Incendin—if he did nothing.

      Beneath him, the ground grew increasingly more desolate the farther to the east that he traveled. While in Nara, there was evidence of life, some flashes of greenery, however small, unlike Incendin. The plants in Incendin were harsh and hard, much like the people. One wrong step could lead to a poisonous plant attacking. At least from the air, he didn’t have to worry about that.

      They passed the place where the Aeta had been attacked. The remains of the wagons were little more than charred boxes, mostly unrecognizable. Had Tan not known where they were, he doubted he would even have recognized it.

      Holding onto his connection to fire as he did, he sensed a sudden change. He slowed, looking toward the source of what he sensed. But he found nothing.

      Cianna tensed next to him. “What is it?”

      “Fire, I think.”

      “You think this is the elemental? This kaas?”

      Tan sighed. “It faded too quickly to know.”

      “You sense this with spirit?”

      “No. With the fire bond.”

      “Sashari finds it impressive that you have managed to join the fire bond, though I think she feels it was inevitable. They have great respect for Maelen.”

      Tan hoped that he would continue to deserve their respect. If he didn’t manage to stop kaas—or worse, if he did and it require destroying the elemental—what would the draasin think of him then?

      Cianna nodded toward the ground. A flash of darkness swirled there. Tan slowed enough for him to recognize what Cianna had seen. Hounds. That must have been what he had sensed, as well. As he reached through his connection to fire, sensing as he did, he felt the strange draw of fire from the hounds. They pulled on the elemental energy, but it was wrong in some ways. Twisted.

      “I sense them as well,” Tan said softly.

      “I think that my connection to the elements is quite different from yours,” Cianna said. She didn’t take her eyes off the hounds.

      From what Tan could tell, the hounds didn’t seem to notice them, either. They would have his scent from the first time they’d hunted him. Roine had made it clear that once the hounds caught your scent, they would not let it go. He doubted they had forgotten about him.

      “You can learn to reach through the fire bond as well,” Tan said. “I think it is different from sensing, but not so different that a skilled shaper could not do it.”

      Cianna laughed as they moved past the hounds. The tension that had filled her at the sight of them eased, leaving her a little more relaxed. “When you first came to me to learn, you had much that you didn’t know. I think it came easy for you, but there was no real control.”

      “Because it wasn’t shaping that I used. Even then, I used the elementals to aid my shaping. It wasn’t until I was separated from them that I learned how to reach for the shaping within me.”

      Cianna nodded thoughtfully, one hand holding onto her hair. “Perhaps that is it. You were stupid then. You would try to draw fire from an elemental itself. You are lucky that you have connections to the other elementals.”

      “I wouldn’t be here otherwise,” Tan agreed.

      Cianna grinned at him. “But now? You have gained much skill in the time that I have known you. You are able to reach fire in a way that few I have met could manage, even those of Incendin. That is what you have learned from the draasin, yes?”

      Working with the draasin had certainly strengthened his connection to fire, but he had a draw to fire, something that he wondered if his near transformation had strengthened.

      Then again, maybe it was only him. Maybe it was time to believe that the Great Mother chose him because he had the potential to master these shapings.

      Deep within his mind, he sensed Asboel’s strange chuckling laughter.

      “I don’t think I’ve learned anything others can’t learn,” he said.

      A bloom of fire pulsed the north and he turned them in that direction, making certain to stay clear of the hounds.

      “Because you’re too dumb to see how unique your ability is,” Cianna said. “Even Seanan, the kingdoms’ best fire shaper, would have much he could learn from you.”

      “Seanan wants to bond to the draasin. I think he’s jealous of what you have.”

      “He is more skilled than me,” Cianna said.

      “Maybe. But he also wanted me to force the bond. He has no understanding. Without a willingness to listen to fire, he will never understand how to reach it.”

      They started down toward the ground. Before finding Cora, he needed to know if kaas was already here. Tan couldn’t tell what he sensed. It was massive, and fire was a part of it, but only a part. Not the hounds. They had drawn on his fire sense in an uncomfortable way. Could it have been the lisincend?

      Cianna snorted. “Now you sound like a priest.”

      “Better than being stupid,” Tan said, touching them down to the ground. The rocks here were free of any of the dangerous Incendin plants. There was nothing here, nothing but rock. Still, he sensed massive fire.

      “The priests are stupid,” Cianna said. “They go blathering on about reaching the Great Mother through prayer when those of us with the ability to shape already know that the way to the Great Mother is to allow her to come to you.”

      “Now who sounds like a priest?” Tan asked.

      Cianna grinned. “Helps that I was raised by one.”

      “Your father was a priest?” Tan crouched low to the ground, staring at it and trying to get a sense of what had drawn him here. Could it be kaas?

      Cianna looked at him askance, as if trying to understand what he was doing. “Not all of us can be descended from prolific shapers.”

      “I didn’t even know my father was a shaper when I was young. It wasn’t until hearing from Roine that I learned what he could do. My mother never shared with me that she was Zephra, the wind shaper, either. So I guess you could say that I didn’t really grow up with prolific shapers.”

      Cianna watched him as if trying to determine if he was upset. When Tan smiled, she returned it and slipped closer to him, making him all too aware of the heat radiating from her body. She burned with shaped heat, so different and yet so similar to what he had done when he nearly transformed. Cianna did it naturally, with an ease that he found enticing.

      “Is this it?” Cianna asked, surveying the ground with a cautious eye.

      “I don’t know. I thought I picked up on… something.”

      A low howl echoed behind them and Tan tensed, memories flooding back of the last time he’d faced the hounds. He’d been a different person then. Less capable, and armed with only a bow. Now that he could shape, the hounds shouldn’t be quite as terrifying. For some reason, they still were.

      “Probably have twenty minutes before they reach us,” Cianna observed. “Hounds move pretty quickly, especially through Incendin.”

      Tan nodded and stepped past her, ignoring the way she eyed him. He held onto his connection with fire, sensing and mixing it with spirit, tracing along the fire bond. Here in Incendin, fire burned more brightly than anywhere else. Everything seemed connected to fire, but whatever he’d detected here had moved.

      He grabbed Cianna and lifted back into the air on a shaping. “Do you see anything?”

      Cianna’s eyes seemed to glow as she turned her head, focusing on the ground. She nodded toward the west, and Tan turned. Flashes of grayish brown fur raced toward them.

      “I thought you said we would have twenty minutes,” he said.

      “They move quickly. And sound travels funny in Incendin. Besides, I thought you were the one who said you could connect to the fire bond. Shouldn’t you have been able to pick up on them, too?”

      “I thought I did,” he said and focused on the hounds making their way toward him. Like the other group, these pulled on fire. It was twisted and pressed on him with an almost nauseating sense. There was something different about them than he’d picked up before, and it took Tan a moment to realize the reason: this was a different pack.

      Streaking into the air, he tried to push away the frustration he felt. He needed to reach Cora. And then find kaas.

      Before he had a chance to move, fire converged on them. Too late, Tan recognized that what he sensed made him uncomfortable, that there was a clear twisting of fire to it.

      “Tan—”

      Cianna called his name at the same time that he saw what moved overhead. Five winged lisincend surrounded them. Tan pulled on a shaping to travel, not wanting to risk a confrontation. He added spirit and readied to leave Incendin, but nothing happened.

      Tan tried again, this time reaching toward the draasin, straining for elemental assistance, but again he failed.

      Asboel, Tan sent, reaching for the draasin, hating that he had to do so already, especially after the hatchling was only recently returned to them, but Asboel would be needed to stop kaas regardless.

      There was a faint connection, but it was weak.

      A new worry surged through him: Had Incendin learned how to separate shapers from their abilities?

      Tan touched the sword sheathed at his side. He could draw it, but that might mean killing the lisincend. For the kingdoms and Incendin to find any measure of peace, he couldn’t do that. For them to withstand kaas, he didn’t dare. He would have to find some way to work with them.

      But how?
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      The winged lisincend approaching him each had thickened skin, made leathery by the transformation. Their eyes were sunken into their skulls, and their hairless heads reflected the light of the sun gleaming overhead. Thin, papery wings that reminded Tan of the draasin beat against the hot wind. One, larger than the others, lowered to face Tan.

      “Tan,” Cianna whispered, “I can’t shape!”

      “I know. The lisincend have learned from Par-shon,” he said.

      But maybe they hadn’t learned everything. Honl, Tan started, reaching for the elemental. Can you get word to Zephra if we are captured?

      Of course, Honl said, briefly becoming more distinct.

      At least he could still reach the wind elemental.

      One of the lisincend dropped closer to him. “You are not of Par-shon,” he hissed.

      Tan met his eyes. As he did, he reached inward, straining for the fire bond. Whatever happened, he wanted to be prepared if the lisincend attacked. He might believe that the kingdoms needed to work with Incendin, but that didn’t mean he had to be foolish about it. If Incendin refused, or if they attacked, Tan needed to be ready. If he was lost, he wasn’t sure the kingdoms would be strong enough to stop kaas, not without the loss of significant numbers of elementals.

      Whatever they did to separate him from his abilities needed to be dealt with first. So far, he could use his abilities within the area confined by the lisincend. Otherwise, he would have fallen back to the ground. But they blocked him from escaping. Did the lisincend create the separation, or was there something else to it?

      “Not of Par-shon. We face them the same as you.” He thought about what he would say to the lisincend, but he’d never expected that he would need to speak to them directly. Cora was to have been a buffer, a way to reach the lisincend without Tan needing to risk himself. “There is a wild elemental, a danger to us all.”

      The lisincend hissed. “We do not fear the elementals.” He fixed eyes that glowed with orange light at Cianna, taking in her hair and the defiant way that she stared at him. “Not Par-shon. And not Doma. Doma has no shapers able to fly.” He circled around Tan, studying him. Heat radiated from him, but it was a twisted sort of fire, the kind that pulled angrily upon Tan’s senses. “Then the kingdoms,” he spat. “Even worse. You would have us distracted when we face Par-shon. Now that you have gained their attention, you think you understand them?” He hissed again, this time steam escaping from his nostrils.

      It reminded Tan of the draasin. Like the draasin, Tan wondered if their fire would harm him or if his connection to fire offered him protection. “I do not think we understand them the same as you.” He took a deep breath, knowing what he said next might not work, but he had to try. He had to find a way to bridge the connection with Incendin, even if that meant that he would work with the lisincend. “I seek the aid of the Sunlands. There is a threat that we cannot manage unless we face it together.”

      The lisincend stared at Tan. His eyes were unreadable.

      Tan didn’t attempt to shape him with spirit. These lisincend had been created using a sacrifice of spirit. Tan tried not to think of what it had taken to create five winged lisincend, knowing that it meant Aeta lives were lost. Possibly archivists. That was not much better.

      “The Sunlands will not assist the kingdoms. The kingdoms have never assisted the Sunlands.”

      “No?” Tan asked. “Does it not matter that I saved Corasha Saladan?”

      The lisincend hesitated then. It was the opening that Tan needed.

      “She was captured by Par-shon, separated from her bond pair. I rescued her, brought her back, and healed her. It is because of me that she still lives.”

      As he spoke, he realized the comment could go two ways. He didn’t know how the lisincend felt about Cora. For all he knew, they disliked her, hating the fact that she had not needed to risk the transformation to use her abilities. Or perhaps Cora had regained her position within Incendin and led them.

      “Corasha Saladan is gone,” the lisincend said, studying Tan.

      There was something to the way that he hovered, hanging in the air, that told Tan that there was more to this. Maybe Incendin had some internal struggle, the twisted shapers struggling against those who had not made a transformation, but Tan remembered the way that Cora had spoken of those risking the transformation. She spoke about them with a measure of respect. She knew what they sacrificed, as well as what Incendin gained.

      Regardless of whether he would find Cora, he needed to convince the lisincend of the threat kaas posed. More than anything else that he had ever done, that might be the hardest.

      “Tell me,” Tan began. “What will you do when Par-shon attacks?”

      The lisincend lowered a little more, dropping down so that he could meet Tan’s eyes. His wings beat at the air, threatening to distract Tan, but he held his focus. Cianna remained silent. He couldn’t tell if she was scared or if she let him lead. Knowing Cianna, it was likely not fear.

      “Par-shon will not step within the Sunlands,” the lisincend said.

      “Can you prove that they have not?” Tan asked.

      That caught the lisincend’s attention.

      “They can hide themselves, masking with an earth shaping. Have you discovered a way to reveal them?” Tan surveyed the barren waste all around them, making a point of doing so slowly and deliberately. “They could be anywhere. They hid in Doma. They reached the kingdoms. And they have already come to the Sunlands. You should have heard of the attack on Lashasn. That was Par-shon.” Tan spread his hands, trying to make himself appear relaxed. “Do you really think they could not still be in the Sunlands?”

      The lisincend might simply choose to attack him. If they did, the only hope Tan had was to draw upon his sword.

      “Lashasn was attacked by the kingdoms.”

      “Not the kingdoms. I was there. I helped the Sunlands to stop Par-shon. I saved your shaper.”

      Something like recognition flashed across his eyes before fading. “There is nothing Par-shon can do to hide themselves from us. The Fire Fortress reveals their shapers,” the lisincend said. “As I said, we have faced Par-shon far longer than the kingdoms. We are aware of their tactics.”

      “Then you are aware that they thought to unleash a violent and dangerous elemental.”

      The lisincend smiled, his mouth twisting into a dark line. “Perhaps dangerous to the kingdoms? We welcome the kingdoms understanding the risk Par-shon poses. It is too bad that neither of you will be there to observe it.”

      “You don’t fear the return of the Great Serpent?” Tan asked.

      “Why would we fear a child’s story?” the lisincend asked.

      It stared at him a moment and then flipped its wings and joined the others. Together, they formed a ring around him, flying in a strange pattern. It took Tan a moment to realize that the pattern formed a rune. This rune separated him from shaping.

      Tan didn’t want to attack, but the swirling movement of the lisincend slowly dropped them to the ground, as if whatever they were doing was gradually tearing his shaping from him. Much longer, and they would reach the barren waste below.

      A low howl erupted, followed by others.

      Tan glanced down. A circle of hounds waited below, as if the lisincend drove their captives down toward the hounds. For a moment, Tan was reminded of the first time he’d encountered hounds, treed and armed with only his bow. He’d escaped then, but there had been a moment when he wasn’t sure that he would.

      “Tan,” Cianna said. “If you have some trick to save us, now would be the time.”

      Tan hated that he might have to attack the lisincend. Doing so would do nothing to help the kingdoms and Incendin find common ground, but if he fell, there would be no one else willing to work with Incendin. Tan needed to forge this connection. Not only to stop kaas, but also to defeat Par-shon.

      But if he did nothing….

      His feet touched the ground. Hounds all around him howled. He reached for shaping, but the lisincend blocked him. Tan strained for it, feeling the ability just beyond him, and then, reluctantly, reached for the spirit that pooled deep within him.

      As he did, he felt a burst of fire again, this time closer.

      The hounds sensed something as well. Three of the hounds that had been stalking toward him stopped, the short brown hair on their backs rising. One of the hounds whined and pressed his nose to the ground. Another crouched on his hind legs. Three other hounds began braying loudly, their voices disappearing into the air.

      “Tan?” Cianna asked.

      Connected to spirit as he was, he reached for the fire bond. This time, he combined them, needing to sense deeply. He’d done this when shaping with Amia, but this time, he did it on his own. He stretched out with his awareness and felt the massive sense of kaas surging toward them from below the surface.

      Tan reached for his warrior sword.

      Fire erupted around him from above. The lisincend attacked.

      Cianna screamed and Tan covered her with his body, uncertain if he could deflect lisincend fire as he could draasin flame. They would either die together, or this would work.

      Flames split around him, leaving him unharmed.

      He let out a shaky breath.

      Kaas slithered closer. Much longer, and the fire elemental would reach the surface.

      Whatever he intended had to happen now. They would have to capture it, if they were going to do so at all.

      Asboel. Sashari. Enya.

      Tan called out to each of the elementals. The fire bond allowed him to reach them, but kaas recognized what he did. There was a renewed urgency to the sense writhing in the ground.

      He pressed spirit, the only element he could still shape, through the Athan ring. At least he could summon Roine. With another shaping of spirit, he surged power through the summoning rune coin.

      How many would answer? He and Cianna wouldn’t have much more time. Not enough for the other shapers to arrive to form the trap. Not enough for Tan to survive.

      “Cianna,” he started. “I don’t know if—”

      He didn’t get the chance to finish. The ground exploded around him as kaas burst through.
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          A Twisted Elemental

        

      

    
    
      Now that kaas was visible, Tan could finally see what the kingdoms’ shapers had created. It was a massive serpent with scaled sides much like the draasin. Stripes of bright orange and inky black worked around it. It turned a blunted head toward Tan, and eyes with intelligence rivaling the draasin’s turned toward him.

      Tan would be trapped and quickly destroyed by kaas if he couldn’t shape. The lisincend prevented him from doing exactly that. Even the connection to spirit didn’t fully help. Until he managed to escape their rune, he wouldn’t be free to stop kaas.

      Kaas turned toward him, recognition burning behind great, slitted eyes. His massive head darted and Tan pointed with his sword, knowing it would not be enough to stop the elemental.

      Honl swirled around him, dark as night, and lifted him to the air and away. The great serpent circled around the ground, devouring the hounds it came into contact with. They screamed, a horrible sound, that was cut off as kaas tore through them. Overhead, the lisincend screamed but still held the rune blocking Tan.

      You must protect yourself, Tan.

      Anything I do and we lose Incendin, he answered.

      Do nothing and you lose everything.

      A thought came to him, one that seemed impossible, but given the circumstances, he had to try.

      Connected as he was to fire and spirit, Tan sensed the hounds on the ground around him and the lisincend flying in the air over his head. Twisted fire burned within them, but the fire bond showed him how they were twisted. The shaping had transformed them, and it took away their ability to control it, instead letting fire control them.

      Could Tan do anything to change that?

      Did he dare try, knowing that he needed to stop kaas? A shaping like what would be needed would take much of his strength.

      Yet… Fire seemed to compel him.

      Tan reached through the fire bond, using spirit, and touched upon the lisincend. He didn’t dare take the time to work delicately, needing speed. The shaping he would attempt would be powerful, but blunt. And might not even work.

      Tan shaped spirit. As he did, he felt another hand guiding him. At first, he thought it was fire, as if the elemental force worked through him, leading him. Maybe the Great Mother truly did have a hand in what he did. But then he recognized the guidance.

      Amia, he breathed through the connection.

      She helped, knowing that he tried to help the lisincend.

      The last time Tan had done anything like this, the lisincend had immolated rather than be healed. Then he had tried healing the lisincend, returning the creature from fire and bringing him back into the healer he once had been. This time, he didn’t try to heal the lisincend. Returning the creature from fire would not help. He wanted to repair the fire burning within them.

      Guided by Amia, he shaped spirit toward the lisincend, and then reached through the fire bond, bringing the twisted connection within them back into alignment with fire. The connection flickered a moment, and then blazed within the fire bond.

      The barrier preventing him from shaping disappeared.

      Each of the winged lisincend faltered, dropping toward the ground.

      Tan pulled on elemental power, drawing from Honl, from Asboel, and caught the lisincend before they reached the ground.

      Kaas roared and shifted its focus to Tan. None of the hounds remained, each devoured by the elemental.

      Stopping kaas was too much for him to do alone. He needed help. Summoning through the ring had done nothing, but that wasn’t the only way he knew how to summon.

      Tan shaped spirit, pulling on pure spirit through his sword. He bound each of the elementals together and added this to the spirit shaping, making it something more than it was otherwise.

      For a moment, he wished the artifact hadn’t been damaged. With it, he could stop kaas, could possibly save the elementals destroyed by it, maybe even save the elementals that had gone into its creation. With the artifact, he could even stop Par-shon. All it would take was a thought.

      Tan pushed the thought away. Down that path led darkness and the same thoughts the ancient shapers had about experimenting with the elementals. Better that it was destroyed, that the artifact no longer offered temptation.

      With spirit, Tan sent a request, letting it wash out from him, surging toward shaper and elemental alike: Help.

      Kaas turned toward the lisincend now on the ground. They were changed, their skin no longer blackened, but now glowing a healthy orange. None of them moved, though his fire bond and spirit sensing told him that they all still lived.

      The great twisted elemental darted his head toward the nearest lisincend.

      Tan streaked toward it on a shaping of wind, Honl adding strength.

      For only the second time, he held the sword out to use as an actual weapon. Kaas shifted away from him, but not quickly enough. Tan sliced through his neck, the sword glowing with his shaping of spirit as he did.

      The elemental roared, lunging toward him.

      Tan shot into the sky on a bolt of lightning and wind.

      The lisincend stirred, catching kaas’s attention.

      Using the fire bond, Tan reached toward the lisincend. They needed to delay kaas before it attacked them, delay the elemental until the other shapers could arrive, but Tan didn’t know how, not without using a rune….

      Form this shape, he sent to the lisincend through the fire bond, forming a rune he’d learned from the Par-shon Rune Master before she’d taken her life.

      At first, he wasn’t sure the lisincend would respond, but the transformation connected more closely to fire than any shaper. Not elementals, they had aspects of an elemental shaping ability. Tan prayed the connection would work.

      One of the lisincend, the large creature who had spoken to Tan at first, turned his attention to the sky. Then he shouted to the others in a voice that was different than before, one that burned, but with pure fire, not twisted.

      The lisincend took positions around kaas, each in the shape Tan had demonstrated, forming something like a star. They shaped fire, using streamers of heat more powerful than Tan had ever witnessed from anything other than the draasin, connecting to each other.

      Kaas was held in place.

      Tan dove toward the elemental, holding his sword out. Spirit shaping streaked from the blade as he targeted kaas.

      Then it broke free of the fire shaping. Fire alone would not be enough to stop it.

      Maelen!

      Asboel arrived on a flurry of wings and fire that streaked toward the ground. It parted around the lisincend, leaving them unharmed. Kaas snapped at Asboel but couldn’t reach him.

      Sashari arrived and saw Cianna lying motionless on the ground. She streaked forward with fire streaming from her mouth and grabbed Cianna with her forelegs. As she started toward the air, kaas snapped at her, barely missing her.

      Asboel darted between Sashari and kaas. The great serpent caught Asboel’s wing and twisted it with a sickening snap.

      Asboel’s scream filled the air. Sashari raked at kaas’s back with her sharp hind legs, but kaas didn’t let go. Asboel twisted but couldn’t get free. Sashari slashed again and again at kaas but couldn’t free Asboel.

      Tan tried to help but couldn’t get close enough, and each shaping he attempted bounced harmlessly off kaas. Rage built within him.

      Asboel!

      He could hear the draasin’s pain through the bond. Tan could feel the way his draasin suffered. There came another snap, and Asboel roared again.

      Enya streaked toward the ground, talons ripping across kaas’s hide as she carried Cora and another shape, a darkened and twisted figure, one Tan had not seen for months. Fur.

      Kaas snapped at Enya, still holding onto Asboel’s wing.

      Tan’s shaping faltered. The last time he’d seen Fur, Asboel had chased him. He was scarred and his neck twisted, but he radiated power and heat, twisted much like the other lisincend. Connected as he was to the fire bond, Tan sensed just how much Fur was damaged, more than any of the other lisincend had been.

      With a streak of lightning, Theondar appeared, carrying Zephra. Ferran arrived with Alan and Dolf. The Chenir Supreme Leader erupted next to Theondar, the other two Chenir shapers with him. A massive water shaping built as Elle and Vel arrived.

      Almost as if one, they turned their focus to the lisincend.

      Zephra leapt to the air, her shaping already building, targeting Fur and not kaas. Theondar and the Chenir Supreme Leader saw the five winged lisincend and began to attack. The other Chenir shapers readied shapings as well.

      None paid any attention to the true threat. None paid any attention to the fact that Asboel was nearly being torn apart. All focused on the lisincend, fearing what had happened to them in the past more than the nightmare they faced now.

      Kaas snapped his long tail and caught Dolf, knocking him to the ground. His massive mouth opened and he swallowed one of the Chenir shapers. Still, kingdoms shapers and Chenir focused on the lisincend.

      Tan could not save them, not if they battled Incendin rather than the real threat.

      “Stop!”

      Tan pulled on every scrap of spirit, every bit of power he could take from the elementals around him, fused together into a single spirit command. It was more power than he’d ever drawn, unaided by the artifact. White light exploded from him. The command reverberated around him, and for a moment, time stopped.

      It had happened to him once before when he’d been in the testing room in Par-shon, but this was different. This time, he was physically present.

      In that moment, Tan knew that he would never get the shapers to work with him to stop kaas, not while they feared the lisincend, and not while they feared Incendin. And if they couldn’t get past that fear, what hope did they have against Par-shon? He sent awareness through the shapers of what he’d done to the lisincend, and of the danger Par-shon posed, letting him see what had been done to him, what had been done to Vel and Cora, and how the elementals suffered.

      In that moment, he sensed the twisted way that Fur pulled on the fire bond. The lisincend raged with heat and flame, but a desire to protect the Sunlands raged within him as well. With a shaping similar to what he’d done with the winged lisincend, Tan untwisted the fire within Fur.

      He felt the way kaas raged, twisted in a different way than the lisincend, but twisted, forced by the ancient shapers into something that the Great Mother never intended until it sat somewhere outside the fire bond. This was why Tan had never been able to fully sense it.

      Drawing on the power of spirit filling him, drawing on the fire bond that connected him, Tan pulled Asboel away from kaas as he’d once pulled Honl back. As he did, he pushed kaas, giving the great serpent a shaped shove back into the fire bond. It happened slowly, as if he pushed the weight of the elemental through the earth himself, but then Fire pulled with him, consuming kaas, drawing the creature into the bond.

      Awareness of kaas through the fire bond burst within him and Tan knew with certainty that kaas had raged too long to remain free, had become too dangerous.

      But Tan could not destroy it. Through the connection, with everything paused as it was for him, he felt the urgency from Fire not to destroy the elemental.

      If he couldn’t destroy kaas, then what?

      The elemental needed to be controlled, to be guided.

      Tan did something that he never thought he would ever consider. He forced kaas to bond.

      Fueled by spirit and connected to the fire bond, Tan recognized that the connection required strength and purpose. Tan knew of only one who could control kaas, only one he dared bond to kaas.

      Using spirit, he formed the bond from kaas to Fur.

      It exploded from him, using the last of the spirit that he summoned. Tan dropped, but Honl caught him, keeping him from reaching the ground.

      Time surged forward, unfrozen.

      Kaas released the grip on Asboel’s wing.

      Filled with understanding granted by Tan’s shaping, Roine’s shaping faltered, as did that of Chenir’s shapers. Zephra stepped away from Fur. Even Cora hesitated.

      Then kaas slithered back into the ground, disappearing.
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      Tan stood next to Asboel. The great elemental barely moved. His chest rose and fell with laboring breaths. The broken wing was bloodied and partially torn free. Tan didn’t know if he would be able to heal it. Sashari stood protectively next to Asboel, Cianna now lying on the ground before her. Enya stood on the other side.

      Go. Take him to safety, Tan urged through the fire bond. I will come to him and heal him.

      Sashari fixed him with an unreadable expression. They would know what he’d done, how he had forced the bond. Would they understand the reason? Would they know that the bond was better than destroying the elemental?

      Maelen, Asboel said. His voice was weak in Tan’s mind.

      Asboel, I am sorry.

      You did not do this. Fire, Asboel wheezed. No longer twisted. His head swiveled so that he could see the lisincend.

      They stood grouped together, Fur standing in front of them, his skin now an orange glow much like the other lisincend. He burned more brightly than they did. Cora spoke softly to him. Tan could sense them within the fire bond, could speak to them if he chose, but he recognized their uncertainty as well.

      You were right to protect fire, Asboel went on.

      I could not destroy an elemental, Tan explained.

      Asboel clucked, sounding something like a laugh. You could not, he agreed. Maelen, you… are wise.

      Go. I will heal you soon.

      Asboel tried moving his wing, and pain surged through the bond. You may try.

      Tan nodded to Enya and Sashari, and together, they lifted Asboel into the air and made their way steadily toward the north.

      Tan turned to Roine, who was looking at the lisincend and then at Chenir. Roine said a few words to the Chenir leader, and then they left on a shaping. Finally, Roine focused on Tan and shook his head. “How?”

      Cora glanced at Tan, then called a shaping of lightning, pulling her and Fur away from them. The lisincend took to the air and headed east, toward the Fire Fortress. Tan didn’t know if he’d weakened them or made them stronger.

      “Does it matter?” he asked.

      “You will have us work with the lisincend.”

      Tan swallowed. His head hurt and his body ached. Fatigue like nothing he had ever known raged through him. “I would have us survive, Roine. I would have all of us survive. If Par-shon is willing to unleash something like that,” he said, motioning to the ground, “then we need to face it together.”

      “And kaas?” Zephra asked, taking Roine’s hand.

      “Kaas was like the lisincend. Twisted. Forced into something unnatural,” Tan answered.

      “And now?” his mother asked.

      “Now it’s not.”

      Roine grunted. “Can you be certain?”

      Tan nodded slowly. “It is bonded. We will know.”

      “Bonded?” Roine asked. “How?”

      Zephra separated from Roine and came over to Tan. She took his hand, and her eyes carried sadness in them. “You did this, didn’t you?” she asked. When he nodded, she closed her eyes and let out a pained sigh. “Oh, Tannen…”

      Tan turned away. “Did I have any choice?” he asked. “Did we?”
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* * *

      This time, Cora summoned Tan.

      He stood on a shaping of wind, using fire to help stabilize him. There was the vague sense of Honl watching him, but Tan couldn’t be certain. Since Honl’s change, Tan couldn’t really be sure of anything with him, other than the fact that he continued to offer Tan protection.

      Cora called him into Incendin much like Tan had called her into the kingdoms. She waited for him on the shores, standing on the rocks, her eyes drawn outward toward the sea.

      “You summoned,” Tan asked wearily. He wished she had given him a chance to rest, but at least he’d recovered his shaping strength.

      “There is something,” she began, but didn’t finish.

      Tan turned slowly, looking around him. “What of the lisincend?”

      Cora sighed. “They need time to understand the change.”

      “Are they weakened?” He didn’t want to take away the ability of Incendin to protect itself.

      “No. Different. Calmer,” she answered. Then she smiled. “And you? Have you recovered?” Cora asked.

      “My injuries are different,” Tan said.

      She turned to face him, concern furrowing her brow. “You have not recovered, then.”

      “Cora…” Tan swallowed. He didn’t know what it would take for him to get over what had happened. Time. A chance to understand if he’d done the right thing by forcing the bond between kaas and Fur. “I think it will take time.”

      “Fur is different too,” Cora said softly. “He won’t speak of it, but he has changed. Probably more than the others.”

      Tan sighed. “He has been given a great responsibility,” he said.

      Her eyes widened. “Tan—”

      He nodded and took another deep breath. “There was no other way.”

      Cora frowned but said nothing for a while. “Par-shon is coming.”

      Tan grunted. “My draasin bond is injured. We’ve lost elementals, shapers.” He sighed. “We need time. Chenir is weakened. Doma was nearly destroyed by Par-shon. Are even the Sunlands ready?” he asked.

      She pointed, motioning away from him and out over the sea. “We must always be ready.”

      Tan studied the darkness on the horizon, wondering what Cora wanted him to see. Without Asboel, he was not able to see anything. The draasin would need time to recover, too. Sashari would protect him. So much lost simply repairing a thousand-year-old mistake. Could the Utu Tonah have known what he did when he sent kaas to them? Would he have known the effect it would have had?

      Tan had to think that he did. What other reason would he have sent a shaper bonded to a creature like that? He wanted to weaken the kingdoms. And he had. Ara destroyed. Elementals of Incendin were gone. Honl changed. Worst of all, though, was the damage to Asboel.

      Could they even stop the Utu Tonah now?

      “What are you trying to show me?” he asked.

      “Look,” Cora urged.

      Tan shaped wind and water to help him see more clearly into the distance. The shaping gave him a certain clarity, bringing the far-off sea wall into sharp focus. As it did, Tan gasped, suddenly understanding what Cora wanted to show him.

      A dark cloud blew toward them from the east. Lightning streaked within the darkness, and flames seemed to leap within it. Tan sensed the immense shaping holding the approaching wall together, the way that wind and water and fire all billowed toward them. Probably even earth, though Tan could not see it.

      “Par-shon,” Cora said. “They are coming.”
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* * *

      Book 7 of The Cloud Warrior Saga: Servant of Fire
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      Chenir has allied with the kingdoms. The great serpent has bonded to the lisincend. And the ancient draasin Asboel lies injured.

      Tan enters the Fire Fortress, seeking an alliance with the lisincend. Doing so requires him to attempt a shaping he isn’t certain he can control, and this time without his draasin for help. The Par-shon attack has reached the mainland, pushing through Chenir, as the final battle with the unstoppable Utu Tonah approaches. Survival hinges on old friends and a new connection, but can Tan control enough power to defeat him, with one of his bonded near death? 
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* * *

      If you enjoyed the Cloud Warrior Saga, check out the first novel set in a new series: The Dark Ability.

      Exiled by his family. Claimed by thieves. Could his dark ability be the key to his salvation?
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      Rsiran is a disappointment to his family, gifted with the ability to Slide. It is a dark magic, one where he can transport himself wherever he wants, but using it will only turn him into the thief his father fears.

      Forbidden from Sliding, he’s apprenticed under his father as a blacksmith where lorcith, a rare, precious metal with arcane properties, calls to him, seducing him into forming forbidden blades. When discovered, he’s banished, sentenced indefinitely to the mines of Ilphaesn Mountain.

      Though Rsiran tries to serve obediently, to learn to control the call of lorcith as his father demands, when his life is threatened in the darkness of the mines, he finds himself Sliding back to Elaeavn where he finds a black market for his blades - and a new family of thieves.

      There someone far more powerful than him discovers what he can do and intends to use him. He doesn’t want to be a pawn in anyone’s ambitions; all he ever wanted was a family. But the darkness inside him cannot be ignored - and he’s already embroiled in an ancient struggle that only he may be able to end.
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