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      Something was soothing about sending the rasp over the rough wood, smoothing the surface, gradually peeling away rough layers to reveal something hidden within. Tolan Ethar pressed the rasp forward, sliding along the surface of the wood in the practiced movements Master Daniels had taught. He took his time, feeling no pressure to hurry. Sometimes, a more rapid pace was needed, but most of the time, real beauty and craftsmanship took time and effort to reveal.

      The door to the shop opened and Tolan glanced up from his work, setting his rasp down. “Master Salman. Is there anything I can help you with?” Master Salman was the local blacksmith, a large, muscular man. His face seemed perpetually ruddy and his skin dry, almost leathery, likely the effect of his constant fire bond shaping.

      “Where is Daniels?”

      Tolan motioned to the back of the shop. “He’s sorting through the newest shipment. We had a new supply of—”

      Salman shouldered past Tolan, making his way through the shop and ignoring Tolan’s attempts to slow him. It wouldn’t matter, anyway. Master Daniels would likely have taken Tolan to task for attempting to slow Master Salman. They weren’t necessarily friends, but as both men were element bond shapers, they had a certain level of prestige within the city of Ephra.

      Ephra had only so many bond shapers within the city, people able to harness the elemental magic, delving into the element bond—that magical connection that bound the elemental to their element—and use that power. Master Daniels was one, able to use the earth bond along with some ability to use water. Others within the city could reach the other element bonds, such as Salman with fire.

      Like most within the city, Tolan had some ability to detect the element bonds, what had once been called sensing, but so far, he had shown no spark at reaching into the bonds themselves. While such an ability had once been common, it had waned over time. At almost eighteen, Tolan wasn’t too old to learn, but he was getting beyond the age where he would show signs of ability.

      He picked his rasp back up and resumed working it over the surface of the wood. As he worked, Master Salman’s voice could be heard through the door leading to the back of the woodsmith shop.

      “We can’t wait. Have your apprentice deal with your shipment, Daniels.”

      “You and I both know it’s unlikely to have been an elemental, and certainly not in the forest. I would have known,” Master Daniels could be heard saying. He had a deep, bassy voice, and it rumbled through the door.

      “Be that as it may, this is our responsibility. If the Academy ever learns we shirked it…”

      The door to the back of the shop opened and Tolan looked down, not wanting to be seen listening. Salman swept back into the room and reached the door leading out of the shop, pausing to give Master Daniels a hard-eyed glare.

      Master Daniels glanced down through a thick beard covering his weathered features. Walnut-colored eyes looked at his work, seemingly appraising it before he sighed. “Why don’t you take a break, Tolan. It seems I need to go with Master Salman for a little while and I’ll need you to sort through the new stock. Separate it by species and I’ll check over your work when I return.”

      Tolan wanted to groan, but it would do no good. Master Daniels had the ability to reach the earth bond, which made sorting the wood easy for him. Tolan would take three or four times as long to do the same, and even then, he wouldn’t likely do it nearly as well as Master Daniels.

      “There’s an elemental?” he asked, knowing he shouldn’t show such interest in the elementals. With his family’s history, it was risky to show it.

      To his credit, Master Daniels had always overlooked it, and he did so now. “Probably not. As I told him, I would have known if there was a rogue elemental wandering through the forest.” He flashed a reassuring smile at Tolan before nodding to him. “But Master Salman is correct in that we need to investigate.”

      He left Tolan in charge of the shop, so Tolan set the rasp aside and wandered to the back of the shop, pausing at a piece of polished glass. In the time since his parents had disappeared, he wondered if they would even recognize him anymore. He’d filled out, grown more muscular—now more like his father—and time moving lumber with Master Daniels had only augmented that. His deep blue eyes were like his mother’s, though he wondered where he’d gotten his wavy brown hair, as neither of them had it. He sighed, tearing his gaze away and looking over at the stack of wood.

      His heart sank. Going through this much would take hours. He didn’t have the earth-enhanced strength of Master Daniels, and he didn’t have the innate connection to the bond to assist him.

      As he started to work, moving slowly but taking his time so he would not upset Master Daniels, he tried to put thoughts of the possibility of an elemental out of his mind. Elementals were rare, and dangerous when they escaped from their respective element bonds. Rogue elementals could be deadly; that was the reason they had been placed within the bond over a thousand years ago. Most of the time, they only caused great destruction, though Tolan couldn’t remember the last time there’d been an elemental escape within the city.

      Those with the ability to reach the bonds themselves were tasked with ensuring that any elementals that sprang free from the bond were forced back within it. It was why Daniels and Salman had to go to investigate.

      He heard commotion from the front of the shop and set down the board he’d been carrying, poking his head through the door.

      “There you are.”

      Tanner Venan was two years younger and reed thin. He’d already begun to show some tendency toward reaching the wind bond, which meant he would eventually have a chance at succeeding during a Selection, the time when Selectors from the Academy came to Ephra to search for new students. Tolan had long ago given up on the idea he might someday be selected. His future was in Ephra, and while he might never have the same skill as someone connected to the earth bond like Master Daniels, he at least had a future where he wouldn’t struggle. Too many in Ephra without any ability to reach the bonds, were forced to work the distant mines, searching for iron and silver and copper that could be sold throughout the nation of Terndahl.

      “Of course, I’m here,” Tolan said. “Now that Master Daniels has gone off with Master Salman, I’ve got several hours of work ahead of me.”

      Tanner glanced at the door before turning his attention to Tolan. “That’s why I’m here.”

      Tolan shook his head. “No. I’m not going with you to chase—”

      “Who said anything about chasing?” Tanner smiled slyly, his mouth seeming enormous on his narrow face. “I just thought we could go and take a look.”

      “I have too much work to do.”

      Tanner waved his hand. “Oh, Daniels didn’t expect you to get everything done, anyway. How could he when you aren’t connected to any bonds?”

      “Hey!”

      “I don’t mean anything by that. Besides, if I had any connection to the earth bond, I’d help you, but seeing as how I don’t—and neither do you—I doubt Daniels expected you to finish before he returned.”

      Tolan chuckled. “He does often seem to think I take twice as long as I do with my assignments.” It was not that Tolan had no connection to earth, only that it was faint.

      “See? I’m sure he didn’t even expect you to finish before he returned.”

      Tolan should know better than to be even thinking about going with him, but he was intrigued. How could he not, considering how deeply connected he was to elementals?

      “You realize if anyone sees me—”

      “Even if they see you, they’re not going to blame you for freeing an elemental. No one would be that stupid.”

      Tolan wasn’t sure. Plenty in the city still remembered what had happened with his parents, and enough of them wondered whether he might have the same leanings as they did, though Tolan still wasn’t convinced they’d gone with the Draasin Lord willingly.

      “I’m not sure…”

      “Which means you’re going to come with me. I can’t go alone.”

      “And why not?” Tolan asked, laughing. “With your connection to the wind bond, you would have an easier time of going after them anyway. Besides, they’d probably welcome your involvement.”

      Tanner shook his head. “Not without any training at the Academy, they wouldn’t. I wouldn’t be of much use to them, either. Pushing an elemental back into the bond? That takes the kind of training I don’t have.”

      “Yet.”

      Tanner shrugged. “There’s no guarantee I’ll be selected to go to the Academy.”

      There were other ways of learning how to connect to the element bonds but attending Terenhall Academy of Shaping was considered the most prestigious within Terndahl—and the most likely to lead to reaching more than one of the element bonds. Master Daniels could reach more than one of the element bonds, though earth had been first and he still favored it, and Master Salman could reach fire and water, an unusual pairing. Few of the other bond shapers within the city had such potential. Most had trained within Ephra, attending the local shaping school, one that didn’t have nearly the level of prestige or expertise as Terenhall.

      “Come on. The longer we delay, the more likely we won’t be able to see if there even is an elemental. Don’t you want to know what they’re like? We get enough of them out here, but I’ve never seen one.”

      “Not really. I’ve heard enough stories about rogue elementals to have my fill of them. Besides, if there is a rogue elemental, my presence will only create more stories.”

      “Now you’re apprenticed with Daniels, you don’t have to worry about those stories. No one’s going to believe you could somehow escape and free an elemental, especially as you’ve shown no capacity to do so yet. Your inability to reach one of the bonds is enough to protect you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I’m only telling you the truth.”

      He grabbed Tolan’s arm and dragged him, pulling him out of the woodsmith shop. Tolan paused to lock the door behind him, knowing better than to resist when Tanner had it in his mind to do something. And it would be interesting to go. They might see nothing at all, but it had been a while since he’d seen any of the master shapers using their abilities. Most of the time when Master Daniels used an earth shaping, it was subtle, and since Tolan barely had the ability to detect shaping on his own, it wasn’t as if he was able to know what Master Daniels was doing.

      “You said they were in the forest?”

      Tolan nodded. “That’s what Master Salman said. The elemental was reported in the forest.”

      “Interesting that it’s in the forest, isn’t it?”

      “I’m not sure I would call it interesting.”

      They made their way quickly along the street outside the woodsmith’s shop. Master Daniels was in one of the more well-off parts of Ephra, a place of honor in consideration of his connection to the earth bond. Most bond shapers were the same and had a place along the nicer parts of the city where the wealthier people were able to access their services. The buildings along the street were well maintained, brightly painted wood and stone shaped into intricate gleaming sculptures.

      It wasn’t long before the street changed. Outside the center of the city where shapers resided, buildings were more dilapidated. Stone that once had been shaped into place had crumbled, leaving a rundown appearance. Some people had erected wooden buildings, but even those didn’t have the same upkeep as those in wealthier parts of the city.

      Tanner glanced over, smiling widely. “You have to get over your fear of rogue elementals. If there is an elemental, it’s exciting. We haven’t had a rogue elemental free in the city for as long as I can remember. Most of them pop up outside of the borders. Why do you think that is?”

      “I’m not entirely sure.” There weren’t that many rogue elementals to begin with, something Tolan appreciated. If they did appear more often, he’d have to deal with the rumors of his influence over them.

      “It’s not like there’s some shaper out there pulling them out of the bond. But then, they shouldn’t be able to separate from the bond on their own.”

      “When you get selected to the Academy, you can come back and tell me.”

      “Oh, no. When I get selected to the Academy, I don’t intend to return to Ephra,” Tanner laughed.

      Ephra was an old city, one of the oldest in Terndahl, and while it had once been profitable and a place of prestige, that city was centuries in the past. Now Ephra was run down, situated at the edge of Terndahl, and the memory of a time long gone.

      Most people with any potential felt the same way as Tanner, wanting to get out of the city, and many never returned. It still amazed Tolan that there were some like Master Daniels and Master Salman who chose to stay. It was possible their time at the Academy compelled them to return, but Tolan didn’t know anything about that.

      They reached the outskirts of the city, racing through farms. Even the farms were run down; fences that should have been maintained had fallen into disrepair. The livestock that were kept were prevented from roaming through earth shapings, so the fences were mostly unnecessary, but it did require that the farmers pay earth shapers to maintain their shapings.

      When they neared the edge of the forest, they began to slow. “Do you detect anything?” he asked Tanner.

      Energy built from him. It started as a pressure, almost the feeling of Tolan’s ears needing to pop, and wind swirled around Tanner, first gently tugging at his clothing and then swirling with more intensity. He pushed the shaping out, sweeping it toward the forest, bending the blades of grass as the shaping streaked toward the distant trees.

      Tanner cocked his head to the side, his narrow jaw locked in a tight frown, and then he shook his head. “I don’t. Why don’t you try?”

      “Because I won’t be able to detect anything either.”

      Tanner grinned at him. “You won’t if you don’t even try. You have some ability at detecting the bonds. At least use that.”

      “Everyone has some ability of detecting bonds.”

      Tanner shrugged. “So maybe you’ll pick up on something I won’t.”

      Tolan didn’t know what he would even look for. He’d never encountered an elemental, and though he suspected they would feel something like the bonds, he wasn’t certain whether that was true or not. It was possible the elementals would be something entirely different.

      Tanner watched him and Tolan shook his head. “Fine. I’ll try.”

      He looked out, searching—no, feeling—for movement. Reaching for the element bonds was difficult for him. The bonds swirled around everything, a part of all life. Within some things, the bonds were more prominent. The breeze carried with it a much tighter connection to the wind bond, though those exquisitely attuned to the wind bond could pick it up from all living things and could sense breath moving in and out of lungs. Tolan’s ability was minimal. He could detect the wind, but more often than not, he wondered whether he only felt the wind on his skin rather than feeling it against the bond.

      Other elements were the same, though if anything, he had more of a connection to earth. It was the reason Master Daniels had agreed to work with him. Tolan focused on the earth beneath his feet, pressing his attention into the bond that way. He couldn’t use the power of the bond like those who could shape its energy, twisting it in ways that allowed them a great power, but he could use it to help him understand the sense of the earth. Connecting in this way was the only way that he knew of connecting to the bond, and as he did, he had a flash of awareness.

      Footsteps thundered behind him and Tolan turned to see the one person he least wanted to see approaching with two of his friends. Velthan was tall and broad shouldered, and with wavy black hair, cut a striking figure. His square jaw made most of the young women in Ephra swoon, something Tolan most decidedly did not.

      “It looks like we have company,” Tolan said.

      Tanner groaned as he turned to face Velthan. “Why couldn’t they have just stayed in the city?”

      “I’m sure they’ll have the same question of us.”

      Flanking Velthan on either side were his two usual companions. Barton and Percy were both smaller than Velthan, dwarfed by the much larger man, despite the fact they were related, however distantly.

      Velthan glared at Tolan for a moment before turning his attention toward the forest edge again. “Did you come here to ensure the elemental got freed?” he asked Tolan.

      Tolan ignored the barb. It was not uncommon to suffer an insult like that, especially since most believed his parents had left him in Ephra to run off to serve the Draasin Lord. The Draasin Lord was a powerful shaper, a master of each of the element bonds, and longed to unleash the dangerous elementals upon the world, wanting to free them from the bonds so he could control them. He’d been exiled from Terndahl nearly twenty years ago, but some people still went off, seduced by his promise of power.

      “We’re here for the same reason as you,” Tanner snapped. He took a step forward and wind swirled around him.

      Had it only been Tolan, Velthan probably wouldn’t have been quite so confrontational. He had a natural ability to reach the elemental bonds, and Tolan counted down the days until a Selection came and dragged Velthan away to the Academy to train, though Tanner probably didn’t. While it might give Tolan a measure of freedom from harassment, it wouldn’t save Tanner from ongoing trouble at the Academy. With Velthan gone, Tolan thought he could handle Barton and Percy.

      “Is that right? And do you think a wind shaper like yourself would be able to handle an elemental?”

      “Just because you can work water and earth doesn’t mean—”

      The ground rumbled as Velthan stepped forward. “Are you sure, Venan?”

      Wind whipped around Velthan, pushing him back. Knowing Tanner, it was probably the extent of his shaping ability, at least without honing it at the Academy, but he didn’t back down from any fight, sometimes pushing more aggressively than he should.

      “Listen. We’re here for the same reason as you. Master Daniels heard the rumor about a rogue elemental and came to investigate with Master Salman.”

      Velthan shot Tolan a pointed look, a sneer twisting on his face. “That doesn’t explain why you came. Maybe you’re the reason the elemental escaped.” He turned his attention, shifting so he could step toward the forest. As he did, Tolan felt the buildup of energy around Velthan, so similar to what he detected when Tanner shaped.

      “Do you sense anything?” Percy asked. His voice was raspy and had been ever since he’d been burned as a child by a rogue fire elemental. He had been saved by Tolan’s father, something Percy seemed to conveniently forget all these years later.

      “I don’t detect anything. Maybe it’s nothing more than rumors,” Velthan said.

      “Maybe you don’t detect anything because you aren’t very skilled,” Tanner said.

      “Or maybe there’s no rogue elemental,” Tolan suggested, trying to prevent a confrontation between Velthan and Tanner. Tanner was considerably smaller—and though he didn’t want to admit it, he was the weaker shaper.

      “I’m sure you’d like us to believe that to be the case, wouldn’t you? Especially as you probably freed the elemental.”

      “How do you expect him to free an elemental? Tolan struggles to sense each of the element bonds,” Tanner said, giving Tolan an apologetic look.

      Velthan glared at them once more before starting toward the forest with Barton and Percy on his heels. They followed a step behind, careful not to approach too closely, almost as if instructed exactly how to follow him. They reached the forest edge, disappearing within.

      “We need to go after them,” Tanner said.

      “No. We should go back. What point is there in chasing after them?”

      “What point? If they get to the elemental before we do—”

      “If they get there before we do, then they would likely end up in danger. The same as us. Let the master shapers take care of it. That’s what they’re trained and equipped to do.”

      “Don’t you want to see if it is an elemental?”

      Tolan was conflicted. A part of him did want to see if there was an elemental, but even if there was, there wouldn’t be anything he could do other than end up injured. Over the years, enough people had died trying to confront rogue elementals, and most of them were far better trained than Tolan.

      “I really need to return. I still have work to do in the shop, and though Master Daniels has been patient with me, there are limits to his patience.” He’d accepted Tolan in apprenticeship despite Tolan’s lack of elemental ability that would have made such an apprenticeship easier.

      Tanner looked longingly at the forest, but thankfully he turned away, willing to go with Tolan rather than pursue Velthan.

      As they did, a scream echoed from within the trees.

      Tolan froze, but only a moment before spinning and racing forward.

      “What are you doing?” Tanner hollered after him.

      “You heard that scream.”

      “I heard it, but there’s nothing you can do.”

      Another scream came, though this one was more muted. It was unmistakable, and came from deep within the forest.

      Tanner caught up to him and grabbed his arm. “You know if the situation were reversed, none of those three would come after you.”

      Tolan pulled his arm free. They wouldn’t, but it just wasn’t in Tolan to sit back if they needed help. They reached the edge of the forest, and as he did, he felt a hot gust of air, almost an unpleasant breath racing out of the trees.

      He paused at the edge of the copse. That was an unusual sensation. Normally, the forest was cool, almost damp, but this was a dry heat that blew out from within the trees. Could that be from a fire shaping?

      Tolan had been around fire shapings before. He’d felt how master fire shapers could use their connections to the element bond to create incredible power, but nothing had ever felt quite like this.

      Maybe there really was a rogue elemental.

      He’d seen no sign of Master Daniels or Master Salman since coming to watch the edge of the forest, but that scream didn’t sound anything like Master Daniels.

      “Where did they go?” Tanner asked.

      Tolan didn’t see them at the edge of the forest, and as he took a step forward, the air grew warmer. Maybe one of the bond shapers had been forced to use their magic to control the elemental? That might explain the sudden change in the temperature.

      “Velthan? Percy? Barton?” Tolan hollered, but none of the others answered.

      They made their way deeper into the forest, stepping along the soft ground, their feet squishing into the forest floor with each step. Tanner stayed a step behind him and Tolan wished he would take the lead, especially as his shaping might be necessary, but for all of his bluster, he was still younger than Tolan and still preferred for Tolan to lead when it came down to it.

      “I don’t like this,” Tanner said, pressing up against him.

      “It’s probably nothing more than Velthan playing a trick on us,” Tolan said.

      With the heat coming from the heart of the forest, Tolan doubted this was entirely related to a trick Velthan played on them. He should know better than to risk heading into the forest, especially if there was anything to be concerned about, but the scream drew him.

      Tanner kept his hand resting on Tolan’s back as they made their way through the forest. There was no sound other than the soft squish of their footsteps. He saw no sign of Velthan and his two lackeys. There was nothing.

      “Maybe we just imagined—”

      Another scream cut Tanner off.

      This time, the scream came from their left and Tolan hurried after it, racing forward, knowing he should be more cautious than he was, but driven by curiosity.

      “That was Percy, I’m sure of it,” Tolan said as Tanner caught up to him.

      “Velthan would be with him. He’s enough of a shaper—”

      A rumble of earth surged, and the sense of it pushed against Tolan, letting him know it was a shaping.

      It came from Velthan. There wasn’t enough strength in the shaping to have been from Master Daniels, though if he were out here, he would also potentially be shaping.

      The sense of the shaping was close and Tolan slowed, not wanting to approach too rapidly. There hadn’t been any other sound following the scream, so it was possible whatever had happened to Percy was already over.

      A surge of heat built. It was different from the breath of hot air he’d felt when entering the forest. It burned against his skin and mixed with a sense of pressure.

      “Get down!” he said, grabbing Tanner and throwing them to the forest floor.

      Heat exploded over them and slammed into a tree, leaving the trunk smoldering.

      Tolan looked up but saw no evidence of Master Salman. It would have to be Master Salman with the fire shaping like that, but where was he?

      Tolan scrambled to his feet and hurried forward. As he did, the sound of excited voices came from nearby and he stepped beyond the tree to see Velthan and Barton standing over Percy.

      “What happened?” Tolan asked, approaching.

      Velthan jerked his head around, his eyes wide. “Did you do this?” he snapped at Tanner.

      Tanner stepped back, putting Tolan between himself and Velthan.

      Tolan glanced over at his friend. Tanner had been quiet since they’d entered the forest, and the surge of fire that had exploded behind them had shaken him.

      “It wasn’t Tanner. We came into the forest after you when we heard the scream. What happened?”

      “It was nothing,” Velthan said.

      “It didn’t sound like nothing.” Tolan started toward Percy and ignored Velthan glaring at him. He crouched before him, checking his pulse. He didn’t have much ability with water sensing, otherwise he would have used it. Percy lived, though his pulse was faint. “What happened to him?”

      “We didn’t see it. There was a buildup of heat and then he collapsed.”

      “Was it a shaping?” Tolan asked.

      “What else would it be?” Barton snapped.

      Tolan looked up, fixing them with a hard gaze. “It could be the rogue elemental that we all came out of the city to see.”

      “We didn’t see any sign of an elemental,” Velthan said.

      “Are you sure you would know if you saw it?” Tolan asked.

      “Not as sure as you, but then again, there probably aren’t too many who have your ability to detect elementals.”

      Tolan stood, confronting Velthan. “If you think I am responsible for what happened—”

      The ground rumbled and Velthan took another step toward him. “All I’m saying is that with your parents running off to serve the Draasin Lord, it wouldn’t be too surprising for you to have the same leanings.”

      Tolan glowered at him. Velthan stood a few inches taller than him, and was more muscular. He should know better than to risk antagonizing him, but he also wasn’t going to sit back while Velthan continued to insult his parents. “They didn’t run off with the Draasin Lord. They were captured.”

      Velthan snorted. “You don’t know—”

      The sense of heat began to build again and Tolan spun.

      It was a shaping, but where was it coming from?

      “Do you feel that?” he asked.

      “Fire, and it’s somewhere nearby,” Tanner said, his voice pitched in a whisper. “Come on, Tolan. We need to get out of here before anything else happens.” He glanced down at Percy, almost as if unable to take his gaze off the fallen boy.

      There came the sound of a pained grunt and Tolan frowned. “That was Master Daniels.”

      “You can’t be sure of that,” Tanner said.

      Tolan focused on the ground beneath them and reached through the earth bond, straining to connect to it. All he wanted was to search for sign of Master Daniels, but he wasn’t strong enough. It was almost as if something pushed against him.

      He looked over at Velthan.

      “Stop impeding me.”

      Velthan sneered at him. “Seeing as how you don’t have much of an ability with shaping, you don’t get to tell me what to do.”

      Tolan glared at him but turned away, starting into the forest again after the sound. As he did, he swore he felt pressure through the earth but wasn’t certain what it meant. Maybe nothing.

      Tanner followed, and a gentle breeze tugged on his clothing. There wasn’t much that Tanner and his weak connection to the wind bond would be able to do against a rogue elemental, something Tolan increasingly began to suspect they would find.

      As he approached, heat built again.

      Tolan hesitated.

      “What is it?” Tanner asked.

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s the same thing I felt when the shaping exploded before.”

      “How is it you picked up that so quickly?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Tanner studied him a moment. “Only that I didn’t detect any shaping. Had you not said something, I’m not sure I would have known there was a shaping.”

      “You would have picked up on it,” Tolan said.

      The sense of the shaping built. Heat sizzled along the surface of his skin, heat that seemed to call to him, almost seductively.

      “Great Mother!”

      He dragged Tanner behind a nearby tree. A blast of heat struck the space where they’d been standing, incinerating the ground. Another one followed, striking a tree near them, setting it burning. Another struck, and then another, power building greater than any fire shaping Tolan had ever felt, leaving his lungs burning as he struggled to take a breath.

      The tree protecting them exploded and he was thrown back, dragging Tanner with him. They collapsed in a heap and he struggled to scramble to his feet, wanting to get up, to get away, to move anywhere but here.

      “What’s happening?” Tanner screamed. Panic edged his voice.

      “It’s the rogue elemental,” Tolan said. It had to be. There was nothing else that would be quite that powerful.

      “Who would be foolish enough to summon a fire elemental from the bond?”

      “What if it wasn’t summoned? What if it simply broke free?”

      Tanner scrambled backward and Tolan followed him. “It doesn’t work like that. The elementals have to be released from the bond.”

      Heat again began to build, searing along his skin. Tolan felt drawn to turn around and he looked in the center of the trees, shocked at the destruction. A massive swathe of forest had been destroyed, leaving a pathway back out of it. In the middle of the charred pathway was a flash of fire that seemed to move in ripples, almost as if taking physical form.

      The elemental.

      The earth shook and he looked around to see Master Daniels striding forward, pressing toward the flash of fire with an earth shaping. He rode along the surface of the earth, practically gliding. The sky suddenly darkened and thunder rumbled. Rain sluiced down, powered by a water shaping.

      A fire shaping built, though now that Tolan had felt the effect of the fire elemental, he recognized the difference between the fire shaping and what the elemental had done. This was clearly a shaping, and he could feel its effects far more weakly. He would have to think about that later.

      Master Salman appeared at the end of the swathe of burned forest. Heat swirled around him, practically making him glow. It continued to build and build, and it seemed as if there was pressure pushing against the shaping. The movement of the flames—that which Tolan thought came from the elemental—struggled against the shaping.

      And then it was gone.

      Master Daniels and Master Salman continued forward. They were joined by two others, though from this distance, Tolan couldn’t see who they were. Given the rain, a water shaper had been involved. It was possible Salman had created that shaping, but the suddenness of the rain seemed far greater than what Salman would be capable of. That meant it was likely Master Goral. Maybe there was a wind shaper with them, possibly Master Vera?

      “Come on,” Tanner said, grabbing his sleeve and pulling him.

      Tolan stared for a moment before letting Tanner drag him away. He didn’t want to be caught out in the open.

      “Did you see that?” he asked as they ran.

      “I saw the shaping.”

      “No. Did you see the fire in the middle of the shaping? It was moving.”

      “Are you telling me you saw the elemental?”

      “I can’t be sure, but… I think so.”

      Tanner glanced over as they ran, reaching where Percy had fallen. Velthan and Barton had left him, and Percy lay motionless on the ground. “What were they thinking, leaving him?” Tanner asked.

      “Help me with him.”

      Together, they grabbed Percy and swung one of his arms around each of their shoulders, dragging him from the forest. As they did, Percy moaned softly.

      As they raced toward the city, Tanner glanced over his shoulder before looking at Tolan. “You know what this means?”

      “It means I risked my apprenticeship,” he said. They would need to get Percy help, and because of that, they weren’t going to be able to hide the fact they’d gone into the forest after the elemental. Master Daniels would learn what he had done, and Tolan would have to face whatever consequences came from it. Hopefully, the fact they had been forced to battle an elemental would make him forget about the assignment.

      Tanner shook his head. “Not that. The elemental.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “If it was a fire elemental like you said, it has to be the work of the Draasin Lord, doesn’t it?”

      Tolan hoped that wasn’t the case, but he was already fearing the questions that would come. Anytime the Draasin Lord came up, people talked about his parents and their disappearance five years ago. Tolan had been young enough at the time that no one suspected him of sympathizing with the Draasin Lord, but if this was his work, or that of one of his followers, he doubted he could avoid those questions again.

      “Maybe it was nothing more than a rogue elemental,” he said.

      Tanner watched him. “Maybe that’s it.”

      It was clear from his tone that he didn’t believe that, and neither did Tolan. How could he, when he’d seen the fire elemental? With an elemental like that having been unleashed, what else could it be other than the Draasin Lord?
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      Tolan stared out over the edge of the city. He was near the outer edge, with the farms stretching beyond, but he had no interest in any of the farms. Rather, what caught his attention was the distant image of the forest.

      From here, the damage the elemental had inflicted was almost painfully clear. Master Daniels hadn’t spoken of the elemental attack and hadn’t said anything about the half-finished work that had remained when he had returned to the shop after the elemental attack. It had taken time to find help for Percy, and Tolan and Tanner had simply left him with Miss Walloyn, a weak water shaper and healer but someone who wouldn’t ask a lot of questions.

      Questions were all Tolan had. They filled him, and he was left worrying about the elemental. He had always known elementals were dangerous, and the way that elemental had attacked, nearly killing him and Tanner, had only proven that true.

      But why had an elemental been freed here?

      Ephra was near the edge of Terndahl. The forest abutted Ephra, creating a border to Terndahl, and a separation between Terndahl and the bleak wasteland beyond. There was nothing here that should draw an elemental, and certainly nothing that would draw a fire elemental.

      “You want to go back, don’t you?” Tanner asked.

      Tolan had known Tanner had approached, detecting him through his faint connection to earth. He didn’t have to be strong in earth to know when his friend approached. Familiarity granted a different type of strength.

      “Master Daniels hadn’t said anything about the attack,” Tolan said.

      “Do you expect him to? The master shapers have never been forthcoming about elemental attacks. They prefer to keep them quiet. I mean, when was the last time you knew there had been a rogue elemental?”

      “There’ve been stories.”

      “But that’s just it. Most of those are stories.”

      “And this is irrefutable. There was nothing else this could have been other than a rogue elemental. The thing left enough proof, and there is no way for them to refute its presence,” Tolan said, motioning toward the distant forest.

      “Even though we have proof, that doesn’t change the fact the masters don’t want to talk about elementals. I’d be surprised if they acknowledged it at all.”

      As they watched, a trio of figures made their way along the road, walking quickly toward the forest. It was difficult to tell who might be there, but the broad shape was most likely Master Goral. He was difficult to miss, with a belly that stretched the capacity of his clothing to contain it, and usually an easy-going smile. Tolan doubted that he managed to smile after what had happened.

      “Where do you think they’re going?” Tanner asked.

      “I think they intend to repair the forest,” Tolan said. He wouldn’t follow, not this time. Nothing could be gained by doing so. Besides, he didn’t know enough about water shaping to know whether his presence would interfere with their restoration of the forest, if, in fact, that was what they planned to do.

      “See?”

      Tolan glanced over at his friend. “What am I supposed to see?”

      “You’re supposed to see they’re already trying to cover up evidence of an elemental attack. Anyone who didn’t go out to the forest will not know what happened. And I suspect they kept an eye on the forest since the attack to see who they had to keep quiet.”

      “There’s no reason to silence people.”

      “The only reason would be to keep people from getting too excited about the possibility of the Draasin Lord. If they knew there was an elemental attack, people would fear that the Draasin Lord intended to return.”

      Tolan stood, dusting his hands on his pants. It was time to return to the shop. He’d been gone long enough to get something to eat, but Master Daniels would expect him to return, and when he did, he had to focus on his work, not so much on the possibility of the elemental attack. There wasn’t anything he could do.

      “Have you checked on Percy?” Tanner asked.

      “There’s no reason to check on Percy. I don’t think he’d want to see us.”

      “He should at least thank us. If it weren’t for us, he would’ve been left behind in the forest.”

      “And more likely than not, he would’ve been just fine,” Tolan said.

      Tanner chuckled. “You should remind him it’s the second time your family has saved him.”

      “I doubt he would find that very amusing.”

      “He might not, but I certainly would.”

      “And that’s all that matters?”

      Tanner shrugged and joined Tolan as they wound their way back into the city. It was early in the day and the streets were busy, with carts and horses and children filling them. Occasionally, they would come across a merchant, though they were rare. In this part of Terndahl, merchants came to the market, and that was it. They tended to avoid venturing deeper into Ephra, as if they wanted to ignore the city falling to ruins.

      Most of these buildings had once been impressive, especially the stone buildings. They had been built back when earth shapers were more common, using their shaping to construct everything. Time had worn the buildings down to nothing, leaving ruins that he could only imagine standing through a previous, grander life.

      “Will you come on?”

      Tolan smiled. “I’m sorry. I was just—”

      Tanner shrugged. “I know what you were just doing. You do that all too often. It’s like you can see something in these buildings.”

      “It’s not that I can see something, it’s just that I can see what they once would have been. It’s a shame they’ve been allowed to fall apart like this.”

      “Well, we don’t have enough earth shapers to maintain them, and even if we did, no one living in this part of the city would have the money to pay those shapers.”

      “Can you imagine what it would have been like to have people using their shapings freely, not charging for them?”

      “That sounds awful,” Tanner said.

      “You only say that because you can shape wind.”

      “I only say that because I hope to one day make money with my shaping.”

      Tolan smiled. “Not all of us are quite as lucky as you.”

      “Hey. It’s not that you’re not lucky. Look, you have an apprenticeship, which is more than most people who don’t have any shaping ability can say. Besides, we don’t even know if you have no shaping ability.”

      “I think it would have shown up by now if I had any ability.”

      “It’s not necessarily true. You’re the one who’s interested in old things. You should know some bond shapers—including some who were incredibly powerful—never developed their connection to the bond until they were older.”

      Tolan clapped his friend on the shoulder. “I think that’s only something they tell people like me to make them feel better.” He smiled. “And it’s not like I mind. You’re right. I have an apprenticeship, and because of that, I don’t have to worry about work. Master Daniels has welcomed me, and as long as he’s willing to keep me on, I have a place.”

      “See? Not all is as bad as you want to think.”

      Tolan chuckled and left Tanner. Because of his connection to wind, Tanner was part of the early shaping school, the same as Velthan. The two of them interacted far more than Tolan did with Velthan, and maybe he should be thankful for that. He didn’t want to have any more time with Velthan than he already did. He had antagonized him more than enough when they were younger, back when Tolan had gone to the same school for primary element bond studies.

      He made his way to the shop and hated that he felt a sense of relief as he reached the nicer section of the city. There was a drastic change. It went from rundown buildings with stone crumbling and cracking to neatly maintained structures, the effort of the shaping obvious. He hurried along the street, and when he reached the shop, he ducked inside, realizing Master Daniels wasn’t alone.

      Two others were in the shop, though he didn’t recognize either of them. Both were older. There was a woman with long dark hair, streaks of gray running through it, and she was dressed in a red gown, a deep brown cloak hanging around her shoulders. The other was younger, probably the same age as Master Daniels, and had a square jaw and dark gray eyes that he leveled on Tolan, staring at him for a moment before turning his attention back to Master Daniels.

      “This is my apprentice, Tolan Ethar,” Master Daniels said, waving his hand toward Tolan.

      Why was Master Daniels introducing him to these two? That was unusual.

      The woman turned to him. Her eyes were an almost impossibly deep blue and his skin crawled as she stared at him, almost as if she knew what he was thinking.

      His breath caught. Could she be a spirit shaper?

      Of all the element bonds, spirit remained rare. Other places throughout Terndahl had spirit shapers, though as far as he knew, none were in Ephra. Any who could shape spirit remained near the Academy, serving as Inquisitors and kept for the protection of Terndahl. They had a unique ability that worked on most outside of Terndahl, though spirit was less effective on those within the kingdom. Most had some connection to spirit, even if unaware of it.

      “And where has your apprentice been?” the woman asked. She had a sharp voice and kept her gaze leveled on him as she spoke. His skin continued to crawl. It was unpleasant, but he didn’t dare move. If she was a spirit shaper, he would only anger her by turning away. He knew better than to risk upsetting someone like that.

      “At lunch, presumably,” Master Daniels said. “Even apprentices have to eat.”

      The woman stepped toward him and breathed in heavily through her sharp nose. She was several hands shorter than him and was forced to look up as she paced around him. Could she be from the Academy?

      When she was behind him, Tolan studied the man with her. There was nothing particularly remarkable about him other than his broad shoulders and wide jaw. There were plenty of people who looked the same within Ephra. The only thing setting them apart was the man’s dress. His shirt matched the woman’s gown, a deep crimson and of a fabric that seemed velvety. It was far nicer than most would be seen with in Ephra.

      “He was there,” she said.

      Master Daniels shook his head. “No. Tolan was working in my shop during the attack.” Master Daniels looked past Tolan to the woman before shifting his gaze back to Tolan, a question in his eyes.

      They were here about the elemental. That meant they were from Amitan at least, if not from the Academy. The city of Amitan sat at the heart of Terndahl, a place said to be unrivaled in its beauty and majesty. Tolan never expected to see it. He had no reason to travel all the way to Amitan. Why would he?

      “I detect it on him.” The woman made her way around Tolan and looked up at him, watching him. “And I can detect his discomfort. You were there, weren’t you?”

      Tolan steeled himself and met the woman’s gaze. “I was there.” He started to flush, fighting the urge to look over at Master Daniels. What would he say about Tolan abandoning his assignment?

      “And what did you see, Tolan Ethar?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t know what I saw. I saw Master Daniels and Master Salman shaping, but…”

      “You saw them shaping? You didn’t sense them?”

      “My connection to the bonds isn’t very strong.”

      The woman turned and glanced at Master Daniels. He nodded.

      “He speaks the truth. I don’t know why he would have been there,” he started, levelling a hard gaze on Tolan, “especially as he had a task assigned to him that still wasn’t completed, but he doesn’t have a strong connection to the bonds.”

      “Is he yours?” the woman asked.

      “He’s my apprentice, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      The woman glanced from Tolan to Master Daniels. “No. He’s not yours. I don’t see the resemblance, and what’s more, I don’t sense any connection between the two of you. How is it that he has come to apprentice here?”

      Tolan’s heart pounded wildly within his chest. How she questioned Master Daniels made him even more certain she was from Amitan, but it was possible she was even from the Academy. He’d met no one from the Terenhall Academy of Shaping other than Master Daniels and Master Salman, and they had only studied there briefly. Long enough to prove their ability to reach the element bonds, and long enough to determine they had no additional strength beyond what they had already demonstrated. At least, that’s what he believed.

      “His parents were lost several years ago and I agreed to take him on.”

      “You agreed to take on someone with no significant shaping ability?”

      Master Daniels only shrugged. “I did.”

      “That is unusual. In my experience, most craftsmen such as yourself prefer to take apprentices who have some natural ability.”

      “He has grown in his ability in the time he’s been apprenticed to me,” Master Daniels said.

      “Though he has grown, there is a limit to how far he can progress, is there not?” She turned to Master Daniels. “I’m not a woodsmith such as yourself, but I have a fair amount of strength with the earth bond, and I imagine how difficult it would be for you to instruct someone who has no such connection to the bonds themselves.”

      “It’s not as if he has none. He is a senser, after all.”

      “All men could claim that.”

      “Perhaps, but this one is my apprentice.”

      The woman frowned as she regarded Master Daniels for a long moment before turning her attention back to Tolan. “What did you see?”

      His skin tingled and he had the sudden urge to tell her anything, everything. How could he not? Even as he opened his mouth, he knew he had been spirit-shaped. Using it against the citizens of Terndahl was supposedly forbidden, unless it was done in servitude of the Tannen Council, the seven shapers who ruled Terndahl. Only then could it be used against the people of Terndahl.

      Despite knowing she was spirit-shaping him, there was nothing he could do to refuse her demand.

      “I told you I saw the Masters,” he started. It irritated him that she was shaping him in such a way. No, it did more than irritate him. It angered him. There was no reason he should be shaped in such a way.

      Unless the elemental had been far more dangerous than he had known.

      “I saw a flash of flame. It seemed to move, but I don’t know what it was.”

      The woman stared at him. His skin felt as if it was shrinking. “Is that all?”

      “I… I felt the elemental.”

      He could feel Master Daniels’ gaze on him, and he hated that it seemed as if he was letting him down.

      “Tell me what it was that you felt.”

      “It was like a shaping. Nothing more than that.”

      Why had he said that? It had felt like more than a simple shaping. He didn’t know entirely why, but it had felt as if it was something dramatically different.

      The tightness of his skin faded and Tolan stepped backward, wanting to get away from this woman. If she did serve Terndahl, then there should be no reason to want to escape her attention.

      She turned back to Master Daniels. “Were you able to identify what type of elemental escaped?”

      “It was a fire elemental.”

      The woman arched her brow and stepped toward Master Daniels. Power built. Was she going to shape him?

      It wasn’t as if he was helpless, and he seemed more annoyed than anything that she was even here.

      “The destruction of the forest outside your city tells me it was a fire elemental. I’m asking if you were able to identify the type of fire elemental.”

      “We are far from the Academy here in Ephra. We don’t have the same expertise in identifying elementals as would be found there.”

      She took another step toward Master Daniels. “Did you not study at the Academy?”

      “You know I did.”

      She chuckled. “Yes. I know you did. And your having studied at the Academy should have given you the knowledge you need to identify the elemental that attacked. Your feigning ignorance does you no good.”

      Master Daniels glared at her for a long moment. “I’m not feigning anything. And if you recall my time at the Academy, you would remember that my ability was not in elemental identification. It was never an interest of mine.”

      “Perhaps not, but the Council requires all bond shapers have a certain level of competence in this. It is why you are granted the freedoms that you are.”

      Master Daniels stared back at her, not blinking. The tension in his shoulders told Tolan that he was angry. He had seen him that way before, though not frequently. Master Daniels was nothing if not composed most of the time. It took quite a bit to rattle him, so for him to be irritated like this, meant the woman had gotten to him.

      Who was she? Why did she irritate him so much?

      “Salman might be able to tell you what type of elemental it was,” Master Daniels said. His words were clipped, his tone bordering on anger.

      “Salman was unable to share anything either. One would think the two of you were conspiring.”

      Master Daniels threw up his hands, chuckling. “Conspiring? Just because we don’t recognize a rogue elemental?”

      “It’s more than simply your inability to identify a rogue elemental. It’s this entire area. There have been far too many such instances.”

      “We are near the waste.”

      He said that as if it meant something. Why would being near the waste explain there being more rogue elementals?

      Could Master Daniels know something about the location of the Draasin Lord? Most had heard rumors of his location, but they were probably nothing more than that—rumors.

      “Yes. That is exactly my point.”

      Master Daniels laughed bitterly. “We have served Terndahl here at the edge of civilization for decades. I would think we would be granted a little more respect than that.”

      “And I would think you would take your responsibility a little more seriously.”

      “What is this about, Irina?”

      “It’s only Irina now?”

      “We’re outside of the Academy, so yes.”

      She stepped toward him, power building from her. “What this is about is the ongoing threat of the so-called Draasin Lord?”

      “I’m well aware of the threat he poses.”

      “No, I don’t think you are. If you did recognize that threat, you would have taken your vow to protect Terndahl more seriously. You would have remained focused on the possibility of elemental attacks and would have been prepared to capture the elemental.”

      “The elemental was returned to the bond, as we were trained. By you, if you recall.”

      “And you know your instructions were to capture the elemental. We can use what we learned to determine who is freeing them.”

      “I will do better next time.”

      Irina studied him for a moment before nodding. “Yes. I believe you will. You will report for a refresher on the elementals.”

      Master Daniels stared at her, saying nothing.

      “You have seven days.”

      “That’s not long enough.”

      “That’s all you have. You can voice your concerns to the Council.”

      Master Daniels snorted, shaking his head. “I’m quite certain I know how my concerns will be taken by the Council. You will weaken Ephra by this.”

      “And how is that?”

      “By taking away one of our shapers.”

      “But I will leave one as well.” She motioned to the man. “Orank will be more than capable of standing in your stead. I doubt he will have quite the same skill as what you have in your shop.” She swept her hand around, motioning to the various items Master Daniels had created. Most of them had been commissioned and were waiting for purchase. They had taken countless hours to create. “But when it comes to offering protection to Ephra,” she continued, “he will certainly be more than enough to provide the necessary protections.”

      Master Daniels clenched his jaw. He said nothing as Irina and Orank left the shop. When they were gone, he stood motionless, staring at the door.

      Finally, he took a deep breath and tore his gaze away. “You should have told me you were there.”

      “I’m sorry, Master Daniels. I went with Tanner…”

      He shook his head. “You shouldn’t have gone after the elemental. You of all people wouldn’t be safe.”

      “Me? Is that because I can’t shape?”

      Master Daniels studied him for a moment, seeming as if he wanted to say something, but only shook his head. “You shouldn’t have gone.” He turned away, resting his hand on one of the workspaces. “Is it true?”

      “Is what true?”

      “Did you feel the elemental?”

      Tolan nodded. “I could feel it. It felt something like a shaping, only different. I don’t know how else to describe it.”

      Master Daniels glanced over his shoulder, smiling sadly. “That’s more than most could say. Perhaps we’ve underestimated you all this time.”

      “Why?”

      Master Daniels looked down, tapping his workspace. “One of the more difficult skills is detecting the presence of an elemental. Not all shapers are capable of it. It’s part of the testing we go through, part of the way we are chosen to go and study at the Academy.”

      “It didn’t feel that much different than a shaping.”

      Master Daniels sniffed. “I can see from your face that’s not entirely true.”

      Tolan swallowed. “Maybe a little different than a shaping, but it was similar.”

      “Yes. Similar. Which tells me you have some affinity for fire. We already know you have an affinity for earth; otherwise, you wouldn’t have been of much use to me.”

      “Sensing. That’s different than having any ability to shape the element bonds.”

      “Maybe. Most of the time, it starts with the ability to sense the element bonds, but from there, it progresses. I wonder if perhaps you will be one of the late bloomers who eventually develops potential? Were I able to remain in Ephra, I might have been able to convince the school to take you on and work with you, but as it is…”

      “What do you mean? Where do you have to go?”

      Master Daniels nodded at the door. “That’s what she was here for. I think she came with that intention all along.”

      “What intention?”

      “I have to go to Amitan for a refresher on the elementals. My failure to meet the requirements of one of the Inquisitors has proven my downfall. With everything the Academy expects of shapers, I am supposed to be better prepared to handle elementals the Draasin Lord might free.”

      An Inquisitor? That explained why she had the abilities she did. They were fearsome shapers, connected to each of the element bonds, but were strongest in spirit. They used that to question those who would oppose the rule of Terndahl. Occasionally, they were rumored to act as spies, though Tolan didn’t know if that was true or not.

      And an Inquisitor had been here.

      “How long do you have to be gone?”

      “I don’t know. It’s going to be up to the Inquisitor to determine how long I have to remain. Likely it will be as long as it takes for her to be satisfied that I have remembered everything I need about the elementals. It could be several months, or could be as long as several years.”

      Tolan blinked. When Master Daniels had said he would be leaving, he thought it might be a few weeks. But months? “What about me?”

      Master Daniels frowned. “I’m sorry, Tolan. Truly, I am. I’ll see if I can find you something to do in the seven days before I have to leave, but I won’t have any work while I’m away, and they won’t allow me to bring my apprentice to Amitan.”

      Tolan stared at him. Without his apprenticeship, what would he do? Where would he go? This was almost worse than being sent away. At least were he sent away, it would have been for something he’d done, and this was for something Master Daniels had done—or not done. And even that had not been very egregious.

      Without his apprenticeship, he wouldn’t have any way of supporting himself. It meant he would have to take on other tasks. As he wasn’t a shaper, and even his sensing ability was particularly weak, any job he would be able to take on would be for little pay and would involve hard labor.

      He had seven days. And then what would he become?
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      The inside of the tavern was boisterous, far more upbeat than Tolan felt. He should have gone someplace where he could have found solitude, but Tanner had dragged him out, demanding an opportunity to raise his spirits. Tolan didn’t have the heart to tell them there would be nothing he could do, unless he had a job to offer.

      Minstrels played in the back of the tavern and a trio of acrobats performed, tumbling and jumping. They had finished juggling a short while ago, and while their ability to juggle flaming sticks had been impressive, it wasn’t what he wanted to see.

      Tanner returned from the bar with two mugs and set them on the table in front of Tolan. “At least have a drink.”

      “I’m not in the mood for a drink,” Tolan said.

      “It will work out.”

      Tolan glanced at Tanner before lifting the mug and taking a long drink. The sweet mead slipped along his tongue, thickened with honey and almost cloyingly saccharine. Normally, he wouldn’t care about such things and would be focused more on the activity around him, but it was difficult to bring him out of his self-pity. It was one thing to have no shaping ability and very little sensing ability when he had an apprenticeship that was honorable, but without that, he was left with nothing.

      “All you have to do is figure out something to do until Master Daniels returns, right?”

      Tolan shrugged. “I suppose. The problem is that Master Daniels doesn’t know when he will return. It could be months or it could be a year or more.”

      He had told Tanner all of this already when he had gone to him with the issue of his sudden unemployment, hoping Tanner might have some ideas. Unfortunately, his friend had nothing to offer, though Tolan hadn’t really expected that. With his ability to shape, there was no reason for Tanner to have to worry about finding employment. He would always have someplace to work, and whether that was getting selected to go to the Academy or whether that meant remaining within Ephra and studying with the school here, his shaping ability would always provide him some employment.

      “It’s only a problem if you let it become one,” he said.

      “You say it as if I have some choice in the matter. I was apprenticed, and now I’m not.”

      Tanner grabbed his mug and took a long drink, wiping his arm across his mouth before setting the mug down. “And I think this will all work out.”

      Tolan took another drink before pushing the sweet mead away. “I’m going to go outside.”

      “Just enjoy the music and the dancing,” Tanner said.

      “You can enjoy those things. I’m going to go and think.”

      He stood, half expecting Tanner would join him, but three others from the local school, all shapers, entered the tavern and Tanner smiled at them, waving them over to take a seat.

      Tolan waved at Tanner, not begrudging him the opportunity to visit with his friends, but he didn’t belong. He was out of place with the other shapers, and that seemed as much a sign of what he should be doing as anything.

      Light was fading when he made it back out onto the street, and he wandered. Tanner had chosen a tavern near the center of the city, not far from the shaping school and a place where he often had Tolan meet him. Most of the time, he had no problem with this location. Not that he didn’t want to be a shaper like Tanner, but he’d come to terms with the fact that he wasn’t. Regardless of what Master Daniels said about the possibility he might be a late bloomer, he didn’t expect he would develop those abilities. How could he? Those who did were incredibly rare.

      As he made his way along the street, he stared down at his feet, his mind racing through the various possibilities of what he could do. As Tanner said, maybe it wasn’t nearly as bad as he had let himself begin to believe. There was no point in pitying himself. Master Daniels would welcome him back to his apprenticeship when he returned from Amitan, so he didn’t have to worry about taking on an unpleasant job long-term. Anything he did would be short-term. While the jobs he might take on would be unpleasant—and he had begun to think about finding a farmer to work with or even risk himself in the mines—they didn’t mean he would have to do them indefinitely.

      He could deal with unpleasantness for a little while. Anyone could.

      Tolan wasn’t paying attention and bumped into someone.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, looking up. The man in front of him had a sharp jawline, with a scar running along one cheek. His eyes had a flatness to them, and he quickly looked Tolan up and down before nodding.

      “It’s fine,” the man grunted.

      Tolan noted the crimson jacket the man wore. It had the same color and texture as what he’d seen on Irina and Orank. Could he be with them? Maybe there were more Inquisitors in Ephra. If that were the case, it meant they were worried about the elemental.

      As Tolan started off, the man spoke again. “Are you with the school?”

      Tolan paused and shook his head. “No.”

      “Not a shaper, then?”

      Tolan chuckled. “Not even a little.”

      The itching sense along his skin returned, reminding him of what he’d felt from Irina. “Interesting.”

      “What is?”

      The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a sheet of paper, handing it over to Tolan. “It doesn’t matter. Why don’t you spread the word to those in your city?”

      “What word?” Tolan asked as he took the paper. He looked down, reading the first few lines, his eyes widening. When he looked up, the man was gone.

      He stared at the page for a few moments before folding it up and starting back down the street toward the tavern. When he reached it, he pulled the door open and found Tanner dancing with a dark-haired woman. Tolan watched him for a few moments, not recognizing the woman but suspecting she was another shaper from the school. These days, most of Tanner’s friends were from the school. Tolan was the only one who wasn’t. He’d suspected their respective positions would pull them apart, but Tanner had maintained their friendship despite his continuing on in school and Tolan going off to an apprenticeship.

      “You came back,” Tanner said when he saw Tolan. He smiled, winking at the woman. “Have you met my friend Tolan?” he asked the woman.

      She looked over, smiling slightly. “I haven’t had the pleasure,” she said.

      “Tolan, this is Selara. She’s a fire shaper.” He flashed a smile.

      Tolan chuckled inwardly. Most believed fire shapers were passionate and impulsive, though he had never seen it for himself. Master Salman certainly wasn’t impulsive, at least on the few occasions Tolan had the chance to interact with him. He couldn’t comment on his passion. And he could see Selara’s appeal. With her strawberry blonde hair and shapely figure, she was quite lovely.

      Tolan nodded politely and handed the paper over to Tanner. Tanner took it, his brow furrowing as he unfolded it, and he scanned the page before looking up. “Where did you get this?”

      “I ran into a man on the street.”

      “You ran into him?”

      “Bumped into him is probably more accurate,” he said. “He asked if I went to the school here, and when I told him no, he handed me that and told me to spread the word.”

      “What is it?” Selara asked.

      “A Selection.”

      “What?” she asked, grabbing the paper from him.

      Tanner looked at Tolan for a moment. “But it’s not the right time for a Selection. They weren’t supposed to be here for another few months. We would have prepared.”

      “Is there that much to prepare for?”

      “You don’t understand,” he started. “When they come for a Selection, they put shapers through tests. Only the most capable are brought to the Academy.”

      “If it doesn’t happen this year, there’s always next year.”

      “I didn’t offer myself for Selection last year because I didn’t think I was ready, but I don’t want to be here another year,” Tanner said. “I thought this was going to be the year I was selected.”

      Tolan blinked. There were times when he felt the same way, but it was different to hear it from his friend. “Well, then maybe you had better prepare.”

      “The Selection is tomorrow. There isn’t time to prepare.”

      “Everyone will be in the same position as you. You just have to do your best.”

      Tanner looked around the tavern and Tolan noticed he blanched the slightest bit as he took in the other students—all shapers—who were at least one mug deep into their mead. He turned his attention back to Selara. “I… I think I need to be going,” he said.

      He stepped away from her and Tolan followed. “Is there anything I can do to help you prepare?”

      “I don’t know. I need to work on my shapings to be able to demonstrate the most complicated ones that I can. Even that might not be enough.”

      “Are you sure that that’s what the Selection entails?”

      Tanner shook his head. “I’m not sure of anything when it comes to a Selection. Those who go through and fail are spirit-shaped so they don’t remember the details.”

      “Really? What’s the point of that?”

      “I don’t know. Most of us think it’s to prevent others from anticipating the test. It also allows you to be tested year after year. This was going to be my first attempt.”

      “I’ve seen you when shaping. You’ll be fine.” He wasn’t certain whether that was true or not. From what he’d seen from Tanner, he had skill with his shaping but he wasn’t necessarily a strong shaper. Others like Velthan were stronger, even if they weren’t nearly as skilled. It might be that lack of strength might put Tanner at a disadvantage.

      “What if it’s more about strength than skill?” Tanner asked, putting voice to Tolan’s question.

      “Then you take another year to develop your strength. I don’t see what the problem is.”

      “You wouldn’t because you aren’t a shaper,” Tanner said. “You can’t understand what it means to have the opportunity to go to the Academy.”

      Tolan stopped. “No. I can’t understand what that means. I’ll never have that opportunity. But what I do know is that even if you don’t go to the Academy, you still get to be a shaper. Even if you don’t go to the Academy, you still have a future. It may not be the exact one you want, but at least you don’t have to worry about going to work in the mines or struggling to work some farmers’ fields.”

      “Tolan—I’m sorry. You know I wasn’t meaning that.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know what you meant. I’m sure you will do well. Just as I’m sure that if it doesn’t go as well as you want, your outlook is still much brighter than mine.”

      He stepped past Tanner and back onto the street, making his way into the night.
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      The school in Ephra was a prestigious place. Tolan suspected most schools were prestigious, especially as they taught shapers how to master their magic. Tolan had never spent much time at the school. There had been no reason to do so. But he found himself at the school today, wanting to be there for Tanner. He owed that to his friend.

      He’d spent the night wandering, feeling bad about the way he’d left things with Tanner. He didn’t want to leave his friend angry. Tanner had every right to want to make something else of himself, to leave Ephra behind. How could he not? There wasn’t much in the city for anyone.

      He paused at the door. A copy of the same note he’d been given by the Academy Selector was pinned to the door of the school, and he stared at it for a moment. This was what everyone in the school wanted. Everyone came hoping for the possibility they would be selected, and it was understandable. If they were selected, then they could go anywhere—and serve anywhere—after their training was done. It was a wonder that people like Master Daniels and Master Salman ever came back to Ephra.

      Tolan pulled the door open. The Selection wasn’t a closed event, at least as far as he could tell. The note the Selector had given him—the one that was the same as the one attached to the door—made it seem as if any could attend.

      He wasn’t sure how that worked, especially as anyone who might attend would have memory of the Selection. It didn’t matter. He was here for his friend.

      Tolan stepped into the entrance to the school.

      The building was three stories tall and made completely of shaped stone. Archways that wouldn’t otherwise have been possible, created a grand entrance, and the foyer stretched the entirety of the three stories over his head. Tolan found his gaze drawn to the ceiling, marveling at the intricacy of the stonework, amazed at what shapers had managed. This was one of the buildings in Ephra that had been meticulously maintained. Then again, the school likely used shapers they trained in order to maintain it.

      “You aren’t one of our students,” a stern-faced woman said as he entered. She was dressed in a formal black robe and had gray hair only a shade lighter than her gown twisted up into a tight bun atop her head.

      “I’m not one of the students, but I came to support a friend of mine.”

      “The Selection is a closed process,” she said.

      Tolan frowned and reached into his pocket and pulled the form out, scanning the page again. Much as he’d thought, it made it clear that any could attend. He flashed it at the woman, pointing to the page. “It says here that I can be here. I don’t have to be in the school.”

      “Anyone can attend for the chance of Selection, but it’s not an open event.”

      He debated turning around and simply waiting outside, but if Tanner wasn’t selected, he might not remember Tolan had even come. And if he was selected, Tolan wanted to be here for it.

      “Fine. Then I have come for the Selection.”

      The woman glared at him. “You understand that you will fail.”

      “Most assuredly,” he said.

      “And those who fail to progress have a spirit-shaping placed upon them. You won’t remember ever coming here.”

      He smiled and nodded. “It doesn’t matter. I came to present myself for the Selection.”

      The woman glared at him again before finally waving her hand at him. “Then go in, but even a weak attempt at the testing will be difficult. You will likely suffer.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      He shouldn’t be so cavalier with her, but he couldn’t help himself. And more than likely, he wouldn’t remember what he said to her anyway.

      She fixed him with her stern expression but he only smiled.

      “Follow me, then,” she said.

      She motioned for him to follow and guided him away from the entrance. Tolan continued to stare, marveling at the way the earth shapers had formed everything, from the ceiling arching overhead to the pillars that seemed to support the entire structure. Everything had a sense of power to it.

      Would it be like that in other shaped buildings throughout Ephra? He hadn’t the opportunity to visit too many places that had been shaped. As he wasn’t a shaper himself, he wasn’t often invited to such places. Even though Master Daniels was an earth shaper, he hadn’t used his skills to do much more than fortify his woodsmith shop. Tolan had never asked him about why he had not.

      They passed through a doorway with a door seemingly carved from an enormous slab of stone. He glanced at it for a moment before continuing down the hall with her. She moved at a brisk clip, not giving him the opportunity to remain behind and stare for too long.

      She stopped at the end of the hall. “Even though you aren’t a shaper, I will tell you the same as I tell everyone else who comes for testing. Beyond this door, you will find challenges you have never imagined. You will find yourself tested in a way you never have before. If you succeed, you will be granted access to one of the most prestigious places in all of Terndahl. If you fail, you will return, not knowing what has transpired. Those who attempt and fail time and again have no memory of this, other than a vague recollection of pain and failure.” She regarded Tolan for a moment. “I trust you will not choose to attempt this Selection again.”

      “I don’t know. It depends on how this goes.”

      She stared at him before turning away and pushing the door open. She stepped aside and Tolan entered the room, his gaze sweeping around it. The room was enormous, easily three times the size of Master Daniels’ shop, and the ceiling stretched two stories overhead. It was ornately decorated, much like everything else within the school had been, and from where he stood, he thought he saw patterns worked into the stone, though he couldn’t be sure.

      His attention was drawn away and he looked over to a line of shapers all standing before a raised platform upon which three people stood. His stomach sank when he realized Irina was among them, but Orank was not.

      “Are Inquisitors always a part of the Selection?”

      The severe woman stared at him for a moment. “Who said anything about an Inquisitor?”

      He nodded to Irina. “She’s an Inquisitor.”

      “If you know she’s an Inquisitor, then you already know what you will be subjected to. It is too late for you to withdraw, but you might be able to step aside and have your memories of this eradicated before this goes too much further.”

      Tolan saw Tanner in the line. He stood near one end, his wavy brown hair pushed back, and he rocked from side to side, a sign that told Tolan how nervous he was. Maybe Tolan’s presence here would help reassure him, though it was just as possible Tanner would be worried—or irritated—that he’d come.

      “Nope. I think I’m content with facing my Selection.”

      The woman frowned at him. “Then go join the others.”

      He walked forward hesitantly. As he did, doubt began to creep in. What was he thinking? The paper had said any were allowed to enter the Selection, and he had foolishly thought that meant he could watch. He should have simply turned away. There was no shame in doing so, and it might have been better, and certainly easier, to have done that. At least that way, he didn’t have to worry about having his memories shaped away from him.

      As he approached, he could practically feel Irina’s gaze lingering on him. He made a point of looking away from her and instead turned to look at the other two on either side of her. One was the man he’d bumped into the night before. Much like Irina, he was dressed in a crimson robe that hung to the floor, a silver crest on his breast that Tolan couldn’t completely make out. The other person was another woman, though younger than Irina. She had golden hair and a pleasantly round face with a hint of a smile twisting her lips.

      Maybe not everybody at the Academy was as terrifying as Irina.

      He took his place, squeezing in between Tanner and one of the other shapers, an older man he didn’t know. The man glared at him for a moment, and Tolan shrugged.

      “What are you doing here?” Tanner hissed out of the corner of his mouth.

      “I thought I could come and observe.”

      “Observe? Why would you think that?”

      “The Selection said it was open to anyone,” Tolan said. “I wanted to show my support for you.”

      “Like this?”

      “I felt bad about the way we left things last night. You know I want you to reach the Academy.”

      “Tolan—”

      “If we are all gathered, then the Selection may begin,” Irina said. Her voice was a harsh monotone, and there was something within it that sounded almost like a chant, as if her manner of speaking the words mattered as much as the words themselves. “Those who have presented themselves for Selection, please take a step forward.”

      Tanner shook his head. “You don’t have to do this,” he whispered before taking his step forward.

      Tolan stared at Irina. If she was the reason he was going to have to find another job for the next few months, maybe this could be his revenge for what she was going to put him—and Master Daniels—through. “I really do,” he whispered, following Tanner forward.

      “You have all gathered for Selection. Being selected to the Academy is an honor that few are offered. If you are selected, you have no choice but to accompany your Selector, and from there, you will be shown the intricacies of the element bonds and will learn to control them in ways your school has not yet taught.”

      Tolan smiled to himself. The school hadn’t taught him anything, but he suspected Irina knew that. What must she be thinking?

      The way she stared at him, almost as if focusing her attention solely on him, made it seem she was none too pleased by the fact he was even there.

      “Even when you accompany your Selector, you may still fail. Not all are fit for the Academy. If you reach the Academy and fail, you will face a different future. Those who come to the Academy and lack the capacity to reach and understand the element bonds must stay and serve the Academy. Failures become servants.” The words hung in the air, almost a threat. “Consider this your last opportunity to change your mind. You will be spirit-shaped, and you will never recall the fact that you did not go through with the Selection. None will know, save the Selectors.”

      Tolan looked along the line of shapers, wondering who, if any, would turn away. He saw Velthan near the other end of the line, standing near Percy and Barton. He wasn’t surprised all three of them had submitted themselves for Selection.

      Irina waited a moment, leaving the words hanging in the air. It took Tolan a moment to realize they had been shaped and that was the reason they seemed to hover there.

      A younger woman near the middle of the line of shapers took a step forward. She shivered and held her jaw tilted up. After she did, two others followed her lead, an older man and another woman. Tolan didn’t know any of their names, though he’d seen two of them before.

      “There is no shame in recognizing the danger of failure.” The severe woman gathered the three and guided them to the back of the room. “The rest of you who remain will be tested. You will experience hardship. And if you fail, you will not remember the events, but may recall the feelings you experience.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he whispered to Tanner.

      “Stop,” he said.

      Would he do the same if he had the opportunity to go to the Academy to train? Knowing failure was a distinct possibility, and that if he failed, he might end up as a servant within the Academy, might make him do the same as the other three.

      Tolan had no expectation of success, so he didn’t worry about failure.

      Irina stepped away from the raised platform, floating to the ground on what must’ve been a shaping of air. “The first test will involve looking within yourself,” she said, starting toward the line of shapers. “You will have your mind turn inward, and as you do, you will see things you have wanted to forget. You will experience memories you have tried to suppress. And if you come out of it, you will pass on to the next test.”

      If they came out of it? What would happen if they didn’t?

      Irina started at the opposite end of the line. She tapped a finger on the shaper’s forehead. The person gasped and Irina moved on. She made her way along the line, doing the same over and over. Each time was the same, or near enough as to be indistinguishable. Everyone sucked in a breath and then fell silent.

      Tolan was vaguely aware of the effect of her shaping. It was the same tightness along his skin that he’d felt while in Master Daniels’ shop, and it left his body tense. He hadn’t been afraid of what they would subject him to before, not expecting he would have any ability to pass, but if she used a spirit shaping to force his mind to look inward, he didn’t necessarily need a shaping to experience that part of the test.

      She reached him before he was fully ready. Her face was unreadable and she reached toward him, her long, slender finger stretching toward his forehead, seeming to approach him slowly.

      It gave him far too much time to think about what he might experience.

      And then she tapped his forehead.

      Darkness surged around him and he blinked, opening his eyes.

      When he did, his breath caught. It was his home, or it had been his home, many years ago. He took a step forward, and though he knew he was in what had to be a spirit shaping, he felt as if he moved. Everything around him seemed real.

      The smells were the same. That was what struck him first. He noticed his mother’s cooking, the scent of fresh bread and roasting meat filling the home. His mouth watered and a pang of sadness struck him. It had been years since he had smelled her cooking. Overtop the smells from the kitchen were the familiar odors of his childhood home. The spice from the lantern and the oil his father preferred. The slightly musty notes from their furniture. The flowers his mother liked to keep in vases, leaving a sweetness in the air.

      The sound of humming came from the kitchen and he headed in. He knew this wasn’t real—it couldn’t be—but if he could see his parents again…

      “Mother?”

      She looked up as he entered the kitchen. Her arms were coated in flour and she smiled up at him, dusting her hands on her apron. She stepped around the counter and came over, slipping her arms around him in a hug. When he was younger, he had often pulled away, long since having outgrown her hugs, but this time he didn’t. He allowed her to squeeze him and he breathed in her scent.

      This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real.

      “Tolan. What are you doing here? You were still supposed to be at school.”

      He swallowed. “We got done,” he found himself saying. Maybe this was a memory, and these were the words he had said, but he didn’t remember having this experience with his mother before.

      “If you’re done with school, then go and visit with your father. I’m sure he could use your help.”

      Tolan could only nod. He wanted to linger in the kitchen with his mother, wanted to stay with her, to have those moments, but he wanted to see his father just as much.

      He headed through the kitchen, following the familiar path he had always taken, and reaching the back of the building where his father had his shop.

      Seeing his father was just as hard as seeing his mother. It had been at least five years since he’d seen either of them, and the last time he’d seen them, he hadn’t known that he would never see them again. He had memories of them, but whatever it was that the Inquisitor did to him to force him back into his mind made everything feel so much more real than simply a memory.

      His father leaned over a piece of stonework, sending a shaping into it. This was a memory—Tolan was sure of it. He remembered coming out and seeing his father working with the stone, and for the first time being aware of the shaping his father used. Most of the time, he hadn’t known when his father was shaping. His own ability with sensing hadn’t been enough. He had always struggled in school to detect even the most potent shaping, but for some reason, he was able to detect what his father did today. It was the first time he felt as if he might be able to understand a shaping.

      “Father?” His voice caught as he spoke.

      His father looked up. Several days of scruff had grown on his cheeks, but it did nothing to mar the warm welcome he greeted Tolan with. “I imagine your mother asked if you weren’t supposed to be in school,” he said with a smile.

      “She did, but it got done early.”

      His father set aside the piece of stone he was working on. Tolan glanced down at it, never quite certain what it was his father worked on, though he noticed a symbol on this one shaped like a triangle, other symbols within it. His father had a weak potential with earth shaping, enough that he never struggled to find employment, but he wasn’t anywhere near as strong as someone like Master Daniels.

      “Did you get out early or did you just leave?”

      Tolan couldn’t remember what he had done. Had he left school early on this day? Both seemed to think he was home far before he should have been, which made it possible that he had come home long before school was done, but he wasn’t one to skip out on school, so he wasn’t sure why he would be home.

      “What are you working on?”

      His father glanced down at the table. In his shop were all sorts of instruments designed to help him with his carving. For the most part, his father did all of this as a hobby, not selling all of his carvings. It wasn’t that he couldn’t find buyers. His father was nothing if not incredibly detailed with his work, but he always said that he did these for himself and not for others.

      “Only a little project your mother and I are working on together.”

      “Together?”

      His father looked up and met Tolan’s eyes. “We do work on things together, you know.”

      Tolan smiled. “But she’s a water shaper.” And like his father, she was not necessarily a powerful water shaper, but she had skill. Sometimes, strength didn’t necessarily equate to skill. He’d seen that often enough with his mother to know it was true. Other water shapers would come to their home to discuss various shapings from time to time, though the same could be said about earth shapers coming to his father.

      “Which is why we work so well together. Water and earth.” He smiled.

      “Can I see it?”

      His father reached for the carving and set it on a high shelf, out of reach. “It’s not quite ready, Tolan. I promise you that when it is…”

      Tolan looked back at his father. As he did, he felt the overwhelming desire to remain here, to stay with his family. They had been gone for so long, and he missed them so badly that he wanted nothing more than to stay.

      But he knew he couldn’t. Just as he knew this wasn’t real. Despite how solid everything felt around him and how much everything felt as if it were real, he knew it was not. This was a memory—a shaping—and for him to move on, he needed to step out of it.

      More than that, if he didn’t, he remembered the warning that he might be trapped.

      He could see the appeal. If the other shapers walked back and saw something like this, a memory where they were happy—truly happy—he could see them getting stuck.

      “Father… I have to go.”

      His father frowned. “Why would you have to go? I thought you said you got done with school early?” There was a hint of a sly smile playing across his face.

      “Tanner asked if I could go with him. We were going to explore the ravine.”

      They did that often enough that it wouldn’t attract any attention, but Tolan wondered if he had said those words at this time or whether it was something he said only in this memory.

      “Be careful. I know he’s already developing some affinity for wind, but when a young boy begins to discover shaping, strange things can happen.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that with me.”

      His father clasped his shoulders. “Don’t think you’re anything less than you are because you can’t shape. There have been a great many good and powerful men who weren’t able to shape, and that never made them anything less than what they were.”

      His father’s advice was as good now as it was then. Tears started to well in his eyes and Tolan turned away. “I’ll be careful,” he said. “I love you.”

      His father had already turned away and had started working on another stone carving. Tolan watched it for a moment, noticing he was using the shaping on the stone, and somehow there seemed to be a reverberation within the stone, but he pulled his attention away.

      He paused in the kitchen long enough to see his mother and pull her into another hug before tearing himself away. He didn’t trust himself to speak, and his mother was distracted with her baking. Maybe she wouldn’t have said anything anyway. All of this was part of his vision.

      It was no longer memory. Tolan had done none of this when he had come here before. This was in his mind. He reached the front door to their home, and he paused to look back at it one last time, letting his gaze sweep around the inside. Everything here was the way it had been. Comfortable. After his parents disappeared, he had been taken in by Master Daniels, allowed to apprentice and stay in the shop, but it had never been home, not the way this had been.

      Tolan took a deep breath and stepped through the door.

      There was a flash of light followed by incredible darkness.

      When it cleared, he was standing once more in the room at the school. The three shapers stood on the raised platform, watching the others. Tolan looked along the line, suspecting everyone else had already escaped from the shaping, and was surprised to see only two others were looking around like himself. One of them was Velthan, and he glanced down the row of shapers and saw Tolan, his gaze narrowing into a glare.

      Tolan turned away. As he did, he met Irina’s gaze. She looked at him with an expression similar to the one Velthan gave him, a hard stare accompanied by the strange itching along his skin. Was she shaping him again?

      There was supposed to be some way to protect himself against the spirit shaping, but without a connection to the element bonds, he wasn’t sure he could protect his mind. Irina could do whatever she wanted to him, shaping him and drawing out the memory he’d had.

      Tolan wanted to protect that memory. It was his and not meant for her. He wanted to keep those images of his parents, the memory of what he’d experienced, to himself.

      Stay out of my mind.

      If she was shaping him, she gave no sign she knew what he said. It made him feel better, though, and the itching seemed to ease.

      Slowly, others awakened. Tanner came around, and he glanced over. “You made it?”

      “It wasn’t a shaping test,” Tolan said.

      “It was a shaped test.”

      “I’m not sure that makes a difference. What did you see?”

      “The day I first discovered I was a wind shaper,” Tanner said, smiling.

      Tolan remembered that day. When Tanner had discovered he was a wind shaper, he had nearly torn the door off the school. The instructors were prepared for such possibilities and had both fortified the door to prevent it from being ripped free, but they also were ready for any of the students to develop a shaping potential. Tanner had been surrounded by instructors, and everyone had congratulated him.

      “What did you see?”

      “My parents.”

      Tanner frowned, glancing over at him. “Your parents?”

      “It seems like they wanted us to experience something that made us happy. It’s been years since I saw my parents. Seeing them again made me happy.”

      Tanner started to say something but Irina shaped herself back down to the ground on a gust of wind and came to stand in front of the row of shapers and Tolan.

      “Those of you who have passed will move on to the next step in the Selection. You have done well. Only a small percentage of those with the ability to shape will ever pass the first test.” She looked at each of the remaining shapers in line, and Tolan realized the others were missing. Where had they gone? Her gaze lingered on Tolan the longest before moving on to Tanner. “The next test will be more difficult. It is a test of potential. Each of you will be assigned a task, and you will need to complete it, and if you do not, you will not move on.”

      Tolan wasn’t entirely sure what he expected, but he certainly didn’t think she would move along the line, tapping each person on the chest with her long finger. As she went, each person gasped again, and when she reached him, her gaze lingered on him until her finger slammed into his chest.

      There came a flash of light and he found himself gasping.

      When his eyes opened, he was in a forest.

      Not just any forest, but the forest outside Ephra. It was as it had been before the elemental had destroyed a massive stretch of it. The air was silent, with no sound of birds singing or insects chirping. There was nothing. It was almost as if there was a heaviness to the air. A weight.

      This was shaped. All of it.

      Was this a memory, or was she creating a vision much like she had the last time?

      He was to be given a task, but what task would there be?

      Power bloomed around him. He felt it tingling on his skin. It was similar to what he’d experienced with the rogue elemental, but this had a different texture to it. Was it a shaping? He wasn’t always attuned to shaping, but maybe in the vision it would be clearer than it normally was.

      Tolan stepped forward. The forest blurred past, trees streaking past him. As he did, he knew this was nothing more than a vision, even though he had known it before. When he stopped, he looked around the clearing he found himself in. The light had faded and it seemed as if the moon shone down from above, starlight twinkling in the sky. A soft breeze flowed through the trees, pulling at the leaves high overhead, creating a rustling that disturbed the silence around.

      Why was he here?

      The sense of tingling along his skin intensified.

      This time, he was more certain it was not a shaping. It was an elemental.

      Was his assignment to find the elemental? The Academy certainly wanted their shapers to know how to contain them and to force them back into the bond, so perhaps part of the testing involved knowing how to find an elemental, but what could he do if he came across it? He had no shaping ability.

      The pressure on his skin increased, building with accelerating power. Whatever elemental was here was growing stronger. Power exploded.

      The ground rumbled beneath him.

      An earth elemental.

      Tolan could only stare. In the middle of the clearing, the ground began to separate and a creature of stone erupted, coming to fill the clearing. The power he had been feeling increased, and it radiated from the elemental.

      The elemental turned toward him. It looked vaguely humanoid, with arms and legs of thick stone and a long face. Somehow, Tolan was aware the elemental recognized him.

      A scream sounded from within the forest.

      He frowned. He recognized that scream. Tanner. He was sure of it.

      The elemental blocked his way. Somehow, he would have to get past the elemental in order to get to Tanner.

      He didn’t think he could go through the elemental and had no way to push the elemental back into the bond, and—knowing this was nothing more than a vision, so he had no need to do so—he decided the alternative was to run around it.

      Would he be able to do so?

      When he had stepped forward before, the trees of the forest of blurred past him. Maybe the same thing would happen this time.

      Tolan took a step.

      Everything streaked past him. Colors blurred, but it was mostly browns and blacks of the forest. When he stopped, the forest had changed and the trees were more widely spaced than they had been before. Tolan looked around, searching for Tanner. He was certain he’d heard him, but where was he?

      There was nothing.

      The forest around him remained silent, the same sort of silence as when he’d first come to the forest.

      Maybe the scream had only been his imagination, but he didn’t think so.

      Rumbling came from beneath him, building through the earth, the rumbling that seemed like thunder or an avalanche. He felt it through his bones, and the shaking jolted him. If he stayed here, the earth elemental would catch him.

      Where was Tanner?

      He took another step, and again there came the sense of blurring, everything moving past him faster and faster until it stopped.

      He was still in the forest, but now the trees were not nearly as tall as they had been before. Beyond the edge of the forest, he could see an empty field stretching far into the distance. The ground was brown and barren. Bleak.

      The waste.

      Now he knew this was nothing more than his vision. He’d never ventured through the forest, and certainly not far enough to visit the waste. None in Ephra ever traveled that far. Most knew better, knowing it was dangerous to venture too close to where people feared the Draasin Lord called his home.

      The rumbling continued to build behind him, pursuing him.

      If he took another step, he would head out onto the waste, and even in the vision, Tolan didn’t want to risk that. There had been the threat of danger in the last vision, and had he not been careful, Irina claimed he could be trapped. Maybe the same sort of danger was possible here.

      Unless all of this was part of the test? Were they trying to see if he was drawn to the wastelands? What would they do if they knew he had ventured this far through the forest? Would they believe he sympathized with the Draasin Lord, the same way people feared that his parents sympathized with him?

      He had the sense that he didn’t want Irina to believe he was a sympathizer. With her spirit shaping, it wasn’t too hard to imagine that she would be aware of what he’d experienced, and if she was aware of that, would she use it against him?

      Tolan turned. It meant heading back into the heart of the forest and risking himself against the earth elemental, but at the same time, it meant going back for Tanner. Wasn’t that the reason he had headed this way?

      There came another scream.

      It was different than before, and there was something in it that reminded him of his mother.

      He’d never heard his mother scream, so he didn’t know whether it was her or whether Irina was somehow shaping him to make him fear that it was. It was possible either answer was true.

      Another scream came, the same as before, though this time, he knew it wasn’t his mother. The scream came from out in the waste.

      Tolan had every intention of going deeper into the forest and seeing what he could find of Tanner, but on hearing that scream, one that seemed to draw him out into the dangerous wastelands, he felt compelled to go after it.

      And maybe that was part of this test. He had to make a choice.

      Would he go after his friend—a wind shaper of some skill—or would he go after this other person?

      It was possible the other scream was part of the test, a way of determining whether he would go after the Draasin Lord, although it was just as likely someone really needed help.

      The only thing he knew was that this test was a task.

      The ground rumbled, heaving up behind him. He turned to see the massive stone elemental blocking his way into the forest.

      There wasn’t a choice, not anymore. He had to go after the other person. Even if he didn’t, he didn’t think he could escape the earth elemental. The creature was moving quickly—far more quickly than he could—and he was stuck.

      Tolan took a step toward the wastelands.

      A flutter of nerves nearly stopped him, but Tolan pushed through it. What choice did he have? He needed to get to whoever had screamed.

      When he stopped, he stood beyond the edge of the forest. He turned slowly, taking in the landscape, noting the hard, dry ground with nothing growing on it before finally looking back at the forest.

      It stretched impossibly far behind him.

      This was something different than a spirit shaping. It had to be. He had no idea how Irina had given him this vision. She was a bond shaper, so it was possible she had been there before, but how was she able to give him that image?

      There was no one here.

      Tolan turned slowly, looking for the sound that had drawn him out, and saw nothing other than the emptiness of the waste.

      The ground rumbled again.

      As the stone elemental erupted, Tolan sprinted, making his way back toward the forest, trying to get around the elemental. Pressure from a shaping washed over him, but he pushed through it, ignoring the sense of the shaping as he streaked toward the elemental and exploded on the other side. He looked around for evidence of whoever had screamed but saw nothing.

      Though there might not be anyone in the waste for him, he could return to the forest for Tanner.

      Another step carried him to the edge of the forest. Another brought him back within it. A third brought him to the clearing where he had first appeared.

      Tolan looked around, knowing he didn’t have much time before the earth elemental reached him, but there was nothing.

      He moved carefully, sweeping in a circle as he looked for Tanner. He had to be here somewhere.

      As he made a steady circle, the rumbling in the ground that came from the earth elemental continued to build. He tried to ignore it but how could he? The power coming from the elemental was too much. It pressed on him, trying to force him into the earth with it. Tolan struggled, straining against the effect of the elemental.

      And then he saw Tanner.

      Some sort of shaping had him trapped in the forest. There were others lying with him, forced into the ground the same way Tolan had nearly been forced down. He grabbed for Tanner, dragging him free with a scream.

      Tanner didn’t move. He didn’t breathe.

      He had to get him out of the forest, but he also wanted to help these others.

      He grabbed the next person trapped by the shaping and pulled them free. As it had been with Tanner, he struggled to do so, straining to tear them out of the shaping that had them trapped in the ground. This one was a woman, and he pulled her free with something like a snap.

      The next person was Velthan.

      Tolan hesitated only a moment before grabbing him and pulling on him, tearing him free from the shaping. He worked quickly, one after another, dragging them all out of the ground, tearing them away.

      As he did, he realized it wasn’t a shaping at all. It was the earth elemental.

      It had to be nothing more than a vision. This wasn’t real.

      And if it wasn’t real, he wasn’t beholden to fear. He didn’t need to worry about whether or not he could shape and force the elemental back into the bond. All he had to worry about was removing the threat of the elemental.

      When the rumbling exploded and the earth elemental stood in front of him, Tolan strode forward and pushed with all his might upon it. The elemental was solid, and he strained for a long moment before the elemental toppled over, exploding into dust.

      Tolan sank to the ground, but only for a moment. He still had to help these others.

      He reached for the next trapped person and had begun to pull on them when light flashed brightly before fading into complete darkness.

      “I’m not done!” Tolan cried out. “I still need to help the rest!”

      When he opened his eyes, he was back in the room.

      Irina stood in front of him, watching him.

      Tolan tore his gaze away from her, not wanting to be caught up in her attention, and glanced over at Tanner. He was still out, though he made soft moaning sounds. The others along the line of people with him did the same. Tanner opened his eyes, a glazed look on his face as he searched the room.

      Tolan turned his attention back to Irina. “What’s the point of this?”

      He looked away from her and saw the severe-looking woman guiding some of the others away from the testing area. It might have been a coincidence, but the people Tolan had found in the forest and pulled free from the earth elemental were all left in the room.

      “Those of you who have remained have shown great courage. It is rare to have so many survive that stage of testing,” Irina said, fixing Tolan with a hard-eyed gaze. “The next phase in the testing will be the most difficult. It is the one you will have the least amount of control over.”

      She started at the opposite end of the line and this time, she used both hands to tap on both heart and forehead. The shaping that came from her could be felt all the way down the line. No one gasped when she touched them. Instead, they simply collapsed.

      As they collapsed, the woman came and dragged each person away. One by one, they were removed until she reached Tolan. Even Velthan had been brought away, presumably having failed his Selection. After Tolan, there would only be two others.

      She studied him with interest as she tapped him.

      Tolan didn’t even have the chance to react. The shaping struck him more quickly than he could account for, and it washed over him. Pain surged through him, almost incapacitating. Strength started to leach out of him, but he fought it. Words couldn’t express how he managed to fight it, only that it seemed to come from deep within.

      Irina watched him for a moment before moving on. When she tapped Tanner, he collapsed. She reached the last one, the dark-haired woman Tolan had rescued from the forest, and like all of the others, she collapsed.

      When she was done, Irina made her way to the raised platform and focused her attention fully upon Tolan. “It is done.”

      “What is done?” he found himself asking.

      “You have been selected.”
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      Heat drifted up from the floor, likely shaped, giving a comfortable warmth to the small room Tolan now found himself in. He’d been here several hours, waiting for someone—anyone—to come in and explain what had happened. It had to be a mistake. There was no way he could have been selected.

      Every so often, he heard sounds along the hallway outside. As he didn’t attend this school, he had no idea where he was in the building. They had escorted him through a maze of hallways, leading him quickly through before dropping him off here. As far as Tolan could tell, no others had been brought away from the Selection the same way.

      Tolan paced, his mind racing over what he’d been through during the Selection process. None of it had required him to show any ability to shape. That had to be a mistake. He shouldn’t have been able to pass the Selection without any shaping ability, especially since they were taking him to the Academy where they trained bond shapers. What was the point, otherwise?

      Answers didn’t come. As much as he wanted to know what the point of all of this was, without Irina or one of the other Selectors coming to him, there was no way to understand what had occurred.

      When the door finally opened, the man he’d encountered in the street stood there, a half smile on his face. He wore the same crimson-colored jacket, and his deep brown eyes had something of a sparkle to them. He leaned on the doorframe for a moment, watching Tolan. “I have to tell you, you created quite the stir.”

      “I didn’t mean to do anything,” Tolan said.

      The man chuckled. “Is it true?”

      “Is what true?”

      “Is it true you can’t shape?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Then why did you present yourself for testing?”

      “I expected to fail.”

      “You what?” The man chuckled again, staring at him. “Why would you have come if you intended to fail?”

      “I came because I wanted to support my friend. We”—he debated how much to share, but maybe they would let him out of this if he explained why he’d come—“had an argument. I didn’t want him to think I was upset with him.”

      “You were that worried about your friend, that you came and presented yourself for testing to the Academy?”

      “Like I said, I didn’t expect to pass.”

      The man shifted as he stared at Tolan, crossing his arms over his chest. “Well, you did. And now you did, you are obligated to come to the Academy for training.”

      He blinked. Were they really going to hold him to this? He wasn’t even a shaper. There was no point in going to the Academy to attempt to train. All that would happen was that he would fail, and the moment he did, he would be forced to remain, forever a servant.

      That had been the agreement.

      “I’m obligated to go with you even if I can’t shape?”

      The man shrugged. “I’ll be honest. Most who can’t shape don’t present themselves for testing, so I haven’t seen this before. Then again, there is something to the testing itself that helps us determine whether anyone has the necessary characteristics to succeed at the Academy. Seeing as how you passed the Selection, I’m left to wonder whether or not you do have those necessary characteristics. And if you do, that might mean you still have the potential to shape, even if you haven’t developed it yet.”

      Tolan had long ago given up on the idea that he might be able to shape. When he had failed to develop much of a sensing ability, hope of succeeding with shaping had been squashed. His parents were shapers, but neither of them was very powerful, which meant he would be unlikely to be much of a shaper. Tolan had always thought they were secretly pleased by that. He didn’t understand why, but it seemed they didn’t want him to shape.

      “And if I fail to progress?”

      “You heard the Inquisitor when you presented yourself for Selection,” the man said. “There are things you can learn in the Academy that will be useful to you, but there are other things dangerous for those unaffiliated with the Academy—or the Council. It’s for that reason that any selected must remain in Amitan, serving the Academy.”

      He looked around the walls, feeling suddenly as if he was very much in prison. He had gone from having a future as a woodsmith, a job with some prestige, to being unemployed for a short period of time, to now being obligated to travel to Amitan and attend the Academy. He might have been better off having gone to the mines to work while waiting for Master Daniels to return.

      “When do I have to go?” Maybe they’d have time to reconsider. They couldn’t really want him as a part of the Academy.

      “The Selection is over, so we leave immediately. I’ve been away from Amitan long enough, and it seems the Grand Inquisitor thinks I need to return.”

      “Why have you been away?”

      The man smiled tightly at him. “For many reasons. When the Grand Inquisitor arrived…”

      “I thought you came with her?”

      The man flashed a quick smile. “Anyway, it’s time for us to go. Typically, those selected are escorted away from the school so they aren’t tempted to reveal the details of the Selection process to those who’ve had their minds shaped, but we were forced to modify our plans, seeing as how you were the one who passed the Selection process. We had to have quite the discussion, as I’m sure you understand, about what to do with you.”

      “I can’t even see my friend?”

      “I’m sorry. I really am.” He watched Tolan for a moment before shoving out his hand. “I’m Jory Harris.”

      Tolan hesitated before grabbing Jory’s hand and shaking it. “I’m Tolan Ethar.”

      “Come on then, Tolan. It’s time for us to make our way to Amitan and to the Academy. It’s time for you to begin your training and for me to get settled back in.”

      Tolan thought about what Tanner would remember. He wouldn’t even remember Tolan had come to visit him before the Selection. And afterward, he would think only Tolan had abandoned Ephra, having gone off to seek employment somewhere else. How could he not? They had argued, and he would wonder why Tolan had disappeared.

      At least he could look for Master Daniels. If he had been summoned back to Amitan, then he would have someone he knew there.

      The Selector guided him through the halls and to a staircase. Tolan followed, looking around for evidence of anyone who might help him, but there would be no help. How could there be? Anyone who failed the testing would be brought away so as to be prepared for the possibility of testing in the future.

      At the top of the stairs, they took a door that led outside, and Tolan found they stood on the roof of the school. From here, the city spread out around them. The school was at the heart of the city, set amongst nice shops and buildings, places where the wealthy lived and worked. But only a few dozen streets away, the city quickly changed and the disrepair that Tolan was all too aware of became even more evident. Beyond there, he could almost see the outer edge of the city. The forest would be out there, the same forest he’d seen in the visions given to him during the Selection.

      “How much of it was real?” he asked.

      Jory shook his head. “None of it was real. It’s all part of the Inquisitor’s shaping.”

      “Even the very first shaping?”

      “That one is unique. You are brought inward, and you are given the opportunity to see something you long for. Many find themselves trapped there, content to relive that experience, while others recognize it for what it is—nothing more than a fragment of a memory. That’s what makes a good first step in screening.” Jory smiled.

      “And what of the second test?”

      “That is a different beast altogether. That is implanted by the Inquisitor. It’s the reason an Inquisitor is part of the Selection process.”

      “But there’s no shaping required.”

      “Isn’t there?”

      Tolan thought about what he’d seen during that vision. There hadn’t been any shaping required to escape the earth elemental. He’d simply pushed it. He hadn’t shaped or done anything.

      “Not from what I saw.”

      Jory watched him for a long moment before shrugging. “Perhaps there is no shaping required. Each experience is somewhat different. I can’t say for certain what you experienced, only what we typically have experienced during those visions.”

      “What was your experience like?”

      Jory shook his head. “Mine was long enough ago that I’ve forgotten it.”

      “You forgot it?”

      “As much as I can.”

      Tolan could tell there was something Jory wasn’t sharing. Considering how tormenting the experience had been, maybe Jory didn’t want to relive it. That was something Tolan could understand.

      “Where are the others?” he asked Jory.

      “It’s just the two of us. I am the Selector for Ephra this cycle.”

      “I thought there were two others. Irina and…” He realized he didn’t know the name of the other Selector, and maybe it didn’t matter. Who knew whether he would even see them again when he went to the Academy? Who knew what he would even experience once he did?

      “Reno was here for a different reason.”

      “The rogue elemental?”

      Jory looked over. “You knew about that?”

      Tolan nodded. “I made the mistake of following Master Daniels out to the forest when the word came there was a rogue elemental. I… I saw the way they attempted to force the elemental back into the bond.”

      “You should feel lucky.”

      “Lucky?”

      “There aren’t many who head to the Academy having seen a rogue elemental, and even fewer get to say they were able to witness one pushed back into the bonds.”

      “Seeing as how I don’t shape, there wasn’t much I was able to see.”

      Jory chuckled. “I’m not sure that matters. Not to those who care about such things.”

      “Irina came because of the rogue elemental?”

      Power built around Jory. Shaping, though Tolan couldn’t tell what sort of shaping he intended to use. He hadn’t even asked why they were up on the rooftop. What was the point of coming up here if they had to leave Ephra and travel to Amitan?

      “It wasn’t necessarily that she came for one rogue elemental. There have been other reports out of this region.” Jory shook his head. “I probably shouldn’t even be telling you that, though now you’re going to the Academy, it likely doesn’t matter.”

      If there had been other reports of rogue elementals, had Master Daniels and Master Salman been involved with them too? Master Daniels didn’t often talk about where he went, most of the time keeping his travels to himself. It had been only chance that Tolan had been working near enough the door to overhear Master Salman talking to Master Daniels.

      “How are we getting to the Academy?”

      Jory chuckled again. “You really haven’t shaped, have you?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Power continued to build and Jory grabbed Tolan’s arm. They lifted off the ground, gently at first and then shooting straight up with increasing speed. Tolan’s breath caught. Everything in his body went rigid. The ground was far below and growing even farther. If he were to fall… Tolan couldn’t think like that. Jory was a shaper of the Academy and had to be strong enough to carry him, didn’t he?

      They leveled off. As they did, Tolan allowed himself to look around. The sky was impossibly blue and clear, and far below him, wisps of clouds drifted. A translucent streak ran across the sky above him, and Jory directed them toward it. When they reached it, he let go of Tolan.

      His heart hammered for a moment before he landed on something. It was solid but almost invisible otherwise.

      “What is this?”

      Jory stomped his foot on the translucent bar. It was a wide path, a road high in the sky. “This is how we will get you to Amitan and the Academy.”

      “No, what is it?”

      “The Shapers Path. Long ago, shapers placed these here, where only other shapers could reach.”

      “Why are they necessary?”

      Jory turned to him and grinned. “Someone who can’t shape has to ask that?”

      Tolan could only shrug. “They’re for me?”

      “For those like you. People who can’t shape. I’m a strong shaper, but I have limits. Without the Shapers Path, it would be difficult for me to bring you all the way to Amitan. We could travel by ground, but even that’s slow. This way, we can reach it in less than a day.”

      Amitan had to be leagues away, far enough that he had never anticipated ever visiting. How could he when travel would have been nearly impossible? Going by ground, as Jory mentioned, would be challenging, especially as finding a horse was costly. There were other ways of traveling but going by foot would take him months and he didn’t have money to hire a shaper or one of their methods of transportation.

      “But you carried me here?”

      “I can carry you straight up, but that’s about it. I wouldn’t be able to bring you much farther than this. Not without resting, and this way, you get to see something few others ever get to see.”

      Jory started forward along the Shapers Path. Tolan followed, keeping pace but finding he was looking around as they went. The path itself had streaks of color worked in it, red and brown and blue most predominant, and it made the path easier to follow. He suspected that without those colors, he would be quickly disoriented.

      Would Jory be able to save him if he were to fall off the edge? He stayed near the center just in case, not wanting to risk it. Jory didn’t seem to be bothered, but then again, he was a shaper and wouldn’t have to worry if he fell. He would be able to lift himself back onto the path.

      As they walked, Tolan half expected to encounter other shapers, but it seemed as if the path was empty other than them. He commented on that to Jory.

      “Most shapers travel differently,” he said.

      “How so?”

      “When we’re not trying to escort someone else, we can transport ourselves more easily. It’s only when we have to bring others with us, that we need to take advantage of the Shapers Path, that or when we must travel great distances. There are limits to strength for shapers, even those of us connected to the element bonds.”

      Everything seemed to blur beneath them as they walked. When Tolan stopped, the blurring stopped, and it reminded him of the vision he’d had during the Selection.

      Could he have traveled in a similar way during the Selection? Why would Irina have wanted him to have that kind of vision?

      As they made their way along the Shapers Path, Tolan had the chance to think about leaving Ephra. He had no belongings, not that it really mattered, so leaving them behind didn’t trouble him too much. He suspected Master Daniels would keep the few belongings he did have, and Tolan doubted he would sell them. Those few things were memories from his parents, and Master Daniels had been friends with his father, so he likely would hold onto them.

      It was leaving Tanner that troubled him the most.

      What must he be thinking? Maybe nothing at all. Maybe he didn’t yet realize Tolan had left. It was possible Tanner hadn’t gone to search for his friend, and after the way things had been left between them—at least, as far as Tanner knew—he might not bother to look for him at all.

      “Why was the Selection at a different time this year?”

      Jory glanced over his shoulder. He’d been marching along the path quietly, leading Tolan but not saying anything. “What’s that?”

      “It’s something a friend of mine said. He thought the Selection was earlier than usual.”

      Jory chuckled. He seemed to laugh easily, and it made him likable in a way Irina was not. Would he end up seeing her more often at the Academy? The Great Mother forbade that she was one of the instructors!

      “Tell me, Tolan. What do you think your friend will remember of the Selection?”

      Tolan shrugged. “If they were spirit-shaped, he might not remember anything.”

      “Do you think he will remember there was a Selection?”

      “You left notes throughout the city.”

      “Shaped notes.”

      “What do you mean?” He reached into his pocket, grabbing for the page he’d folded and stuffed in there. He pulled it out, unfolding it. The page was blank.

      Jory smiled and tapped on the page. “You see? We left no record of the fact we were here. The students at the Ephra School for Shaping will not remember there has even been a Selection, much like those in previous years had not known there was a Selection.”

      “Why do it that way? Why make it so they can’t prepare for the Selection testing?”

      “Having gone through it, do you think there is anything you could have done to prepare?”

      “Seeing as how there was no shaping involved, I’m not sure I could.”

      “Imagine you are a shaper. Do you think there would have been anything you could have done?”

      Tolan still didn’t know. Maybe there would have been nothing he could have done, and he knew Tanner had practiced, wanting to hone his shaping ability, but even with practice, would it have mattered? He didn’t think so.

      “Where did Irina and the other shaper go?”

      “You’ll have to get accustomed to calling her Master Irina,” Jory said with a laugh.

      “She teaches at the Academy?”

      “She’s an Inquisitor, but she will occasionally instruct, especially when dealing with elementals. She is one of the world’s foremost experts.”

      Which explained her presence in Ephra, especially if there had been frequent reports of rogue elementals.

      “Did she return to the Academy?”

      “There are other Selections taking place,” Jory said.

      “How many?”

      “Well, considering there are dozens of shaper schools scattered throughout Terndahl, there are dozens of Selections happening.”

      “How many are selected from each school?”

      “Most of the time, we manage to pass one or two students, though there are times when none are selected. Last year, two passed out of the Ephra School of Shaping. This year only one did.”

      “None,” Tolan corrected.

      Jory glanced over at him. “I suppose that’s right. You don’t count.”

      He wanted to argue, but what was the point? He didn’t count, not when it came to shaping. Maybe Master Daniels was right and he had the potential to be a late bloomer? He had to hope that was the case or else he would be doomed to a fate of servitude.

      The most he could hope for was to demonstrate enough shaping ability that he would be freed to return to one of the other cities, something like Master Daniels and Master Salman had been. If he were freed, would he return to Ephra, or would he take a different post?

      Now he was getting ahead of himself. He couldn’t even shape and he was starting to think about what he would do in a future with shaping ability?

      He looked up and realized they were no longer alone on the Shaper Path. In the distance were three others making their way along, though at an odd angle. When he pointed, Jory nodded.

      “That’s another Shaper Path. There are many such paths intersecting with the main road leading through Terndahl.”

      “Ephra is on the main road?”

      “Ephra once was a much more prominent part of Terndahl,” Jory said.

      “Why did it change?”

      “Why does anything change? Time. There was a time when Ephra had valuable mines that were harvested, but when the mines mostly dried up, they lost their value. Later, Ephra had skilled shapers, and people traveled all over Terndahl to come to Ephra to learn from their shapers, but even that has changed. The rise of the Academy has triggered much of it, but so too has the rise of the Draasin Lord.”

      “That’s only been over the last twenty years.”

      “The Draasin Lord was exiled twenty years ago. He had been gaining prominence before that.”

      “Did you know him?”

      Jory studied Tolan for a moment before shaking his head. “Like most from that time, I heard the stories. Stories of the way he freed elementals throughout Terndahl, causing great destruction. Hundreds of shapers were injured, and dozens died. It took a concerted effort to force those elementals back into the bond to weaken him, and even that wasn’t enough to capture him. He went into exile and thankfully hasn’t been seen since.”

      Most people within Ephra didn’t talk about the Draasin Lord. As close as they were to the forest and the wastelands, they didn’t like the possibility they might be drawn into the fight. Over the years, people had been abducted from Ephra, though most of the time, they were taken from outside of the city, but when Tolan’s parents were abducted, it marked the first time—and only time—the Draasin Lord was willing to attack within populated borders.

      “Do other cities have to deal with the Draasin Lord abducting people?”

      Jory shook his head. “Most are safer. The waste should protect Ephra from the influence of the Draasin Lord, but unfortunately, it seems as if even that has begun to wane.”

      “Why should the waste protect Ephra?”

      “The elementals can’t survive in that place. Nothing can.”

      “Why?”

      Jory shook his head. “That’s something not even the Council fully understands. The waste is… well, it’s the waste. Nothingness. A place not meant for shapers.”

      Tolan had seen that in the vision. He hadn’t known what it meant, but had felt the emptiness.

      Despite that, the strange earth elemental that had pursued him during that vision had erupted from the ground. Could it be the waste tried to hold the elementals out but wasn’t completely effective?

      More likely, that had been nothing more than a vision, and he needed to ignore what he’d seen in it.

      They reached the intersection of the two Shapers Paths, and Jory waited. It didn’t take long before the approaching trio reached them. One was a Selector, much like Jory, and he nodded to her. She had dark hair and an easygoing smile, and she led two younger people.

      “How did your Selection go, Tabitha?” Jory asked.

      She motioned to the two with her. The larger of the two wore a finely woven cloak, and his black, wavy hair reminded Tolan of Velthan. He had steely gray eyes that studied Tolan a moment before looking over at Jory, seemingly dismissing Tolan. The other was smaller and thin, and had messy brown hair and bright green eyes. A wide smile crossed his face, the kind that told Tolan he had not expected to be selected.

      “Two passed my Selection,” Tabitha said.

      “Two from there?” Jory asked.

      Tabitha shrugged. “I know it’s unusual, but what can I say. Perhaps this is our year.” She studied Tolan, and he could feel it as a shaping built from her, sweeping over him. “Just one from the Ephra school?”

      “Not even one,” Jory said.

      “Where is he from, then?”

      “That’s an interesting story. I’ll tell you as we walk.”

      Tabitha and Jory took the lead position, keeping ahead of them. The taller of the two who had been selected by Tabitha walked slightly ahead of Tolan while the other stuck his hand out, grinning at him.

      “I’m Jonas Golud.”

      “Tolan Ethar,” he said.

      “You’re from Ephra?”

      Tolan nodded. Eventually, he suspected it would get out that he hadn’t trained at the Ephra school, but for now he preferred not to make a big deal of it. How would others react if they knew he hadn’t been a shaper before? How would they treat him if they knew he had no ability?

      Maybe the same as the woman who had greeted him at the school in the first place.

      “Where are you from?” he asked.

      Jonas turned and pointed before facing Tolan and grinning. “We’re from a small city on the edge of the mountains called Velminth.”

      Tolan knew Velminth wasn’t necessarily a small anything. It was a logging city and had grown prosperous and profitable over the years. He only knew it because of his connection to Master Daniels, but that was enough to have learned just what kind of place Jonas came from.

      “And your friend?”

      The man walking in front of him stiffened, but he still hadn’t said anything.

      Jonas lowered his voice and leaned close. “Oh, Draln isn’t my friend. I’m not sure he wants to be anyone’s friend. He’s mostly annoyed I was selected along with him.”

      “Why is that?”

      “He probably thought he was going to be the only one selected out of our home school. He also thought his ability to shape three of the element bonds meant so much more than my ability to shape two of them.”

      Tolan didn’t know what to say. These two could both already shape two or more of the bonds? How many of the others selected and coming to the Academy would be like that? If all of them were, what did it mean for him?

      If he were going to have to be a servant within the Academy, he might as well figure out what that meant early on. At least he knew what his fate would be, though he had thought he’d known what it was going to be when he put himself up for Selection. That had turned out so well for him.

      “You will find my ability to shape three of the element bonds will matter more once we reach the Academy,” Draln said, barely looking over his shoulder.

      Tolan stared at Draln’s back, unable to tear his gaze away. Even Master Daniels couldn’t shape more than two of the element bonds.

      Jonas leaned in. “He’s always known he was going to be selected. It’s made him unpleasant on the best of days.”

      “You realize I can hear you?” Draln said. “Wind shaper.”

      “You realize I’m not trying to hide what I’m saying? If I were, I might stuff a wind shaping into your ears and then you would hear nothing,” Jonas snapped. “Don’t mind him. He’s mostly bluster and you’ll get used to his unpleasant disposition.”

      Draln spun and faced Jonas. “You might want to be more careful. When I’m an Inquisitor, you might find I come after you to see what infractions you might have against the Academy.”

      “And what makes you think you’ll even be able to be an Inquisitor? As far as I can tell, you still don’t have the ability to shape spirit, which as I seem to recall is an essential part of serving as an Inquisitor.”

      Draln glared at him before turning away.

      “See? Bluster. If we didn’t have the Selectors with us, I might push him over the edge here,” Jonas whispered, winking at Tolan.

      He found himself liking Jonas immediately. It put him more at ease, especially since he had felt nothing but discomfort since learning he had been selected. If he had to be someplace he didn’t belong, at least he could be somewhere with people who were like Jonas.

      They walked a little while longer, Jonas making small talk, telling him about Velminth. Tolan listened, nodding along with him. There was nothing really to say. He didn’t want to reveal his lack of shaping ability. After a while, Jory pointed. “There it is. Amitan. And in the center of Amitan, you can see the Terenhall Academy of Shaping.”

      Tolan turned and looked down at the city and the Academy. They were still far away, but the path seemed to magnify everything below, making it much clearer than it would have been otherwise. The city was immense, spreading nearly five times what he thought Ephra to be, and everything appeared to be made from gleaming shaped stone. The sense of countless shapings struck him even from the distance. Above the entirety of the city, massive towers rose, likely the Academy, each enormous and stretching toward the sky, towering over the rest of the city.

      “The five towers represent each of the element bonds,” Jory said, grabbing onto Tolan’s arm.

      Tabitha took both Jonas and Draln, and they all stepped off the edge of the Shaper Path and dropped precipitously. A shaping suddenly built around him, slowing them until they lowered onto another Shaper Path, this one much wider. Tolan looked around and realized the path circled the entirety of the city. There were several paths just like it, crisscrossing the sky above the city.

      “Not all can shape, so we want to ensure everyone can move freely through Amitan,” he said.

      “You let people who can’t shape travel on these?”

      Tolan looked and saw the people making their way along the roads. He couldn’t help but marvel at how many were there and how they seemed so comfortable moving around. “How do they get up to these roads?”

      “There are stairways.”

      It amazed him. “We didn’t have anything like this in Ephra,” he said.

      “Of course not,” Jory said.

      They traveled down, heading toward the city, and he was happy to see he wasn’t the only one who marveled at the sites below them. Both Draln and Jonas both seemed amazed by what they saw, though they both were somewhat better prepared for it.

      As they went down, the towers of the Academy became even more visible. Worked into the stone along the side of each tower were enormous markings, letters of some sort, though not any he had seen before. When he pointed them out to Jory, he just nodded and said nothing.

      They continued to descend, moving closer and closer to the walls of the Academy, and Tolan realized they were heading toward what looked to be a clearing just on the outskirts of the Academy. When they stopped, Jory finally released his arm, letting him step off to the side. Others were coming down from all around, and it took Tolan a moment to realize they were no different than he and Draln and Jonas. Like them, they had been selected.

      “Are you ready?” Jory asked him.

      Tolan could only look up at the enormity of the building rising in front of him. How could he be ready? This was so far beyond anything he had ever expected to see, and he still wasn’t sure how to react. “Am I supposed to be ready?”

      Jory only laughed. “Most who come are excited to be here. Then again, I suspect most who come have planned for this for years, hoping for the day they would be selected.

      “Will there be others like me?”

      “You mean others who can’t shape?” When Tolan nodded, Jory shook his head. “As far as I know, you are the first in a long time.”

      It was just what he needed. Not only was he coming someplace where he didn’t fit in, but he was unusual. He didn’t get the chance to contemplate what he needed to do any longer. Jory guided him through the doors and into the Academy, taking him to a place Tolan had never expected to go.
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      Tolan had thought the inside of the Ephra School of Shaping had been impressive, but it had nothing on what he saw here. Walls were exquisitely shaped, decorated with such detail marking every square bit of them, rose impossibly high above him, so far that he struggled to see the ceiling. It was there, he knew it had to be, but he couldn’t see it.

      Jonas walked alongside him, smiling the entire time. “My father told me about the Academy, but…”

      “What’d you expect it to be like?”

      Jonas grinned again. “Honestly? Sort of like this.”

      Tolan shook his head. “I never imagined I would come here.”

      “I’m sure you dreamed of it.” He turned and stared overhead. “All shapers dream of coming to the Terenhall Academy.”

      Tolan only nodded. They were led deeper and deeper into the building and all the while, Tolan could only stare overhead, uncertain what to make of it. As he looked up, he realized that more than just the walls had been shaped. An energy seemed to flow through everything, and seemed as if it came from everywhere.

      They passed two pillars of flame. Nothing contained them. They were simply burning, as if trying to show off the power of a fire shaping. Water sloshed somewhere in the distance, the sound soothing but strangely intimidating at the same time. He imagined wind blew through here, too, a representation of each of the element bonds, all of them combined here.

      Yet there was no representation for spirit.

      Spirit was unique of all the elements. Only one spirit elemental had ever been known, though Tolan—like all others who ever attended a shaping school—knew scholars suspected there had been more. The spirit bond was the most difficult to reach, and shapers who could touch spirit were treated with great respect. Most were people like the Inquisitors, people who used their shaping ability to serve Terndahl.

      They were herded into a massive chamber with a domed roof. There were many shapers, dozens of them, much as Jory had promised. Each had been brought here by a Selector, much the same way as he and Jonas had. He looked around at their faces, wondering how many were powerful shapers? How many could reach more than one element bond in the same way both Draln and Jonas did?

      This wasn’t his place.

      The thought struck him like a hammer, and he suddenly wished very much that he hadn’t barged into the Selection, forcing his way here. This was entirely his fault. He had no one to blame other than himself, and because of that, it made it even worse.

      “Gather around. Gather around.” The voice came from the center of the room, deep and booming. It carried, obviously a shaping ensuring everyone heard.

      “That’s Grand Master Erich Normandale,” Jonas whispered.

      “Who is he?”

      “Who is he?” Jonas looked over, his eyes wide. “You don’t know who he is?”

      “I wouldn’t be asking if I did.”

      Jonas grinned. “He is only one of the greatest shapers in Terndahl. He’s the head of the Academy.”

      Tolan turned his attention to Grand Master Erich Normandale. He was older, and small, though he knew size didn’t make a difference when it came to shaping ability. He wore thick spectacles and his balding head reflected light from the pillars of fire outside of this main entrance. Only his eyes were imposing, carrying with them weight and intensity.

      “All of you have been selected from your prospective schools. All of you have passed the test that only a small fraction of shapers manage. You should count yourself lucky, blessed, as there are dozens upon dozens from each of your schools who would do anything for an opportunity to study here. And perhaps one day they will. All are offered the opportunity to be selected.” His gaze swept around the room and Tolan realized the Grand Master had shaped himself into the air and floated in place, making a small circle as he did. His gaze seemed to catch on Tolan before moving on.

      “You will be taught to master each of the bonds. Not all of you will be able to reach them. In fact, most of you won’t be able to reach each of the element bonds. That is a rare gift. I would expect most of you will manage to discover a connection to more than one shaping bond. It will require that you push yourself, perhaps harder than you have ever pushed before. You will train, learning the secrets of the shapers who have preceded you, many of whom you will find memorialized throughout the Academy. You should use them as inspiration and take from them the cautions they bring. That is what we ask of you. Over the next few months, you will learn enough to reach the next testing. To remain at the Academy, you must pass or will be given a different task.”

      Another test? Tolan had no idea how he’d passed the first one and doubted he’d be able to survive another. What would be involved in the next step in testing?

      Master Normandale looked around the room. It seemed as if he made eye contact with each person, and as he did, Tolan’s skin tightened. Was he shaping them? It wouldn’t be hard to imagine he was, but for what purpose? All of them had been shaped to get here, tested by an Inquisitor, and because of that, all of them must have passed whatever secretive testing was involved in selecting them.

      When Master Normandale’s gaze reached Tolan, he tensed, expecting the shaping but not anticipating the wave of warmth that came with it. It was pleasant, not at all like the jarring sensation he’d had when Irina had shaped him. His gaze moved on, reaching others around the room.

      “Did you feel it?” Jonas whispered.

      “I felt the shaping, if that’s what you mean.”

      “My father studied here. He told me that when you come and face Grand Master Normandale, you feel the weight of his gaze, and with it comes an expectation. It’s the shaping, you know.”

      “What’s the shaping?”

      “What you just felt. It’s a bond of sorts between us.”

      “What’s the purpose of the bond?”

      “My father didn’t know. He said no one really knows other than Grand Master Normandale, and possibly the Inquisitors.”

      Grand Master Normandale had returned to the center of the room and he hovered, his shaping carrying him high overhead, spinning around. “You will be challenged, pressed to do more than you ever thought yourself capable of doing. Trust me when I tell you that each of you has the potential for greatness. Each of you, unfortunately, has the potential to fail, as well. I would like to tell you that everyone who comes to the Academy will become a great shaper, and for the most part, you will, but not everyone will—or can.”

      Was he directing those comments toward Tolan? It almost seemed as if he was.

      Someone in the gathered group snickered, and Tolan didn’t have to look far to see who it was.

      Draln.

      He likely figured he was the kind of person who wouldn’t—and couldn’t—fail. If he could already reach three of the element bonds, then it was likely he wouldn’t fail.

      “Look at him,” Jonas said. “The bastard already knows he’s going to be successful here. His father was much the same way. He can shape all of the elements other than spirit. I suspect his father would have been an Inquisitor if he could shape spirit. Draln believes he’ll be the one who can,” he whispered.

      “You will learn about the history of each element bond as we know it. You will learn to recognize the elementals of those bonds, for one day you will likely be asked to help return those elementals to the bond. That is the responsibility of each of us. When you finish your time at the Academy, you will be trained to do anything of your choosing. Some of you will choose to remain in Amitan, while others will return home. Some of you will become Inquisitors. Others will take more traditional jobs. Regardless of what you decide to do with your time after you leave the Academy, you will be prepared. And you will succeed.”

      “Only if we don’t fail,” Tolan muttered.

      Jonas clasped him on the shoulder, grinning at him. “You can’t be thinking like that already. We’ve only just gotten here.”

      Grand Master Normandale shaped himself back to the ground and strode away, disappearing down the hallway. Tolan found himself watching him depart, his gaze drawn to him. There was something impressive about Grand Master Normandale despite his small stature.

      “What now?” Tolan asked.

      “Now we go to the first-year bunks.”

      “We’re all together?”

      “For the most part, but there are rooms in each of the bunks where we can get some privacy.”

      Several people appeared ahead of them, and they raised their voices, shaping them so they could be heard. One was a woman, slightly older than Tolan, and her pale skin and dark hair made her entirely lovely.

      “Come with us and we will show you to your bunks,” she said.

      They guided Tolan and the rest of the new Academy students through the halls, and he looked around. Portraits hung on one wall, all of them likely shapers of some esteem. Most looked distinguished as they stared out from their painting and Tolan could practically feel them weighing him, measuring the fact he wasn’t able to shape. It seemed as if these shapers of the past looked on him with disdain. And why shouldn’t they? He wasn’t like them. He might never be like them, despite the fact he had passed the test.

      They reached the end of the hall and were guided to a grand stairway. The shaper guided them, taking them several floors up. At each landing, Tolan wanted to pause and look around, marveling at the impressive decorations. Everything spoke of power and shaping ability, things the students who came to the Academy intended to learn, and they all reflective of the elements they were here to master.

      The woman paused at one point, motioning down each hallway. “From here, you will find the entrance to the towers. Your lessons will be in one of the five towers. Fire bond is over here,” she said, pointing to her right. “Water is over here. Earth is opposite fire,” she turned and pointed behind them, “and wind is over here.”

      “What about spirit?” asked someone from the group of new first level students.

      “Spirit is overhead.”

      Tolan looked up. A stairway high overhead led into the tower, but as far as he could see, there was no way to reach it.

      “How do you suppose we get into the spirit tower?” he asked.

      Jonas shook his head. “I imagine they expect us to be able to shape ourselves there.”

      At least that ruled out him having to work on spirit. Without the ability to shape himself up to the staircase, he wouldn’t be able to visit and have lessons, though he was curious. If nothing else, he wanted to know how to defend himself against a spirit shaping. Having experienced Irina’s shaping had given him an incentive to learn what it would take to avoid that in the future.

      The student continued guiding them through the halls, and they headed up another staircase. “This is where you will find the senior students,” she said.

      She continued up the stairs. “Why do you think the senior-level students are on the lower floor?” Tolan asked.

      Jonas shrugged.

      A woman with deep red hair and faint freckles on her cheeks leaned over to him. “It’s so they’re closer to the towers,” she whispered.

      Tolan blinked and looked over at her. She nodded at him.

      “The higher-level students want to be closer to the towers for their studies. It makes the walk less.”

      “Can’t they just shape themselves there?” he asked. Hopefully he wasn’t showing his ignorance at shaping, but he thought if the higher-level students were all that concerned about how they would get to the tower, they would simply shape themselves from place to place. Wasn’t that how the master shapers got around?

      “It’s not as easy to do in Terenhall. It’s designed to minimize shapers’ ability to travel from place to place quickly. Most think that has to do with whatever it is that makes this place powerful.”

      Tolan looked at her, expecting her to explain. When she didn’t, he asked, “Why do you think there’s anything here that makes it powerful?”

      “It’s the reason Terenhall is here. We’re situated over a place where each of the element bonds are more readily accessible. Didn’t they teach you that at your school?”

      Tolan looked away. “I might have missed that section,” he said.

      The woman shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. It’s all theoretical anyway. Most who study that power are the Inquisitors, primarily because they can reach each of the element bonds. They don’t share much with anyone, anyway.”

      If Terenhall was closer to the element bonds, maybe it would be possible for him to learn to shape. He might be a late bloomer and develop that ability. He certainly had to hope that was the case. If it wasn’t, then how long would they give him before deciding he was hopeless? Would he make it even a week? A month? If he failed and washed out early enough, it might not be such a problem. He could ask for the opportunity to return to Ephra, and from there, could explain to his friend what had happened.

      Only… The fact he was here made it unlikely he would be allowed to return.

      He would have to settle in and figure out what was expected of him.

      They reached a floor high above the entrance to the Academy. “Here is where the first levels will spend most of their time. You will find a lounge at the north end of the hall, bunks along the center, and the south end of your hall will be open for practice. The hall has been heavily fortified with each of the element bonds. It would take an amazing shaping to damage any of those protections.”

      She left them and Jonas nudged him. “Come on. Let’s go find a bunk.”

      As they made their way down the hall, Tolan made a point of going in the opposite direction from Draln. He’d rather not have to deal with him while sleeping, though it wasn’t as if the first levels’ quarters were all that large. They would encounter each other often enough.

      They found a room with five beds. Jonas took one along the middle of the room and Tolan grabbed one near a wall. At least he could get off to the side and find some privacy, however brief it might be. They were setting up when the redheaded woman came in, looking around. “Looks like I’m going have to be in here,” she said. She tossed a bag on the bed near Jonas and shrugged.

      Another man entered. He was probably a year or two younger than Tolan, and he smiled at each of them. He had a wide face, including wide-set eyes that gave him a strange appearance. The deliberate way he walked seemed to fit with a water shaper, almost as if he was flowing with each movement.

      Tolan sat on the bunk he’d claimed, waiting for whoever else might claim the fifth bed, but no one did.

      “Just the four of us, then?” Jonas asked. He looked around. “I’m Jonas Golud,” he said.

      Tolan waved his hand. “I’m Tolan Ethar.”

      The redheaded woman glanced from Tolan to Jonas. She shifted her feet. “I’m Ferrah Changen.”

      “Changen, as in the Changen?” Jonas asked.

      A flush washed over Ferrah and she tucked a loose strand of hair back behind her ear. “Well, he’s my grandfather.”

      Jonas whistled.

      “I take it you know who he is?” Tolan asked.

      “You don’t?”

      Tolan shook his head. “Maybe we’re too isolated in Ephra.”

      “You’re from Ephra?” the other man asked. When Tolan nodded, he smiled. “My parents both came from Ephra. I am Wallace Wirthlin.”

      “Good to make your acquaintance,” Jonas said.

      “I still don’t know who her grandfather is,” Tolan said, nodding toward Ferrah.

      She sighed and threw herself onto the bed. “My grandfather is considered one of the greatest shapers of his generation. It was possible he could have become the Grand Master had he wanted to, but he had no interest in such things. He preferred to remain in Yolar. He was content there, but I think he was disappointed my father didn’t take after him. My older brother has taken on more of him than I have, but seeing as how I was the one selected…”

      “The Selection is mysterious,” Jonas said. “We don’t know who will be chosen. In my home, it was just two of us.”

      “There were three from my home,” Wallace said. “All of us have expected to pass, though I can’t remember whether or not I’ve tested before.”

      “Is that not the point?” Jonas asked. “Even after we do pass the Selection, they don’t want us to know whether we’d been through it before. I think that ruins the mystique. For all I know, this was the first time I’d been through it. Either that, or it was so horrible they took pity on me and let me go through.”

      “Are we supposed to talk about our experience with the Selection?” Tolan asked.

      “Now we’re here, we can,” Jonas said. “My father told me about his Selection after he found out I was picked. Most of the time, they take you away before you have a chance to talk to your family, but seeing as how my father trained here, they made an exception for me. Well, and Draln.”

      “Who was your Inquisitor?” Tolan asked.

      Ferrah looked over at him. “You don’t get to know their name.”

      Jonas stared at him. “Wait. You know which Inquisitor was the one testing you?”

      “I saw her when she came to speak with my…”

      He caught himself before sharing that he was apprenticed to Master Daniels. How would he explain that?

      “Uncle,” he said.

      “Her?” Jonas asked.

      “All I know is her first name. Irina.”

      Jonas leapt to his feet. “Don’t tell me you had Grand Master Irina Folarre? She never leaves Amitan, and I didn’t think she would ever be involved in a Selection.”

      Tolan shrugged. “I think she was there because there had been some rogue elementals. They had to deal with them.”

      Jonas whistled. “Rogue elementals. I suppose in Ephra you get those, seeing as how you’re so close to the waste.”

      Ferrah frowned. “What does proximity to the waste have to do with anything?”

      “That’s where he is.”

      “Those are only rumors,” Ferrah chided. “No one really knows where the Draasin Lord is.”

      Wallace looked at him. “Have you seen the Draasin Lord?”

      Tolan shook his head faster than he probably needed to. “No, but I did see the escaped elemental.”

      “You what?” Jonas crossed over to him. “You saw an elemental? Do you know which one?”

      “I don’t. They forced the elemental back into the bond but they weren’t able to identify which one it was. It was a fire elemental. I know that much at least.”

      Jonas studied Tolan for a long moment before turning back to look at Ferrah and then Wallace. “Well, it seems as if we have someone special in our midst.”

      “I’m not anything special,” he said. “I was—” But what was he? Lucky? Stupid? Foolish? All of the above? “In the right place at the right time. It was nothing more than that.”

      “You don’t need to be modest. Are you that skilled a shaper, you were brought along to capture a rogue elemental?”

      “It has nothing to do with my skill,” he said.

      Jonas made his way back to his bed and flopped onto it, lying back and staring up at the ceiling. “Draln would have killed to have gone and seen a rogue elemental. He’s pretty proud of himself for having the ability to shape three elements already, but that’s what you get when you live with two master shapers who both trained at the Academy. As far as I know, they prepared him for his Selection. They probably told him everything he’d have to do to get through it.”

      “I don’t think there’s any preparing for the Selection,” Ferrah said. She was organizing her belongings. It seemed all three of the others had brought a bag with them. Tolan was the only one who didn’t have any belongings. Was he supposed to have brought something? Jory had brought him away before he had a chance to grab anything, but even if he had time, what would he have grabbed? Now he was here, the only thing he really needed was a change of clothes. Considering the similarity in dress that he’d seen from others in the Academy, he suspected anything he had wouldn’t have made a difference anyway.

      “Not for mine,” Wallace said. He sat at the edge of his bed, his hands clasped in his lap. “I almost didn’t survive it.”

      Jonas barked out a laugh and Wallace shot him a look. “No one dies during a Selection,” Jonas said. “Sure, it’s possible, but my father said that hasn’t happened for ages. It’s why they only select those with shaping ability. It protects us. Otherwise there’s more of a risk. Can you imagine someone without any shaping ability going through the Selection process?”

      “What if they’re a late bloomer?” Tolan asked.

      “It happens, I suppose, but it’s so rare as to be almost useless. I don’t know I’ve ever heard of any shaper of much ability who developed late.” He rolled his head over to look at Tolan. “You went through the Selection. Can you imagine what it must’ve been like for someone who didn’t have any shaping ability?”

      “My Selection didn’t require me to shape,” Tolan said. He could admit that much, at least. What was the harm in it?

      “You didn’t have to shape?” Ferrah asked, looking over at him.

      Tolan shook his head. “You did?”

      “In the second stage of the testing, I had to perform a shaping. I didn’t have much choice. I wanted to get away from the elemental, and I had to shape myself free. It required me to shape over it.”

      “What elemental did you encounter?” Jonas asked. “Mine was a wind elemental. That was tricky, especially since I can shape wind, but I wasn’t able to shape my way past a wind elemental. It seemed almost as if it were anticipating everything I might do.”

      “Wind surrounds all things,” Wallace said.

      Jonas watched him, frowning for a moment. “What does that mean?”

      Wallace shrugged. “It means that wind is in all things.”

      Ferrah frowned. “Of course wind is in all things. You could say the same thing about all the elements.”

      They continued to debate but Tolan ignored them, sitting back on the bed and staring up at the ceiling. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was out of place, yet at the same time, it was strangely the most accepted he’d ever been. How could it be both?

      He wanted to stay, if only because he had no interest in serving, at least not yet. If it took working with shapers, trying to develop a latent ability he wasn’t even sure he had, then so be it. That was what he would do.

      “Tolan Ethar!”

      “Huh?” he said, sitting up.

      “Are you still with us? I said, do you want to go check out the rest of the Academy?” Jonas said.

      Tolan looked at the others. They were all watching him, and he nodded. He would find some way to fit in here, whatever that might be.
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      The Academy proved to be an enormous building. The evening spent wandering through it had helped orient Tolan, but he still scrambled toward the fire tower. The others had gone ahead of him, which gave him a chance to gather himself, trying to prepare for what he would encounter. He didn’t know what they might face.

      That probably had been a mistake. It might’ve been better to simply have gone with Jonas and the others, and it certainly would have given him the chance to know exactly where he was going. As it was, he nearly took a wrong turn, practically ending up in the wind tower, though he should have known better. They were on opposite sides of the Academy.

      When he raced into the classroom practically breathless, the other first levels were seemingly there, waiting for him. Not surprisingly, Draln sat near the front of the classroom and looked over when Tolan entered, smirking at him.

      Tolan could already tell he was going to have trouble with Draln.

      “Excellent. Now everyone has finally decided to arrive, it seems I’m allowed to begin.” The fire master’s gaze lingered on Tolan for a moment, and it felt as if he already disliked him. What had Tolan done other than show up late? “As most of you know, fire is one of the most powerful of the elements, and there are some who believe that in some cases, fire is the most powerful element.” He raised his hand, cutting off a slight murmur that had started.

      “Even more powerful than spirit?” Ferrah asked.

      “Even more powerful than spirit. What is spirit but the passion of the mind? And what is passion but fire? You will find that fire is useful in a great many situations, most of which shapers fail to actively think about. It is my intention to demonstrate all of those uses for fire and to ensure you are fully equipped for every possibility you might be faced with, along with those you might not have considered.”

      He made his way along rows of desks, looking at each shaper in turn. When he reached Tolan, he paused, studying him. The itchy sense of a shaping washed over him, and Tolan resisted the urge to say something. There was no point in doing so, especially as there was very little he could do to object to a shaping used on him.

      “Now, can anyone tell me what the greatest of the fire elementals is?”

      Draln’s hand shot up. The instructor nodded to him. “Shaper Sar, is it?”

      “Yes, Master Sartan.”

      “Well?” Master Sartan asked.

      “The greatest of the fire elementals is the draasin.”

      The master fire shaper studied Draln for a long moment before a smile curled his lips. “Some would say that is true. And what exactly is a draasin?”

      “A fire lizard,” Draln said.

      Someone chuckled in the back of the room, though Tolan couldn’t see who they were. Next to him, Ferrah sat rigidly in her seat. He wondered why.

      “I think the draasin would object to being referred to as a lizard of any sort. Those of us who can reach deeply within the bond can experience a draasin, however muted. As far as we know, it has been a millennium since any of the draasin have been freed from the bond. They have been safely maintained within the fire bond, posing no threat to shapers.” He turned, continuing to pace the room. “Can anyone else name a fire elemental?”

      A man near the front of the class raised his hand hesitantly. The fire master nodded at him. “Another fire elemental would be saa.”

      Master Sartan studied this young man. “And you are?”

      “Veran Essentha.”

      “From Parnal, am I right?”

      Veran nodded. “That’s right. How did you know?”

      “You will find that knowledge of certain elementals is regionally dependent. Some elementals escape more frequently in different regions than others. In Parnal, saa would be the fire elemental most likely to attempt to escape. In Cholan, it would be lisinar, and in Gor, it would be iffin. Each elemental is different and connects to the fire bond in a slightly different way.”

      “Where are draasin most common?” someone asked.

      Master Sartan paused and surveyed the classroom, leveling his gaze on each person within before stopping at the front of the room and facing them. “The draasin are unique. Unlike some of the other elementals, they were once found in all regions. They no longer break free from the bond, but then again, we master fire shapers spend considerable energy to ensure they don’t.”

      “What if the Draasin Lord—”

      Flames burst from Master Sartan, streaking from his hands and shooting into the air. “We will not be discussing the so-called Draasin Lord.”

      “But isn’t he—”

      Master Sartan raised his hand again, silencing the room. “Let us begin and get this out of the way. The so-called Draasin Lord is nothing but a story. He is nothing more than a shaper, though a powerful one, at that. Seeing as how all of you are shapers,” he said, glancing at each person in the classroom with his gaze lingering on Tolan, leaving him wondering whether he knew Tolan was not a shaper, “there is no reason to elevate him beyond what he is. And now he is nothing more than an exile. He cannot harm Terndahl, exiled as he is.”

      Several hands that had been in the air lowered and Master Sartan waited until everybody’s hands were down before turning and sweeping his gaze around the room.

      “One of the most important lessons everyone must learn is how to control fire. Connecting to the fire bond is easy for some, and for some it will be the most difficult to reach. For those of you with a natural tendency toward the fire bond, I can promise you great strength in shaping, exquisite control, and power. But you must learn to master yourself. The fire bond is seduction. More than one shaper has been lost to it, twisted and turned into something that should not be. If you fail to master yourself, and if you fail to master your fire shaping, then you may find yourself twisted.”

      He watched them for a moment before turning and stepping behind a desk at the back of the room. “Today, you will work on creating a flame. All that is asked of you is that it hover it in your hand. Nothing more than that. If I see flames larger than the palm of your hand, you will fail. If I see no flame, you will fail. Begin.”

      Tolan looked around the room and saw Draln had already created a flame in one hand, and it glowed brightly. He held his other hand out and another flame sprang into view. He was skilled with fire, though if both of his parents were master shapers, that didn’t surprise him. What did surprise him was the fact he already had such control. How was Tolan ever going to compete with someone like that?

      “Are you going to try?” Ferrah whispered at him.

      Tolan shook his head and looked down at his hands. “Sorry. I was just—”

      “I know what you were doing. You were checking out your competition.”

      “Competition?”

      “Well, you did help push an elemental back into the bond. I doubt even he could make such a claim.”

      Jonas leaned in, a trail of smoke in his hand but nothing more. “He couldn’t. His parents would never let him get anywhere near an elemental. Then again, I bet he’s the kind of person who will go running after the Draasin Lord and—”

      “What did I say about mentioning the so-called Draasin Lord?” Master Sartan asked. He had somehow snuck up behind Jonas and leaned forward, gripping his shoulder and staring into his empty palm, noting the wisp of smoke.

      “I didn’t mean anything by it,” Jonas said. “I was just suggesting—”

      Master Sartan leaned forward so his mouth was near Jonas’s ear. Even that close, his voice carried, likely on a wind shaping to ensure everyone heard what he said. “Suggesting anyone might run off with the so-called Draasin Lord would be dangerous, Shaper Golud.”

      The smile on Jonas’s face faded and he nodded quickly.

      Master Sartan smiled tightly. “Good. Now I see you have smoke, but I asked for more than that. I would like to see flame in your hand. Yours as well, Shaper Changen.” Ferrah flushed and held her hand out, and a shaped flame burst into existence. She held it in place for a moment before extinguishing it. Master Sartan smiled tightly before turning his attention to Tolan. “What about you, Mr. Ethar?”

      The slight wasn’t overlooked. Master Sartan knew he wasn’t a shaper. He had addressed everyone else as shaper, but not Tolan.

      He looked down at his hand, focusing. He had no shaping ability, and even very little sensing ability when it came to fire. He doubted he would succeed, but he at least had to pretend he was trying. He focused on his hand, staring at the creases in it, trying to will a flame into existence. He knew that wasn’t how fire shaping—or any shaping, for that matter—even worked, but if he could somehow find a way…

      Nothing changed.

      Tolan didn’t dare look up. He didn’t want to face Master Sartan, didn’t need to know the fire master was disappointed in his inability to shape. “Fire isn’t one of my strengths,” Tolan said carefully. He kept his gaze locked on his hand, staring just above the surface. Why couldn’t he at least get a streamer of smoke? Something like that would draw attention away from him.

      “And what would you say are your strengths?”

      At least he didn’t call him Mr. Ethar again. “I…”

      Tolan was saved from answering by a fireball exploding in the back of the classroom. It burned brightly and everyone turned toward the flame, watching as it grew larger and larger. Tolan didn’t know the name of the woman who had shaped it into existence, but the flames continued to build.

      Master Sartan hurried over to the fireball and held his hands up. As he shaped, he swirled his hands in a peculiar manner, pushing. The fire seemed to resist his attempt at shaping it, almost as if it fought against him. Heat built from the fireball and Tolan stared at it.

      Could that be an elemental?

      The way the woman’s face contorted, he didn’t think so. And the pressure he felt from it felt nothing like what he had detected in the forest with the fire elemental. This was nothing more than a fire shaping gone awry.

      With another push of powerful shaping, the flame was extinguished. Master Sartan clasped his hands together as he stood in front of the woman, glaring at her. “And what was the intent behind that?” he demanded.

      She shook her head. “There was no intent, Master Sartan. I… I think the flame got out of control. I didn’t mean for it to do that.”

      “Indeed?” He tapped his foot as he stared at her. “Seeing as how some of you have a distinctive lack of control, I think we must return to basics.” He made his way to the front of the classroom and pulled open a cabinet that he began to shuffle through. When he was done, he pulled out a row of cylinders and set them on the table at the front of the class. “These are called furios. Those of you who don’t have much skill with fire shaping should take one. These will help you reach for the fire bond.”

      About half of the classroom got up and grabbed one of the furios. Tolan waited until most of the others had gone before going up and taking one. It was long and slender, and warm. As he walked back to his seat, he ran his fingers along the surface of the device. It was smooth, almost impossibly so, and a deep gray. Symbols were carved at one end, and they reminded him of what he’d seen on the towers of the Academy. As he took a seat, Tolan looked down at the furios, trying to figure out what he’d have to do to make it work.

      “Do you know how to use this?” he asked Jonas. Like him, Jonas had taken one of the furios and held it between his hands. Unlike Tolan, Jonas had already begun to have smoke begin to spiral up from it.

      “It’s a bondar.”

      “A what?”

      Jonas glanced over at him. “Haven’t you used one of these before?”

      “Not like this.”

      “Yeah, most people haven’t. My father told me about them, but I didn’t expect to be able to try to use one on my first day at the Academy.” He grinned. “They’re designed to help you reach the element bond more effectively.”

      “How do you use it?” He continued his study of the bondar, rolling it in his hands. It was almost cylindrical, and the only things marring the surface were five markings at one end. But it was only at one end.

      “I’m not really sure, but from what my father said, it connects through the shaper,” Jonas said softly. “You have to focus on the bond, and with it, you can pull a shaping through it.”

      Tolan could only stare at the furios. Seeing as how he couldn’t even reach any of the bonds, he wasn’t sure this would make a difference. “What happens with someone unable to use a fire bond?”

      Jonas looked over. “Everyone has some ability to shape. It’s been that way forever.”

      “Everyone has the ability to sense. Not everyone can shape.”

      “No. Everyone can shape. Most of the time, their ability is so weak they aren’t aware of it. Supposedly, with a bondar, anyone can reach a bond.”

      That wasn’t what Tolan had learned about shaping when he had been in the primary school, but then, he hadn’t always paid the most attention. How could he when it didn’t really make a difference?

      But if what Jonas said was right, maybe he could use a bondar to shape.

      Master Sartan took a position at the front of the room. “Those of you who have borrowed a furios should know these are incredibly expensive. The creation of them takes much time and skill, and the only reason you’re allowed to use them here is because you need to attempt to reach each of the bonds if you are to be successful. If you fail consistently, you will not be granted the ability to use the furios again.”

      It seemed as if he was looking directly at Tolan. It was increasingly certain he knew Tolan wasn’t a shaper, but if he knew and was bothered by it, why bring out the bondars? With something like this, Tolan could fake his ability.

      But only if he managed the hang of it.

      Somehow, to succeed, he would have to get a hold of at least one bondar to make it seem as if he could shape. Even if he did that, how long would he be able to maintain the illusion?

      It was something to worry about later.

      Tolan focused on the furios. The lettering on it seemed significant somehow, and the fact similar letters were placed on the towers of the Academy told him he was probably right, but what about it was significant?

      He traced his fingers over the symbols. As he did, a surge of heat washed through him. Smoke steamed from the end of the furios.

      “There you go,” Jonas said.

      “I’m not exactly sure I did anything. It seems the furios did the work.”

      “It probably felt like that at first, but it’s meant to help you recognize the connection. The more you use it, the easier the connection to the bond should become.” He glanced over and grinned. “At least, that’s what my father liked to tell me. Then again, if it worked all the time, everyone would be able to shape each of the elements, and that isn’t the case.”

      Smoke was one thing, but what Tolan wanted was to have real power with it. Could he draw more than just smoke through the furios? Could he find a way to have it create a flame, giving him the opportunity to have a true shaping appear?

      Flame. That was what he wanted. He traced his fingers over the symbols again, focusing on flame. The names of the fire elementals drifted to mind as he did. Saa. Lisinar. Iffin. Draasin.

      There would be others. As far as he knew, there were hundreds of elementals, and to truly be prepared for what the Academy wanted him to learn, he would need to know the names of all them. Yet those were the four that came to mind.

      More smoke trailed from the end of the furios.

      It was a shaping, it had to be, but weak.

      Maybe Jonas was right and everyone did have the ability to shape. He hadn’t thought that the case, and he never would have expected to possess the ability, but perhaps with a bondar, that would change.

      Jonas managed to create a flame and held his hand out with a cry of delight. “Look,” he said.

      Tolan glanced over. “I see it.”

      “I haven’t shaped anything like this before,” he said.

      “Very good, Shaper Golud. Now you must extinguish it. Control is tantamount when it comes to fire,” Master Sartan said.

      Jonas tried to extinguish the flame. Tolan could feel it as he did, but he could also feel the way the fire resisted, as if the furios wanted to continue to draw fire out.

      Master Sartan gave Jonas a moment to continue his attempt, but when he failed, he cupped his hand over the end of the furios and the fire extinguished. “Control, Shaper Golud.”

      Jonas peered at the furios after Master Sartan left. “Ha!” He tipped his head toward Draln. “At least now, he can’t keep telling me I have no ability to reach fire. I wouldn’t have been able to do that without any ability to reach fire.”

      “I thought you said everyone could reach the elementals.”

      “They can, but not everyone does,” Ferrah said, leaning over to them. She held her hand out, and the flame flickered in and out of existence.

      “Show off,” Jonas said.

      “I’m not showing off, I’m just—”

      “You’re showing off,” Jonas said. “It’s okay. I’d show off too if I could create flame like that.”

      “Well, you’re a step closer now.”

      He grinned and nodded. Jonas glanced at Tolan. “What about you?”

      “I’m not sure I took a step, so much as that I’m crawling a little closer,” he said, showing the smoke still streaming from the end of the furios.

      “If you can make smoke like that, I think you aren’t too far away from doing more.”

      Master Sartan allowed them time to work, and they continued with their attempts at shaping. Tolan looked around the classroom and saw some of the other students were incredibly skilled, easily bringing forth flame and then extinguishing it, while others were more like him, struggling even with the furios. At least in that, he wasn’t completely behind everyone. He found he could regularly force the furios to smoke, and with that, he was able to feel some sense of excitement.

      When their class was dismissed, he returned the furios to the desk at the front. As much as he wanted to take it with him, Master Sartan watched everyone to ensure they returned the furios, counting them as they were set back into place. If he had one with him, Tolan might be able to continue to practice, but he suspected taking the furios would result in severe punishment.

      As he turned to leave, Master Sartan nodded to him. “A word, if you would, Mr. Ethar.”

      Jonas glanced over at him and gave a reassuring smile before leaving. Tolan only wished he could share the same feelings. The line of people departed, leaving him alone in the classroom with Master Sartan.

      Was he going to challenge him on his lack of ability with shaping? What would he say if he did? It wasn’t like there was anything he could say. He couldn’t shape, not the same way others could, and it wouldn’t take much for a master shaper to discover that.

      “I understand you were part of the Selection out of Ephra.”

      Tolan nodded quickly. If this was only about his Selection, then maybe Master Sartan wasn’t going to challenge him on his inability to shape.

      “And your Selector the Grand Master Irina Folarre?”

      Tolan nodded hurriedly. What was this about?

      “The Inquisitor was the chief Selector,” Tolan said.

      “I understand she was there because of a rogue elemental.”

      Tolan nodded again. “A fire elemental.”

      “And you were witness to it.”

      He blinked. Had he said too much? He didn’t think he had and didn’t like the idea of lying to a master, but at the same time, he didn’t want the attention that would come from people knowing he had seen the fire elemental.

      “I wasn’t supposed to,” he said.

      “Of course not.” Master Sartan pressed his hands on his desk and leaned forward. “There are rumors that there have been many rogue elementals out your way.”

      “I haven’t heard those rumors.”

      “No? It seems to me that a rogue elemental would draw attention anywhere. They are quite dangerous, you know.”

      “I understand they’re dangerous. I’m just saying I don’t know anything about the rogue elementals. I was only aware of that one, and that was by chance.”

      “Hmm.”

      Tolan stepped back, considering Master Sartan. He had not wanted the class to talk about the Draasin Lord, which left Tolan wondering why. There were some who sympathized with the Draasin Lord, but he didn’t expect to find any within the Academy. The Academy was tasked with ensuring the stability of each element bond, and elementals slipping out of the bond would destabilize it and decrease the power within those bonds.

      “Is that all?” he asked.

      “I am curious what the Grand Master Inquisitor thought she might find,” he said.

      “I don’t even know if she came because of the rogue elemental or she came for the Selection,” Tolan said. The two were probably only chance. She had come for the Selection but had discovered the story of the rogue elemental.

      “And she found you. A young man with no formal shaping education.”

      And there it was.

      “I don’t think she intended to find me,” Tolan said. He resisted the urge to turn and look at the door. It felt as if it was impossibly far away and he shifted his feet, preparing to run.

      “Why did you subject yourself to the Selection?”

      “I thought it was an open Selection. I went to support a friend.”

      “Have you ever known a Selection to be an open process?”

      “I haven’t paid much attention to them in the past,” Tolan answered honestly. “As you said, I have had no formal shaping education.”

      Master Sartan chuckled. “I imagine that is true. I am surprised they didn’t share with you that you were not merely a spectator when you arrived.”

      “They tried to tell me that,” he said. But he’d been stubborn, too stubborn to pay much attention, especially since he wanted to see Tanner and explain to him that he wasn’t mad at him.

      “They didn’t warn you that facing a Selection untrained could be dangerous?”

      “There were warnings…”

      But were there? They hadn’t warned him he might die, only that if he were selected, he would need to come to the Academy and train. Which he had. He hadn’t refused that responsibility. Tolan wasn’t sure he could have.

      “Warnings might be putting it a little lightly. The Selection and the testing involved in it are incredibly dangerous. It surprises me that you not only survived, but passed.” He studied Tolan for a moment. “A word Mr. Ethar. If you fail at the Academy, you are doomed to a life of service. Work hard at your studies while you’re here. You haven’t been in Amitan for long enough to know what that might be like, but trust me when I tell you if there’s any way for you to avoid it…”

      He thought he heard a cough and Tolan turned his attention back to the door briefly. “Is it true?”

      “Is what true, Mr. Ethar?”

      “Is it true everyone has the ability to shape?”

      Master Sartan regarded him for a moment, his gaze lingering. “One of the things you will learn during your time at the Academy is history, Mr. Ethar. Some of it is quite helpful to understand the events of today. There was a time when we believed not everyone could shape. There was a time when shapers were rare and the ability to reach the element bonds almost nonexistent.”

      “What changed?”

      “The elementals were returned to the bond,” Master Sartan said. He turned his attention to the table and tapped the furios on it. “Work at your studies, Mr. Ethar. See if you can develop a connection to fire. If you cannot, then perhaps earth or wind or water will be in your future. Take advantage of your time at the Academy and use it wisely.”

      Tolan nodded, unsure what else he could say. When he had first come to the class, he hadn’t expected to like Master Sartan, and still wasn’t sure whether he did. He had a hard time knowing whether Master Sartan wanted to help him—or for him to fail.

      When Master Sartan seemed as if he had turned his attention away, Tolan left the room. When out in the hall, he caught sight of movement and he froze.

      “Jory?”

      The Selector turned toward him, flashing a wide smile. “Tolan. How have your first lessons gone?”

      He swallowed. “About as I would expect given my inability to shape.”

      Jory offered a sympathetic smile. “You will learn. Give it time. You were Selected for a reason.”

      “I don’t know whether I was or not. They have us using bondars, but even with them…” He didn’t know if there would be anything the bondar would do to help him shape. It might give him a greater access to the element bonds, but he had to be able to reach that power first.

      Jory glanced toward the fire classroom a moment. “I suppose they do. And you’re at a disadvantage compared to others. Most would have some exposure to shaping, even to the bondars.” He hesitated before reaching into his pocket and handing something to Tolan. “Use this but carefully. I will need it back when you begin to reach your first connection.”

      Tolan took it and realized with a start that it was a furios—and one much like the one he’d just used in the classroom. He glanced up at Jory, meeting the Selector’s eyes. “Are you sure this is allowed?”

      The other man frowned. “I am a master shaper, Tolan. I think it’s allowed. Work with it until you master fire and then you can return it to me. Besides, Sartan can be… difficult… for those who can’t reach fire.” He smiled at Tolan. “Good luck.”

      With that, Jory left him, heading deeper into the fire tower, leaving Tolan to make his way back to the dormitory and his room. The room was empty and he took a seat on his bed, pulling out the furios to study it. If he could learn to shape even one element, maybe he could succeed here. It was possible he could end up as someone like Master Salman and could serve Terndahl in a different way.

      Voices along the hall caught his attention and he stuffed the furios back into his pocket, not wanting to be caught with it. What would the others say if they knew Jory had lent it to him?

      Ferrah and Jonas came in with Wallace behind them. He couldn’t shake the idea that Wallace watched him, staring at him with a strange and unreadable expression.

      “What was that about?” Jonas asked.

      Tolan stood and forced a smile. “It was nothing. He had heard about the elemental.”

      Jonas clapped his hands together and laughed again. “See? I told you that you were going to be famous here.”

      Tolan didn’t know what to say. He didn’t want fame. For now, he would take learning to shape, even if it were just one of the element bonds.
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      The withering, the bondar for wind, was somewhat different than that for fire. Whereas the furios was slick and smooth with symbols marked on one end, the bondar for wind was little more than several interconnected rods. It seemed made of the same sort of stone as that of the furios, but even more delicate. Tolan could easily imagine damaging this item, and he was particularly careful with handling it so as not to do so.

      “Anything?” Jonas asked.

      Tolan glanced over. They’d been at the Academy for a week now. In that time, Tolan had worked with the furios, trying to do something more than simply generating smoke and needing to hide the fact he had it at all. How could he explain to anyone—including Jonas—that he required a bondar to do any sort of shaping? In that time, he hadn’t much time to go and search for Master Daniels as he had planned. Not that he would know where to even start.

      “Not yet.”

      Jonas had no difficulty with what was asked of them for wind. He had come to the Academy as a skilled wind shaper, and so when it came to the demonstration for Master Rorn, he didn’t have any trouble.

      “Wind is tricky at the best of times,” Jonas said, looking over his shoulder as Tolan gripped the bondar. He was careful not to squeeze it too tightly. He didn’t want to damage it, especially as it seemed so delicate. “I find I have to focus on my breathing, and then I can pull through that to delve into the bond.”

      “You what do you mean by delving into the bond?” He looked up.

      The wind tower was structured differently than that of fire, and a steady breeze blew through the entirety of it, even while he sat in the classroom. Light seemed to come from all around, and unlike the fire tower classroom with lanterns that glowed brightly with dancing flames, there were no open flames at all. Bells tinkled overhead, and every so often, Tolan would look up to stare at the wind chimes before turning his attention back to his task.

      “You said you could use earth,” Jonas said.

      Tolan had told him that. Earth was the element he had the greatest affinity to, but that was only with sensing and not at all with shaping. With sensing, there was no delving into a bond. There was nothing other than feeling the way the earth interconnected all things. Within the Academy, that sense of earth was weaker than in other places. He suspected that to be intentional and thought the master shapers did something to make it so that sensing was limited.

      “I don’t have much affinity for earth,” Jonas said, “but I suspect it’s the same for all of the element bonds. It certainly is for water and wind. You have to reach into the bond, connect to the power that’s there, and draw it out. With the bondar, you can do that more easily.”

      When he had used the furios, he hadn’t reached into anything. There had been no delving or connecting to some great power source. It simply came down to him running his hand along the symbols, and somehow, that helped him use the power through the furios.

      Maybe he wasn’t even doing that right.

      “What did she call this again?” Tolan asked, looking over at Master Rorn.

      “She called it a withering. I don’t know why they feel the need to name them differently. I mean, isn’t a bondar a bondar?”

      “They are named differently because they are created differently,” Master Rorn said, approaching from the front of the class. She fixed her gaze on the withering Tolan held, her lips pursed into a deep frown. She was a thin woman, and Tolan imagined any shaping she used to carry her wouldn’t require much strength. “Each bondar is crafted by someone exquisitely connected to the element bond. Such a thing is necessary in order to fully create a connection others can use. Can you imagine attempting to create a bondar without having a natural connection?”

      “Did you make them?” Tolan asked.

      Master Rorn smiled. “You give me far too much credit, Shaper Ethar.”

      Other than Master Sartan, all of the other master shapers had referred to him by the shaper honorific. Tolan knew he didn’t deserve it, but refusing it would only draw more attention to himself, and if there was one thing he didn’t want while here, it was more attention.

      “Who made them?” Jonas asked.

      “Most of these were made long ago. There are many things we have learned about shaping over the years, but there is just as much that has been lost. With how many people have a connection to the elements, the need for the bondar is mostly confined to shapers coming to the Academy to train.”

      “Wait… Are you saying no one knows how to make a bondar anymore?” Jonas asked, leaning forward. He grinned as he said it and Tolan shook his head, trying to warn him. He didn’t want to upset one of the master shapers. Even the kindest of the master shapers, like Master Rorn, would have limits to their patience.

      “I’m saying most of them were made long ago.”

      She turned away, and Jonas grinned when she was gone. “She didn’t say it, but they don’t know how to make them anymore. Why is that, do you think?”

      “Maybe there is no need to make bondars.”

      Jonas laughed. “Maybe not for you. You already dealt with an elemental. The rest of us mere mortals need to use help to connect to the bonds.”

      Tolan looked around quickly, fearing Jonas had been too loud. “Would you keep it down?”

      “I don’t get why you’re so uptight about it. If I were the one responsible for helping suppress a rogue elemental, I think I would be telling everyone.”

      “That’s because you talk too much,” Ferrah said. She was sitting at the table in front of them, and she shot a look over her shoulder at Jonas before glancing at Tolan. Her gaze lingered on him as a flush washed over her cheeks.

      “You’re just saying that because you want to compete with Draln for the most skilled shaper,” Jonas said.

      Ferrah glanced across the room to Draln. Wind was another element he had a natural affinity for, and the task of causing their clothing to flutter was straightforward for him. He didn’t have any difficulty in manipulating the wind, though from what Tolan could tell, he wasn’t quite as skilled with the wind as he was with fire.

      “What do you think his natural element is?” Tolan asked, staring at the larger man. He was dressed in a black jacket and pants, both heavily embroidered and likely much more expensive than Tolan could ever afford.

      What he’d been given to wear at the Academy was no different than anyone else’s attire, but when he washed out—which he would have to eventually, without any ability to shape—he would need to find work. The kind of jobs he would be able to obtain were limited, unless he could find Master Daniels and return to Ephra with him.

      “Who? Draln? He was a fire shaper first. That’s why he’s so skilled with it. But then, it doesn’t really matter which element was first. When his parents discovered he had an affinity for one of the elements, they worked with him, pushing him almost as much as he would have been pushed had he come to the Academy at that age.”

      Not everyone was as irritated by Draln as Tolan and Jonas. He had a large group of hangers-on, most wanting to be near enough to him and his shaping ability to pick up whatever they could. Most thought that if—and when—he became an Inquisitor, they wanted to have a connection to him so they wouldn’t have to worry about one of the Inquisitors harassing them.

      “You know, if you focus on yourself as much as you focus on others, you might pick up wind,” Ferrah said.

      “And you know that if you would stop harassing us, you might not be so annoying?” Jonas said.

      Ferrah glared at him. “You really should sit next to someone else,” she said to Tolan.

      “You’re only saying that because you want to sit next to him. Well, you can’t have him.”

      She shook her head in annoyance before turning her focus back to the task at hand, working with her shaping. She caused a fluttering of wind, though Tolan couldn’t tell if she’d needed to use the withering or not.

      “You should be nicer to her,” he whispered, turning his attention back to the withering.

      “I’m nice enough to her. She knows I don’t mean anything by it.”

      Tolan wasn’t quite sure about that. He didn’t know Ferrah well, but imagined she wouldn’t be pleased to have him harassing her, especially as they had so much time to spend at the Academy still. It was best they not make enemies with other students, though he wasn’t sure he wanted to spend too much time with Draln. It would be better not to have anything to do with him.

      Turning his focus back to the withering, he tried to do as Jonas suggested, pulling on the connection and drawing through the withering. It might only be his imagination, but he thought he felt a fluttering.

      But then, it might be a fluttering just as likely to come from the wind blowing through the room. Tolan continued to attempt to use the withering, failing completely. By the time Master Rorn ended class, he had grown more annoyed than anything.

      “Return the witherings to the front of the class,” she said.

      Tolan stood and carried the withering up and set it carefully on the desk. He felt he had to be incredibly cautious, and judging from the look Master Rorn gave him, if he hadn’t been cautious, she would have said something to him.

      “Well, that was basically a waste of two hours,” Jonas said as they left.

      Tolan glanced back at the classroom. Was it only his imagination, or did the entire room seem as if it was swaying, almost as if tugged by the wind? “It felt like longer.”

      “Tolan?” Ferrah asked as they made their way through the halls.

      “Yeah?”

      “Can I talk to you a minute?” She flicked her gaze to Jonas, as if to emphasize that she wanted to talk to Tolan alone.

      “You two have all the time you need. I think I’m going to head out to the courtyard for some fresh air. And to think I spent the last few years longing for the chance just to get here.”

      He hurried off, whistling as he went. When he was gone, Ferrah turned to Tolan and grabbed his arm, pulling him to the side of the hall. She looked in either direction before turning back to Tolan.

      “What did you want?” Tolan asked.

      “What elements do you shape?” she whispered.

      His heart thudded. “What?”

      “It’s just that I haven’t seen you actually shaping in any of our classes yet.”

      Tolan looked around and almost wished there was someone who could rescue him from Ferrah, but the hall was empty. There was no sign of Master Rorn, leaving them alone.

      “Ferrah, I…”

      He stepped back. He wanted nothing more than to get away and avoid the way she looked at him, but where would he go?

      “You don’t have to be ashamed of it,” she said. “You were selected, the same as any of us.”

      Tolan frowned. “Please don’t talk about it,” he said.

      “I just wanted you to know you don’t have to be alone here with that. You don’t have to worry someone’s going to treat you differently.”

      “But they will treat me differently. I know better than to think everything is going to turn out okay.”

      Ferrah watched him as if she wanted to say something but instead, she just took a deep breath and shook her head. “Sometime, you’re going to need to tell me the story about what happened.”

      “I’m not sure there’s much of a story to tell.”

      “No? I think there’s quite the story. You don’t have to tell me about it now, if you don’t want to, but I would like to hear it.” Tolan stepped back and Ferrah reached out, grabbing his arm to keep him from running. “Did you really see an elemental?”

      He licked his lips. “I really saw an elemental.”

      She smiled. “See? Even if you don’t think you belong, the fact you saw an elemental—something no others can claim—tells us that you do.”

      He found himself smiling. “Please don’t tell anyone else.”

      “Even Jonas?”

      Jonas was a friend, but would he understand? Tolan didn’t know. Maybe if he had more time with him, he might be able to answer that with certainty, but for now it was simply easier to keep that part of him hidden.

      “Even Jonas, for now.”

      The disapproving look Ferrah gave him was almost enough to change his mind. He probably shouldn’t be keeping things from Jonas. He had already proven himself to be a friend—and had shown the potential to be a good one.

      “I’ll tell him eventually.”

      “You should. I know he would understand. And I know you’ll have an easier time if you open up with others about what you can and can’t do.”

      Tolan reached into his pocket and ran his fingers along the furios Jory had lent him. When he pulled it out and flashed it for Ferrah for a moment, her eyes widened.

      “You took that?”

      He shook his head. “Jory let me borrow it.”

      “He let you borrow a furios?”

      “He knew I wasn’t able to—” He lowered his voice, chiding himself for almost making a mistake of speaking too loudly. ”He knew I wasn’t able to shape,” he said. “He wanted me to have an opportunity to stay and study. I’m to give it back when I reach fire.”

      “See?”

      “See what?”

      “See that others are already proving they would help you. You don’t have to keep this to yourself.”

      “Not everybody’s going to be as understanding as you.”

      “If the masters are willing to work with you to ensure you learn what you need to remain at the Academy, then why should you care about someone like Draln?”

      “Who said I was talking about Draln?”

      She shot him a look. “Who else would you be talking about? He’s an idiot. You know that.”

      “He might be, but he’s an idiot who can already shape three of the element bonds.”

      She shrugged. “It’s not as exciting as you would think.”

      He nodded to her and they started off down the hall. “What’s your story? You’re nearly as capable as Draln, but you don’t act as arrogant as him.”

      “What’s there to act arrogant about?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Only the fact there’s no way you’re going to fail here.”

      “You know how many people actually fail at the Academy?” Ferrah asked as they reached the end of the hall and started down the stairs.

      “They made it seem like most people failed.” The warnings had been so dire that he feared there would be lots of failures.

      “The masters at my school told me it’s pretty rare for students at the Academy to fail. There are exceptions to that, but then again, there are always exceptions. Didn’t you have master shapers at your school who trained at the Academy?”

      Tolan thought about Master Daniels and Master Salman. Both had trained at the Academy. He had never talked to them about their experiences here, but mostly that was because he had never expected to have an opportunity to come and train here, himself.

      “There were master shapers in my hometown,” he said.

      “But you never spoke to them about the Academy.” Ferrah sighed and shook her head. “I should’ve figured that. Well, the master shapers where I was have told me it’s uncommon for students to fail. Even when they fail, every effort is made to ensure they have the ability to adequately shape one of the element bonds well enough to be of use to the Academy. Those who can’t are the ones forced to serve, but even they aren’t forced to serve in the way you probably fear.”

      “They are made to be servants within the Academy?”

      “Have you seen any servants?”

      Tolan shrugged. He hadn’t, but there had to be some around here. The Academy wouldn’t take care of itself without having help, and the meals they’d had were prepared by someone. He didn’t think they were shaped into existence, but then again, it wasn’t that doing so wasn’t possible.

      They reached the main level within the Academy. Voices drifted in from outside.

      “Come on. Let’s go join Jonas outside and get ourselves some fresh air.”

      Tolan followed Ferrah outside. His heart felt a little lighter than it had before, and he didn’t worry quite as much about her having discovered the secret of his shaping ability—or lack thereof.

      They found Jonas with a large grouping of students in a courtyard just outside the Academy. He was sitting on a bench, watching while the students—most of them older, as Tolan hadn’t seen any of them in his classes—stood around in a circle, working at a shaping.

      “There you two are,” Jonas said with a smile. He winked at Tolan. “I was beginning to think you might have gone back to the room…”

      “Jonas, you’re disgusting,” Ferrah said.

      “You know, I’ve heard that before.”

      “I’m sure you have,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan was watching the students working with their shaping. They had incredible control over it as they shaped, each person taking turns generating a massive burst, and as they went around the circle, not only could Tolan feel it, but he could practically see their shaping.

      “What are they doing?” he asked.

      “It’s called Imaginarium,” Jonas said.

      “It has a name?” Tolan asked.

      “Of course, it has a name. Look at what they’re doing.”

      Tolan continued to watch but had no idea what it was the older students were doing. They were shaping, but for what purpose?

      “I can’t tell what it is they’re doing.”

      “Watch them a little bit,” Jonas said.

      Tolan focused on a blonde-haired woman. Dressed in a forest green gown, the shaping that built from her was powerful. She used earth, and as he had some ability with earth sensing, he could feel the way the shaping built, coming from deep within her and rumbling out. As it did, a figure sprang out of the ground, taking the shape of a bundle of branches before moving a few steps forward and then disappearing altogether.

      The others gathered around her clapped excitedly.

      “That was an impressive one, Janey.”

      Janey took a playful bow. “Good luck rivaling that one,” she said to the man standing next to her.

      He had a shock of brown hair and deeply tanned features. Crystalline blue eyes shone, and a playful smile quirked his mouth. “Just because you have some ability with earth—”

      “Some?” she asked, elbowing him in the side.

      “Fine. More than some. But let’s see what you could do with this.” Wind swirled in a tight spiral and a fire shaping joined it, leaving the wind sparking. Much like the other shaping, this one seemed to take on a shape and form and spiraled out, as if trying to crawl away from the shaper. It lingered for a few moments in the air before fading into nothingness.

      “I still don’t understand what it is they’re doing,” Tolan said.

      “They’re trying to create elementals,” Ferrah said, disgust filling her voice. “Don’t they know better?”

      “Know better? This is a game.”

      “Some game,” she said.

      “You don’t have to take it so seriously,” Jonas said.

      Ferrah turned to him, anger flashing across her eyes. “I don’t? Don’t you see what it is they’re doing?”

      “I see they are playing with shapings. It’s nothing more than that. There’s no harm in it.”

      “Unless the elemental manages to escape,” she said.

      Jonas laughed, and several of the older shapers glanced over. He only shrugged as if to apologize. “The elementals can’t escape, not from a shaping like that. These aren’t real elementals.”

      “How do you know what’s real and what’s not?” Ferrah asked. She jabbed him in the chest and Jonas winced, jerking back and giving her a look that feigned hurt. “How do you know what they’re doing isn’t simply drawing on the elementals within the bond that are trying to escape?”

      “It’s a game,” he said. He turned to Tolan. “Can you tell her this is nothing more than a game?”

      “I’m not sure she’ll believe me. Besides, I’ve seen an elemental.”

      He said it too loudly. As soon as he did, he realized his mistake.

      The man who had mixed fire and wind spun and turned toward Tolan. “Wait. What was that?”

      Jonas stood and pointed at Tolan. “My friend here has seen an elemental.”

      The group of older students all shuffled toward him. There were six of them, and they all were at least a year or two older than Tolan, but age didn’t necessarily matter at the Academy. It wasn’t so much about a shaper’s age as about their potential.

      “You saw an elemental?”

      Tolan flushed and glanced at Ferrah, but he got no support from her.

      “What was it like?” This came from one of the others near the back of the group.

      “I…”

      “He didn’t see an elemental.”

      Tolan recognized that voice. He looked over to see Draln making his way out of the shadows. Three other first level students were with him, and they laughed.

      “I’ve seen him in our classes. He can barely shape. He needs to use the bondars for everything.”

      “Just because he’s not the same shaper as you, doesn’t mean he didn’t see an elemental,” Jonas said.

      “Which elemental did you see?” Draln asked.

      The older students looked at him. Janey watched him, almost as if he was a puzzle she wanted to try to solve, and the older man standing next to her still had the playful smile on his face.

      Tolan shifted where he stood, wishing he hadn’t been so stupid. This was not the attention he wanted. “It was a fire elemental.”

      “There are dozens of fire elementals,” the man said. “Which one was it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We’ve only been here for a week,” Ferrah said.

      “He didn’t necessarily have to know, but the master shapers responsible for replacing the elemental back in the bond should have known. If he really was there, he would have heard from them what kind of elemental it was.”

      “The master shapers didn’t know.”

      The students all chuckled. Tolan flushed.

      “See? He hasn’t seen an elemental. What kind of master shapers would they be if they don’t even recognize an elemental?”

      He clenched his jaw, biting back what he wanted to say. Anything he might say now would only end up with getting him drawn deeper into Draln’s antagonistic prodding, and Tolan didn’t want to do that, but, did it really matter if he revealed what happened?

      “The master shaper was sent back to Amitan for a refresher,” Tolan said.

      There was a collective gasp.

      “What’s a refresher?” Jonas whispered.

      Tolan glanced over. “The way I understand it is he didn’t recognize the elemental and he upset Irina, so she sent him back to Amitan to work on a refresher. I don’t really know what exactly it is.”

      “Irina?” The older student asked, stepping toward Tolan. “As in, the Grand Master Irina Folarre?”

      Tolan nodded.

      The man whistled.

      “What is it, Teddy?” Janey asked.

      “The Grand Master is rarely seen outside of Amitan. If she was there, then whatever happened was… terrible.”

      “It was a rogue elemental,” Tolan said.

      Teddy grinned at him. “It would have to be some sort of serious rogue elemental for her to get involved rather than the Trackers. Usually they go after the rogue elementals. And you were there?”

      Tolan nodded.

      Teddy whistled again. “If you were there, I’d love to see what you can do.”

      “You’d love to see what I could do with what?”

      He motioned to the other students. “With this! Imaginarium. It should be easy for you. Most of us have to create what we think an elemental would look like, but since you’ve seen one…”

      Ferrah grabbed Tolan’s arm. “Don’t do it. It’s dangerous.”

      Jonas grabbed his other arm and pulled on him. “The only thing that would be dangerous is if he wouldn’t do it. There’s no harm in imagining the elementals. It’s almost like you think he has the ability to tear an elemental from the bond.”

      She shot him a look. “Haven’t you wondered how the elementals escape from the bond? How do you know it’s not just like that?”

      “Just like what?” Jonas asked.

      “Just like this game. How do you know pulling an elemental from the bond isn’t basically the same thing?”

      Jonas shook his head. “Really. We’ve been here a week and you think Tolan can tear an elemental from the bond.” He turned to Tolan and leaned forward. “You need to do this. If you want to keep Draln from harassing you, you have to be a part of this. Besides, it’s not often that the older students invite first-year students—and only a week in at that—to play,” he said in a soft whisper.

      Tolan looked over at Draln. He didn’t want to be a part of it and considering he had practically no ability to shape, any attempt to be a part of the game would lead to him embarrassing himself. If he did, he would reveal his inability to shape to more than just Ferrah.

      Draln seemed to latch onto the fact that Tolan wanted nothing to do with the Imaginarium game and started laughing. “He’s scared.”

      Teddy and Janey and the others all watched Tolan.

      What could he do? If he got there and wasn’t able to show any ability to create an elemental—or shape at all for that matter—what would they say?

      Maybe he could chalk it up to his nerves.

      And he didn’t have to reveal he couldn’t shape. He could tell them he was shaping but he wasn’t able to draw an elemental out.

      He started to stand and Ferrah continued to hang on his arm.

      “Tolan—”

      He leaned toward her ear. “I’m just going to pretend. Nothing more.”

      “You don’t have to. It’s okay for you to say no. Sometimes, courage is walking away.”

      Tolan smiled. “You sound like my father.”

      “I don’t know how to take that.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t mean anything bad by it. I’m just saying it’s the sort of thing he would have told me.” He patted her hand. “It’s fine. Really.” She let him go and he joined the group of older students with Teddy on one side of him and Jonas on the other. Tolan glanced over at Jonas and he shrugged, smiling.

      Draln stood outside the circle, watching.

      “Well?” Teddy asked, nodding to Draln.

      A satisfied smirk crossed Draln’s face and he stepped forward, joining the group of others.

      “Have any of you ever participated in Imaginarium?” Teddy asked.

      “I have,” Draln said.

      “He only thinks he has,” Jonas muttered.

      “You two?” Teddy asked, looking over at Tolan and then Jonas.

      Tolan shook his head. “I’ve never heard of it before just a little bit ago.”

      “Well, the rules are pretty straightforward. Your job is to create a shaping that draws upon at least one element bond and solidify it so we can see your shaping. You saw what Janey did with hers?”

      Tolan nodded and Janey gave a satisfied smile.

      “That was a talented piece of earth shaping,” Teddy said. “It takes quite a bit of power to make something visible like that. I followed with fire and wind, but mine didn’t last long enough. The key is how long your shaping can last and how real it looks to us. Everyone sort of votes.”

      “Votes?” Tolan asked.

      Teddy shrugged again. “It’s a consensus more than anything else. We each make our best shaping, and the person whose shaping is deemed the best wins. Now, if you can get someone else to feel your shaping…” He smiled broadly. “That’s considered a win. We haven’t had anyone quite like that.”

      “And by feel the shaping, you mean—”

      “I mean the elemental you’ve created actually touches someone else.”

      Tolan could feel Ferrah’s eyes on his back, and the disapproving way she would be looking at him. How could she not? She didn’t want him to be involved in this in the first place, especially not now she knew about his lack of shaping ability, but even more than that, she didn’t want him drawing an elemental out, however imagined it might be.

      “Janey will start.”

      She nodded. Once again, Tolan could feel the way her earth-shaping built. It started from within her and spread down to the ground. This time, rather than a bundle of sticks, the stone of the ground coalesced into something physical, enough that Tolan could only stare at it. It reminded him of the stone elemental from his vision during the Selection.

      It took a single step before collapsing and fading back into nothingness.

      “That was good,” one of the others on the other side of the circle said. She was a dark-skinned woman with shoulder-length hair. Her deep brown eyes watched Janey but didn’t carry the warmth of her comment. Was there bad blood between them?

      Janey only nodded. “You’ll get your chance soon, Reina.”

      Teddy was next. The last time he had attempted his creation, he had used a combination of fire and wind, and Tolan thought he might do the second, but water pulled from the air, thickening. Though he couldn’t see it, Tolan could feel him add a touch of earth.

      A sudden question struck him. Why should he be aware of the shaping like this? He was not strong enough normally to detect shapings, but for some reason, he was able to detect the earth shaping.

      Maybe it was that they were at the Academy. Maybe it was nothing more than that.

      The elemental looked like little more than a translucent person hovering in the air. It moved just a little, but not far, and not as far as his last shaping had, and then it faded, disappearing into nothingness.

      Teddy smiled and spread his hands. “I think I expended myself too much on the last one.”

      “These are hard to do?” Tolan asked.

      “The hardest part is making it seem as if the elemental appears,” Teddy said. “The shaping isn’t so hard, it’s the rest of it that’s challenging. You’ll see. It’s your turn.”

      Tolan’s heart raced. What was he thinking, doing this?

      He resisted the urge to glance back at Ferrah, knowing she would not be approving of what he did.

      He couldn’t shape, but he might use the furios to help.

      Reaching into his pocket, he hoped it didn’t look too unusual. He focused on the sensation of the furios, feeling the slick surface and the symbols at one end, and tracing them with his finger.

      All he had to do was reach through the furios, connect to the fire bond, and shape. That was it.

      Only… He’d never done it before.

      That wasn’t entirely true. He had created wisps of smoke, enough that he had felt as if he was successful with the shaping, at least enough to believe he might do more, but he had managed nothing other than that.

      If ever he were going to shape—really shape—he needed to do it now.

      He squeezed the furios.

      He had the advantage over the others in that he had actually seen a fire elemental, and he hoped he could use that to help him create the shaping.

      Tolan squeezed his eyes shut, connecting to the furios.

      Just a little. Nothing more than that. Please.

      He didn’t know if begging the furios would make a difference or not, but it couldn’t hurt.

      Taking a deep breath, he pushed, trying to use the furios and the power within it. He focused on the memory of the elemental and what he had seen of it. There had been a flash of flame and movement that seemed almost animalistic. Had he not known better, he would’ve thought it looked like a wolf or something else.

      That was what he would try to use.

      As it built, he could feel it.

      It differed from what he’d felt before. Always when he had tried to use the furios before, there had been no sensation.

      “What is this?” a voice boomed across the courtyard.

      Tolan’s eyes snapped open and he looked over to see Jory striding toward them. His normally calm face was a mask of quiet fury.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Nothing more than a little game of Imaginarium,” Teddy said.

      “A little game of Imaginarium. Do you know that even little games of Imaginarium can be dangerous?”

      “There’s no danger. None of us is strong enough to actually separate an elemental from the bond,” Janey said.

      “Perhaps not intentionally, but what happens if you accidentally release an elemental? We’ve had enough running free these days that you older students should know better. And to include some of the newest students? What kind of stupidity is that?”

      Teddy grinned. “We didn’t think they would even be able to do anything.”

      “No? But here you have a trio of first-level students. Did you invite them to mock them, or was this more curiosity?”

      “I’m sorry, Master Harris.”

      Jory waved them away. “No games, and certainly no games involving elementals. Not at a time like this.”

      Teddy shrugged and grabbed Janey’s hand and they started across the courtyard, disappearing into the far side of the building. Draln watched Tolan for a moment before turning and motioning to his group, and they left.

      “I would think you’d know better,” Jory said to Tolan. “Especially as you have actually seen the risk of the elementals.” His gaze lingered on Tolan for a long moment before he shook his head and started off, heading back toward the Academy building.

      Tolan glanced over at Jonas and Ferrah before racing after Jory. He caught him just inside the entrance to the Academy.

      “Master Harris?”

      Jory turned back to him. “You can call me Jory.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” he said. “You’re right. I have seen an elemental, so I do know what damage it can cause.”

      “The elemental that attacked the forest outside of Ephra was powerful, Tolan. If something like that had been released inside Ephra, quite a bit of the city would have been destroyed. Can you imagine what that would have been like?”

      Tolan nodded slowly. He had no difficulty imagining how much destruction would have happened had the elemental managed to get free, and he had no difficulty imagining just what would have taken place throughout his home.

      “Now, imagine what that would be like in Amitan. That amount of destruction would be devastating. This city is protected from elementals, but even Amitan would not be immune to it.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Jory’s face softened and he smiled. “I don’t mean to scare you, but you’re new to the Academy, and new enough that I don’t want you to fall into some of the fallacy of the older students. Most of them forget what it’s like. They’ve been here a year or two, sometimes several years, and they only know they have developed incredible shaping skills. None of them have experienced what it’s like to see a rogue elemental. They forget the dangers. There are things you simply can’t learn from reading and lectures.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Why is what?” Jory asked, frowning.

      “Why is it the older students aren’t familiar with it? It seems to me they could go with shapers on assignments.”

      Jory watched him for a moment before he started smiling. “Maybe you could be the one to suggest that to Grand Master Normandale.”

      “I…” Tolan started, stamping.

      Jory shook his head, smiling. “I wouldn’t make you go to the Grand Master with something like that, but he is receptive to ideas and suggestions, so if you have ideas like that, don’t hesitate to bring them to him.”

      “I’m not sure I will ever feel comfortable bringing something to the Grand Master,” Tolan said.

      Jory watched him for a moment. “I saw you out there. You were very nearly about to shape. You must have been working with the furios.”

      Tolan glanced along the hall before pulling the furios out of his pocket. “I suppose you’re going to be wanting it back.” He was surprised that he felt some reluctance to return the furios to Jory. Without any ability to shape on his own, it gave him a connection—no matter how weak—and an advantage others didn’t have.

      Jory regarded him a while. “With what you’ve show, I suppose you can hold onto it a little longer. Not much, though. I will need it back.”

      Tolan nodded. “I’ll be careful with it. I don’t want it damaged.”

      “I would be more concerned about someone else getting a hold of it,” he said. Jory smiled at Tolan and patted him on the shoulder. “If that’s all, I think it’s time for you to get back to… Well, whatever it is you were up to. I have a few tasks I need to do before I head back out.”

      “Head out where?”

      “I’m a Selector,” he said.

      “I thought the Selection was over.”

      “It is. Was. In between Selections, some of us are tasked with hunting down elementals. Tracking.”

      “Like the Inquisitors?”

      “Not entirely. We serve the Academy in a different way. We observe them, make records of the elementals, and then suppress them if needed.”

      Jory started away. Tolan couldn’t imagine what it would be like to actively seek out rogue elementals. It was bad enough when they sprang up randomly, but to go after them? That seemed like a fool’s errand.

      “Jory?”

      He paused and looked back at Tolan. “What is it?”

      “Does the Selection ever make a mistake?”

      “You worry you shouldn’t be here?”

      “I’m the only one like this.”

      “Like what?” Jory asked.

      “Like me. Some of those selected are able to shape three element bonds by the time they get here.”

      Jory only offered a smile. “Do you think the ability to shape different element bonds matters once you reach the Academy?”

      “It doesn’t hurt.”

      Jory laughed. “No. I suppose it doesn’t hurt. But it’s more than just your ability to reach the element bonds. Part of it is the knowledge you can acquire while here. Before I came, I could only shape fire. It’s the element I’m strongest with still. But I came in with other shapers who were able to use two or three of the element bonds, and with time and training, I continued to progress while they rested on what they already had learned.” He smiled at Tolan. “Use your ignorance as an opportunity. Challenge yourself. Push yourself. You’re here because you passed the Selection. Not all can say that. Work with the furios until you no longer need it to reach fire. Who knows, maybe that will be the element bond you’re best connected to.” He nodded and then left.

      Tolan watched him disappear.

      Maybe it wasn’t a mistake he was here, and if what Ferrah said was true, then there weren’t very many students who failed, but somehow, he would need to figure out whether he could shape on his own without a bondar. He wasn’t sure he would be able to learn that, and if he didn’t—and couldn’t—he was doomed to failure.

      Regardless of what Jory said, he thought it was possible for the Selection to have made a mistake. He was proof of that.

      He ran his fingers along the bondar, feeling for the symbols at the end. He took a deep breath, knowing he would need to continue to work with it. If nothing else, he would learn to shape through the bondars, even if that was the only way he shaped.
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      The room was dark and Tolan had his sheet pulled up over his head, resting on his side with the bondar set in front of him. It was late enough that no one else should be awake. The sounds of Jonas snoring nearby told him his friend was out. Ferrah’s steady breathing came from the far side of the room, and Wallace was restless, but he seemed asleep as well.

      Only Tolan was awake.

      He should be asleep. With as much work as they’d been through over the last few days, he needed to get some rest. Tomorrow was another day of an endless recitation of elementals, this time in his earth-shaping class. Each class was similar. They practiced shaping, and then they learned about the various elementals. He didn’t struggle at all with remembering the names of the elementals, not the same as others did, but even with the bondar, shaping didn’t come to him.

      That was why he was determined to see what he could figure out tonight.

      He stared at the bondar. In the darkness, it seemed to have a faint glow to it, but he wondered if that was his imagination. He reached for it, running his fingers along the slick surface and touching the symbols at the end. That seemed to be the key, at least for him. Others might be able to use the bondar differently, but he needed to connect to the symbols on the end of it, and when he did, it seemed as if he was better able to use it.

      He was able to generate smoke consistently now. It was a shaping, however weak, and he was pleased by the fact he was able to do even that. A month ago, he would’ve thought such a thing impossible. Without the bondar, Tolan wasn’t able to shape anything. There was no connection to fire; there was nothing.

      With the bondar, he thought he could reach the edge of the fire bond. It was vague and faint, and he wondered if he imagined it more than anything. So far, he had not managed anything nearly as powerful as what he’d felt while playing Imaginarium.

      What had he done differently then?

      That was the question plaguing him ever since the game. Had Jory not interrupted him, Tolan could have sworn he was on the verge of a breakthrough and all he needed was another moment, and with that moment, he thought he would be able to find a way to use the bondar to actually shape. Not just smoke, but fire. A real shaping.

      Maybe he shouldn’t attempt this while lying in his bed. If he succeeded, he might set his sheets on fire, and he wouldn’t have any way of putting it out. The others with any sort of fire shaping ability were far enough away that he might set the entire room on fire before anyone got there to help.

      It wasn’t really a risk, not for him.

      And he wanted to focus more on the feeling of connectedness with the bondar. That seemed to be the key, though he still didn’t know how to do so.

      Somehow, he had to reach through the bondar.

      Tolan squeezed the end, feeling the press of the symbols against his palm. It reminded him he needed to visit the Academy library to see if he could figure out what the symbols meant. They had to be meaningful. He didn’t even need light to trace them anymore. Having held the bondar as often as he did, he no longer needed to see to know their shapes.

      He took a deep breath and focused on the warmth around him.

      His first lessons with fire sensing came back to him. It was all about recognizing the heat in everything. It was in his breath. It was in his skin. It was in his blood. It was in the people around him. If he were outside, it would be in the sun shining overhead. He could use that, but doing so meant he connected to it, and so far, he was only able to sense fire, not reach in and access it.

      Tolan let out a breath. As he did, he thought about the heat within the breath. It was there, but he felt nothing more than a fluttering of connection when he tried to use that to stretch through the bondar.

      What had he done differently when playing Imaginarium?

      Was it about the elemental?

      He thought back to that day in the forest. The elemental had been wild and free, a flash of flame that had raced across the forest, destroying trees and everything around it. It had raged against Master Daniels and Master Salman, fighting their attempt to suppress it.

      Why would it, though?

      As far as he knew, the elementals were part of the bond, and they were meant to be within it. They gained strength by living within the bond, and shapers were able to use that strength to work incredible power.

      And yet, the elementals continued trying break free. Why did they want out of the bond?

      Those were questions he shouldn’t ask. They would lead him down the path of thinking about the Draasin Lord, and after what happened with his parents, he knew better than to do that.

      Tolan pushed those thoughts away.

      He needed to focus on what he could control, and maybe it wasn’t the fire bond. Maybe his connection would be to earth. It was the element he felt the most affinity for when sensing.

      Tolan sighed and sat up. He got out of bed and silently made his way to the door, stepping out of the room and to the far end of the hall where the first-year students could practice safely. This was the better place to go, anyway.

      This end of the hallway was dark and quiet, and he found a place in a corner where he could remain protected, hidden from the possibility of intruding eyes. Any of the first-year students could come to this end of the hall to work, though it was rare any would choose to do so this late at night. For the most part, Tolan hadn’t seen many students taking advantage of practicing. And why would they? Most of the students came with enough of a shaping ability that they didn’t have to practice in the same way as someone like Tolan.

      Jory had been right. He needed to work and find if there was some way for him to reach the element bonds for him to stay here.

      He gripped the furios, holding it tightly in his hand, running his thumb along the symbols at the end. He thought back to that day in the forest. He remembered what the elemental looked like. It was burned into his brain, the image of the graceful fury of that fire elemental moving through the forest.

      As he held onto that image, a strange throbbing pulsed through him.

      It went into the bondar and with a flash, flame erupted from the end of it.

      Not just a simple flame, but flame shaped like the elemental.

      Tolan gasped and tried to release his connection to the bondar, but the image of the elemental flickered for a moment and then turned as if to face him.

      He dropped the bondar.

      It clattered to the stone and rolled toward the wall. As it did, the elemental disappeared with a flash.

      His mouth was dry and he licked his lips.

      What was that? Had he just about drawn the elemental out through the bondar?

      More than that, he had shaped.

      There was no doubting he had done it.

      He scrambled along the floor, looking for the bondar, and found it along the wall. Had he damaged it by dropping it?

      He hoped not, especially as he doubted that he could explain to Jory what had happened, but when he found the bondar, it was intact and undamaged.

      He breathed out a sigh of relief.

      A part of him wanted to return to bed, knowing any attempt to use the bondar again might lead to the same thing, but he wanted to know if it was a fluke or whether he really could reach the element bond. If he could, he had to wonder if perhaps he could do it without the bondar.

      That was the goal. And somehow, he felt like he was a little bit closer to reaching it.

      Knowing he shouldn’t, he closed his eyes and focused once more on the memory of the elemental. This time, he thought about it in a smaller scale. He didn’t know whether that would make a difference, but didn’t want to draw that much strength, not unintentionally. It was too dangerous to do otherwise.

      As before, there came a throbbing. This time, he focused on it, trying to remember the way it felt so that he could hopefully do the same without the bondar. With a flickering flame, the form of the elemental appeared at the end of the bondar.

      It was smaller than the last time.

      At least that much had succeeded.

      The strangely-shaped elemental turned toward him. As it did, he almost dropped the bondar again but he held onto it, deciding to see whether or not he would be able to maintain the connection. The flame flickered and the elemental took a step but then winked out.

      Weakness washed over him.

      Tolan stared at the bondar. Could he really have been successful with it? It seemed impossible to believe, but what other explanation was there? There had been flame. Not only smoke, but flame—real flame.

      As tired as he suddenly was, he couldn’t help but also feel excited. He had shaped.

      He thought about going back to bed, but was too excited to sleep.

      Instead, he stuffed the furios into his pocket and headed for the stairs leading to the kitchen. It was late, but the kitchens were always open for students. Most of the time, there was nothing more than bread and cheese, and he thought he could use something as simple as that.

      He was not surprised to find the kitchen empty. It was late, and he was the only person foolish enough to still be awake. Tomorrow would be another day of long lessons, and in getting no sleep, he would be exhausted.

      Excitement at having shaped would keep him energized.

      For the first time since coming to the Academy, he wished Tanner could be here.

      He would be happy for him, wouldn’t he?

      Maybe Tanner wouldn’t be. He wished he could return to Ephra and explain to Tanner what had happened. His friend wouldn’t even know he had been selected, especially since he had no ability to shape. Would there ever come a time when he could let Tanner know he was here? Could he even let them know he was safe?

      Not until he progressed.

      Which was even more reason to work hard at his studies.

      He grabbed a hunk of bread and cheese from one of the pantry cabinets and took a seat at the counter lining the wall. He chewed slowly. As he did, he thought about what he’d seen. As the excitement from successfully shaping wore down, he started to wonder about what it meant that he had used the elemental in order to succeed.

      Had it been the elemental, or only the fact the elemental had somehow represented the fire bond to him?

      It seemed impossible to believe he actually had used the elemental. That made little sense. More likely, it was only that he had thought about connecting to fire in a different way from before.

      And it was different. Reaching the fire bond had been about power and the connection within him, and it had left him throbbing and weak.

      “I hadn’t expected anyone else to be here.”

      Tolan looked over and quickly set the bread and cheese down as he got to his feet. “Grand Master Normandale,” he said.

      “Shouldn’t you be sleeping?” The Grand Master asked.

      Tolan shook his head. “I am having a hard time sleeping.”

      “I might have to have words with our master shapers. Usually, they do a much better job at exhausting the first-year students.” He went to the pantry and emerged with a muffin. “I think your choice is probably healthier, but when I get up in the middle of the night, I usually prefer something a little tastier.” He smiled and took a bite of the muffin.

      “Why can’t you sleep?” Tolan asked. It felt strange conversing with the Grand Master, but he was here in the kitchen the same as Tolan, so why shouldn’t he?

      “These days, it’s a little difficult to sleep at times.”

      “Does it have anything to do with the rogue elementals?”

      The Grand Master took a bite of his muffin and watched Tolan for a moment. “We try not to talk about them to the students, but then again, I understand you were with Irina when the elemental was discovered in Ephra.”

      Tolan shook his head. “Irina—I mean, the Grand Inquisitor Irina—came after the elemental had been returned to the bond.”

      The Grand Master frowned. “Is that right? I was under the understanding she had been present for the suppression of the elemental.”

      “Maybe there was another elemental that had been freed.”

      The Grand Master smiled before taking another bite of his muffin. “Perhaps that’s all it was. You are Tolan Ethar, is that right?”

      Tolan nodded.

      “I understand you are still learning to master your connection to the element bonds.”

      Tolan tensed. He couldn’t lie to the Grand Master, and it seemed as if enough of the master shapers knew of his inability to shape that even if he wanted to, he doubted he would be able to keep that information to himself. “I think I’m getting closer.”

      The Grand Master smiled. “Not all who come to the Academy can shape well.”

      “That’s what Master Harris said to me.”

      “Did he? I suppose he would know. Most who come to the Academy these days are shapers, but it wasn’t always that way. Terenhall has been here for hundreds and hundreds of years, and in the earliest days, it was a place where those with the potential to shape would come. Over time, we have refined our approach, and most cities have their own schools of shaping, enough that they don’t need to come to Terenhall to learn the basics. It’s only those who want to become master shapers who walk among our hallowed halls.”

      “What about those who never really gave much thought to becoming a master shaper?”

      “You wonder whether you made a mistake submitting yourself for the Selection?”

      “I know it was a mistake. I never intended to become a master shaper. I was content in Ephra.”

      “Were you? Tell me about yourself, Tolan Ethar.”

      “What’s there to tell?” Tolan said, picking at the bread and stuffing a small bite into his cheek. He chewed. “I am—or was—apprenticed to a woodsmith. He took pity on me and allowed me to apprentice with him, even though I don’t have any ability with earth.”

      “I doubt that. And honestly, to work as a woodsmith, you don’t need any ability to shape. Certainly, it helps, but it’s not necessary for you to be successful. I imagine your master said the same.”

      Tolan smiled to himself, thinking about what Master Daniels had often said about that. “Master Daniels believed I would do well enough with my earth sensing.”

      “Daniels? As in Owen Daniels?”

      Tolan nodded.

      The Grand Master took a bite of his muffin, chewing it slowly. “I’ve often wondered what had become of him. He was a skilled earth shaper when he was here, but he never wanted to be a part of the pursuit of elementals. He viewed that as distasteful.” The Grand Master shrugged and took another bite of his muffin. “And I’m not sure I could blame him. There are times when I wonder if it might have been better to have lived a simpler life.”

      “Shapers aren’t required to serve the Academy when they’re finished?”

      The Grand Master took another bite, finishing his muffin. He licked his fingers before wiping them on his shirt. “While we certainly would like for shapers to serve the Academy, and most of them are trained with the intent they will serve Terndahl in some way, there is no requirement they do so. The Academy is a place that offers an education, wanting to train shapers who can return to their communities. A great many will actually teach at some of the local schools.” He smiled. “I think you have some experience with your classmates like that?”

      Tolan nodded, thinking of Draln. Both of his parents taught at the Velminth school.

      “Keep working, Tolan Ethar.” The Grand Master stood, wiping his hands again. “How is it you ended up apprenticed to Master Daniels?”

      Tolan hesitated before answering. It was something he hated to talk about, and getting asked by the Grand Master only forced him to reveal more than what he wanted, but could he really refuse the Grand Master of the Terenhall Academy?

      “My parents disappeared. Most believe they were abducted by servants of the Draasin Lord.”

      The Grand Master turned back to Tolan slowly. “They were abducted?” He pinched his chin thoughtfully. “Ethar. Of course. I’ve heard of your parents.”

      They hadn’t gone off to serve the Draasin Lord, regardless of what some would try to claim. Tolan wasn’t about to listen to people make such claims, but he wouldn’t hide from what had happened to them, either.

      A part of him had always hoped he’d see them again. Maybe that was why he had that vision as part of the Selection testing? Another part knew that would never happen. Whatever had taken place with the Draasin Lord, it would keep them away from him. They were gone, essentially dead. Even if they returned, there was no telling what might’ve happened to them. The Draasin Lord had spirit shapers, the same as the Academy and their Inquisitors. With a skilled enough shaping, anyone could be forced to serve.

      “You have had more experiences than most who come to Terenhall, Tolan Ethar. You should use that. That can make you strong.”

      “I’m not sure it can.”

      “We draw strength from our past. The events of our past are not always easy or peaceful, but that doesn’t mean they can’t make us stronger and we can’t grow from them. I’m sure your parents would want you to continue to grow and develop. Make them proud. Use this opportunity.”

      As the Grand Master started out of the kitchen, Tolan called after him, “Do you fear the Draasin Lord?”

      The Grand Master didn’t turn back. “I fear those who seek power for the sake of power.”

      He continued to walk away, saying nothing more.

      Tolan couldn’t shake the fact it wasn’t a denial.

      What would it mean that the Grand Master feared the Draasin Lord? Nothing. Anyone with half a mind would—and should—fear the Draasin Lord. Even Master Sartan feared him, knowing that he was dangerous and that freeing the elementals from the bond put everyone at risk.

      Tolan finished his bread and cheese before leaving the kitchen. He left the lantern that had been on when he arrived and started toward his floor. As he neared the upper level, pressure built around him.

      He recognized that pressure. He’d felt it before but didn’t expect to feel it at this time of night, and certainly not when no one else was moving throughout the Academy.

      It was a shaping.

      A powerful shaping.

      Most of the time, Tolan wasn’t aware of shaping taking place around him, but this was one he couldn’t ignore. Where did it come from?

      As he neared the first-level floor, he heard a scream.

      It reminded him of the scream he’d heard when trapped in the Selecting vision. In that vision, he’d been unable to do anything to help those caught by whatever it was that wanted to harm them. But then, when he’d had that vision, he had known it was nothing more than that.

      He started toward the sound of the scream.

      It came from the far end of the hall and from somewhere up the stairs.

      He reached the stairs and started down them.

      He paused. This was the second-year floor, and he knew better than to come here and try to get in the way, especially as the second levels could be prickly about who came into their space. But he had heard the scream coming from here.

      Tolan started down the hall. As he went, he reached for the furios. It was unlikely to be of much use, especially if it came to some sort of attack, but it brought him a little peace of mind, if nothing else.

      He was probably being ridiculous. The scream was more likely to be from someone having a bad dream.

      But it had sounded pained.

      The second-level dorms were set up the same as the first level, with a series of doors along the hall marking the individual rooms. At the far end, he anticipated finding a practice area, much the same way as there would be on the first-year floor.

      Tolan started along the hall, pausing at each room and listening.

      He heard nothing.

      That wasn’t entirely true. There were the sounds of snoring and restful sleeping, the same as he heard on his floor and in his own room.

      He made his way along the hallway, pausing at each room until satisfied there was nothing, until he reached the end of the hallway where the second levels had their training space. From what they had been told when they first came, the training space was completely protected, fortified in such a way as to ensure a shaping gone awry couldn’t harm the Academy.

      A light flickered in the distance and Tolan approached slowly.

      He wasn’t the only one awake.

      He stepped into the room and his breath caught.

      Teddy and Janey both lay motionless on the ground.

      There was a flash of movement, brief enough that he wasn’t sure he even saw it. Tolan spun, looking for the source of the movement, but saw nothing. Could there be someone else here? Pressure built, almost like a shaping, but slightly different. What was that from?

      He hurried to Teddy first—he was closest—and leaned down to see he was breathing. At least there was that. He hurried over to Janey and didn’t see breaths from her. Tolan rested his head on her chest, listening for her heart, but didn’t hear it.

      Great Mother!

      He scooped her up and ran. When he reached the stairs, he froze, not knowing which way to go.

      Toward the water tower. She needed healing, and a skilled water shaper could help, but only if he reached someone in time.

      Would he be able to find Master Wassa?

      It was late enough that he might be sleeping, but he needed to try.

      Tolan raced through the Academy until he reached the tower for water and hurried up the stairs. He glanced at the classroom before heading up the next stairway. He had never been beyond the classroom level within the tower but knew he would find the master shaper’s quarters there.

      He was forced to ascend several more stories before reaching the next level. When he did, he reached the door and knocked. He shifted Janey in his arms, afraid to set her down, but all too aware she felt cooler than she had when he’d first found her.

      When no answer came, he knocked again.

      Finally, the door opened. He looked at Master Wassa. He was a large man, like most skilled water shapers, and he wore an enormous gown. He rubbed sleep from his eyes and pressed down the gray hair that attempted to stand wild on his head from his sleep.

      “Shaper Ethar. Do you know what time it is?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t what time it is, but Janey…”

      Master Wassa seemed to realize Tolan wasn’t alone and reached for Janey, scooping her easily in his arms and sweeping her into his room. Tolan hesitated before following.

      The room was dark, and with a quick shaping of fire, Master Wassa set a flame burning in three lanterns, giving enough light for Tolan to see the sprawling space. It was enormous. A bed on the opposite side of the room seemed impossibly far away, and two wardrobes flanked it. A narrow cot rested near the door, and Master Wassa set Janey onto this cot. It was almost as if he had a setup for just this sort of thing.

      “What happened?” Master Wassa asked.

      Tolan shook his head. “I don’t know. I heard a scream and went to investigate.”

      Master Wassa paused with his hand on Janey’s chest, right over her heart. Was he shaping? Tolan could detect nothing, not the way he could with earth, but he suspected Master Wassa was shaping. “You went to investigate?”

      Tolan nodded.

      “Hmm.” He turned his attention back to Janey and rested his other hand on her forehead. It reminded Tolan somewhat of the spirit shaping used during the Selection. He wondered if it felt the same way, too.

      “Is she alive?”

      Master Wassa glanced up at him. “You don’t know?”

      “I couldn’t hear her heartbeat.”

      “You have water sensing ability, do you not?”

      Tolan wanted to curse to himself. Of course, he had water sensing ability. That would’ve made too much sense for him to have attempted to use his weak water sensing to detect whether she was still alive.

      “I was in a bit of a panic,” he admitted.

      “Well, you did run toward the possibility of danger, so I suppose it could be forgiven.” He squeezed his eyes shut, and Tolan thought he felt a slight stirring within himself. Could that be the shaping? “She is alive, but barely. I’m not entirely certain what happened.”

      “I found her in the second-year training area.”

      “At this time of night?”

      Tolan nodded.

      “What were you doing up?”

      “I couldn’t sleep. I went to the kitchen to get something to snack on and ran into the Grand Master—”

      Master Wassa clucked. “He knows better than to go there at this time of night. I warned him it would be hazardous to his health.” Tolan glanced at Master Wassa’s belly before looking up at him. Master Wassa smiled. “I’m not saying I take my own advice.”

      This time, Tolan was certain he felt a fluttering. It seemed as if it pulled away from him, a sort of whooshing sense followed by the sound of the sea. In his mind, it almost seemed as if waves were crashing, but he suspected that was only his imagination.

      “There,” Master Wassa said, tapping Janey on the chest. “I believe she will recover, though I’m still not certain what happened to her.”

      “Your shaping didn’t tell you?”

      “Water shaping doesn’t work quite like that. If you would pay better attention in my lectures, you might have learned the basics.”

      “I’m trying,” he said.

      Master Wassa flashed a smile. “I’m aware you are. Now. What else did you see when you found Shaper Jenkins?”

      “Teddy was there with her. He was unconscious, but he was still breathing.”

      Master Wassa nodded. “We will need him brought here, as well.”

      “I can go.”

      “I would rather have you escort me there, and then you can return to your quarters and sleep.”

      “But—”

      Master Wassa shook his head. “But nothing, Shaper Ethar. You need to be well rested to continue your studies. You’ve been up late enough tonight as it is. I can manage well enough.”

      Tolan nodded and guided Master Wassa toward the second-year dorm. Despite the noise and commotion, no one was awake. When they reached the training room, they found Teddy still lying motionless on the ground. Master Wassa tapped him on the forehead, sending a pulse of a shaping that fluttered through Tolan. This time, he was certain of what he felt.

      Teddy gasped and opened his eyes.

      “Master Wassa?” Teddy asked.

      Master Wassa nodded. “Shaper Franklin. Can you tell me what happened?”

      Teddy’s eyes fluttered for a moment and he went unconscious again.

      Master Wassa cursed to himself. “Perhaps this is a little more intriguing than I believed,” he muttered.

      “What is?”

      Master Wassa shook his head. “Nothing. Return to your quarters. I will get Shaper Franklin to the water tower.”

      “I could help.”

      “You’ve helped quite enough for this evening. It’s time for you to return and get some rest. A young shaper like yourself needs to be well rested so you can be ready for your lessons. And this,” he started, looking down at Teddy, “might be more than any student shaper should be involved in.” He said the last softly, but Tolan still heard it and wondered what Master Wassa meant, and what Teddy and Janey had been doing.

      As he made his way back to the first-year quarters, he thought he knew what they had been doing. If he was right, it meant their training accident had been something more than simply a shaping gone awry.

      He suspected they had been working on their Imaginarium skills. Did their injuries mean they had mistakenly freed an elemental?

      When he lay back in bed, staring up at the ceiling, he thought about the elemental he’d created while using the furios. If that was real—and Tolan doubted it was but didn’t know with certainty—it was possible Teddy and Janey had made a mistake. And if they had, it was also possible a rogue elemental had been freed in the Academy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Tolan practically sleepwalked through the next day. He was exhausted and waved away Jonas when he tried to stir him for breakfast, preferring a few extra moments in bed. By the time Jonas came back, shaking him awake, Tolan grudgingly sat up.

      “You’re not usually the one to sleep in like this.” Jonas grinned at him before shooting a gaze over to Ferrah.

      Tolan shook his head. “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “I bet you couldn’t.”

      “It wasn’t like that,” Tolan said. He rubbed his eyes, trying to shake the sleep from them, but it did nothing to help him wake up. He was still dressed in his clothes from the night before, and the furios pressed against him in his pocket, forcing Tolan to shift it so he could sit more comfortably.

      “How was it?” Jonas asked.

      “You know, I have ears. And you’re disgusting,” Ferrah said, dragging herself up and out of bed.

      “I know you have ears,” Jonas said, reaching for her hand, which was playfully batting at them. “Which is why I made sure you could hear what I had to say.” He grinned at her. “So, if you weren’t with him, then who was?”

      Ferrah studied him. She seemed to realize something was off, and Tolan let out a heavy sigh. He couldn’t keep this from them. They were his friends and he didn’t want to keep it from them.

      He glanced over at the door. “When I couldn’t sleep, I went down to the kitchen to get a snack.” He decided not to share with them that he had used the furios to practice. Ferrah might understand, but he still hadn’t figured out how he was going to tell Jonas he wasn’t a shaper at all. After last night and the fact he had very nearly shaped fire—well, he had shaped fire, but still wasn’t sure the elementals weren’t involved—he was optimistic that he could begin shaping without the bondar.

      “You know, you could have woken me up. I’m happy to go get a snack.”

      Ferrah elbowed him. “You’re always willing to eat. I don’t know where it goes with you.”

      Jonas glanced down. “What can I say? I’m svelte.”

      She shook her head. “That’s one way to put it.”

      “And how would you put it?”

      “I might say you’re more of a pain in the ass than anything else,” she said.

      “You and my parents both,” Jonas said.

      Tolan shook his head. “Can we get back to talking about my night?”

      “Now who wants to be all important?” Jonas asked with a mock irritation.

      “When I was coming back from the kitchen, I heard a scream.”

      The smile faded from Jonas’s face. “You heard a scream? In the Academy?”

      Tolan nodded. “It came from the second-year floor. I went up there, and everyone was asleep.”

      “You really shouldn’t have gone through the second-year dorms,” Ferrah said.

      “He should if he heard someone screaming,” Jonas suggested. “Why wouldn’t he go and check it out?”

      “What if it’s nothing more than a prank? The second levels are known to do that. Didn’t your parents tell you that?”

      Jonas frowned at her for a moment. “My parents only told me I needed to be careful with shapers from Par.”

      Ferrah glared at him. “And my parents told me I needed to ignore stupid shapers from Velminth.”

      “Well, I found Teddy and Janey in the practice area. Both of them were unconscious.”

      Ferrah sucked in a breath. “What did you do?”

      “Janey didn’t look to be breathing and I couldn’t tell if her heart was even beating, so I carried her to the water tower and Master Wassa.”

      “What do you mean, you couldn’t tell? Why didn’t you just sense her with water?” Jonah studied him, his frown deepening.

      “It wasn’t the first thing that came to mind,” Tolan said.

      “Bringing her to the water tower and waking up a sleeping master shaper was the first thing that came to mind?”

      “At that time of night, it was.”

      “Do you think they were trying to summon elementals?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan nodded. “What else could it have been? They were practicing Imaginarium and something went wrong.”

      “See? I told you that game is dangerous. Neither of you wanted to believe me.”

      Jonas shook his head in annoyance. “I believe you now. Is that what you want to hear? And it shouldn’t be dangerous. None of them is strong enough to pull an elemental out of the bond.”

      “You keep saying that, but you also keep forgetting the fact we are at the Academy and this is a place of power.”

      “The stories about the Academy and the power you talk about are nothing more than rumor.” Jonas took a seat on the bed next to Tolan. “If it were real, then everyone who came to the Academy would be incredible shapers, and that’s just not the case.”

      “What if not everyone is able to access that power?”

      “You’re making it too complicated. The Academy is what it is because of the master shapers here, not because of any proximity to some mythical power source.”

      “It’s not mythical. We have stories in Par—”

      “You have all sorts of stories in Par. I’ve heard some of those stories. They talk of flocks of draasin soaring overhead.”

      “You haven’t seen the ancient dioramas. If you had, you might believe the draasin once flew together. And I’m not sure they’re called flocks.”

      “Well what would you call them?”

      “I don’t know, but the draasin aren’t birds.”

      “They fly in the sky. They have wings, and they—”

      “Breathe fire. They’re not birds. They’re elementals. If nothing else, they would have their own term for a grouping of them. Maybe they’re a family.”

      Jonas shook his head. “My family warned me about you people.”

      Ferrah turned toward him and poked him in the chest. “What did your family warn you about?”

      “Shapers like you,” Jonas said with a grin.

      Tolan let out a heavy sigh. “None of that changes what happened last night,” he said. “And now Teddy and Janey are in the water tower, and who knows how long it’ll take for them to recover.”

      “Wait,” Jonas said, turning his attention to Tolan. “Master Wassa wasn’t able to heal them?”

      “He was able to heal them, but I don’t know if they are fully recovered.”

      “You know what that means,” Ferrah said.

      “I know what I think it means,” Tolan said.

      “I think I’m missing something,” Jonas said.

      “What Tolan is concerned about is the fact Master Wassa wasn’t able to heal them, and he’s not saying it, but he’s worried there might be a rogue elemental freed within the Academy.”

      Tolan met her eyes and nodded. “I don’t know whether there is or not but—”

      “The two of you are talking about second-year shapers. They aren’t capable of pulling an elemental out of the bond, even playing a game of Imaginarium. And remember, the game isn’t designed to actually pull elementals out of the bond. All they’re doing is shaping, using their imagination—thus the name of the game—to create physical shapes. You both have to stop thinking they are more powerful than they really are. Now, I’m sure they both would love to be credited with that kind of strength, but it’s just not the way it is.”

      Tolan let out a sigh. Maybe Jonas was right. It was possible he was giving too much credit to Teddy and Janey. “What is required to pull an elemental out of the bond?”

      “That’s a dangerous question,” Ferrah said.

      “It might be dangerous, but isn’t that the question we should be asking? I mean, if we are talking about the possibility of those two somehow pulling an elemental out of the bond, shouldn’t we at least talk about what’s actually required?”

      Tolan stared at Ferrah. She was worried—and rightly so—about the consequences of pursuing this line of questioning, and given his own history with the Draasin Lord, he knew he should worry about going down this pathway, but he was curious. The Imaginarium game didn’t seem dangerous, but what if it was?

      “I don’t want any part of this,” she said.

      “Who said you had to have a part of it?” Jonas asked. “All we’re doing is asking questions. We’re not actually doing anything.”

      “Questions have a way of turning into something else.”

      “Are you actually saying you worry that we might go from questioning to actually attempting to pull an elemental out of the bond?” Jonas shook his head. “That’s ridiculous. And I can speak for Tolan, I think, when I would say neither of us would even think about attempting such a thing.”

      Tolan hoped that was true. He hoped what he had done when using the furios didn’t actually involve pulling the elemental out of the bond. He didn’t think that was what he had done, but what if it was?

      “We can’t go asking these questions,” he said. “So, I think we should see what we can learn at the library.”

      She shot him a hard look. “You realize the fact we shouldn’t be asking these questions should be enough to tell you we shouldn’t be inquiring about this at all.”

      “You’re probably right,” he said.

      “But you’re still going to do it.”

      “I’m going to go to the library,” he said.

      “And do what? Are you going to go and ask one of the librarians about elementals in the bond and raise questions about what you intend? Because I can assure you that’s what would happen. The moment you start asking questions like that is the moment one of the master shapers is alerted, and then what? Do you want to be accused of sympathizing with the Draasin Lord?”

      Tolan thought about what he’d seen the night before. Students had been injured, and badly enough that he didn’t know what long-term effects they would have. Maybe there would be none, but it was possible neither of them would fully recover if they had been attacked by an elemental.

      Then again, maybe it wasn’t an elemental at all. Maybe it was just a shaping that had rebounded on them.

      “I still think we need to go and see what happened,” he said. “You don’t have to be involved in this, and considering how much it makes you nervous, I don’t know that I want you to. It’s probably better you stay out of this altogether.”

      “Oh, no. I’m not letting you two fools go running off to the library and investigating elementals on your own. I mean, the two of you were stupid enough to join the older students in the game of Imaginarium, and if that’s what led to them getting injured, I’m not about to leave the two of you behind together to do something like that again.”

      Tolan could only smile. She might bluster, but he was thankful for the fact she would be willing to go with them. He wasn’t sure what they might find, but she had already proved she had a bright mind, and she was a good counter to Jonas’s excitability. Tolan worried that without Ferrah there to slow him down, Jonas might draw him into doing something stupid. Well, more stupid than what he already was planning on doing.

      “We have a little time before our earth-shaping class,” Tolan said. “I’ll probably crash later, but right now, I’m not sure I would be able to rest, especially with everything we’ve been talking about.”

      They made their way down to the library. It was on the main level of the Academy and occupied practically half of the main floor, stretching several stories overhead. Enormous shelves rose from floor to ceiling, and ladders on runners granted access to the upper shelves. Tolan found that odd, especially as most shapers would be able to shape themselves up to those shelves. When he said something about it to Ferrah, she pointed to a sign near the library door.

      “No shaping in the library,” she said. “They have it warded. No shaper would even be able to do anything here. It provides a certain level of protection. That protection extends deep beneath us, too.”

      “How did they do that?”

      Ferrah shook her head. “I don’t know. That’s something the master shapers might be able to explain, but it’s certainly beyond my understanding. I noticed it when I first came here.”

      “When did you first come to the library?” Jonas asked. “When did you have time?”

      “Not all of us is interested in running around playing games with older students,” she snapped.

      Jonas only shrugged.

      As Tolan looked around, admiring the ladders, he smiled to himself. It might be the only place within the entire Academy in which everybody was on equal footing. He’d never much cared for reading, but if the library was like this, maybe he should spend more time here. That way, no one would be asking him questions about why he wasn’t shaping as well as others.

      “What’s the trick to finding books?” Jonas asked.

      “Trick?”

      “There have to be ten thousand or more books here. How are we supposed to find anything?”

      “Weren’t you paying any attention when the Grand Master explained the Academy to us when we first came?”

      “Apparently not. So, how do we find anything?”

      “There are master librarians who serve the library. You bring them a list of your topics, and they can help you. Each of them has a slightly different expertise, which means each might bring you different works. You have to keep trying if you don’t find what you want.”

      “We can’t just go up to one of the librarians and tell them we want information about the element bonds and the elementals,” Tolan said in a whisper.

      “Why don’t the two of you take a seat at a table and I will see what I can find,” Ferrah said.

      “I want to go with you,” Tolan said.

      Jonas grinned and started away, taking a seat at one of the tables that wasn’t occupied. There were probably a dozen tables in the library and seated around each of them were one or two students. Most of them were older, higher level students. So far, there hadn’t been much reason for the first-year students to be spending time in the library. Apparently, that would change over time.

      “I know you don’t agree with this,” Tolan said to Ferrah. “But I’m thankful you’re willing to come with me.”

      “You don’t have to thank me.”

      “I do. And you’re right about the Imaginarium game.”

      “There are other ways to work on shaping that don’t require risking yourselves with the elementals,” she said, keeping her voice low.

      “How come you don’t talk about Par very often?”

      She shook her head. “What’s there to say? We’re isolated in Par, the island keeping us apart from others, but there is a rich history there that those of us who come from Par appreciate.”

      “I’ve never left Ephra.”

      “I can’t imagine living where you do. On the edge of the forest near the waste…”

      “And I can’t imagine living where you do.”

      “Par is lovely. The ruins are my favorite. I used to walk them when I was younger, trying to imagine what they must’ve looked like back when they still stood. We have books from that time, referencing what it had been like. There were towers and enormous shaped buildings, but they fell to disrepair.”

      “We have buildings like that in Ephra. I always wondered why shapers didn’t spend more time taking care of them.”

      “Shapers like to create. It’s more fun to build than to maintain.”

      Tolan supposed that was true. At least, that was what he’d seen within Ephra.

      They reached an elevated desk at the far side of the library. A bespectacled man sat behind it, staring down at a book, and every so often he would take notes on a sheet of paper next to it. A gray-haired woman sat next to him. Both wore dark robes with a crest embroidered on them reminding him of the symbols on the tower—and on the furios.

      “Shaper Changen. You visit often,” the man said, peering down his nose at her.

      “Yes, Master Jensen. I’m fascinated by some of the histories.”

      “Have you been able to answer your question yet?”

      “Not yet, but I intend to keep looking.” She glanced over at Tolan, and a flush worked across her freckled face. She turned back to Master Jensen. “I’m here for a different reason today. I was wondering if perhaps you might have some books to help my friend understand the connection between the elementals and the element bonds.”

      Master Jensen turned to look at Tolan. There was a strange stirring when he did, and he knew he was shaped. He could feel it. How was Master Jensen able to shape in the library, especially if it was supposed to be closed to shaping?

      “You must be Shaper Ethar,” he said.

      Tolan nodded.

      “I suppose given your unique history, you would need some remedial education. I might have a few volumes that would provide some insight.” He stood and started toward the stairs leading down from the elevated desk.

      “Let him read the Shaughnessy text,” the gray-haired woman said, not even bothering to glance up.

      “Shaughnessy is too advanced,” Master Jensen said. He pushed his spectacles up on his nose, wrinkling his brow as he studied her. “I was thinking I might let him take a look at the Maloden text.”

      The woman glanced up. “Maloden would be a start, but he is at the Academy now. He deserves something more than basic.” She turned her attention to Tolan, pressing her lips together. She had deep gray eyes with a milky film over them. How was she able to see anything? Her hands were twisted, her skin spotted and wrinkled. How old was this master shaper?

      “You are right, Asmane.” Master Jensen continued down the stairs and joined Tolan and Ferrah. “I can find you at your table when I grab the texts.”

      “Thank you, Master Jensen.”

      He only nodded, starting away and climbing a ladder of a nearby shelf. About halfway up, he leaned in and ran his finger along the spine of the books. When he reached one he had been searching for, he pulled it off the shelf and started back down the ladder.

      Ferrah guided Tolan back to their table and took a seat.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?” Jonas asked.

      “Master Jensen is grabbing the books,” she said.

      “Who’s the other one over there?” Jonas asked.

      “That’s Master Minden. She’s been here forever. She doesn’t usually help with finding books. She’s typically lost in her studies.”

      “It looks like she’s been here forever,” Jonas said.

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah. “One of them was shaping.”

      “That’s not possible in the library.”

      He shrugged, glancing back at the elevated desk. It might only be his imagination, but he thought Master Minden looked over at him every so often. Then again, with the film over her eyes, how could she? He was surprised she hadn’t gone to one of the water shapers for healing.

      “The library is closed to shaping,” Ferrah said.

      “Quite right,” Master Jensen said, setting a stack of books on the table in front of Tolan and Ferrah. “It would be too dangerous to some of these ancient texts not to seal it from shaping. Can you imagine what would happen were a fire shaper to lose control of their shaping in here? We could lose countless historical texts. It would be a devastating loss.”

      “Are these the only copies?” Tolan asked.

      “Of some. Many have reproductions stored elsewhere, but making reproductions takes time, and it’s not something that can simply be shaped. It is far too difficult to do that. That’s why the ancient masters and creators of the Academy wisely sealed off the library from shaping. Besides, when you come to the library, it’s a time to work your mind and not your magic.” He tapped the top of one of the books. “Start with Maloden and work your way through them.”

      As Master Jensen started away from the table, Tolan glanced over. “Master Jensen?”

      The old master turned back.

      “Do you have anything that would help me understand the symbols on the towers?”

      “You have to wait until you are more advanced to begin studying runes. It is far too dangerous for students who still haven’t mastered their shaping to work rune magic.”

      “Rune magic?” Jonas asked as he headed away. “Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

      Ferrah nodded, watching Tolan. “We have some runes in Par, but most of them have degraded, falling into disrepair much like the buildings.”

      “I never saw anything like that before coming here,” Tolan said. He thought about the furios and the markings on them. It made sense they wouldn’t want just anyone to learn to master runes, especially if they couldn't control their shaping. If someone could create runes, they ran the risk of also creating a furios—or another type of bondar.

      Tolan pulled the stack of books to him. As he flipped open the first page, he glanced up at Ferrah. “What have you been looking into while you’re here?”

      “I figured I would see what I could learn about the history of Par.”

      “Why do you care about the history?” Jonas asked.

      “There are things you can’t learn by experiencing them. Some things are only learned by looking into the past. Sometimes, you have to go back and learn from people who’ve come before you so you don’t make the same mistakes.”

      Jonas grinned at her. “You’re to become a librarian, aren’t you?”

      “Would that be so bad?” she snapped.

      “Most people who come to the Academy think about becoming something more.”

      “I happen to think librarians are enough.”

      Jonas shook his head. “You are hopeless.”

      “Could the two of you just stop?” Tolan stared at the page. He wasn’t going to be able to read through this very easily—or quickly. They had an earth shaping class soon, which meant he would either have to bring the books with him or he would have to return to the library to go through them. “Do they let us bring these out of the library?”

      “As long as you get one of the Master Librarians’ permission.”

      “Could you ask? It seems you have a bit of a connection to Master Jensen.”

      She snorted. “He’s not scary.”

      “I didn’t say he was.”

      “And the Master Librarians are experts. That’s more than I can say for you,” she said to Jonas.

      She went over to the elevated desk and spoke to Master Jensen, leaving Tolan and Jonas alone. “You really shouldn’t push her like that,” Tolan said.

      “You know she doesn’t mind.”

      “I don’t know if she minds or not, but you really shouldn’t. Just tell her how you feel,” Tolan said.

      “What?” Jonas asked, sitting back while his grin faded.

      “You obviously like her. And the way she gives it back to you makes it seem like she likes you, too.”

      “And now you’re an expert on women?”

      Tolan chuckled. “Apparently more than you.”

      When Ferrah came back, she nodded. “Master Jensen said it would be fine for you to take them. He said you need to check in with him once a week to make sure you don’t have any questions.”

      Tolan gathered the books and stood. “We should really be getting to earth shaping,” he said.

      “We really wouldn’t want to keep Master Shorav waiting, would we?” Jonas asked.

      As they headed out of the library, he glanced down at the books he was carrying. He didn’t want to be toting these around throughout the earth shaping session. “Why don’t the two of you go up ahead? I’m going to stop back in our room and drop these off.”

      Jonas shrugged and Ferrah watched him for a moment before going after Jonas.

      Tolan hurried along the hall before heading up to the first-year dorms and racing down to his shared room. Inside, he dropped the books on his bed before turning back. Voices along the hall made him pause at the door.

      He recognized Draln and Jason. “I can’t believe they got caught.”

      “We don’t know they got caught doing anything,” Jason said.

      “They’re not in their rooms. And with the rumors going about…”

      “Yeah, but those are just rumors.”

      “I was there when it happened. I told them I could show them a more advanced version, but they made the mistake of getting too eager. I had to bolt when she screamed, not wanting to be there, but someone found them.”

      “You should be careful with your advanced version.”

      “Oh, it’s harmless. Besides, it’s how I advanced as quickly as I did with my shaping.”

      They passed Tolan’s doorway and he remained frozen in place, not wanting to reveal himself.

      Draln was talking about Teddy and Janey. Worse, he had something to do with what had happened. Tolan tried to think about what role Draln might have had but couldn’t think of anything. Maybe it was nothing more than staying involved with playing Imaginarium even when they knew they should not, but he wondered if there wasn’t something more to it.

      He stayed in place, not wanting to move until he was certain they were gone. When he was, he stepped out, looking along the hallway. He needed to get to class, but he also wanted to know what stupidity Draln was up to. What was he doing?

      It wasn’t good, whatever it was.

      And worse, the way he’d said it made it seem as if Draln knew something about elementals.

      Could that be the key to his abilities?

      If it was, he could only imagine what Jonas would say.

      It was time to get away from here, but he was careful, biding his time to ensure he waited until Draln and Jason were long gone before heading down the stairs and making his way to the earth tower for class. He was left with troubled thoughts the entire time.
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      The earth-shaping class breezed by. As he usually did, Tolan took the offered bondar—what the earth shapers called the golan—and attempted to sense through it, thinking that if nothing else, he could use it to help understand how to shape. His mind wasn’t on it. Throughout the class, he found himself repeatedly looking at Draln, wondering what he might have done to have caused both Teddy and Janey to get injured. Whatever it was had been severe enough that Master Wassa was impressed by it.

      “We need to talk after class,” Tolan whispered to Jonas as they worked.

      “If this is about what you started talking to me about in the library, I’m not interested.”

      “This is not about that. This is something else. Something more important.”

      Jonas glanced over. “It had better be.”

      Tolan nodded. “Trust me.”

      Master Shorav let them work for a while before having the students who needed additional help put the bondar away. This time, Tolan hurriedly replaced the bondar, though a part of him wondered whether he would be able to use it the same way he had used the furios had he focused on what he remembered of the earth elemental. It had been in the vision as part of his Selection and wasn’t necessarily real, but maybe it had been.

      It was worth trying, but not here, not with so many others who might question what he was doing if he attempted to bring forth an elemental. He’d already seen how Jory had reacted when they had done that.

      They all took their seats and Master Shorav started lecturing on the earth elementals, going through what was known of the elemental golud. Tolan found it amusing the elemental shared the same last name as Jonas, but said nothing to Jonas about that. Jonas didn’t seem to be in much of a mood for him to do so.

      When class was done, they hurried from the hall and he pulled Jonas off to the side, waiting for the rest of the class to pass. Ferrah watched him and he nodded, letting her know it was okay for her to approach.

      “When I went back to the room, I overheard Draln and Jason talking.”

      “Why do I get the sense I’m not going to like this?” Ferrah asked.

      “Because it sounded like Draln was involved in what happened last night.”

      “That’s not possible,” she said.

      “Isn’t it? Draln would want to work with the older students, especially when it came to Imaginarium. He wouldn’t be nervous about releasing a rogue elemental, not like you. And he’s skilled.” He looked from Jonas to Ferrah. “What if he was the one who released the elemental?”

      “I don’t know,” Jonas said. “I’ve known Draln a long time, and would never have claimed he had the ability to release a rogue elemental.”

      Heavy boots thundered across the tile and Tolan looked up to see Master Shorav closing the door to the classroom and locking it. He stared at them for a moment before nodding and continuing off to the end of the hall, where he climbed the stairs, likely to his quarters.

      “But what if he could? What if that’s where he gets his power? What if that’s how he’s able to do all of the things he can?”

      “And what if he’s just a skilled shaper?” Ferrah asked. “That’s the more likely answer.”

      Tolan looked to Jonas for support. He stared back, shrugging. “I know you’d like to believe it’s more than that, but I have a hard time thinking he is using elementals for his shaping. I’m not even sure how such a thing would be possible,” Jonas said.

      “It’s how the Draasin Lord uses his power,” Tolan said.

      “How do you know?”

      Tolan sighed. “Because my parents were taken by the Draasin Lord.”

      “They were what?” Ferrah asked.

      “Taken. The Draasin Lord came to Ephra in disguise, and he abducted them. There were others, but most of them were older and didn’t have any kids. I was left behind.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh, Great Mother. I didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, well it’s not something I really like to talk about. When I was in Ephra, most of the people worried that I sympathized with the Draasin Lord.”

      “Do you?” Jonas asked.

      Ferrah glared at him. “Jonas!”

      Jonas shrugged. “It’s a fair question, I think. If he sides with the Draasin Lord, we should know.”

      Tolan shook his head. “No. I don’t side with the Draasin Lord. He took my parents from me. How could I side with him?”

      Jonas shrugged. “You know I had to ask.”

      “You didn’t have to ask. You were being an ass,” Ferrah said.

      Jonas ignored her and turned his attention to Tolan. “If you don’t side with the Draasin Lord, what do you know about him?”

      “No more than anyone else.”

      “You have to know more. There are more rogue elementals released in Ephra than in any other place. No one else can claim to have even half your experience, especially when it comes to the Draasin Lord.”

      “I’m not sure that is a good thing.”

      “It helps you know the danger.” Ferrah glanced from Tolan to Jonas. “It does. Knowing the danger that’s out there can help you. You have a greater understanding of that than anyone. We don’t have rogue elementals, not in Par, not the way that you do in Ephra. I’m not sure the elementals ever favored Par.”

      “The draasin did,” Jonas said.

      “Maybe, but it’s just as likely they didn’t. The draasin can travel anywhere they want. What if the dioramas in Par are nothing more than a depiction of draasin, not a symbol of power that had once been there?”

      “I still think we need to keep an eye on Draln. If he is able to use the elementals—”

      Jonas shook his head. “He’s not. I know you’re looking for a reason to hate him. The Great Mother knows I feel the same way. But I don’t think he’s involved, not the way that you do.”

      “Then we need to figure out who is,” Tolan said.

      “What if no one is?” Jonas looked from Tolan to Ferrah. “I wasn’t there. I don’t know what you experienced, but what if it’s nothing more than a stupid accident? They were doing something they shouldn’t.” He nodded to Ferrah. “See? I can agree with you. And you’re right. They shouldn’t have been playing Imaginarium. But it’s probably not so much that they freed an elemental as they had a shaping go wrong. That is far more common than a rogue elemental.”

      Ferrah glanced at Tolan. “He’s right. I don’t want to tell him that, but he is right.”

      He sighed. Maybe that was all it was. If it was, he should be pleased rather than upset. He should want to have this be simply an accident.

      “Fine. I’ll do what you suggest.”

      “We haven’t suggested anything,” Jonas said.

      “You’re basically suggesting I drop it.”

      “There is that,” Jonas said, grinning.

      They headed down from the earth tower, and he tried to put away thoughts of rogue elementals and shapers who were using the elementals in ways they shouldn’t, but they kept coming to mind. It was nothing more than his imagination—he knew that—but he had seen what had happened to Teddy and Janey, and it was too easy for him to believe it was more than just a shaping gone wrong.

      Even if they didn’t want to believe Draln could use the elementals, he could at least watch him. It might amount to nothing, and he hoped it did, but Tolan would keep an eye on him.
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      The next few days were uneventful. Tolan watched Draln as much as he could but struggled to see him doing anything unusual. He knew he should be content with that, but he expected something more, and the fact he hadn’t seen anything irritated him as much as anything else.

      He spent those days searching through the books borrowed from the library and came across several things that helped him understand the elementals and their connection to the bond, but everything was theoretical.

      “You’re really into those books,” Jonas said one morning about a week after the incident.

      Tolan sat with his legs crossed on the bed, a lantern burning nearby, working through the book. He flipped pages, trying to come up with an answer as to what it took to separate the elementals from the bond, but didn’t see anything. The only thing he’d found was information on how the bonds were believed to draw power.

      “I’m trying to catch up to the rest of you,” he said.

      “What does that mean?”

      Tolan cursed himself. Jonas still didn’t know about his lack of shaping, and he wanted to avoid telling him for as long as possible, but maybe it was time he shared the truth.

      “Only that he went to a substandard school of shaping,” Ferrah said. Like Tolan, she sat with her legs crossed, her red hair falling down in front of her face, poring over a book. He hadn’t seen what she was working on and suspected it still had something to do with her interest in the history of Par.

      “You’re one to talk,” Jonas said, laughing. “Like the shaping school in Par is that much better than the one in Ephra.”

      Ferrah glanced over at Tolan and only shrugged.

      He didn’t know whether to thank her or not for her silence. She protected him by not revealing his inability to shape, but he also knew she wanted him to share with Jonas, at least as much as was possible to share.

      “I still haven’t found anything about the connection between the elementals and the bonds,” Tolan said.

      “You probably won’t. Not in that one,” Ferrah said. “Like Master Jensen said, that one is fairly basic. You need something more advanced if you want to read anything about the connection between the elementals and the bonds.”

      “I was hoping to find something about what it was like before the elementals were joined in the bonds.”

      “Maybe the Shaughnessy text Master Jensen gave you might have something,” she said. “It was the one Master Minden suggested you look through.”

      Tolan flipped through the stack of books. The Shaughnessy text was near the bottom, and its cracked leather cover made it look as if it was significantly older than most of the others. The writing on the cover was faded, making it difficult for him to see anything other than the author’s name.

      “I haven’t even tried to read it yet.”

      “The two of you are ridiculous. There are better ways to learn.”

      “If it were up to you, you’d probably try to shape your way through this,” Ferrah said.

      “I wouldn’t try shaping an elemental free of the bond, if that’s what you’re suggesting.” Jonas threw himself down on his bed and looked up.

      “No one is suggesting you would.”

      “I do wish I were better able to shape fire,” Jonas admitted. “I hate going into that class and having Draln and his cronies snapping their fingers and igniting a flame. I can’t reach the bond quite that well, and I hate that they are so good at it.”

      “But you can reach the bond. You just aren’t as quick with it as you want yet.”

      Jonas looked over. “Right. Yet. Maybe I need to go over to the shaping area and practice a little bit more. I probably should, anyway. Given my luck, I might end up exploding our bedroom.” He got up, winking at Ferrah as he did, and made his way out of the room.

      “He likes you, you know,” Tolan said to Ferrah.

      “Jonas? I don’t think the two of us are the best fit.”

      “Why not?”

      “We argue too much for us to be compatible.”

      “Sometimes, arguing is a sign of passion,” he said, smiling at her.

      “And sometimes, arguing is simply arguing. Don’t push this, Tolan.”

      He glanced over at her for a moment, studying her face. Ferrah was a lovely woman, so he understood Jonas’s interest, but if she didn’t share the interest, he wasn’t going to push. “What are you working on?”

      “The same thing I’ve been working on since I came here.”

      “You’re still trying to understand Par?”

      “I’m hoping to understand more of the history.”

      “Why do you think you will find something here?”

      “You mean why here and not in Par?” When Tolan nodded, she shrugged. “Par wasn’t always a part of Terndahl. As far as I know, it was its own place, isolated. The Shapers Paths changed that, making it so the distance between Par and the rest of Terndahl was minimal. Any shaper could reach the mainland using the Shapers Path.”

      “How would they have reached here without them?”

      “I don’t know. It’s incredibly far, so without the Shapers Path, traveling from Par to the rest of Terndahl would’ve been impossible.”

      “Even with a shaping?”

      “We have powerful shapers on Par, but as far as I know, none of them could shape themselves from Par to the rest of Terndahl, not without the Shapers Path.”

      “How would they have traveled?”

      “There’s something called a boat, Tolan.”

      “A boat?”

      “You do know we still travel by sea? The people of Par haven’t forgotten that much.”

      Tolan grinned. “I realize that, but I thought most of that was simply for fishing.”

      “Most of it is, but not all. There are some who can’t reach the Shapers Path and don’t want to depend upon the goodwill of shapers to reach it. Do you know how much it costs simply to be brought up to the Shapers Path?”

      Tolan shook his head. “How much?”

      “It’s unreachable for most who aren’t shapers, and those who are don’t have to pay for it, so…”

      “What’s the point of it, then?”

      “It’s just one more way of making money.”

      “As a shaper, I would have thought you would like that.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe. I can be a shaper and still be disgusted by the way that wealth is distributed. Why should shapers be the ones most able to make money throughout Terndahl?”

      “You don’t have to be a shaper to make money.”

      “You don’t, but shapers are almost always wealthy. People will pay incredible amounts of money for their help. There was a time when shapers felt an obligation to serve rather than charge for their services.”

      “Like back in ancient Par?” Tolan smiled. “Is that why you’re reading the histories of Par?”

      She shrugged. “Maybe I am. Who’s to say I won’t return to Par and simply agree to serve?”

      “I hope you do.”

      She sighed and closed her book. “We should probably get going to class.”

      Tolan covered the books, not wanting anyone to just come into their room and see what he was working through, and he joined Ferrah as they made their way out of the first level’s dorm and over to the water tower. When they reached it, Tolan approached Master Wassa. He could practically feel Ferrah’s gaze on his back, but he wanted to know what had happened to the other two.

      “Master Wassa?”

      Master Wassa clasped his hands overtop his belly, pressing his lips together as Tolan approached. Tolan glanced over his shoulder to ensure anyone nearby couldn’t listen in, at least not easily.

      “How are they?”

      “Shaper Ethar. This is not a topic of conversation the two of us should be engaging in.”

      “I just want to know if they are recovering.”

      “As far as I can tell, they are. It should be a lesson to all young shapers that training accidents can happen.”

      “That’s what you’ve decided it was?”

      Master Wassa frowned. “What else would it have been?”

      Tolan shook his head. There was no point in telling him he thought there was something else. And what else would he report it was?

      “I guess a training accident.”

      “It’s why we caution all of the students to use the training areas. It ensures there isn’t any disruption if a training goes awry.” He cleared his throat and turned to the rest of the class. “Today, we will begin our discussion on udilm.” He waited until everyone took a seat before beginning. Tolan sat next to Ferrah, and Jonas was on her other side. “This was once an elemental found widely throughout the sea. There were peoples who prayed to this elemental. In some places, you can still find evidence to that.”

      “Why would people pray to an elemental?” someone in the back of the room asked.

      Tolan glanced over his shoulder and saw it was Draln. Water was the one element he hadn’t managed to reach, at least not yet.

      “There are various reasons,” Master Wassa went on, seemingly unmindful of the fact the class had been interrupted. “Foremost among them is the fact that people long ago required the sea for many things. They would pray for safe passage, they would pray for a bountiful harvest when they went fishing, and they would pray for health and virility.” He smiled as he said the last. “From what we can tell, this elemental was viewed by some as a god, though we have found evidence for the same in many cultures. People once worshiped the elementals, thinking they were the source of power, before we knew of the element bonds and how they allowed us to control our shapings.”

      “You can still find the remains of temples scattered around the outer islands,” Ferrah whispered.

      “Near Par?” Tolan asked.

      She nodded.

      He marveled at that. What must it have been like to grow up knowing such history? That not only had she had the opportunity to see the remains of temples, but the ruins within Par were among the world’s oldest. Scholars visited from all over to examine them.

      “The one thing all agreed was that this elemental was a powerful healing elemental, but only if it shows,” Master Wassa continued. “It’s a good thing that now, we have a greater connection to the element bonds and don’t have to depend upon a fickle elemental to allow us to heal.”

      “People were able to shape when those elementals were free,” Ferrah said.

      Master Wassa nodded. “They were able to shape, but not as many were connected to power, and there were varying degrees of shaping ability.”

      “Sort of like we have now,” Tolan said.

      “It’s similar, but different. Our ability to shape is tied to the element bonds. Some have the ability to reach it more effectively than others, but strength is not tied to one’s ability to master their bond.”

      He continued rambling on, and Tolan only listened with half a mind. He had a hard time understanding what the difference was between what Master Wassa was describing and what Ferrah pointed out. As far as he could tell, they were the same, just with a different terminology.

      Master Wassa continued to go on, describing the strange elemental. From what he described, it was completely translucent, blending into the ocean, making seeing it difficult. It differed from his experience with the fire elemental. He had been able to easily see it.

      “How were shapers able to ensure all of these elementals were captured and placed into the bond?” Tolan asked.

      Master Wassa nodded. “That’s an excellent question.” From the back of the room, Draln made a mocking sound, but Tolan ignored it. “Most believe it took great water shapers, those who were exquisitely connected to the bond, to ensure all of the elementals were replaced within it. But there are some who question whether that is accurate or whether the elementals simply chose to retreat into the bond.”

      “Why would they have retreated into the bond?” Brynn asked. She was a dark-haired woman from someplace in the south, and her skin still held the deep tan of her people.

      “Perhaps the elementals are stronger within the bond. Perhaps it was for their safety. Or perhaps they knew they had no choice.” Master Wassa shrugged. “There are many possible answers, and none that we know.”

      “You can’t ask the elementals?” Toby asked. He was a mousy-faced man already starting to bald. Tolan wondered how many times he had gone through a Selection before being chosen. He looked to be almost thirty.

      “There are some who claim to speak to the elementals, but most agree that is not possible.”

      “What about the Draasin Lord?”

      Tolan couldn’t tell who asked that question, but it was one he shared. From everything he had heard, the Draasin Lord was believed to be able to control the elementals. Was that because he exerted a shaping over them, or because he could communicate with them?

      “We won’t be going into a discussion of the Draasin Lord. It’s embarrassing enough that he trained at the Academy. It is good he’s been exiled.”

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah. “Did you know he trained here?”

      She shook her head. “No, but it makes sense. He’s rumored to be an incredibly powerful shaper and said to want to control the elementals in order to increase his power.”

      Everyone murmured and Master Wassa raised his hand, shushing them to silence. “Again, we will stay focused on our learning of water today. I think we’ve had about enough discussion of the elementals. It’s time for a little practical approach. Those of you who still need the nyamin, please come to the front of the room and take them.”

      Tolan got up and grabbed the bondar. This one was different from the other elements’ bondars, and much like those for the other elements, it had symbols. Runes. He remained curious about the runes and wondered what it would take to learn them. He hadn’t realized there was another part to shaping. He had thought it was all about the bonds, but if there was something to the runes, maybe there was another part to shaping that he could do.

      The nyamin differed from the other bondars in that it felt slick and slimy, almost as if it was soaked, but when he let go of it, it didn’t leave his hands wet. Whatever stone or metal it had been fabricated from simply gave it that appearance—and that sensation.

      Tolan went through the motions of attempting to shape. Water was one he had no ability to use, and because of that, he never thought he would have much luck. He tried for a moment but put little effort into it. Even attempting to sense water was difficult. It was part of the reason he hadn’t reached for water when Teddy and Janey were injured.

      By the time class was over, Tolan was tired. He hurried out, shuffling away from the classroom with everyone else. He felt as if he hadn’t learned anything, though should he be surprised? Why would Master Wassa share anything with him—a student—when he wasn’t even a shaper?

      As he descended to the main level of the Academy, he saw Jory in the distance. He hurried along the hallway, heading somewhere, and Tolan wanted to catch up to him to ask him questions, but Jory looked in a hurry.

      At the entrance to the Academy, he felt the ground rumbling.

      “What was that?” Jonas asked.

      “A shaping?” Ferrah said.

      It was a powerful shaping, if that’s what it was. It caused the entire floor of the main level of the Academy to rumble. More than that, there was a strange sensation mixed with it. It reminded Tolan of the vision he’d had when he had gone through the Selection.

      “That… wasn’t a shaping,” he said carefully.

      “What would you think it was?”

      He shook his head as he glanced over at Ferrah. “An elemental.”

      “You need to stop—”

      Jonas didn’t get a chance to finish. There came another rumbling, this time closer and louder, and it tossed them off their feet, sending them flying toward the door and the entrance of the Academy.

      Tolan staggered to his feet and grabbed Ferrah and Jonas, dragging them outside.

      “Who has the power to do that kind of shaping?” Jonas asked, wiping his hand across his face.

      “I told you, I don’t think it’s a shaping,” Tolan said.

      He looked inside the entrance to the Academy. A massive form had erupted from the ground and stood in front of two of the first-year students—Brynn and Tolstoy.

      He started toward them.

      “Where are you going?” Jonas hollered.

      “I can’t leave them… Look!”

      What had to be an earth elemental had erupted from the ground, now barricading Brynn and Tolstoy in place.

      “You should leave it. The masters will—”

      Tolan shook his head. “If the masters were going to be here, they would have reached them. But they aren’t, not yet.”

      He raced forward, not certain what he was going to be able to do—if anything. He might not be able to shape, but that didn’t mean he was helpless. As he looked at the elemental, he was stricken by how similar it was to what he’d seen in the Selection vision. That couldn’t be chance, could it?

      He hadn’t been able to shape in the vision, either, but he’d defeated the elemental. Tolan thought about what he’d done. He’d pushed. Nothing more than that. And by pushing, he’d managed to knock it over.

      He needed to give Brynn and Tolstoy a chance.

      Tolan skittered to a stop and slammed his shoulder into the back of the elemental. Pain shot through his arm as he did.

      The massive stone elemental turned slowly toward him.

      Tolan scrambled backward. “Get moving!” he urged Brynn and Tolstoy.

      Brynn grabbed Tolstoy, jolting him into action and dragging him away. When they were cleared, Tolan continued backing up. Had he rescued the other two only to end up trapped?

      “Over here!”

      Tolan glanced over and saw Jonas. He was waving his hands, and he sent a shaping of wind toward the stone elemental, but it did nothing other than create a breeze in the entrance to the Academy.

      “Get moving,” Jonas yelled at him.

      Tolan had started toward the door when the elemental turned its attention back to him. A massive arm swung, but it moved slowly and he ducked, sliding beneath it. He reached the door and Ferrah grabbed him, stretching her hand out and shooting a streamer of flame at the elemental. She continued to hold the flame, targeting the elemental, until Jonas joined them.

      “Now what?” Jonas asked.

      “Now we run,” Ferrah said.

      “Where?” Jonas asked.

      They were trapped. The courtyard was enclosed and Tolan wasn’t able to shape to carry himself up to the Shapers Path, so he would be caught here.

      “Shape yourself up,” he said to Ferrah.

      “I can’t reach the path. I don’t have that kind of control over my shaping.”

      The elemental reached the doorway. Each step seemed to thunder, rumbling the ground as it lumbered toward them. It moved slowly and Tolan marveled at the fact that anyone had been cornered by it at all.

      “Uh, Tolan?”

      He glanced over at Jonas. He was staring at his feet, which seemed to be sinking into the ground.

      Tolan grabbed for his friend, pulling. Unlike in the vision he’d had during the Selection, he wasn’t able to pull him free. He tried, yanking with all his might, but nothing changed.

      “Ferrah, use fire.”

      The elemental was close. Tolan could feel it approach, the rumbling along the ground jolting through him. Strangely, there was another sort of connection, and it seemed to come from the elemental itself, almost as if he was feeling that.

      “Don’t use fire!” Jonas said.

      “Fire counters earth,” Tolan said, continuing to pull on Jonas’s arm. “And Ferrah is strong in fire.”

      “I don’t know if I can do this,” she said.

      “You can. You have to.”

      She focused, and flames started to crawl around the ground near Jonas’s feet. As she did, Tolan continued to pull on Jonas, and he felt him begin to move. It was subtle at first, and he didn’t know whether he was imagining it, but then he felt it working.

      With a pop, Jonas sprang free of the ground.

      “Go,” Tolan said, pushing Jonas away.

      Ferrah ran after Jonas and Tolan tried to take a step, but his feet were stuck much like Jonas’ had been.

      He turned to face the stone elemental. It came to a stop in front of him and seemed to have a humanlike face, though there was nothing else on it that he could make out.

      “Do whatever it is you need to do to me.”

      At least the others would’ve gotten away.

      Somehow, he sensed confusion from the elemental.

      Power built from behind the elemental. Tolan looked past the stone elemental and saw the master shapers—including Jory, he was relieved to see—forming a circle that now contained the stone elemental in the courtyard. Grand Master Normandale strode forward, power building from him, and raised a hand toward the elemental.

      The elemental began to shrink, disappearing back into the ground. As it did, Tolan felt himself lifted and was raised, drawn out of the ground until his feet were freed.

      He staggered back, wanting to get away from the elemental but unable to take his eyes off it. It continued to sink into the ground, disappearing until there was nothing left of it.

      Strangely, Tolan sensed sadness.

      Why would he feel that?

      “Are you injured?” Grand Master Normandale asked, coming to stand near Tolan.

      Tolan could only stare at the ground. There was nothing left of the elemental anymore. Where it had been was nothing more than grass and dirt, no sign of the strange creature that had been there before.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Risking yourself to save your friends was brave.”

      “I was just trying to get them away from the elemental.”

      “And clever. You remembered to use fire against earth. Most would think of water, but water is not nearly as effective against an earth elemental as fire is. It’s a strange contrast…” The Grand Master shook his head, looking at Tolan for a moment. “Perhaps that conversation can be had another time. It seems this is now the second elemental that you’ve seen.”

      Tolan nodded. “I saw something like this in the Selection vision.”

      “You saw an elemental in your vision?”

      “I think I saw this elemental.”

      “Did you? That would be unusual, but then, so is an attack on the Academy.” The Grand Master took a deep breath, sweeping his gaze around him as he frowned. He turned his attention to the masters. “Make sure the rest of the students are unharmed. When you’re done, come and find me. If Shaper Ethar is correct, we have something to discuss.”

      The Grand Master nodded at Tolan before turning away. As he left, Tolan had a sense of unease. Something was taking place here, but what?
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      No one wanted to talk much about the rogue elemental in the days following the attack. For the most part, the Academy went about its activities in much the same way as before the attack, with students heading to classes and studying as if nothing had happened.

      Tolan had a hard time pretending nothing had happened. In between his class sessions, he and Ferrah found themselves drawn to the courtyard where the earth elemental had sprung from the ground, but there was no sense anything had taken place. It was almost as if the sense of earth had been erased. He could detect Ferrah, but that was it. Normally even with his weakened sense of earth sensing, he would be able to detect the ground beneath him and the stones of the Academy. For some reason, all of that was absent.

      “What is it you think you’ll find?” Ferrah asked.

      “Probably nothing,” Tolan said, standing and dusting his hands on his pants. “It’s just that I…” He looked around the courtyard. They were the only ones here. In the days since the attack, none of the students had wandered out here. Most believed it was bad luck. Others were probably afraid they’d be blamed for what happened. Tolan knew better, but even coming here, he was unable to discover anything.

      “If it’s nothing, why do you keep making a circle around where the elemental emerged?”

      “I didn’t realize I had been making a circle.”

      “Look at the grass. You’ve trampled it down enough that I think you will have worn a path. We could probably hook you up to a grain mill and grind enough food for the Academy while you’re at it.”

      Tolan sighed. “I can’t shake the feeling I saw the same elemental before.”

      “I thought the only elemental you saw was the fire elemental.”

      Tolan joined her on the bench, flopping down on it. “What did you experience during your Selection?”

      Ferrah frowned at him. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “I’m just trying to know what you saw. You know, we can talk about it here. All of us have gone through the Selection.”

      Ferrah flushed. “The first one was me as a girl. It was the first time I walked through the ruins of Par. I… I saw the first diorama.”

      She looked away from him and Tolan smiled to himself. If that first part of the Selection was meant to show something most important to a person, it amused him that Ferrah would see a diorama, but it was entirely fitting.

      “I saw my parents.”

      “You did?”

      He nodded. “It was hard to leave. I knew it wasn’t real, and there were parts of it that I don’t know whether it was only a memory or something placed there by the shaping, but it was hard to leave.”

      “I was told it was all memories.”

      “All of it?”

      “They can’t plant images in your head. Even the strongest spirit shaper can only work with what’s there.”

      Tolan stared at the ground. “If that’s true, then it means I saw an earth elemental before this last attack.”

      “You saw an elemental in your Selection?”

      Tolan nodded. “It was during the second phase of the testing.”

      “The second phase is meant to show you a failure that you’ve had. You’re given the opportunity to make a different decision. From what I understand, if you learn from your mistakes, you move on to the next step.”

      Tolan frowned. “That wasn’t my experience. I’d remember having faced an earth elemental before. In my vision, it chased me through the forest.”

      “Is it possible you have seen an earth elemental before?”

      He turned to her. “You’re suggesting I might’ve seen an earth elemental and don’t remember it? I would think that would be traumatic enough to recall.”

      “Unless somebody spirit-shaped you so you would forget.”

      Tolan stared back at the ground. “We don’t have any spirit shapers in Ephra. All of our master shapers are tied to the four other elements’ bonds.”

      “Maybe they hide themselves.”

      “Why would they hide themselves? If you were a spirit shaper, why wouldn’t you use that?”

      “The Council takes everyone with the ability to spirit-shape and pulls them into the Inquisitors. It’s possible somebody didn’t want that fate for themselves.”

      “Even if I’ve seen an earth elemental before—and I’m not convinced I have—I think it’s strange the same one would appear here.”

      “Apparently, there was a time when people had an affinity to the elementals. It wasn’t uncommon for certain elementals to be drawn to a person, such that they would always have the same elemental with them.”

      “I haven’t done anything here that would try to pull an elemental out of the bond.”

      “And it wasn’t even targeting you,” she said.

      It was true. It was after Brynn and Tolstoy.

      “Why do you think it tried to corner Brynn and Tolstoy?”

      “I think you are putting too much into this. This was a rogue elemental, Tolan. It wasn’t anything more than that. Even the masters feel that way. They’ve been placing additional protections around the Academy to ensure another rogue elemental doesn’t escape, but I know there isn’t too much they can do to prevent one from completely escaping.”

      Tolan took a deep breath. “It just seems like there’s so much.”

      “It seems like so much because it is. The elementals never used to escape from the bond this much. It’s all—”

      “Because of the Draasin Lord.”

      Ferrah nodded.

      “No one wants to talk about the Draasin Lord here.”

      “Can you blame them? In Par, we were removed from the threat of the Draasin Lord. We knew about the attacks, and knew about the elementals he attempted to free, but we didn’t experience the same destruction.”

      “I don’t know how much we experienced in Ephra, either.”

      “Whatever happened was devastating. I think about what I heard of the attacks, and about how much Terndahl has changed. We have the Inquisitors now.”

      “The Inquisitors weren’t around before the Draasin Lord?”

      “There wasn’t any need. The Academy was less regimented, too. Everything changed after the attack.”

      One of the things everyone feared was that the Draasin Lord would attack again. He wasn’t the only one who had suffered because of the Draasin Lord. Others had suffered too, and he needed to keep that in mind when he felt self-pity.

      “If you don’t intend to stay here the rest of the day, maybe you would join us in our earth session,” she said.

      Tolan dragged himself away, taking one last look at the ground where the elemental had emerged. They hadn’t had an earth lesson in the days since, and this would be the first opportunity for him to ask Master Shorav about what happened. It was possible he wouldn’t share. The masters could be tightlipped about things like that, especially considering this one wasn’t something the students would be able to do anything about, but seeing as how Tolan had been there, he hoped Master Shorav would at least be a little forthright.

      They paused on their way to class outside the tower for spirit. It differed from the others, with a high ceiling and no stairs leading up. Symbols marked the walls and, more than that, the tower held a sense of power he didn’t feel in other places.

      “I wonder what element I’ll need to reach it?” Ferrah said.

      He followed the direction of her gaze. High overhead was the entrance to the spirit tower, a doorway that seemed impossible to reach. At least, it would be for him. That was part of the next test, and one he didn’t think he’d be able to pass.

      “At least you have an element that might work. I don’t know that I’ll be able to get there.”

      She turned toward him. “You’ll figure it out. You were selected, after all.”

      “There are times when I think that was a mistake.”

      She frowned before pulling him away. He followed her up to the earth tower and, when he settled into his seat, he looked around the half-empty classroom. “I’m not used to getting here this early,” he said.

      Ferrah smiled. “If you would come with me, you wouldn’t be late to class nearly as often.”

      “I don’t know. I think I would still manage to find a way to be late.”

      She studied him a long moment before laughing.

      As they waited for the rest of the class to join them, Master Shorav came in. He seemed distracted, more so than normal, and as Tolan watched, he made his way to the back of the classroom and pulled open the cabinets, shuffling through them before hurriedly pulling out the bondars that would be used during class.

      When Tolan got up, Ferrah glanced over. “What are you doing?”

      He waved her away.

      “Master Shorav?”

      He barely looked up. Master Shorav had a hard face, and Tolan could tell he once had been a muscular man. He was still muscular, but the kind of muscularity that came with time and age. “What is it, Shaper Ethar?”

      “I thought I would ask about the elemental attack.”

      Master Shorav straightened and looked behind Tolan for a moment before shifting his attention to him. “I have been instructed not to discuss the rogue elemental at the Academy.”

      “Can you at least tell me how it escaped?”

      “If you fear another elemental will escape, you need not. It is exceedingly rare for that to occur.”

      “Has it happened before?”

      Master Shorav studied him for a moment. “Take your seat, Shaper Ethar.”

      Tolan knew better than to argue, especially as he could see Master Shorav was uncomfortable.

      “You shouldn’t push,” Ferrah said.

      “I was just asking a question.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t be asking questions, either.”

      Tolan frowned. “And why not? All I was asking was about the elemental attack.”

      “What about the attack?” Jonas said, taking a seat near them.

      “Where have you been?” Ferrah asked.

      Jonas frowned. “Do I need to hold myself accountable to you at all times?”

      “Not at all times, but after what happened, I thought it made sense not to go running off too often,” she said.

      “I didn’t realize I was running off,” Jonas said.

      Master Shorav stood at the front of the class, and Tolan looked around to see everybody else had joined them. He wondered what they might work on today. Considering the elemental attack, he hoped Master Shorav might go through ways to ensure that elementals were pushed back into the bond. Even if he didn’t do that, Tolan wondered if perhaps he might go through information about what kind of elemental had attacked. That might be just as useful as anything, and certainly more useful than some of the things they had been going through in their classroom sessions. With that information, Tolan thought he could get a better handle on why the elemental had appeared in his vision.

      “Today, you will work on connecting to earth. We want everyone to be able to reach their connection to earth.”

      “That’s it?” Jonas muttered.

      “What did you expect him to do?” Ferrah asked.

      “I was hoping they might help us learn how to counter that attack. I don’t want my feet to get sucked into the ground again.”

      “You counter it the way Ferrah countered it.”

      “And what if I don’t have any connection to fire?” Jonas looked down at his feet and Tolan suspected he imagined what had happened.

      “That’s why we’re here. You’re supposed to get your connection to fire.”

      Jonas glared at her. “As if I’m not trying. Not all of us can be a skilled of shapers as you.”

      “I’m not saying that. I’m just saying that—”

      “I know what you’re saying,” Jonas said and stood, storming off to take a seat on the far side of the room.

      “What was that about?” Ferrah asked.

      “I don’t know.” Tolan looked over at Jonas but couldn’t get his attention. It wasn’t like their friend to suddenly storm off in such a way, but maybe it had something to do with the fact that Ferrah had to rescue him. Jonas was nothing if not proud, and Tolan could see that he wouldn’t like the idea of having to be rescued by Ferrah. In fact, Jonas wouldn’t like the idea of being rescued at all, let alone by Ferrah.

      He worked with the bondar, trying to shape but finding no greater luck with it than he had any other time. It just wasn’t meant for him. As much as he wanted to shape through the bondar, he just couldn’t. After a while, he set it off to the side, letting out a frustrated sigh.

      “I think you fight it too much.”

      “I wish that were the issue,” he said.

      “You don’t think you fight the shaping?”

      “I don’t have any ability to shape, so there’s nothing for me to fight,” Tolan whispered, looking around the room. “If there were, maybe this wouldn’t be so damned hard.”

      “I think… I think when you stop trying to shape with the bondar and you begin to try to feel what the masters are showing you, you’ll be all the more successful. “

      Tolan stared at the bondar. Even if he succeeded, he would always need help shaping. He wasn’t able to do it on his own, and although he was able to sense the hint of fire, his dependency on the bondar would always mean he was not the same kind of shaper as everyone else at the Academy.

      They rushed through the rest of their time in the earth-shaping class, and when they were done, Tolan replaced the bondar and hurried off. He waited outside the class for Jonas, but he slipped away before Tolan could catch him.

      When Ferrah came out, she looked over. “What was that about?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure what he’s upset about.”

      “Are you going to return to the courtyard?”

      Tolan had thought about it, but what he really wanted to do was find out whether there had been any update on Teddy and Janey. “I think I’m going to visit Master Wassa.”

      “You’ll probably get the same response as you got from Master Shorav.”

      It was likely he would. He didn’t want to anger the master shapers, especially not since he had been so close to both the accident that had claimed Teddy and Janey and the rogue elemental attack.

      He hurried up the stairs to the water tower and glanced down the hallway for a moment to see whether a class was taking place. The older students had classes at the same time as the first-year students, and he didn’t know their schedule well enough to know whether or not they would be in session with Master Wassa. But he heard nothing.

      He continued up the stairs, and when he reached Master Wassa’s rooms, he knocked. Tolan waited, tapping his foot. At least this time when coming to visit Master Wassa, he didn’t feel as if he was coming at a time of day that would risk offending the master.

      He knocked again before there was an answer.

      Master Wassa poked his head out. “Shaper Ethar. You really should wait to have a conversation while in class.”

      “After the rogue elemental attack, I thought I would see how Teddy and Janey were doing.”

      Master Wassa glanced over his shoulder. Tolan looked and saw two cots were situated in the room. Teddy lay on one, staring blankly in front of him. His face was ashen, and he seemed thinner than he had the last time Tolan had seen him. Janey was on the other cot, and lay with her back to the door.

      “They are as well as I can keep them.”

      “Does that mean they’re recovering?”

      Master Wassa turned his attention back to Tolan. “It means they are as well as I can keep them. If everything goes well, they should fully recover.”

      “If?”

      Master Wassa shook his head. “I can’t determine what happened to them. They were attempting a difficult shaping. That much I can tell, but other than that…”

      He could tell from the way Master Wassa said it that he was troubled by the fact he couldn’t determine how to help them.

      “What happens if you can’t?”

      “It won’t come to that, Shaper Ethar.”

      Tolan debated how much to tell Master Wassa. If he were to have any chance at helping the two, he needed to reveal what took place with the Imaginarium game.

      “I worry they were attempting something that might have freed an elemental,” Tolan said.

      Master Wassa frowned, turning his attention back to Tolan. “And why would you worry about such a thing?”

      “There’s a game—”

      Master Wassa shook his head. “No game would have left them in such a state,” he said.

      “Even one where they attempt to create elementals?”

      Master Wassa chuckled. “Playing Imaginarium is a game as old as the Academy, Shaper Ethar. Many students have played it over the years, though admittedly not recently. It has been lost for quite some time, and for good reason.”

      “Because of—” He caught himself before asking whether it had anything to do with the Draasin Lord.

      Master Wassa frowned deeply. “Yes, unfortunately. There is some fear a game like that will increase sympathy for him and the disciples who follow him.”

      “Not that the game will free elementals?”

      “There’s nothing to the game itself that is dangerous, at least not when done by shapers still learning how to manipulate their abilities. There is no way they would have been able to free an elemental using shapings involved in the Imaginarium game.”

      Tolan sighed. He should have known better, and should have trusted that was the case, but it still bothered him. He started to turn away, but a question came to him. “What is involved in an elemental separating from the bond if it’s not what happens in the game?”

      Master Wassa studied him. “You know I can’t answer that.”

      “I know you can’t tell me how to do it, but why can’t you at least talk about it? It’s not as if I’m going to use that knowledge to try and free an elemental.”

      Master Wassa sighed. “I shouldn’t even be talking about this with you.”

      “I’m not able to shape well enough to free the elementals.”

      Master Wassa studied him. “I suppose…” He motioned for Tolan to join him inside his quarters and Tolan did so, stepping inside. The room had an herbal scent to it, and he wondered if Master Wassa used medicines in his water shaping to augment them. He had heard of various healers lacking ability to shape who did so, but they were infrequent, especially throughout Terndahl where water shapers were so prevalent.

      “There’s a reason they wouldn’t have been able to pull an elemental from the bond,” Master Wassa said, looking down at Teddy and Janey. “It’s the same reason playing Imaginarium doesn’t carry any danger—at least, no real danger. They shape, but that’s it. There isn’t anything else done during the shaping.”

      “But they are imagining elementals.”

      “Imagining elementals isn’t the same as calling to one and pulling it free from the bond. That is what is required. It’s a connection to the bond, but more than that. It’s a summons to the elemental. And from what we know, not everyone has the ability to summon the elementals.” Master Wassa watched him for a moment. “That’s the reason the bond can hold the elementals. It’s not enough that someone was to try and reach them; they must also know how to separate the elementals from the bond, and in effect, freeing them in a way simply not possible with the level of training most shapers enter the Academy with. Or leave with, for that matter.”

      “What happens if they do so accidentally?” Rogue elementals were common enough that there had to be some way of doing it. He didn’t think it was only about finding them within the bond and freeing them.

      “Again, Shaper Ethar, it would be incredibly rare for such a thing to happen. They would have to know what they were doing.” He turned his attention back to Tolan. “Imagine if I allowed you the ability to shape water.”

      “But I can’t shape water, not even with a bondar.”

      Master Wassa raised his hand. “Imagine that you could. Now, in this scenario, you certainly have the ability to shape water as powerfully as any master shaper living. Just having the ability, do you think you would be able to heal an injury?”

      Tolan frowned for a moment. “I suppose not.”

      “And imagine that you would need to delve deeply into the bond in order to perform that shaping. With the knowledge you have just acquired, do you think you would be able to do so?”

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

      “Right. Which is why even with the necessary power, they aren’t able to do what you suggest. They might be able to perform shapings you can’t even fathom, but even that isn’t enough to separate elementals. No, what happened to them was little more than an accident. Power they should not have been drawing upon, especially in that way, was released.”

      “And it didn’t have anything to do with the rogue elemental?”

      Master Wassa smiled. “The rogue elemental was something else, Shaper Ethar.”

      Tolan breathed out. Hopefully, that was all it was, but he still felt troubled. He stared at Janey and Teddy, wondering what it would take for either of them to recover—if it were even possible for them to do so. Maybe it wouldn’t be. Maybe they had suffered enough of an accident that they were forever changed.

      “Now, if that’s about it?”

      Tolan took another look at the two of them before nodding. He started away before hesitating.

      “Master Wassa, you don’t think there’s any way an Academy student can use elementals to make it look as if they’re shaping?”

      Master Wassa frowned, tipping his head to the side as he studied Tolan. “Where would you have heard such a thing?”

      His mind raced. “I think I saw something like that in the library.”

      Master Wassa nodded. His gaze flicked back down to look at the two injured students. “There was a time when I would have said that was possible,” Master Wassa said. “It’s been a long time since anyone has been able to connect to the elementals in such a way to draw power from them.”

      “But it was possible?”

      Master Wassa nodded. “It was—and probably still is—possible. Doing so requires something we lost long ago, and probably for the best.” He took a step forward and met Tolan’s eyes. “Make no mistake, Shaper Ethar. The elementals are dangerous. They caused devastation and destruction for centuries before they were forced into the element bond. It was done for their protection as much as our own.”

      He had heard it often enough to know it to be true, and his own experience with the elementals proved they were dangerous, but what did it mean that people had once connected to the elementals and used their power? Maybe they hadn’t always been dangerous.

      If that was the case, what had changed?

      Tolan thanked Master Wassa before making his way down from the water tower and into the library. He should return to his room and find Ferrah and Jonas, but right now he only wanted to figure out what might’ve happened.

      Master Minden sat alone at the desk at the back of the library. She barely glanced up when he entered, but he had the strange sense of her shaping him, much the same way as he had when he’d first come to the library. If she was shaping in a place where it should be excluded, he had to wonder how—and why.

      He needed to find information about the elementals, but asking Master Minden about it bothered him, so he preferred not to go to her. If only Master Jensen were here. At least, he suspected Master Jensen wanted to help Ferrah. And because the two of them were friends, he hoped Master Jensen would also be open to working with him.

      Taking a seat at a table, he debated what he’d do when Master Minden made her way toward him. “What might I help you with, Shaper Ethar?”

      “I… I was hoping to learn more about the element bonds.” She had been the one to suggest the book that had helped him, so perhaps she’d be willing to help again.

      “Very well.”

      Tolan watched Master Minden as she made her way around the library, plucking books off shelves. As she went, she meandered slowly, and yet despite her cloudy eyes, she still seemed to manage to see quite well.

      At one point, she disappeared behind the platform where the librarians sat.

      There were no shelves behind there, and as she didn’t appear back on the seat, he worried something had happened to her.

      Getting to his feet, he made his way back around the platform and saw her near the middle of it.

      “Can I help you, Shaper Ethar?”

      He blinked. “I’m sorry, Master Minden. I only thought—”

      “You only thought something had happened to me?”

      Heat rose up in his cheeks, almost as if shaped, and he tried to shake his head and deny that had been his concern, but it seemed she knew.

      “I’m sorry.” He looked past her and thought he caught sight of a door, though perhaps that wasn’t what he believed.

      “Return to your table and I will be with you soon enough.”

      He opened his mouth to question what was behind that door but clamped his mouth closed once again when she shot him a hard look.

      He made his way back to the table and sat, waiting. She brought the books to his table, setting them down before him. “Start with these and let me know if you need anything more.”

      Tolan could only nod.

      He lost track of time as he flipped through the books and had decided to return to the dorms when he heard a familiar voice.

      “You saw what happened,” Draln said.

      Tolan looked over to see him sitting in a table near the corner. He seemed not to have noticed Tolan was in the library. Tolan tipped his head to the side, listening but trying not to appear too eager.

      “Tell me why you want to be able to do that?”

      That came from Yerciv. He was thinner than Jonas and had a sharp nose and sunken eyes that left him always looking somewhat frightened.

      “We’ve talked about the best kind of shapings. What could be better than a shaping like that?”

      “You saw how destructive it was,” Yerciv said.

      “But if you’re the one to release it…”

      Yerciv shook his head. “Even then, it’s possible you end up hurting yourself.”

      “Not if you release it and run. Someone had to have done it. I doubt whoever was responsible stayed to find out how much destruction the stupid thing did. Besides, with everything we’ve been learning by using them…”

      He glanced over to see why Draln trailed off and realized almost too late that Draln was watching him.

      “What are you looking at, Ethar?”

      Tolan met his eyes. “Just someone stupid enough to think they can release elementals from the bond.”

      Draln leaned back in his chair, glaring at Tolan. “We were just having a theoretical discussion.”

      “About how to release elementals? I’m sure Grand Master Normandale would love to hear all about your theoretical discussion.”

      “The Grand Master doesn’t care. All he cares about is training warriors and Inquisitors. Nothing else really matters.”

      Tolan hadn’t that sense from the Grand Master but wasn’t about to argue with Draln over it. “I know you were there.” Tolan stood and made his way over toward Draln.

      “Now I really don’t know what you’re talking about,” Draln said.

      “With Teddy and Janey. I know you were there.”

      Draln’s eyes narrowed and he leaned forward. “Like I said, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You’re lucky they’re alive. I wonder what would’ve been your fate had they died from the shaping?”

      Draln smirked at him. “Probably the same as if you were to die while making your way between classes. Nothing.” He paused long enough to let the words hang in the air. “No one cares about you,” he said.

      Tolan just shook his head. “The two of you should take your conversations back to the first-year dorms. If you’re going to talk about freeing elementals, you might want to do it where there’s a little more privacy.”

      He made a point of keeping his voice loud enough to be heard. Draln glared at him and Master Minden gave him a warning look, though he suspected hers came mostly from a desire to keep them quiet.

      “You really ought to be careful, Ethar. Training accidents aren’t nearly as uncommon as most people think. It would be a shame if you were to have one, especially if you suddenly develop your connection to one of the element bonds that had eluded you.”

      Tolan stared at him, refusing to back down, but the threat was unmistakable. And there wasn’t much he would be able to do. If Draln were to attack him with shaping—something that reportedly used to happen much more often but no longer was the same type of concern—he might be able to summon a fire for defense, but could he do anything more than that?

      Somehow, he had to make Draln somewhat concerned about the possibility.

      “I know your secret,” Tolan said.

      Draln froze for just a moment, but long enough for Tolan to realize he’d caught on to something. What was the secret? Obviously Draln had one, but what was he hiding?

      “You don’t know anything. Now leave us to our studies, Ethar.”

      Tolan just shrugged as he walked away, casting a glance back at Draln as he did. There was something to it. What was Draln hiding?

      When he reached the library doors, he looked back long enough to see Draln watching him.

      More than ever, Tolan needed to be careful and to ensure the friends he’d made would be able to keep an eye on him. If it came down to it, he might need protection.

      And that meant sharing with Jonas the reason why.
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      Wind gusted out of the north, blowing through the small clearing. It whipped at Tolan’s wavy brown hair, sending it fluttering into his face. He pushed it out of his eyes before continuing forward.

      The park was just outside the Academy grounds, far enough away that students would often wander out of the Academy and over to the park for a place to escape. Mature trees dotted it, and flowers bloomed despite the chill to the air, likely the effect of shapings.

      Tolan found Jonas near the center of the park, sitting on a bench overlooking the pond. The water had a soft current to it, swirling slowly, and he felt a strange temptation to dip his toes in.

      “Why here?” Tolan asked.

      Jonas didn’t look up.

      Tolan took a seat next to him on the bench. “We don’t have to talk if you don’t want to.”

      Ferrah had seen Jonas coming this way and had suggested he be the one to come and check on their friend, mostly because she figured he didn’t want to see her.

      “What’s bothering you? Why did you come out here?”

      “Who said anything is bothering me?”

      “I don’t know. Probably the way you’ve been snapping at everyone?”

      “I haven’t been snapping at anyone.”

      Tolan leaned back on the bench, looking out at the water. He could see the appeal of sitting here. It was peaceful. As he watched the water, he realized why it seemed to swirl. Jonas was shaping it.

      “You’ve been short. Ever since the elemental attack, you’ve—”

      Jonas turned to him and took a deep breath as if to yell before letting it out in a heavy sigh. “I can’t shape fire,” he said. “As much as I try, and as much as they continue to let us use the bondars, I haven’t been able to shape anything.”

      “That’s what this is about?”

      “You’ve started to do better with your connection to fire. I’ve seen it. Every time we’re in sessions with Master Sartan, you’ve been able to do more and more. It’s not like that with me.”

      Jonas sat back heavily, staring at the water. It continued to swirl and waves began to crest, coming closer and closer to the shore.

      “I’m able to practice,” Tolan said.

      “That’s what we’re all doing,” Jonas said. “We go to class. We use the furios or the withering or whatever bondar we need, and we practice.”

      Tolan pulled the furios from his pocket and handed it to Jonas. “No. I’ve been practicing.”

      Jonas’s eyes widened. “You stole this from the classroom?”

      Tolan took a deep breath. “No. Jory let me borrow it. He knew what I’ve been through and…” He glanced around him before turning back to Jonas. “I haven’t been completely honest with you.”

      Jonas looked over. “About what? Don’t tell me you’re secretly an expert shaper and can reach all of the element bonds. I don’t know if I could handle another person near me so skilled.”

      Tolan laughed bitterly. “No. It’s nothing like that.”

      “Good.”

      “It’s actually the opposite.”

      “The opposite?”

      Tolan nodded. “I can’t shape anything.”

      “What? You have to be able to shape to get to the Academy.”

      “Actually, apparently… you don’t.” Tolan took a deep breath and stared at the water. The sense of Jonas’s shaping pressed on him, but it was nothing more than that. “You wondered why my experience with shaping school has been so strange? It’s because I can’t shape. I was never admitted to the Ephra School of Shaping.”

      Jonas sat up and looked over at him. “How did you get selected?”

      “Anyone can submit themselves for Selection,” Tolan said.

      “But they would be foolish to do so. If you fail, it’s possible to die during a Selection.”

      “I didn’t know that, and even if I had done, I might have still submitted myself.”

      “Why?”

      “I didn’t expect to pass. To me, there was never any chance of success, so I never worried about failing.”

      Jonas stared at him for a while, and after a moment, he started to laugh.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You. I’ve been worrying I’m just not good enough, and it turns out maybe I am.”

      Tolan pulled his attention away from the water and looked at his friend. “You definitely are. Don’t think being unable to work with fire makes you any sort of failure.”

      Jonas rolled the furios in his hands. “I still can’t believe that Selector let you borrow this. Why would he have done that?” He shook his head. “Can I use it?”

      Tolan felt a moment of hesitation. The furios had been lent to him, and he felt a sense of possessiveness toward it, but he shouldn’t let himself feel that way. Jonas was his friend, and if there was anything he might have that would help his friend succeed, he certainly wanted to help out.

      “Of course. We can see if we both can get better.”

      Jonas stared it for a moment longer before looking up at him. “How… How is it you were able to get into the Academy without being able to shape?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      As he said it, Tolan realized it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he was here, and maybe what Jonas said to him was true. Maybe he had improved with shaping. He could reach fire better than ever before. It was more than simply just reaching for it, it was the fact he could manipulate it, even if it did happen through the bondar. He was forced to believe it was possible to learn to shape, however weakly that might be.

      “Draln is hiding something,” Tolan said.

      Jonas looked over. “That’s not surprising.”

      “We need to figure out what it is.”

      “Why? If he’s hiding something, it doesn’t affect us. Besides, I don’t know it makes sense to continue getting on his bad side.”

      “Does he have any other side?”

      Jonas laughed. “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry about what?”

      “That I’ve been short.”

      “You can’t help your height.”

      “Ha ha. You know what I mean.”

      “I know what you mean. And you don’t need to apologize.”

      He was glad he had his friend back, though he disagreed with Jonas and thought they needed to go and see what Draln might be hiding. Whatever it was might matter to them, especially if what he was hiding was somehow connected to what had happened to Teddy and Janey.

      If it was, was there anything they could do about it? Tolan didn’t want to get in the middle of an issue with Draln until he felt more confident with his shaping, but at the same time, he didn’t want to let Draln get away with hiding something that might allow Teddy and Janey to recover.

      “We need to figure out what he’s hiding, if only so we can help Teddy and Janey,” Tolan said.

      “Master Wassa is healing them.”

      “And what if Master Wassa can’t heal them?”

      “He’s a master water shaper. He can heal anything.”

      “Not anything. I went and checked on them. He sounds as if he’s worried about them.”

      “We should have listened to Ferrah.”

      “About the Imaginarium?”

      “It is too dangerous,” he said.

      Tolan looked out at the water. There continued to be soft undulations in the water, creating waves that splashed at the shore. He no longer felt the effect of Jonas’s shaping, and if he was doing something, it was weak, whatever it was. It was more likely that whatever was causing the splashing along the shores was a residual of the magic used.

      “Are you ready to head back?” Tolan asked.

      Jonas glanced at the furios for a moment before handing it over to Tolan. “I think I’ll stay here a little bit longer. At least here, I feel connected to my shaping.”

      “Do you want me to stay?”

      Jonas waved his hand. “You don’t have to. Besides, I just want a little time to sit and relax.” He flashed a smile. “I’m fine. Really I am.”

      Tolan nodded and stood. “We can practice later, but we should probably wait until after everyone is asleep to do so.”

      Jonas smiled again. “Just think about how quickly I can improve!”

      Tolan started away. At the edge of the park, he heard voices and paused, turning toward the sound. Several of the voices were familiar, and when he found the cluster of people, he realized they were all Academy students. Most were upper level students, second level or higher, but he noticed Draln and Henna.

      “That was a good one,” someone said.

      As Tolan stood there, he could feel the pressure building from shapings. He watched, trying to figure out what it was they were doing, and realized they were playing Imaginarium.

      Why here?

      He didn’t think there were protections in the park, so what would happen if one of their shapings went awry and someone was injured the same way Teddy and Janey had been?

      “Look at this,” Draln said.

      Tolan found himself pulled forward, curiosity drawing him. As he neared, Draln had his hands out in front of him, a swirl of fire looping between them. Wind added to it, creating sparks that spread apart, almost like wings. It hovered in the air for a moment before snapping out of existence.

      A few of the older students let out appreciative gasps.

      “Not bad. Maybe by the time you get to our level, you’ll be able to keep up,” one of the second-year students said. He had black hair and a soft face, and Tolan recognized him as one of the students who had been a part of the circle when he’d first come across Imaginarium with Teddy and Janey.

      “Are you going to watch or are you going to come join?”

      Tolan blinked. Everyone in the circle turned their attention toward him, including Draln. He sneered, a satisfied sort of smirk crossing his face.

      “I was just watching.”

      “Probably so he could go and report us to the masters,” Draln said.

      “I’m not going to report you to the masters,” Tolan said.

      “No? Then join us. It’s a simple game, and it’s harmless. All we’re doing is shaping. You can shape, can’t you?” someone said.

      Tolan didn’t recognize the redhaired woman who asked. Other than her hair color, she looked nothing like Ferrah. Her eyes carried a surge of anger in them, and he immediately disliked her.

      “I can shape, but not as well as most of you,” he said. There was no point in hiding his inability to shape. It was too well known, especially after having gone through his classes where he relied upon bondars for any sort of shaping ability.

      “At least try,” the soft-faced boy said.

      Tolan could only imagine what Ferrah would say if she knew he had agreed, but if he turned away now, he risked angering all of the older students. He had been enough of an outsider in Ephra that he didn’t want the same at the Academy. Already, it had felt as if he was heading that way.

      When he joined the circle, standing two people away from Draln and next to Henna, the soft-faced man looked over at him. “You can watch a few attempts before you try yours, if you need.”

      “He’s watched enough. I think it’s his turn.” Draln sneered at him as he said it.

      “You did go last, so you get to choose.”

      Everyone turned their attention to Tolan. He hooked his hand into his pockets nervously, and as he did, he felt the smooth surface of the bondar. Would he be able to shape through it? It might not be enough, and in his pocket, it might not be possible to use it in the way he needed in order to create the shaping, but he wasn’t about to pull the bondar from his pocket and reveal its presence.

      Instead, he gripped the end of it, letting the symbols press into his palm. He focused on his breathing, trying to think about shaping. But since the entire purpose of the game was to focus on elementals, he found his thoughts going toward the fire elemental he’d seen in the forest outside of Ephra. His best bet at shaping anything would be with fire, but it made him nervous to do so, especially as he was using a bondar.

      The shaping built, rising steadily from within him, and as it did, he felt the same sort of sensation he’d felt when around the fire and earth elementals.

      He looked around the circle. Everyone was watching, staring at him, and he felt a flutter of nerves. He didn’t want to continue holding onto the image of the elemental, but at the same time, he worried about what they might say if he were to be unable to do anything.

      Before he knew what was happening, the shape of the fire elemental took form in front of him.

      It was smaller than the one released in the forest, and more akin to the smallish fire elemental he had seen when first attempting to shape through the furios using the image of the elemental. It circled, the elemental’s arms clawing at the air, before turning to face Tolan.

      It might be only his imagination, but for a moment, he felt a flash of recognition.

      That couldn’t be real.

      The elemental was imagined. It was created by the bondar—and him, he had to admit—but wasn’t anything real.

      Was it?

      Master Wassa had reassured him there was no way of pulling an elemental from the bond without having some way to summon it, and in order to separate from the bond, a person needed great strength.

      Tolan didn’t have that strength, but could the bondar?

      The people around the circle clapped.

      “Nice work,” the round-faced man said. “The detail is really quite impressive. Can you make it move?”

      Tolan wanted to release the image of the elemental, but couldn’t. As he tried, it seemed as if the elemental hung in place, staying right where it was, not moving.

      “I don’t know,” Tolan said. “This is the best elemental I’ve ever generated before.”

      He tried to tamp down the power coming through the bondar but had no control over it. It flowed from him. Tolan wasn’t sure how it did so, but heat built and built, the power of the shaping rising.

      “I think he’s losing control of it,” someone said.

      Draln stared at him, grinning. “He used too much. He’s going to burn himself up.”

      Was that possible?

      Maybe he should have tried to better understand shaping before attempting something so dangerous, but now he was doing this, he had no control over it. They were right. He was going to lose control.

      And then what would happen?

      The image of the elemental continued to solidify.

      As it did, dark pools of red formed where eyes would be, and they stared at him, almost as if trying to see deep within him. A stirring came from within and his skin tightened briefly.

      Tolan let go of the bondar.

      The shape of the fire elemental remained in place.

      It stared at him, and he looked back at it. It reminded him of a small fox, but all made of fire, as if its fur was burning. It took a step toward him and someone gasped on the other side of the circle.

      No. Please don’t.

      The elemental form stopped, and it might only have been his imagination, but it seemed as if the elemental understood him.

      That wasn’t possible.

      Then again, none of this should have been possible. Before coming here, Tolan had no ability to shape. And now he had shaped the appearance of a fire elemental?

      Another possibility existed, and it was one that troubled him, but he had to admit it was equally if not more likely.

      What if he had somehow freed a fire elemental?

      Master Wassa had claimed it wasn’t possible, but that was only if a person didn’t have much strength, and Tolan hadn’t asked him what would happen if a person used a bondar. Maybe that was the key to separating elementals from the bond. Maybe that was why he was able to create the image of the elemental so well?

      Ferrah would curse him for his stupidity. He should have better understood what might happen before attempting this.

      “He certainly is persistent,” someone said.

      “That’s enough, Ethar,” one of the older students said.

      They knew his name.

      His heart hammered wildly. Sweat dripped from his brow. He had to separate from the shaping and he’d already released the bondar, but nothing else had changed. What if there wasn’t any way to let go of this? What if there wasn’t any way to stop what had already started?

      “It’s…”

      He licked his lips, silently wishing the fire form to disappear.

      And just like that, it winked out.

      But not completely.

      A trail of faint flame seemed to scamper off into the forest.

      Maybe that was nothing more than his imagination.

      The others looked at him. “It sounds like Draln has been overestimating his ability and underestimating the abilities of the others in your year. I don’t know that I would’ve been able to perform a shaping like that when I was in the first level,” the round-faced boy said. He stuck out his hand. “I’m Chase.”

      Tolan nodded, but his gaze kept drifting off to the space between the trees. Was that a flash of flame, or nothing more than his imagination?

      He hoped it was his imagination, but he couldn’t shake the possibility that it might have been real. And if it was real, it meant he had somehow released an elemental.

      The others around the circle all introduced themselves and Tolan nodded, his mind blank. The others continued to make their attempt at shaping, but Tolan did nothing, simply staring. He kept waiting for more evidence that the elemental might be real. Nothing else came, which left him feeling more comfortable, but not completely so.

      Eventually, the game disbanded and everybody started back toward the Academy.

      “You’re welcome to join us anytime,” Chase said.

      Tolan could only nod, saying nothing.

      He stood at the edge of the park for a moment until he heard a soft cough behind him. He spun. Jonas was watching him.

      “What was that about?”

      Tolan’s eyes widened. “I… I think I made a mistake.”

      “What? Talking to one of the second levels? Chase is fine, if a little arrogant. He’s not nearly as bad as some.”

      “Not that. I heard voices and went to check them out, and they were playing Imaginarium…”

      “Don’t tell me you joined. Ferrah might kill you. And then she’ll kill me for not stopping you.”

      “It’s more than that,” he said.

      “What is it?”

      Tolan looked around. Out here, it was difficult to know who might be listening. Anyone could be forming a wind shaping, and he could easily imagine someone paying attention, but his concern came from a different place.

      “Let’s go back to our room first.”

      Jonas eyed him strangely but shrugged.

      They made their way out of the park and back to the Academy and up into their rooms. As they went, Tolan continued to glance over his shoulder, half expecting to see a flash of fire-colored fur, but he never did. He couldn’t shake the sense there was something there, almost as if it was just at the edge of his vision, but he saw nothing.

      “You’re really jumpy,” Jonas said as they entered the room.

      Tolan took a seat on his bed and looked up.

      “Did you tell them about your secret?” Jonas asked.

      Tolan shook his head. “No. I wouldn’t make that mistake. I can imagine what Jory might say if I—”

      “If you what?” Wallace asked, coming into the room. He looked at the two of them, a frown creasing his brow. They hadn’t seen much of Wallace since they had taken the room. He kept to himself for the most part and was quiet. He’d proven an adept shaper, almost rivaling both Ferrah and Draln, but preferred to be on his own.

      “If he shared with him that he can’t shape fire.” Jonas laughed. “You know how Master Sartan feels about people unable to reach for fire.”

      Wallace nodded. “He doesn’t view them as real shapers, but I’ve seen you in class, Tolan. You’re getting more skilled with reaching fire. The Great Mother knows that pretty soon, you’ll be able to shape without the furios.”

      Tolan tried to smile at him, but just didn’t feel it. He sat back on his bed and pulled one of the books out from alongside it, flipping through the pages. It was one that described various elementals, a book he’d been given by Master Jensen, and within it were various pictures depicting the elementals. He hadn’t spent much time looking through the book and he thumbed through the pages, trying to see if he could come across an image of the elemental he had shaped.

      When he got through the end of the book and hadn’t found any evidence of the elemental, he breathed out heavily.

      Maybe it was nothing more than his imagination. Maybe he hadn’t shaped an elemental into existence.

      Jonas had sat silent the entire time but watched him. Wallace left after a while, and when Ferrah finally came into the room, Tolan let out a sigh and looked over at the door. “Can you seal it?”

      Ferrah frowned. “Seal it?”

      Tolan waved his hand. “You know, make it so no one else can listen in.”

      “Tolan?” She glanced from him to Jonas, who only shrugged.

      “He’s been a little bit off since coming back from the park. It seems he had an encounter with some of the older students playing Imaginarium.”

      “You know why I warned the both of you—”

      Tolan stood. “Can you seal it?” he asked with more intensity.

      Ferrah watched him before nodding. “Fine.”

      Power built from her in the form of a shaping, and he could feel it pressing upon him. As with most shapings, Tolan wasn’t aware of which element bond she used, but he suspected it was primarily wind. That was really all he needed to ensure their privacy. Supposedly, there were ways to use each of the other elements to eavesdrop, but as no one else on their level was that skilled—and the entire floor was designed to prevent shapings gone awry—Tolan thought that would be good enough.

      “Did you?”

      She nodded. “Can you tell me what this is about?”

      “Before you get too upset, just know that I told Jonas.”

      “You told him what?” Ferrah asked, arching a brow at him.

      “I told him the truth.”

      “It’s about time. You know what I’ve been saying—”

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

      “Why are you concerned?” Jonas asked, taking a seat on the bed next to his. He looked over at him. “Ever since you participated in Imaginarium, you’ve been strange.”

      Tolan pulled the furios from his pocket and set it on his lap. As he looked at it, he let out a heavy sigh. “I discovered something about the furios by chance a while back.” He looked up at them, meeting each of their eyes. “When I was trying to make it work for me, I thought about the fire elemental I had seen in the forest outside of Ephra.” Ferrah sucked in a quick breath and opened her mouth as if to say something, but Tolan shook his head, silencing her. “I don’t know if it does anything or not, but I did the same thing when I was playing Imaginarium.”

      “And what happened?” Ferrah asked.

      “The image of the elemental I generated was identical to what I saw in the forest.”

      Ferrah studied him for a while before shaking her head. “You didn’t release an elemental,” she said.

      Tolan frowned. “And what if I did?”

      “You can’t have freed an elemental. It takes more than simply shaping one in the image of an elemental you’ve seen before in order to do that.”

      “We don’t know that. I went to Master Wassa, and I asked him about freeing elementals—”

      Jonas leaned forward, his eyes going wide. “You went to one of the master shapers and you asked about freeing an elemental? Are you insane?”

      Tolan shrugged. “After the attack in the courtyard, I wanted to know. I think he understood the reason I asked.”

      “And what reason was that?” Jonas asked.

      “After Teddy and Janey were injured, we don’t know what happened to them. It’s possible they freed an elemental.”

      “I doubt two second-year shapers could free an elemental,” Jonas said.

      “That’s what Master Wassa said too. He told me that pulling an elemental out of the bond is about more than simply shaping strength. You have to have knowledge, but what happens if you use something to assist you?” He pointed at the furios. “When I was playing Imaginarium, I used this. Now, I’m not much of a shaper normally, but what happens when I have anything I am able to do augmented through the furios? How does that change things?”

      Jonas stared at him for a moment before letting out a slow whistle. “I suppose it’s possible,” he said.

      Ferrah shook her head. “It’s not possible. It’s not just about power, like Master Wassa said.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I know,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan frowned. “What aren’t you telling us?”

      She shrugged and look away.

      “Ferrah?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It doesn’t seem like nothing,” he said.

      She glanced toward the door, tipping her head to the side. Power pulsed from her, and he wondered if she was checking the strength of the shielding she had placed around the door. She must have been content by what she found as she looked over at him, shaking her head. “You wondered why I’ve been looking into the history of Par?”

      “It’s your homeland,” Tolan said.

      “I just thought you were strange.” Jonas grinned and she shook her head at him, as if she wanted to strike him.

      “There have been stories about Par over the years. In all of them, they talk about it being a place of power for the elementals. I wanted to know if there was anything to it. I always have. When you live in Par, and you see the dioramas…” She closed her eyes, letting out a long sigh. “You start to wonder if there’s something else. Something more.”

      “What does this have to do with elementals and the bond?” Jonas asked.

      “Because I’ve looked at the dioramas, and I’ve looked through all of the records that I could find here on the history of Par. The people of Par used to live among the elementals.”

      The words hung in the air for a moment.

      Jonah started laughing. Ferrah shot him a look but he ignored it. “You realize what you’re saying? You saw what happened in the courtyard. You saw what that thing did. People couldn’t live with that. They would’ve been destroyed.”

      “What if they could?” Ferrah asked.

      Tolan thought about what he’d seen from the elemental creation that he had made. Maybe it had only been his imagination, but if it was an elemental—if he had somehow freed it from the bond—there had been a spark of recognition. If it was nothing more than his shaping, then maybe that was the reason for the spark of recognition. But if it was something else—a true elemental—then he was left with different questions.

      “It would take some way of communicating with them,” he said softly.

      “Now the both of you are insane.” Jonas leaned back, smiling widely. “I’m the first to admit I’m intrigued by the elementals, but I’m intrigued by them in the same way I’m intrigued by Draln. They’re both powerful, and both dangerous. I know well enough to stay away from both of them.”

      “Everything I’ve seen has shown me it’s incredibly unlikely for anyone without some sort of connection to the elementals to be able to pull them from the bond,” Ferrah said, holding Tolan’s gaze.

      “Like the Draasin Lord.”

      “Like the Draasin Lord. Think about it. How else to think that he has been able to be so successful when it comes to the elementals? He has to have some way of connecting to them.”

      Tolan closed his eyes, thinking of the elementals he had seen—really seen. First in the forest when he had seen the fire elemental, and then in the courtyard.

      He didn’t count the one he had seen in his vision. It might’ve been the same as what he’d seen in the courtyard, but it wasn’t one he had ever seen in real life, not before the attack on the courtyard.

      “I can’t shake the feeling I somehow did free an elemental,” he said.

      “I’m with Master Wassa,” Ferrah said. “I still don’t think you had the necessary knowledge.”

      He sat silently for a while before nodding to the doorway. “You can lower the barrier.”

      “That’s it? We’re done?” Jonas asked.

      Tolan turned to him. “What else is there?”

      “You’re just going to drop this?”

      Tolan looked over at Ferrah and caught her watching him intensely. “She’s right. I don’t have the necessary knowledge.”

      “Good. Because we need to keep studying,” Ferrah said. “You never know when they’re going to test us again.”

      That didn’t mean he couldn’t search for it. It meant going to the library, and it meant searching with the help of the librarians, but he needed to know whether what he had seen was real or only imagined.
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      It was easy to get lost in the library. The room was enormous and took up most of the main level of the Academy, and Tolan had taken to going to the library as often as he could, wanting to take every opportunity to look into information about the elementals and their connection to the bond. For the most part, it had been wasted time.

      He pushed the book away, rubbing his eyes. How late was it? It felt like he had been here for hours, though he doubted it had been that long. Most of the library was empty now, leaving him and Ferrah as the only ones here other than the librarians.

      “I’m not finding anything,” he said.

      “I told you that you don’t need to keep looking,” Ferrah said. “We should be studying what we’ve learned in our lessons.”

      As she often did, she had a book in front of her that had some likely obscure reference to Par. Tolan had given up on trying to determine what she was reading about, and it seemed almost as if she and Master Jensen had some secret project they were working on. Every so often, a new book would appear on her stack, and always something Master Jensen had found for her.

      “There’s something here. I don’t know what it is, but I’m determined to find it.”

      Ferrah looked up from her book. “It’s been two weeks, Tolan. There hasn’t been any sign of any rogue elemental you might have freed. If there were, we would’ve heard.”

      Tolan breathed out. In those two weeks, he had gone through the motions at the Academy, continuing to work on his shapings, growing somewhat more competent with fire but none of the others, and still he hadn’t detected anything that would make him think he was any closer to finding the rogue elemental. There had been no reports of any rogue elementals out in the city. Then again, if there were, Tolan wasn’t entirely sure he would hear about it. As nothing more than a student at the Academy, it was possible he wouldn’t be privy to those things.

      In that time, he’d tried looking around the Academy, thinking he’d find Master Daniels, but he hadn’t found any sign of the man. He was supposed to be here for his refresher on elementals, and with everything Tolan had uncovered in the books, he thought he might be able to help. The longer he was here, the less likely he thought it was that he could find anything.

      “You’d be better off devoting your attention to continuing to work on fire shaping. At least with that, you’re showing promise.”

      “With the bondar,” he said, whispering it. He didn’t need to, especially as the only other ones in the library were Master Jensen and Master Stole, an older woman with thinning hair and cheeks that seemed to droop. Master Jensen every so often looked their way, but Master Stole never looked up from her work. In that way, she reminded him of Master Minden, but Tolan never had the sense of someone shaping, not as he did with Master Minden. “I can’t do anything without the bondar.”

      “It’s a transition. Think about how many students are here who need the same trick. Eventually, you will get it. I can see it.”

      Tolan breathed out. If he managed to reach fire without the bondar, he would then move onto trying to master one of the other elements.

      “I’m glad one of us can.”

      “You do know you have been doing good work. Think about how far you and Jonas have come with your shaping.”

      In the last two weeks, Jonas had surpassed Tolan, though that wasn’t entirely surprising. Jonas had some natural fire-shaping ability even before coming to the Academy, and time spent working with the bondar had only honed it. He was determined to master it, and practiced daily, late into the night, to the point where even Tolan didn’t stay with him.

      “Jonas will be almost as good as you soon,” Tolan said.

      “You say that as if that bothers me.”

      “It doesn’t?”

      “Why would I care if my friends improve? I want the two of you to continue to get better. Isn’t that the point of coming to the Academy?”

      He nodded. It was strange. When he had been in Ephra, a part of him had always suspected Tanner had wanted him to keep failing. Here, he had the support of two people who both wanted him to succeed. “What will you do when you can start shaping spirit?”

      She let out a heavy breath. “Well, seeing as how we haven’t even started lessons with spirit, I am not certain it matters.”

      “Not yet, but that’s coming soon. Once we pass the next test…”

      And when it did, he wondered whether he would run into Irina. He hadn’t seen who the spirit master was, but partly that was because of his inability to even reach the spirit tower. None of the first-year students was even granted the opportunity to visit, not until well into their first level and the next testing. They each had to pass or would be expelled from the Academy.

      “If you’re asking if I intend to be an Inquisitor, I hope not.”

      “Even if it means you can shape spirit?”

      “What does spirit get you that you don’t get with other element bonds?”

      “Well for one, you can ensure the Inquisitors can’t force you to do things.”

      “You don’t need the spirit bond to do that.”

      “You don’t?”

      “There are ways of protecting your mind with other element bonds so that those who can control spirit can’t reach you. It’s more advanced than what we’ve been working on, but I suspect they will go into that when we are further along.”

      “You’re saying if I can master fire—”

      “If you can master fire, you can protect your mind. It only takes a single element, but it takes an ability to understand the bond, and that only comes when you can shape it better.”

      It was even more reason to figure out what he needed to do to shape more effectively. “You know how it works?”

      “If I knew how it worked, I’d tell you,” she laughed, pulling the book closed and stacking the others on the table in front of her. “Now I think I need to get some rest.”

      Tolan stared at the books piled up near him before smiling. “I’m going to stay here a little bit longer.”

      “You’d better be careful. If you’re here too much longer, Master Jensen will put you to work.”

      He looked over at the two masters sitting up on the raised desk. “How long do they stay here?”

      “There’s someone in the library all the time. They take shifts. They never know when one of the master shapers might need help finding something. Most of the librarians aren’t incredible shapers themselves, but they all have a passion for sorting through the items within the library.”

      “That’s what you want to do.”

      She shot him a look. “Is that so bad?”

      “I’m not saying it’s bad. There wasn’t any judgment in it at all. I was just remarking on the fact that you seem the most content when you’re here. It’s almost as if you would prefer to live in these books and in the past.”

      “I don’t want to live in the books, but I do appreciate what can be found here. We all have to start planning for our futures. Even you, Tolan Ethar. We won’t be in the Academy forever.”

      They wouldn’t, but Tolan hadn’t given any thought to what he would do when he was done with his studies. He was more concerned about getting through each class without making a fool of himself and revealing how little he could shape.

      Ferrah took his hand. “You will be able to do this. I know you will.”

      He nodded at her and when she left, leaving him alone in the library, he looked around, staring at all the books. It was knowledge from thousands of master shapers accumulated over the years, and he could see the appeal, even if he had no interest in it himself. He would rather be doing than sitting and reading, even if he didn’t necessarily have much ability to do so far.

      Hopefully, that would change. The more he worked with fire and the more competent he became, the more likely it was that he would one day be able to leave the Academy and… then what?

      He didn’t really want to return to Ephra. With his parents gone, there wasn’t much there for him. Now he had shown some shaping ability, if he could reach fire, he wouldn’t have to worry about what he would do with himself. There were always jobs for shapers. Maybe he could take up a craft like Master Daniels. Not working in a wood shop, but something along those lines wouldn’t be all bad.

      Then again, Tolan couldn’t imagine sitting in a shop day after day, working on project after project. When it had been his only option, he hadn’t allowed himself to think about how boring it would be, but now he was out of Ephra, and now he knew there was the possibility of more, he didn’t really want to return to that.

      Tolan turned his attention back to the books, flipping open the page as he scanned the contents, looking for information about elementals. If only he could find something that would help him understand what he had seen. In all of the books he had looked through, there had been no sign of an elemental like the one he had seen in the forest outside of Ephra, or one like what he had released.

      “If you tell me what you’re looking for, I might be able to assist you.”

      Tolan blinked and looked up. Master Minden stood near the table, her hands clasped behind her back. As he often felt when she was near him, there came the strange tingling along his skin, almost a sense of tightness, and he couldn’t be sure, but he thought she was shaping. He no longer even questioned how such a thing was possible, but wondered why he always felt it around her.

      “I’m just trying to better understand the elementals.”

      “It seems to me you’re looking for something on a particular elemental.”

      Tolan sighed. If you wanted to find out what kind of elemental he had seen, he needed to be open with the librarians. “I’m trying to figure out what type of elemental I saw attack outside my home.”

      “Describe it to me.”

      “The other masters weren’t able to—”

      Master Minden frowned. The sense of her shaping intensified, almost an angry sense to it. “The other masters were not master librarians, now, were they?”

      She waited, and Tolan could only shake his head. “It was a fire elemental.”

      “Only fire? Or was there something more to it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Elementals often are mixed, much like a shaping can be mixed. You can use only fire, or you could mix fire with wind or earth or water. Admittedly, that last mixing would be incredibly rare, but presumably, such a thing is possible.”

      “I’ve never heard elementals could be mixed.”

      “Why do you think they spring free of the bonds? They fight it. They are not naturally a part of one bond or the other but are a part of both.”

      Could that be it? “The elemental was a creature of flame, but it looked like a fox.”

      “Are you certain?”

      Tolan nodded. “Quite.”

      She made her way from his table, heading toward a tall shelving, and slid the ladder along the shelving until she reached a particular section. She climbed. Tolan worried for her safety as she did so, but she was far more stable than he would have expected and reached the top of the ladder and leaned for a book along the shelf. She pulled it down and descended the ladder, making her way over to Tolan and setting the book in front of him.

      “I imagine what you’re looking for will be in there,” she said.

      Tolan looked at the book. It was an older volume and seemed to be far more so than most that Master Jensen had given him to look through. The cover was bound in a thick leather, and a symbol not unlike those found on the towers—or on the bondars—was worked into the surface of the book. He found himself tracing his finger along the symbol, and as he did, he felt a strange tingling sensation.

      Tolan looked up, but he didn’t have the sense Master Minden was shaping him.

      Why would he feel that from the book?

      Tolan started to flip through the pages, and his breath caught. On each page, an elemental was depicted.

      It was nothing like some of the other books on elementals that he’d been looking through. This one was written in a flowing sort of script, and the writing made it seem as if it was old—much older than any of the others that he’d looked through. With that, he also found the drawings to be far more detailed than in any of the others.

      Strangely, each of the elementals depicted was for fire.

      “All of these are fire elementals?”

      “Did you think there were fewer?”

      Tolan shrugged. “I don’t know that I had given it much thought. How many fire elementals are there?”

      “Enough to fill this volume,” she said. She tapped the surface with one of her long, crooked fingers. “If you can’t find the elemental you’re looking for here, it’s unlikely you will find it anywhere.”

      Tolan waited for her to move away, but she stayed in front of him and he flipped through the pages, feeling as if he had no choice but to do so. By the time he neared the middle of the book, he had begun to think that perhaps he would find nothing useful in it.

      And then he found it.

      The drawing was identical to the elemental he’d seen in the forest—and the one he had generated by drawing a shaping through the furios.

      “That’s it,” he said.

      Master Minden took a seat across from him, easing into the chair. “That?” She looked up at him, her gaze weighing on him. “This is one of the oldest of the elementals.”

      “What do you mean, it’s one of the oldest?”

      “For a while, there were new elementals appearing, and some that weren’t easily categorized. This is one of the oldest. As I suspected, it is a combination of earth and fire. It’s unusual in that, especially as earth and fire should be opposites, but somehow, this elemental manages to possess strength in both.”

      “What is it?”

      “It was called hyza.” She tapped on the page, and Tolan saw the writing where it described this elemental. There was strength in fire and in earth.

      “This says they were often found in forests?”

      “So it says,” Master Minden said.

      “How is it the elemental fire wouldn’t burn through the forest?”

      “You think elemental is so poorly connected to the element they represent that they wouldn’t be able to control what burns?”

      “But I saw what happened in the forest outside of Ephra.”

      “Perhaps what you saw wasn’t what you think you saw.”

      “I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean.”

      “Only that it’s entirely possible the elemental was triggered.”

      Tolan looked down at the page, staring at the diagram depicting the hyza. “How would it have been triggered?”

      “An elemental like this could be triggered in many different ways. Earth could be unsettled, sending it out. Perhaps something caused it to be kicked free from the fire bond. Perhaps it was never fully seated in the bond because of its connection to both elements.” She clasped her hands together on the table. Tolan had the distinct sense she was shaping. “What did it take for this elemental to be returned to the bond?”

      “Master Daniels and Master Salman were there, but there was another, a water master.”

      Master Minden waved her hand. “Water would do very little against an elemental of earth and fire.”

      “How would you counter an elemental of earth and fire? If earth normally counters fire, how would you overcome something like this?”

      “It’s not about overcoming, Shaper Ethar. It’s about understanding.”

      She tapped the book and then stood.

      She said nothing more as she left him looking at the book.

      Tolan continued to read through it, amazed at the detail of the elementals. There were pictures of creatures that seemed impossible, ones little more than sparks of flame, tiny elementals he imagined would be impossible to detect. Then there were much larger elementals, including another that appeared a combination of earth and fire much larger than hyza. It looked something like an enormous wolf, but fiercer and prouder.

      Would this have anything on the draasin?

      Few people spoke about the draasin. The rise of the Draasin Lord made it so no one really wanted to speak about those ancient elementals, but there were remnants of them throughout Terndahl. Even within the Academy, Tolan had seen evidence of the draasin. They were found in the markings along the walls leading to the fire tower, pictures depicting the great creature.

      He found a section of the book dedicated to the draasin. Rather than one or two pages as the other elementals had been given, the draasin occupied nearly a dozen. Each page had a picture of a draasin, and detailed the care and nurturing needed to maintain a connection to them.

      Near the back of the book, he found a picture that shocked him. On it, he saw a person sitting atop one of the draasin. The detail in the picture was incredible, and there was a look of defiance in both the person sitting atop the draasin and the draasin itself.

      Had the shaper somehow controlled the elementals so they could ride it?

      The idea worried him. If the Draasin Lord got hold of a creature like that, how much damage could be done? How many people would be injured with the Draasin Lord roaming free with such a beast?

      He closed the book and set it off to the side. If there was a book like that about fire, could there be one on earth?

      He looked up to see Master Minden watching him.

      Would she help him with this? It was likely to draw attention, and when it came to the elementals, this kind of attention could be dangerous, but he wanted to know.

      He made his way over to the desk and stood in front of it, waiting as patiently as he could until she looked up and met his eyes. “What can I help you with, shaper?”

      “I’m looking for whatever you might have to help me identify earth elementals.”

      “If you think to chase down the elemental that attacked—”

      Tolan shook his head. “That’s not my interest, Master Minden. There was something I saw during my Selection.”

      She sat down her pen and eyed him for a moment. “What did you see during your Selection?”

      “An elemental similar to the one that attacked.”

      “Interesting.”

      She looked up and scanned the library. Tolan hadn’t realized it before, but it was just the two of them in the library. Master Jensen had left, as had Master Stole. He had thought there were always two master librarians at any given time, but perhaps Master Minden, as the oldest of them, was given a slightly different freedom.

      She climbed down from the desk and stopped at one of the shelves. This one was in a different section of the library than the one where she had grabbed the book on the fire elementals. She climbed up the ladder and paused about midway, reaching along the row of books until she found what she was looking for on the shelf. This was a much larger book, and she grunted as she lifted it free. She clutched it tight to her chest as she carried it over to him, and when he took it, he felt the weight within it.

      “There aren’t many allowed to see this volume, Shaper Ethar.”

      She climbed back up to the desk and took a seat without saying anything else.

      Tolan returned to his table and sat. This book seemed to be bound in stone, and the pages inside were thick and the writing on them faded, making it difficult to make out the words. Much like the other one, there were drawings. Each drawing depicted an elemental, though the level of detail within this was even more intricate than he had seen in the fire elemental book.

      The elementals depicted were interesting. Some looked very much like any other creature he might encounter in the forest, things like squirrels or insects, while others looked to be nothing more than rocks, though according to the drawing and the text along the side of it, the rock would have a very particular feature. Still others were not depicted at all. They were described—particularly the one that shared the same name as Jonas—and referenced as a great power living deep within the earth. Surprisingly, he saw a page devoted to hyza, the same way he had with the fire elemental book.

      That was odd, but odder still was the fact that the information found in this book differed from what he had found in the fire elemental volme. Whereas the fire elemental book described the elemental as preferring forests, this one referenced a particular species of tree the elemental preferred.

      Tolan sat back, staring at the book for a long moment. These books normalized the elementals. It was something he would never have expected to find, but there had been a time when the scholars who had depicted the elementals had not feared them. Instead, they practically seemed to embrace them.

      He continued to flip through the pages. He could take weeks reading through this, trying to understand everything he could about elementals, and even then, he still wouldn’t know nearly what he should. Was this what he would be taught during his classes?

      That was a part of what they were expected to learn at the Academy, but during their sessions so far, there hadn’t been any attempt at mastery of identifying elementals.

      When he found the elemental that had attacked, he knew immediately it was the right one. Jinnar. The creature looked something like a man but was made of rock. Apparently, its true power, like that of all earth elementals, came from deep within the earth, and it could take on its form from anything connected to the earth. It preferred open areas and hard-packed landscape but could move easily anywhere.

      Unlike hyza, this one was only over earth.

      He sat reading everything he could about the elemental, but nothing in the text helped him identify it any better. There was nothing there to help him understand how and why it had attacked. At least with hyza, he thought he could understand. If the elemental was a part of multiple element bonds, it wouldn’t have to work as hard to separate.

      Master Minden coughed and Tolan looked up. “Shaper Ethar, you have been here long enough. It is time for you to get something to eat and to resume your traditional studies.”

      He looked down at the book on the elementals. The only time this knowledge would be beneficial would be when an elemental managed to escape, and those times were rare enough that it shouldn’t happen.

      “Thank you for your help.”

      “Did I help?”

      “At least I know what elementals I’ve seen.”

      “And does knowing what elemental you have seen help you in any way?”

      “I’ve seen the destruction they cause, and I know well enough to fear that.”

      Master Minden pressed her lips together in a frown. “If that’s the only lesson you took from this, then perhaps it was a mistake in showing you.”

      “What else should I have seen?”

      “That will be for you to decide,” she said. She returned to looking down at her work, and he thought she was done with him. He stood and collected the books he had scattered all across the table, pushing the book on the fire elemental and that on the earth elemental off to the side.

      “You may return to continue your studies,” Master Minden said. “When you’re ready, I will gather what I can find on water and wind.”

      “What of spirit?”

      She paused her writing before looking up at him. “Spirit is different.”

      “Isn’t there an elemental of spirit?”

      “There are elementals for each of the element bonds, but as I said, spirit is different.”

      Tolan looked back down at the two books she’d given him, his gaze lingering longingly for a moment. If only he were allowed to take them with him, but he didn’t trust himself with books like that—and doubted Master Minden would even let him. They were too old and too important to bring out of the library.

      As he made his way toward the door, the distinct sense of a shaping built, pressing upon him. He resisted the urge to look back and see why Master Minden was shaping him. And he still didn’t know how she was able to shape in a library designed to cut off all shaping. Maybe it didn’t matter. She had helped him, and for that, he was thankful.

      When he pushed open the door, he glanced back into the library. She continued her work, her focus on whatever tasks she had that required her to continue her documentation. Before he turned away, he could swear she looked up at him, but perhaps that was only his imagination.
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      The following few weeks passed by in something like a blur. Tolan spent a considerable amount of time in the library, and Master Minden had seemed to accept the fact he was intent on understanding the elementals. He was captivated by the different types. More than anything else, he found himself simply reading about them, trying to memorize where they were naturally found and which elements they had the greatest affinity for.

      That was the most fascinating thing for him. Even within an element bond, not all of the elementals shared the same connectivity. Within fire, there were gradients of power. Some elementals were tied to smoke while others were tied to the embers in a fire; others still were tied to the glowing coals of a volcano. He marveled at the different types.

      Fire shaping came easier to him the longer he worked at it. The bondar helped, but even without it, Tolan could now shape a little. He managed smoke at first, and it reminded him of the shiron elemental, one with an affinity for smoke.

      “What are you doing?” Jonas asked one day during their fire-shaping class. They were supposed to be working on creating letters with their shaping, a way of testing their control. As Tolan couldn’t do it without the bondar, he held the bondar out. He focused on one of the smaller elementals, a spark elemental he had read about called ashla, using that to create flickers of light. It created something like stars, though small, and he bound them together in a cluster, careful not to put too much power into them. He had learned to hold back, afraid if he pushed too much into the bondar, he would release an elemental.

      “I’m doing what Master Sartan asked of us.”

      “Are you?” Jonas looked around the room. Others who didn’t struggle with shaping fire were having little difficulty. Some, like Draln, spelled out their names, using their shaping to ignite letters in front of them. There were some like Ferrah who had a tighter control, and she was writing something in a language Tolan didn’t understand. It looked like symbols, but not the same type of symbols used on the towers.

      “Can you get back to actually shaping like we’re supposed to?” Jonas asked. “We don’t want to have him getting mad at us for playing around.”

      “I’m not playing around,” Tolan said.

      “You’re not shaping the way he wanted us to.”

      “What was that, Shaper Golud?” Master Sartan asked.

      Tolan looked up to see Master Sartan watching him. He was dressed in an orange jacket and pants. Streaks of crimson flowed through them, almost like flames flickering. He wondered whether Master Sartan had shaped it himself, or if he’d had it commissioned. The skill that would have been required to make clothing that detailed was impressive.

      “Shaper Ethar and I were just working on our assignment,” Jonas said.

      “I can see what Shaper Ethar is doing. It’s interesting. I don’t know that I’ve ever had a student attempt to sparkle during their shaping.”

      Someone chuckled off to the side and Tolan refused to look over, knowing that it came from Draln or one of the people with him.

      “I was just doing what I could through the bondar,” he said.

      Master Sartan took a step close to him. “All this time at the Academy, and this is the best you can do with a bondar?”

      The way Master Sartan looked at him almost made Tolan believe he knew about the furios. And if he did, what would he say? Jory had warned him that Sartan didn’t care for those who didn’t have the ability to shape fire. “I can do better, it’s just—”

      “I should hope you could do better, Shaper Ethar. The time will come soon enough when you won’t have much choice.”

      He continued down the line and Tolan looked over at Jonas. His friend only shook his head, as if to say that he’d told Tolan. Then again, that was exactly what Jonas had done. He had warned him against attempting something too exotic.

      Jonas leaned over. “Stick to what’s been working,” he said.

      Tolan let out a frustrated sigh. The problem was that what was working for him wasn’t necessarily safe to do. His success in using the bondar involved focusing on elementals, and while neither Jonas nor Ferrah believed he had actually released an elemental, Tolan still wasn’t quite certain. If he had released an elemental, he wasn’t about to do so again, and certainly not in a classroom surrounded by Draln and those with him.

      Setting down the furios, he focused on shaping without it.

      Jonas watched him and then shook his head. “Are you ready to shape without it?”

      “I don’t know. I might be.”

      Jonas smiled. “I’ll try, too.”

      Together, they focused. Tolan held his hands out in front of him, his palms facing up, and—much like he had before—he focused on the ashla elemental, using that image to see whether he could connect to the fire bond. He didn’t know why using the image of the elementals seemed to help, but for whatever reason, it did.

      Rather than holding back as he did when using the bondar, he pushed as much as he could through that image of the elemental, thinking about what he had read and how the elemental connected to flame in its own unique way.

      Sparks flickered above his hands and Tolan pushed, trying to force them together. He needed the sparks to coalesce. He didn’t know whether they would, but he thought that was the key to doing what Master Sartan asked of them.

      “Look,” Draln said, and Tolan glanced up to see him pointing. “Ethar is still sparkling.”

      He shifted the focus of the elemental, no longer focusing on ashla. This time, he thought about saa, an elemental found within true flames. He was hesitant to use that image when holding the bondar, not wanting to draw too tightly upon that elemental, but without the bondar, he thought maybe he could use it.

      Slowly, flames began to flicker. They hovered in front of him, and he focused on what he wanted the elemental to do and imagined letters forming.

      Heat built as the letters formed.

      “Tolan?” Jonas asked.

      He looked over.

      “What are you doing?” Jonas whispered.

      “What?”

      “What are you writing?”

      Tolan realized almost too late that he had been creating something with symbols reminiscent of those on the tower. He had seen other symbols similar, and it took him a moment to realize he was using the symbols found on the bondar.

      He released that connection, but not before realizing the power that had been building seemed intensified by adding those symbols.

      Tolan sat back and lifted the bondar, looking around the classroom while everyone else shaped. He rolled the bondar in his hands, running his fingers along the slick surface. He didn’t attempt another shaping during the class, not wanting to make another mistake.

      When class was done, everyone filed out. Ferrah grabbed his arm and pulled him off to the side. Her eyes danced excitedly. “I saw what you did. You were shaping without the furios!”

      “I was.”

      “Why don’t you seem happy about it?”

      “I don’t think I’m shaping the same way as you,” he said carefully.

      “What do you mean? I saw what you did. It was a shaping.”

      “Maybe. But it still depends upon me using the image of elementals.” Tolan glanced over his shoulder at the now empty classroom. Master Sartan stood at the front of the class, rearranging the furios and placing them back into the cabinet. A part of Tolan wanted to go to him to see what he could find out about his strange connection to the elementals but doing so raised the risk of learning that what he was doing was not quite right. Now he had a taste of success, he didn’t want to be told he wasn’t doing it the right way.

      “Tolan?”

      He waved her away.

      After eating and a good night’s rest, they found themselves in their earth-shaping class. Master Shorav had said very little about the attack in the weeks since it had occurred, but that wasn’t unique. None of the instructors had spoken much about it.

      Today was different.

      Desks had been pushed out of the way, creating an open space in the classroom. Master Shorav motioned for everybody to take a position around the circle, having them standing so they could look at the rest of their classmates.

      “Today, we will begin our work discussing elementals.”

      There came a soft murmuring around the room. Some were excited, while others sounded more nervous. Everyone took a seat. Tolan sat between Jonas and Ferrah, and while he was interested, he was also nervous about what they might be asked to do. He didn’t necessarily want to experience the elementals.

      “I have decided I’ve been protecting you far more than I should have,” Master Shorav said. “It does you no good to be protected from what you must learn to face.”

      A shaping built, and in the middle of the circle of students, jinnar erupted from the ground.

      People gasped and crawled back out of place. Several of the students attempted to throw a fire shaping. Tolan sat transfixed.

      It wasn’t real. He could see that as well as feel it. There was nothing to the shaping that gave off the same sense of the elemental as what he had experienced in the courtyard.

      “It’s only a shaping,” Master Shorav said.

      The grouping of students gradually settled back down, and they took their places back around the circle. The image of the earth elemental remained, not moving at all.

      “This is the rogue elemental that attacked. One of the things you will be asked to do when you leave the Academy is to offer protection to the rest of Terndahl. Shapers like yourself will be the defense between rogue elementals and others who have no ability to shape. The Council will demand that service from you. That is the price of your attendance here.”

      The earth elemental flickered and faded as the shaping failed. When it was gone, Master Shorav looked around at the students.

      “Do any of you know what type of elemental that was?”

      “It was an earth elemental,” someone said.

      Master Shorav shot a look of annoyance at them. “Very good, Shaper Lonea. I was hoping we might be able to be a little more specific than that.”

      Silence fell around the room. Tolan debated. Did he answer? If he did, he risked people thinking he somehow had something to do with the elemental escape, but that was easy enough to explain. He had been spending a considerable amount of time in the library, enough that he should be able to convince people he had nothing to do with the attack.

      “No one? I would have thought your previous schools of shaping would have provided you with some level of instruction on elementals. This is most disappointing.”

      “The elemental is called jinnar,” Tolan said.

      Master Shorav looked in his direction, and he nodded slowly. “Very good, Shaper Ethar. Yes. This is called jinnar. A highly destructive elemental of earth. It’s one that prefers rock in mountainous regions, and is limited in its ability to travel, but when it does appear, it is incredibly dangerous.”

      Tolan thought about what he’d read about the elemental in the book, and it didn’t completely match up. And then there was what he had seen in his vision during the Selection. While he didn’t know how much of that was real, the elemental had moved quite rapidly. Maybe none of that had been real and had been implanted by Irina, but if it was real, it meant the earth elemental certainly moved fast. He remembered the chase through the forest and how he had headed toward the waste, trying to escape.

      “How did it attack?” Thames asked.

      Master Shorav tsked. “The elemental should not have been able to attack within the Academy. The shapings placed on the stone foundation should have prevented it, which makes us believe this was an incredibly powerful rogue elemental. The damage it was able to do was mitigated by the fact there were enough master shapers nearby to stop it, but one can only imagine what might’ve happened if that were not the case.”

      Tolan didn’t doubt the strength of the earth elemental, but there was something about what Master Shorav had said that didn’t sit quite right with him. If the earth elemental had been that powerful, how was it that it had been stopped so easily? Maybe it was nothing more than the fact they were within the walls of the Academy and the fortifications placed there by master shapers over the years had suppressed it, but what if there was something else to it?

      “Could it have been released here?” Tolan asked.

      “Who would release a rogue elemental within the Academy?” Master Shorav asked.

      Tolan could think of someone who might. He knew little about the Draasin Lord, but he thought the Draasin Lord would want to overpower the Academy; the shapers within it were a threat.

      Then again, if that had happened, it meant the Draasin Lord had sympathizers here.

      “We have had rogue elementals within the Academy before. Unfortunately, they grow increasingly common.”

      “Why do you think that is?” Ferrah asked.

      “We believe it stems from the fact we have not focused on the bonds the same way we once did. Shapers who preceded us were much more tightly wound to the element bonds, and using those bonds, were able to perform shapings we would struggle with.”

      “Shapers have neglected the bonds?” someone in the class asked.

      “The Academy has not neglected the bonds, and that’s all you need to worry yourself with. You are in a safe place to learn.”

      It wasn’t entirely safe. Tolan had seen that firsthand. How many others would know about what had happened to the older students? Master Wassa seemed intent on keeping it quiet, which left Tolan thinking the other master shapers felt the same way. If that were the case, then they wanted no one else to know what had happened to Teddy and Janey. More and more, he felt convinced they had been injured by something more than a training accident.

      “Now. If that is enough?” Master Shorav looked around the classroom before focusing on the center of the students. He created another shaping, this one smaller. The shaping took on the form of a pile of rocks, and Tolan again recognized the elemental.

      Master Shorav asked for volunteers to reveal what they knew of this elemental, and no one offered it. Tolan glanced at Ferrah, who shook her head. She knew what he’d been doing and warned him off answering. Perhaps that was for the best. If he did continue to answer, he would have to answer questions about how he had learned as much as he had about the elementals—and why. It was easy enough to explain the last one, especially as jinnar had attacked the Academy, but anything else would be trickier.

      “This elemental was once referred to as oshal. It looks harmless, but this elemental can do great damage, especially if you are unprepared.”

      The shaping evolved and began to tremble. The ground beneath the shaping seemed to tremble with it, and though Tolan knew it was nothing more than the shaping that Master Shorav did, he couldn’t help but feel unsettled.

      Master Shorav leapt to his feet. He looked around at the students. “Back up! All of you. Get back!”

      Ferrah grabbed Tolan’s arm and they stepped back.

      Something changed and the ground continued to rumble.

      “This isn’t his shaping,” Tolan said.

      “What else would it be?” Jonas asked.

      He couldn’t take his eyes off the shape of the oshal. It hadn’t felt any different than when he had shaped jinnar, not at first, but now, the longer it cowered in front of them, the more Tolan felt as if it was solidifying and becoming more real.

      That shouldn’t happen.

      “He needs to release his shaping,” he said to Ferrah.

      “Why wouldn’t he?”

      “Maybe he forgot about it,” Jonas said. When Tolan looked over at him, Jonas only shrugged. “Master shapers don’t detect the use of power the same way you and I do. He might’ve forgotten he was shaping when this started.”

      The ground continued to rumble and Tolan staggered forward. Everyone else was moving away, but he couldn’t. The moment they backed away from whatever was taking place here was the moment the elemental became destructive.

      So far, the elemental had done nothing. He didn’t know whether that would change or not, but there had been no evidence of any destruction coming from it.

      “Master Shorav?” Tolan asked cautiously.

      “You need to get back,” Master Shorav said.

      “Let go of your shaping,” Tolan said.

      Master Shorav frowned at him.

      “Your shaping of oshal. Let go of it before the elemental escapes.”

      “The elemental can’t escape,” Master Shorav said. “Separating elemental from the bond—”

      “I know. It takes strength and intent and a connection to the elemental along with the element. I am assuming you did none of those things, but that doesn’t change the fact that somehow, this elemental is starting to pull free from the bond.”

      The longer they were here, the more certain of that he was. He could feel the pull. It was a different sensation than he detected from shaping, and reminded him of when he attempted to reach through the bondar while shaping.

      Tolan approached Master Shorav. He ignored the chaos around him. Everyone else in the room had scrambled, trying to get away, but Tolan couldn’t. If he did, they would miss out on the opportunity to suppress this elemental. With no other master shapers here, he worried how deadly an attack would be. The attack in the courtyard had almost been too much and had almost taken out several of the students. What would happen if this elemental managed to get free?

      Tolan reached Master Shorav. “Release the shaping,” he urged. He kept his voice low, and despite that, he still felt as if there were eyes on him, but that couldn’t be helped, not anymore.

      “It shouldn’t be able to escape,” Master Shorav said.

      “Maybe it’s nothing more than our imagination.” Tolan didn’t think so, but for now, he needed to convince Master Shorav to stop shaping the elemental. He didn’t know whether that would even make a difference, but it had to, didn’t it?

      Master Shorav nodded, and the shaping dropped.

      The rumbling persisted.

      It had worked. Whatever they had tried had failed.

      “Clear the students out of here,” Master Shorav said, motioning to the door.

      Everybody took off in a run. Many were screaming. Tolan waited, not willing to leave.

      “All students need to depart,” Master Shorav said.

      “You can’t do this by yourself,” he said.

      Master Shorav shot him a harsh look. “I am a master shaper. I am perfectly capable of replacing a rogue elemental into the bond, if that is indeed what we’re dealing with. Now go!”

      This was not anything Tolan could argue with. When he turned, Ferrah and Jonas waited for him. They headed out of the classroom and stood just outside the doorway.

      “We should keep going,” Jonas said.

      “We need to know he’s okay,” Tolan said.

      “You heard him. He’s a master shaper.”

      “That doesn’t mean he can’t make a mistake,” Tolan said.

      “I think Jonas is right. If this is a rogue elemental—”

      “What if it’s not a rogue anything?” Tolan asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what if this elemental was pushed out?”

      “You were there. You saw what Master Shorav was doing.”

      “I saw what Master Shorav was doing, but I also know he’s right. Everything I’ve been able to learn about the elementals tells me they wouldn’t be able to simply break free from the bond like this. Something happened.”

      The rumbling intensified. Tolan started toward the door again but Ferrah grabbed his arm and pulled him away.

      “Ferrah—”

      She shook her head. “There’s nothing you could do.”

      “I can shape fire,” Tolan said.

      “And so could he.”

      As they left the room, other master shapers appeared. Jory came first, racing from the upper sections of the tower. Master Sartan raced up the stairs with Grand Master Normandale, heading toward the classroom. Grand Master Normandale paused long enough to glance over at Tolan before hurrying into the classroom and disappearing from view. Another pair of shapers appeared as well, though Tolan didn’t know either of them.

      When they made their way back to the dorm, it was a commotion of activity. Everyone there was talking about the attack. Tolan wanted nothing to do with that conversation and made his way back to their room, throwing himself on the bed. He lay back, staring up at the ceiling. He felt helpless, and though he knew he shouldn’t, he had wanted to do something—anything—to participate.

      “There was nothing you could do,” Ferrah said softly.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “When you’re better trained, I’m sure they will include you, but until then…”

      Until then, he wasn’t of much use. As much as he wanted to be helpful, and as much as he wanted to be a part of helping to suppress the elementals—especially as he had been reading about them and thought he understood just how dangerous they were—he wasn’t .

      He got to his feet. “Where are you going?” she asked.

      He glanced over. “There’s something I want to find out.”

      Tolan headed toward the library. Before he even got there, he could feel the entire building had a restless sort of energy within it. Everyone had a certain chaos to them, excitement about the attack, and everyone was chattering about what had taken place. Word of a rogue elemental attack spread quickly.

      Tolan didn’t stop until he reached the library. He glanced up at the desk at the front, looking to see who might be there. Thankfully, Master Minden was there, as was Master Jensen.

      Tolan hurried up to the desk.

      “How can we help you, Shaper Ethar?” Master Jensen asked.

      “How many rogue elementals get freed within the Academy?”

      Master Jensen frowned and scratched his chin. “There should be no rogue elementals within the Academy.”

      “Why is that?”

      “The Academy is designed to prevent the influence of a rogue elemental. The shapers of old have placed protections around the entirety of the Academy to ensure elementals don’t attack easily. And there are other sorts of protections designed to ensure the element bond is secure, especially here.”

      “Why especially here?” Master Jensen fell silent. “Why especially here?” Tolan asked again.

      Master Jensen glanced over at Master Minden, and she nodded before he answered. “The Academy is a special place. It’s what makes the Academy so useful to train you shapers. There are places where you are closer to the element bonds, and each of the towers is situated in such a way that it can draw even more directly from the specific element bonds. Tapping into that strength ensures shapers such as yourself have a pure connection.”

      The place of power Ferrah talked about was real. Had they shared that with her? “Wouldn’t the proximity to the element bonds also allow the elementals an easier way out?”

      “Not without some intention,” Master Minden said.

      “What are you saying?”

      “What I am saying, Shaper Ethar, is that within the Academy, there are no rogue elementals.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Tolan continued his studies of the elementals, looking into anything he could find over the next week. The librarians continued to work with him, primarily Master Minden, who provided him with any book he might want on the elementals. Tolan studied them with a fervent curiosity, wanting to know everything he could.

      “You need to get out of the library,” Jonas said.

      Tolan looked up from his stack of books. The familiar stone-bound volume rested open in front of him, but so too did the books on the fire elementals, and water and wind. “There’s something going on.”

      “Probably,” Jonas said. “But it’s not your—or my—responsibility to figure out what it is.”

      He knew it wasn’t but seeing as how the master shapers weren’t willing to share with anyone what had happened, Tolan was determined to look into it himself.

      “I only thought—”

      Jonas laughed, his laughter too loud for the library and earning him a harsh silencing look from Master Stole sitting on the desk at the end of the room. Jonas lowered his voice and leaned forward. “I know what you thought. You can’t help yourself.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means when you see an elemental involved, you feel as if you need to get involved with it.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “You may not think so, but everything I’ve seen tells me it is.”

      Tolan glanced at the stack of books before looking over at Jonas. “Master Minden tells me there aren’t any rogue elementals at the Academy.”

      “And that’s why you’re here?”

      “If there aren’t rogue elementals, then it means someone is freeing them. So far, we’ve seen two earth elementals. What happens if there’s an elemental attack and there’s no one there able to suppress it?”

      “Again, that’s not really our responsibility to take care of.”

      Tolan breathed out. “I can’t tell that the master shapers are doing anything about it, either.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Have you seen them looking into anything?”

      “I haven’t seen them doing much of anything, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t.” He leaned back, eyeing Tolan for a moment. “What does Ferrah have to say about it?”

      “Ferrah thinks I should leave the elementals to the masters, the same as you.”

      “See? I do know what I’m talking about once in a while.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “What is the point?”

      Tolan felt there was something more he needed to understand. For some reason, everything continued to seem to revolve around the elementals, and everything he saw seemed to tie into them. Neither Ferrah nor Jonas believed he’d released an elemental with his shaping, either, but Tolan couldn’t shake the fact he thought he had.

      “Are you going to be ready for the testing?”

      “Do you think it’ll be soon?” They weren’t given any indication of when the testing would take place, only that it would occur before they could move on.

      Jonas shook his head. “With everything you’ve been up to, you haven’t focused on the testing?”

      “I sort of lost track,” Tolan said.

      “How could you lose track? If you don’t make it past this, you don’t get to progress to the next level.”

      And into the tower he needed to reach, especially if he wanted to stay at the Academy. He needed to continue to work on reaching and shaping other elements, but so far, he had only managed fire, and even that, he still wasn’t convinced he was doing correctly.

      It was time to start trying to shape the other elements the same way he did with fire. He should have done that a while ago, trying to use what he could imagine of the elementals to see if he couldn’t connect to the element bonds. But after he’d released the elemental, he had been hesitant to do so.

      “All we have to do is reach spirit?”

      “All you have to do is reach the spirit tower,” Jonas said. “Not spirit. There aren’t many of us who will ever reach spirit.”

      “I don’t think I have enough control over fire to do that,” he said.

      “You’re going to have to figure it out.”

      Tolan thought about the spirit tower and how inaccessible it was. He wasn’t sure he could shape fire in such a way to reach the spirit tower, but that was the next stage in their testing.

      And he didn’t have to do it with each element. Only reaching it with one of the element bonds was necessary. It didn’t matter which one.

      “Ferrah might be able to help you figure out mastering your control over fire, so you can reach the tower.”

      “She’s been distracted, too,” Tolan said.

      “Between the two of you, I think the librarians have been busy enough.”

      “You say that as if there’s a problem with us spending time in the library.”

      Jonas only shook his head. “You really need to get out more.”

      Tolan sat back, sighing. “Fine. Let’s get out.”

      “Now?”

      Tolan shrugged. “You said it. I need to get out more. Let’s go.”

      He stacked the books up and looked around to see whether Master Minden was anywhere to be seen, but she wasn’t. It was Master Stole and Master Jensen, and neither of them paid him much attention. He had always left his books behind and Master Minden would collect them and keep them for the next time he came. Would either of these masters do the same?

      Hopefully, they would. He followed Jonas out of the library and then out of the Academy altogether. The sky overhead was overcast and a mist hung in the air. Wind whipped out of the north.

      “Yuck,” Jonas said. “I’m surprised the master shapers let weather like this take place.”

      “You would prefer they shaped it away?”

      “I would prefer the sun be shining and it be warmer,” Jonas said. “We have the ability to shape the weather the way we want it, so why shouldn’t we take advantage of it?”

      “It gets quite a bit colder in Ephra,” he said.

      “I’m tired of the cold. In Velminth, we get snow early. Thankfully our shapers protect us, keeping us from getting too much severe weather, but there are limits to their ability to protect us altogether.”

      Tolan shook his head. It seemed a waste of shaping power to shape the weather and force it so it was more tolerable. He couldn’t imagine the same being done in Ephra. What would Master Salman do if someone suggested he shape the weather? He’d probably blow up at them.

      “Where do you intend for us to go?”

      “I thought we would get out of here. Maybe go over to the park.”

      Tolan tensed. Last time he’d been at the park was when he had essentially freed the fire elemental. Would it be waiting for him when they returned to the park? If it was, what would he do?

      If an elemental attacked, there wasn’t anything he could do to defend himself, and he doubted he could suppress it.

      “Come on,” Jonas urged. “You don’t have to worry about elementals here. I know you think you did something—”

      “I did do something. I don’t know what it was.”

      “Let’s go see if you can figure out anything.”

      They made their way over to the park.

      The edge of the park was across from the main buildings of the Academy, with a line of trees welcoming people to it, practically standing as sentries watching over the Academy. When they passed through the tree line, the air took on a greater dampness, along with more of a chill. “We should’ve brought our cloaks,” he said.

      “Or we could shape the weather warmer,” Jonas said.

      He paused and worked on a fire shaping. It was subtle at first, but it built, growing stronger as he did, sending heat pulsing out from him.

      “That’s better,” Jonas said.

      “How long do you think you can maintain that shaping?”

      “Long enough to get over to the pond.”

      “And then what?”

      “Then we work on water shaping. Or earth. Or whatever you want. That’s the whole point of coming here. We can do whatever it is we want to do. Some say the park is protected the same as our quarters.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s here for the Academy. Didn’t you know that?”

      Tolan shook his head. “I didn’t realize the park was placed here for the Academy.”

      “It was placed here so students would have another place to shape, someplace closer to each of the elements. Here, we have earth and water, and you’ll notice that wind blows through here.”

      “What about fire?”

      “The fire is here, but on a day like today, fire isn’t going to be the easiest to reach.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s too overcast. Like I said, I think the master shapers should take care of the weather so we have a better chance of continuing to work on our shapings.”

      “I’m sure Master Sartan would love to hear you telling him that he needs to shape the weather, just so you can continue to work on fire.”

      Jonas grinned. “Maybe I’ll tell him. Later.”

      They continued into the forest and reached the pond at the center of the park. Trees retreated from the edge, leaving a space with a clearing leading to the pond. It was still—almost perfectly so—and Tolan approached slowly and stared at the glassy sheet of water.

      His reflection shone up at him. He almost didn’t recognize himself. In the time he’d been at the Academy, he had changed. His face seemed serious, and the deep blue eyes that shone back reminded him of his father. A scruff of a beard adorned his cheeks, and his hair had gotten longer, the brown, wavy hair now nearly to his shoulders. He could only imagine what his parents would have said, were they to see him like this. Mother would probably have told him he needed a haircut. And he did.

      “What are you doing?” Jonas asked.

      “I’m… I’m just looking at the water.”

      “It’s impressive here, isn’t it? The water can be so still, but at the same time, there is power within it.” Jonas shaped and the water lapped at the shores of the pond. It splashed, growing increasingly intense as he shaped.

      “You’ve grown more powerful with your water shaping,” Tolan said.

      “I would hope so, with everything Master Wassa asks of us.”

      “Only when you can reach the bond.”

      “Which I suspect you will in time. Look at you with fire.”

      “That’s only because I have the furios.”

      “Then take a bondar for each of the other elements. I’m sure the masters wouldn’t care.” He leaned forward so his shaping increased.

      “That’s more likely to get me exiled from the Academy.”

      Tolan watched as Jonas continued to shape the water. He worked first with the waves, then turned and pushed outward, sending spirals of shaping energy working from the center of the pond, swirling the water around. There was a certain pattern to it that reminded him of what he had seen on the outside of the water tower. Tolan glanced up at the Academy in the distance. From here, he could see the edge of the rune on the tower, but couldn’t make out what shape it was.

      He tried reaching for fire, wanting to shape the same way as Jonas, but every attempt to achieve it without the bondar failed.

      “I don’t see how I’m ever going to be able to reach the spirit level without the bondar,” Tolan said.

      “You’ll reach it. I’m sure you will.”

      “I can’t even reach fire here.”

      “Maybe you have become too reliant on the bondar,” Jonas said.

      “Only because it’s the only way I have of reaching anything.”

      “It’s not the only way. I saw you in the classroom. I saw the way you were able to reach for fire. You can do more than you’re letting on.”

      “I’m not sure what you saw, but it’s not that I can do more than I was telling you. I think… I think I still need more help than you do.”

      Tolan focused on shaping, trying to imagine reaching into the bonds, and as he did, he felt as if there was a hint of a flutter within himself. Then it was gone. Whatever hint faded quickly.

      He changed his focus. Instead of thinking about the bond, he focused on imagining the elemental, and used that connection to try and do more. As he did, he once again felt a stirring, but it was faint. For the most part, Tolan wasn’t sure whether it was real. He certainly wasn’t able to shape it with much consistency.

      Jonas watched him. “What is it you do when you attempt to shape?”

      “I try to reach within myself. I remember the lessons I was given when I was still a child, that were designed to help me try and understand how to sense each of the elements.”

      “That’s a good place to start, but it’s not the only place.”

      “What else is there?”

      “You have to focus on the heat within you, but there’s also what you can feel outside of yourself.”

      “It’s cold. There is no heat outside of myself, at least not today.”

      “That’s not what I mean. What I mean is you have to focus on the temperature changes. All of that is connected to the element bond.”

      When he tried doing that, he wasn’t able to connect to the element bond any more easily than when he used the bondar. For him, it all came down to his ability to envision the elemental, and with that, he was able to connect to the element bond. He tried not to think about what that meant. It troubled him that his ability to reach for fire seemed tied to the elemental.

      “It still doesn’t work,” Tolan said.

      “Try it your way than,” Jonas suggested.

      Without using the bondar, Tolan imagined the fire elemental. He had hyza at the forefront of his mind, letting him continue to build. It was easy to focus on the image of the elemental, easy especially since he had now seen the shape several times, but more than that, it was easy because he had read about the elemental and knew how it connected to fire—and earth.

      Slowly, he felt a surge of power. He didn’t know what that suggested, only that the fact that he was able to feel a connection of power tied to the elemental bothered him. It should bother him. All this time, he had denied his parents’ connection and he was going to be the one who ended up having some connection to the elementals—much like the Draasin Lord.

      Flames began to flicker in his hand. They started slowly, and the energy continued to build. Tolan maintained his focus, worried that if he lost it, whatever nascent fire-shaping he was managing to do would fail. All he needed to do was continue to hold onto this shaping, but if he couldn’t somehow use it to reach the spirit tower, it really wouldn’t matter how skilled he was at shaping. It wouldn’t matter that he seemed to shape an elemental.

      “There you go,” Jonas said.

      Tolan held his hand out, twisting it. The flames started to turn with him. “As this is the only element I can do anything with, I don’t know that I’m even strong enough to reach the spirit tower.”

      “You just have to keep practicing. Keep trying it without the furios, and I bet you will be able to reach it.”

      He had done it before, but would he be able to do so consistently—and in time? Though they didn’t know when the testing would be, it was coming, and it was the first time students would be sorted. He didn’t doubt there would be little hesitation in excluding him from the Academy if he failed.

      “What sort of shaping do you think you’ll use?” Tolan asked.

      “I might use wind or water,” Jonas answered. Wind began to whip around him, swirling in a spiral, and he elevated, rising off the ground a foot before stopping. From there, he hovered. Strain crossed Jonas’s face, and the effort of his shaping seemed to be significant. With a snap, the shaping failed and he dropped back to the ground. Jonas grunted. “Wind is difficult, but I’m not sure there’s enough water within the Academy for me to use.”

      “What do other water shapers use?”

      “I’ve seen some use platforms of water that they step on. Others do different things.” He tore his gaze away from the pond and smiled at Tolan. “The good news is that we still have time.”

      They still did, but how much?

      Tolan continued to focus on his attempt to shape. Each time he tried, he felt a surge of power, enough to know he could shape, but not enough to take the next step. After practicing for a while, he turned away in frustration.

      “Maybe Ferrah can help you figure out whether there’s some way for you to shape yourself to the spirit floor,” Jonas said.

      Tolan nodded, but he didn’t know whether there would be. Ferrah was a much more skilled fire shaper, but even she didn’t use fire to lift herself. She preferred using wind.

      “If I continue to fail, maybe I can become your servant,” Tolan said.

      “I’m not sure I would want that. I imagine you wouldn’t be much of a servant,” Jonas said.

      “Why not?”

      “You’d probably tell me I was doing things wrong.”

      “Then you have to stop doing things wrong.” Tolan stared at the pond for a moment, watching the water lapping at the shore. He didn’t think Jonas was shaping it at this point but didn’t know if maybe he was using a residual shaping. If he was, Tolan was impressed by how strong it was. He held onto the shaping much longer than he did with wind. Maybe Jonas would need to use his connection to water to reach the spirit tower.

      He left Jonas and headed back through the park, and when he reached the edge, he paused and looked around. There was no sign of the older students playing Imaginarium as there had been the last time he was here. He was thankful for that. He saw nothing.

      As he readied to cross the street, a flicker of movement drew his attention.

      Tolan spun. Had someone followed him?

      He saw nothing, and by the time he turned back around, he thought maybe he was only imagining it. He crossed the street back to the Academy and turned, looking back over the park. Hidden between the trees, he thought he saw a flash of colors, but again, was it real? And if so, what would have caused it?

      Back inside the Academy, Tolan couldn’t help but look around. There were small groups of students making their way throughout the place, though it was late enough in the day that none headed toward the library. Master Wassa walked alongside one of the Selectors—an older woman Tolan had seen but didn’t know by name. They were speaking softly to each other, and he wanted to run over and ask Master Wassa whether there had been any improvement with Teddy and Janey but decided against it.

      He headed up the stairs to the tower level. When he reached it, he paused. From here, the stairs led to each of the other element towers and he looked around, thinking about what he would need to do to reach the spirit tower. Would there even be a way he’d manage to reach it?

      “Will you be the first one to fail, Ethar?”

      Tolan glanced up and saw Draln with three of his friends standing around him. “I’m thinking about how disappointed you will be when you don’t reach it.”

      “What makes you think I haven’t reached it already?” Draln asked.

      With a burst of fire and flame swirling together, Draln shot into the air, hovering ten feet above the ground. He turned in place, watching Tolan. When he was done, he lowered himself back to the ground.

      “See? It’s not so hard. Considering the elemental you made during Imaginarium, I suspect you won’t have any trouble, will you?”

      Tolan could only glare at him. He didn’t trust himself to say anything more.

      The others with Draln all chuckled and headed away, Draln leading them back toward the first-year dorms.

      “You look troubled.”

      Tolan turned to see Jory Harris watching him. It had been a while since he’d seen the Selector and seeing him now left him feeling a mixture of emotions. “I know you told me I belong, but it’s hard for me to feel that way, especially without my ability to shape.”

      “The reports I’ve heard all say you have begun to demonstrate shaping ability.”

      “You get reports?”

      “All the Selectors receive updates on those we bring to the Academy. Since I was here for your Selection, I get those updates.”

      “I can shape a little, but…”

      “But you worry you don’t shape well enough to reach the spirit tower,” Jory said.

      Tolan nodded. “If I can’t reach the spirit tower, what happens?”

      “Well, what typically would happen is that you would be offered a position within Amitan. Normally, I would expect you would be able to use that position to help you find a place, and especially since you have some shaping ability, you shouldn’t have any difficulty making yourself useful.”

      “I don’t want to just be useful.”

      Jory arched a brow at him. “I didn’t think you were that excited about your Selection.”

      “Now I’m here, I want to stay. I want to be able to reach the element bonds, and…”

      How should he explain that he now felt a part of what was taking place within the Academy? He wanted to continue to be a part of it and wanted to stay with his friends.

      More than that, with everything he had learned about the elementals, he wanted to continue to understand them. He didn’t know whether it was possible to do so anywhere else, and if he couldn’t get a handle on the elementals here, was it possible he’d end up accidentally releasing them if he were to leave?

      “Just keep working,” Jory said. He started past Tolan to the stairs leading down to the main Academy entrance.

      “Jory?” Tolan asked.

      “What is it?” Jory asked, pausing and turning to face him.

      “What do you make of the frequent elemental attacks?”

      “I think the elemental attacks need to be left to the master shapers,” Jory said.

      “Is anything being done about them?”

      “Tolan, you know I can’t really talk to you about that.”

      “I know you shouldn’t, but I was hoping you could at least explain what’s been taking place? There was the attack in the courtyard, and then I was in the earth classroom when the other elemental attacked.”

      “You were there?”

      Tolan nodded. “Everybody else evacuated, and I did too, but not before realizing Master Shorav was concerned about the nature of the attack.”

      “Of course, he was concerned about the nature of the attack. The earth elemental was incredibly difficult to suppress. There have been rogue elemental attacks throughout the Academy the last few months.”

      “Does it have anything to do with the Draasin Lord?”

      Jory cocked his head to the side, frowning. “The Draasin Lord doesn’t have anyone here. The Academy is situated at the heart of Terndahl. He doesn’t have a presence here.”

      “But what if—”

      Jory shook his head. “There isn’t anything for you to be worried about. The master shapers have it all in hand.”

      He studied Tolan for another moment before smiling and heading down the stairs, leaving Tolan alone. He couldn’t shake the sense something more was taking place at the Academy, but how—and why here?

      After looking up at the inaccessible spirit tower again, Tolan headed back to the library. He paused in the doorway, looking to see whether Master Minden was here or not. When he saw her, he made his way straight toward her.

      “Would you like your research books again?” she asked without looking up.

      As he often did, Tolan had the sense of a shaping coming from her, and it almost seemed as if it was squeezing him. He wanted to better understand what she was able to do, not certain whether she really could shape within the library but knowing it shouldn’t be possible. Not here and not with the protections placed to prevent it.

      “I think so, but I’m going to need to figure out how to pass my spirit test.”

      With that, Master Minden looked up. Deeper wrinkles etched along the corners of her eyes, much more so than had been there before. She looked tired. How long had she been here?

      “Most students past the spirit test, Shaper Ethar.”

      “I’m not sure I am most students,” Tolan said.

      She continued to stare at him, and he had a sense she wanted to say something, but she didn’t. Instead, she looked around the library a moment before turning her attention back to him. “The key is finding a shaping will bring you to the tower.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t have enough shaping that I can get up to the tower,” he said.

      “Perhaps you make it more complicated than you need to.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s not so much about flying, not the way so many students believe.”

      “If it’s not, then what is it?”

      She smiled at him. “There might be a few books I could offer that would provide you some insight.”

      Tolan nodded. All he really wanted was for someone to just tell him rather than putting him through all of these steps to continue to challenge him. Weren’t they supposed to teach him here? Why make this so difficult?

      “I did have another question,” he said.

      “You may ask whatever question you want. There are some that don’t have answers easily found within the library.”

      “This is one that I thought maybe you would answer for me.”

      “If I answer it, then how is it you will be offered the opportunity to learn?”

      Tolan just shook his head. “Sometimes, it’s better just to have the answers.”

      “And most of the time, I would suggest it’s better to find them yourself. There is something to be said about the journey to knowledge.”

      Maybe she wouldn’t tell him, but even if she didn’t, she was more likely to provide him with a guide on how to find the information. If nothing else, that had value.

      “You told me there weren’t any rogue elementals in the Academy.”

      “Is that what this is about?”

      “I just thought I would try to understand what you meant by that. Why aren’t there any rogue elementals within the Academy?”

      She looked around the library a moment before settling her gaze back on him. As he often was, he felt unsettled by how she looked at him, along with the mixture of tension that filled him, the shaping he knew she used. If it were spirit-shaping, he might not have any way of knowing what she did, or how to stop her from shaping him. A better use for his time over the last few months might have been looking into how to prevent a spirit shaper from reaching within his mind. That would be valuable.

      “The Academy is a place of much power,” Master Minden said.

      “I keep hearing that, but don’t really understand what it means.”

      “And yet you haven’t bothered to ask?”

      “I’m asking you now.”

      “Asking me is not the same as finding the answers for yourself.”

      “Is there something more than the shape of the Academy and the towers that makes the Academy so powerful?”

      “There are some who believe the structure of the building itself is responsible for the shaping strength that those who train here are privy to, but there are limits even to the rune powers.”

      “By that, you mean the symbols marked on the towers themselves.”

      She nodded. “There are many students who never question those markings.”

      “They were among the first things I noticed.”

      “Intriguing. There was a time when those with a predilection for such runes were considered something more than mere shapers.”

      “What were they considered?”

      “Again, you ask questions rather than search for the answers.”

      “What is it that makes the Academy so powerful if it’s not the runes on the tower?”

      She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “You must look for something greater. There is a connection here that binds us to the bonds, but it is hidden.”

      “How many know about it?”

      “Not many, not anymore.”

      “Is that connection tied to the elementals that have been attacking?”

      She leaned back, a hint of a smile crossing her face. “Now you ask questions that not even the masters have posed.” She stood and tottered to the edge of the platform before making her way down the stairs. “Now. Why don’t we get back to finding you your books on the elementals?”

      Tolan could only nod. There might be books on elementals, but that wasn’t what he wanted to learn about, not anymore. What he was more curious about was this something else that she described. And if she wouldn’t tell him, would there be any way to find the answers?
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      “I don’t think there’s anything more than you’ve seen at the Academy,” Jonas said.

      Tolan had gathered them in their room, and, once Wallace departed, he once again asked Ferrah to seal off the door. They sat mostly in darkness, only a small shaping of fire nearby to give any illumination. Tolan glanced from one friend to the other. Ferrah watched him with a look of interest, but she had been silent. Of the two of them, he wanted to know her perspective most of all. If there was going to be something else—something more—then she was the one who would likely know. It would likely be something tied to the earliest days of the Academy, and her interest in histories was critical in them knowing—and understanding—what that might be.

      “Master Minden said—”

      “Minden?” Jonas asked, laughing to himself. He glanced from Tolan to Ferrah and seemed to be looking to her for help. “Everyone knows she’s old and confused.”

      “That hasn’t been my experience with her at all,” Tolan said.

      “You shouldn’t be having any experience with her.”

      “She’s the oldest of the librarians, which means she’s likely the one who knows the most,” Tolan said.

      “Could you speak sense to him,” Jonas said, looking over at Ferrah. “Tell him he’s not making any.”

      “He might be mking sense,” Ferrah finally said.

      “Not you, too.”

      Ferrah stared at Tolan. “She said that to you? She said there were no rogue elementals at the Academy?”

      “That’s what she said.”

      Ferrah stared for a moment before getting up and going to her bed. She flipped up the mattress before grabbing a stack of books and a bound notebook. She held the books clutched to her chest for a long moment before looking at Tolan. “You’ve been asking me what I’ve been doing.”

      “This?”

      She nodded. “This is what I’ve been up to.”

      “What is it?” Jonas asked.

      She sat down on Tolan’s bed and flipped open the book. “I’ve been looking into some of the history of Par, and with that, I’ve come across some things that help me understand Par better than I did before.”

      “How does your Par research have anything to do with what Master Minden told me?” Tolan asked.

      “The research has been about what made Par so powerful back in the time when it was powerful. Everything I have been able to find has told me Par was once a place of great magic, part of an empire of shapers where that magic was used to protect Par, along with others. Whatever was there granted great strength.”

      “And you think the same thing could be found here?” Tolan asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. All I know is, whatever was once a part of Par is no more.” She flipped open one of the books, tracing her finger along the page until she came to a section and pointed. “This talks about something deep within Par. It’s a place of power.” She grabbed for one of the other books and flipped through those pages before settling on a particular spot and motioning for Tolan. “This speaks of a connection to the elements—and the elementals.” She grabbed another book and flipped through the pages until she reached whatever it was she wanted to show them. “And this is where it all comes together.”

      “How does this all come together?” Jonas asked, staring down at the page.

      “It comes together because all these are related. Everything that was there is all tied together. They called it a Convergence, a place where elements and element bonds and elementals all came together. There was a place like that in Par, long ago.”

      “And you think something similar exists here?” Tolan asked.

      She flipped another section of the book, turning pages until she came to a depiction of a massive building. “Look at this,” she said, pointing to the page. “This was once the tower within Par.”

      “It looks like the Academy,” Tolan said.

      “I don’t think that’s coincidental,” she said. “There’s something to the structure of the building itself that taps into this Convergence.”

      Tolan sat back, closing his eyes as he imagined the markings on the towers for each of the elements. “Like the runes.”

      “Like the runes. And like the towers themselves. Something here taps into a greater energy.”

      “From what Master Minden said, there aren’t too many people who know about this,” Tolan said.

      “Probably not,” Ferrah said. “Most would view the Academy as a place of power and wouldn’t believe something else made it that way.”

      “We need to find it.”

      Jonas leaned forward, positioning himself between them. “Are the two of you insane?”

      “Why?”

      “You’re talking about some mythical power hidden beneath the Academy. Even if there were such a thing, what makes you think the masters wouldn’t know about it?”

      “Because Master Minden said—”

      Jonas shook his head. “Master Minden is old and senile. You can’t take anything she says for granted.”

      “I don’t think she was making this up,” Tolan said.

      “She wouldn’t have to make anything up,” Jonas said. “Just the fact you believe what she says is probably enough for her, but that doesn’t mean it’s real. I mean, if anyone were to know about whether there was some source of power within the Academy, they would have to be the masters.”

      Tolan wondered whether that were true or not. If the masters knew of it, they would have used that power—especially someone like Master Wassa, who was trying to save Janey and Teddy.

      “I don’t know that they know.”

      Jonas shook his head. “This is madness,” he said.

      “We could go ask the Grand Master,” he suggested.

      “You would go up to the Grand Master and ask him whether there is some place of power buried beneath the Academy?” Jonas asked.

      “Maybe not quite like that,” Tolan said.

      “What then?” Jonas asked. He looked from Tolan to Ferrah. “You’re the one who’s been researching this. How much of this do you think is real?”

      “All of it,” she said.

      Jonas stared at them for a while before shaking his head. “Okay. Let’s go find it.”

      “What?” Tolan asked.

      “If this is real, if there’s something hidden deep beneath the Academy, let’s go find it.”

      “I’m not sure that’s the best idea,” Ferrah said.

      “Why not? I mean, you’re the one who’s convinced this is real, and there is something there. If it’s real, and if there is something there, then let’s go investigate before we make the mistake of going to one of the masters.”

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah. “He has a point.”

      “He doesn’t have a point,” Ferrah said. “If this Convergence is real—”

      “Now you’re saying if?” Tolan asked.

      Ferrah shot him a look of annoyance. “If it’s real, then the Academy would protect it. We should go to one of the masters, maybe even the Grand Master, and ask them about it.”

      “And say what?” Tolan asked.

      “You can tell him your concerns about the elementals. How you’ve seen more than just the two that attacked.”

      “I’m not sure anyone is going to believe that,” Tolan said. If it were anyone else, would it be believable? It didn’t make sense to have the elementals suddenly appearing from the element bond, especially when there was no proof of it. Tolan couldn’t be the only one who would have seen that.

      “He’s right,” Jonas said.

      “You’re not helping,” she said.

      Jonas shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. He’s right. Who’s going to believe there have been elementals escaping that we haven’t seen? If it weren’t Tolan telling us this, I doubt I would believe it myself.”

      “We can go and find this Convergence, and see if there is any evidence of elementals escaping,” Tolan said.

      “What happens if we find it?” Ferrah asked.

      “If you find it, then we have what we were looking for,” Jonas said.

      “No. What happens if we find it, and there are elementals that have escaped? What do we do then?”

      “I don’t know that we do anything,” Tolan said. “We get out of there.”

      “And do what?”

      “If it’s there, then we go and talk to the Grand Master.”

      “You promise?”

      Tolan nodded. “I promise. If we go and we find this, we will go to the Grand Master with it.”

      “We go to him either way,” she said.

      “He won’t believe us either way,” Tolan said.

      “It doesn’t matter. If nothing else, you’ll have given warning.”

      Tolan nodded. He would do that much at least.

      “Good. Now we’ve got this sorted out, we need to figure out where we go to find this.”

      “If it’s similar to Par, it will be deep beneath the ground.”

      “There isn’t anything deep beneath the ground. There are only the levels we’ve been given access to. Are you sure it’s not up?” Jonas asked.

      “I’m sure.”

      “How was it accessed in Par?” Tolan asked.

      “Not easily. From what I can tell, the way it was reached was by some hidden connection.”

      Tolan thought about what he knew of the Academy, and as he did, he realized he might know exactly where to find the entrance to the Convergence.

      “Come with me,” he said.

      They headed out of the first-year dorms, ignoring the watchful gaze coming from Draln and those with him, and he guided them down to the main level and off into the library.

      “Here?” Jonas asked.

      “This is the place that makes the most sense,” Tolan said.

      “It doesn’t make any sense at all. Why would there be some hidden place here?”

      Tolan nodded to the raised platform at the back of the room where the master librarians sat. “Have you ever wondered why they sit elevated like that?”

      “I haven’t given it much thought,” Jonas said.

      “There’s a door on the other side,” Tolan said.

      “There is?” Ferrah and Jonas asked at the same time.

      Tolan nodded. “I was following Master Minden one day and I saw it.”

      “You realize if we get caught by one of the master librarians, we will be kicked out of the Academy?” Jonas said.

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah. “Not if she has words with Master Jensen.”

      “What do you expect me to be able to do?” she asked, shocked, her eyes wide.

      “It’s not so much what I expect. It’s what you will be able to do. Distract him.”

      “Tolan—”

      Tolan looked over and saw Master Jensen and Master Stole were there today. He and Jonas would have a hard time drawing them away from the desk.

      “And you need to go convince her to look for something,” Tolan said to Jonas.

      “And just what am I supposed to ask for that will draw her away?”

      “Ask her to provide a history of the Inquisitors,” Ferrah suggested.

      “The Inquisitors? You’re going to end up getting me in trouble.”

      “Not at all. She has an interest in them, and most of the books on the Inquisitors are scattered throughout the library. It will take her a while to find things, and by the time she does, we should be able to see if we can get the door open.”

      Jonas sighed. “I’d just like to let you both know I don’t care for this.”

      “Get going,” Tolan said, giving him a little shove to send him forward.

      “I have a topic that should delay Master Jensen, but I don’t know how long it will,” she said.

      “Do your best.”

      She hurried across and joined Jonas up at the desk, where he was talking to Master Stole. From where Tolan stood, he could see the interest growing on Master Stole’s face. Ferrah was talking to Master Jensen, and the two seemed to be in an animated conversation. After a moment, both masters got up and started into the library.

      Tolan hurried forward, nodding to Master Jensen and Master Stole as he did.

      “We don’t have much time,” Ferrah said.

      “She really likes information about the Inquisitors,” Jonas said.

      “Where’s the door?” Ferrah asked.

      “It’s around here,” Tolan said. He guided them behind the desk and squeezed along the wall, Jonas and Ferrah right behind him. She stopped at the mid-point of the wall and pointed out a narrow doorway. “Here.”

      Tolan checked the handle and found it locked. He hadn’t expected anything else and glanced over at Ferrah. “You’re going to have to shape it open.”

      “I’m not sure I am going to be strong enough to shape it open.”

      “You have to try,” Tolan said.

      Ferrah glanced past Tolan and Jonas, and could see the debate warring on her face. She didn’t like the idea of doing anything that would end up angering the masters, and it was probably more than simply angering the masters that she worried about. She worried more about losing access to the library and what it meant for her understanding of Par.

      “We won’t be gone long, and they won’t tie this to you.”

      “Master Jensen will know,” she said.

      “Then blame me.”

      Ferrah sighed and shook her head. “I’m not blaming you. I’m just saying I don’t love the idea of deceiving the Masters.”

      “I don’t, either, but we need to find out if this convergence is real. If it’s not, then we can move on.”

      “I have a sense you won’t ever move on,” she said to him.

      “I know what I’ve seen.”

      “I know what you think you’ve seen,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan frowned and looked at the door. “It’s more than what I think I’ve seen. The elementals have been getting free. Something’s going on.”

      Ferrah studied him for a moment before turning her attention back to the door. She pressed her hands on it and her mouth screwed up into a look of concentration. After a moment, she pulled her hands back.

      “I don’t know why I even tried. There’s no shaping in the library.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Tolan said.

      “There isn’t any shaping in the library. The librarians have sealed it off. We talked about that the first time you came here.”

      “I know Master Minden has shaped here.”

      She jerked her head around to look at him. “You saw her do this?”

      “I felt her do it.”

      Ferrah only shook her head. “There shouldn’t be any way of shaping in here.” Sound from behind them caught their attention, and she let out a sigh. “It’s not going to work,” she said. She squeezed along the wall, leaving Tolan and Jonas.

      “Listen. I know you think you’ve been seeing elementals—”

      “I have seen elementals,” Tolan said.

      “Fine. You’ve been seeing elementals. Let’s go and talk to one of the master shapers about that. There has to be something that can be done for you so you are not in any danger.”

      Tolan laughed bitterly. “More likely than not, they’re going to have the same reaction you and Ferrah had.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I know the two of you don’t really believe me.” He glanced over at Jonas. “Go out there and keep Master Stole from thinking you abandoned her. You don’t need to end up in trouble in the library.”

      “Tolan—”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Jonas looked at him for a moment, his gaze lingering, before he turned away.

      Tolan stood in front of the door. It might be nothing, and it might be that he had decided there was something here when there wasn’t anything at all, but he couldn’t shake the sense there was something more. And if there was, would there be any way to reach the Convergence?

      He wanted to know what was taking place. He wanted to know he wasn’t imagining things. And he wanted to know it wasn’t his fault.

      He rested his hand on the door. Shaping didn’t work, but what if he used the furios?

      He pulled the furios from his pocket and squeezed his hand along the symbols, then reached within himself, focusing on heat and fire as he tried to connect to the fire bond. Though he’d reached it before, this time he failed.

      Would it be possible to use the image of the elementals?

      He focused on hyza. That was the image of the elemental that came to mind most clearly, and as he focused on it, he felt a stirring within him.

      It might be nothing, but what if he were able to shape in the library through the help of the furios?

      Did that mean Master Minden was using a bondar while in the library?

      He held his hand on the door, continuing to focus on the sense of fire. The shape of hyza built, and at first, he thought it was his imagination, but it continued to solidify, and then he had a flash of flame.

      Tolan shifted his hand down to the handle, pushing the flame into it.

      There was a soft click and the door swung open.

      Tolan looked back, wondering if there was anything he could say to Ferrah or Jonas, but he didn’t want to draw any attention to them.

      And maybe it didn’t even matter. It might be that there was nothing behind the door other than the underside of the desk.

      Tolan stepped in. Everything around him was dark. He tried to focus on the furios, using the shaping to draw power through it, and it glowed softly, giving him just a little light. It was enough to see where he was and what was around him.

      Stairs.

      The stairs headed down, descending into darkness.

      He glanced back toward the door again before deciding to head down the stairs.

      He hadn’t gone very far when he saw a flash of light behind him. Tolan released his shaping through the bondar and stood on the stairway for a moment. He was certain he hadn’t imagined the flash of light, and he definitely didn’t imagine the sound of footsteps coming behind him on the stairs.

      “Tolan?”

      He let out a shaky breath. “It’s me,” he told Ferrah.

      “How did you open the door?” she asked as she reached him.

      He held out the bondar. “I used this.”

      She shook her head. “You still shouldn’t have been able to shape in the library, even with the bondar.”

      “Why?”

      “Master Jensen told me it was all about the way the library was constructed. There were protections upon protections placed within it to ensure shapers couldn’t do damage.”

      “Maybe their protections started to fade.”

      “Where does this go?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Down.”

      “You’re starting to sound too much like Jonas.”

      “And why would that be a bad thing?”

      Tolan looked back to see Jonas at the top of the stairs. He pulled the door closed before heading down, carefully taking the stairs one at a time, worried he’d fall in the dark. When he reached them, he shook his head, making it appear as little more than shadows. “Master Stole really likes the history of the Inquisitors. I had a hard time getting away from her.”

      “How did you know I was here?” Tolan asked.

      “You didn’t come back around the desk, so I figured something had happened,” Ferrah said. “I didn’t expect you to have somehow shaped the door open.”

      “He shaped… The furios. That’s what you used, isn’t it?”

      Tolan nodded. “It worked.”

      “It worked, so now what?” Jonas asked.

      “Now we continue to go down.”

      They descended, heading deeper and deeper into the earth. The stairs stretched onward, and it seemed as if they would keep on going. Tolan’s legs began to burn, and he wondered if they would ever reach an end point.

      “How far do you think this goes?” Jonas asked, his voice a little breathless.

      “I don’t know. How is it this remained hidden here?”

      “Because no one bothers to examine the library.”

      “Do you think the master librarians knew this was here?” Jonas asked.

      “It’s possible,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan felt certain Master Minden knew. Why else would she have said something to him? It was almost as if she wanted him to know, though that didn’t make a whole lot of sense. He wasn’t a librarian, and he had shown no interest in becoming one, not like Ferrah with Master Jensen.

      “We can ask them later, if we find the Convergence,” Tolan said.

      “What if this is nothing more than some sort of dungeon?” Jonas asked.

      Ferrah elbowed him, and he grunted.

      “You know it’s true. The shapers weren’t always benevolent and studious. There was a time when shapers were more warlike.”

      “I doubt this was ever meant as some sort of dungeon.”

      “What if it was?”

      “Then we head back up,” Ferrah said.

      The stairs ended abruptly. There was another door, and this one seemed made of stone. Tolan traced his fingers along the surface of the door and noticed runes carved into it. It reminded him of the runes marked on the furios. He doubted that was coincidental.

      “You see this?” he asked Ferrah.

      Ferrah traced her hand along the markings. “I can feel it. I don’t know that I see much of it.”

      “Try shaping,” Tolan said.

      “We’ve already seen that shaping—”

      “That was up there,” Tolan said, drifting his gaze upward. “Try it down here.”

      She frowned and turned her attention to the door, a shaping building as she did. Light bloomed into view and she held her hand out, a small flame hovering in her palm.

      With the light, Tolan was able to finally see the door. It was enormous and seemed to be carved from stone, the symbols etched into the surface. They were large, taking up space to nearly the size of his hand, and as he traced his fingers along them, he felt the same surge of energy as when he pressed his hand on the furios.

      “It’s like a bondar,” he said.

      “What?” Jonas asked. “I don’t see what you are so excited about.”

      Tolan traced his fingers along the surface. “The markings are much like they are on the bondar.”

      “There’s no way to open the door,” Ferrah said.

      Tolan realized she was right. There was no handle, not as there was even on the door leading down the stairs. Without that, there would be no way to go beyond here.

      There might be something beyond this door, but with no way of opening it, he would never know, which also meant he would never know whether there was any reason to keep seeing elementals.
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      Tolan continued to trace his fingers along the surface of the door. It was smooth and had a sense of warmth radiating from it, but nothing more than that. There had to be some way of figuring out how to open it.

      “Can you shape it open?” he asked Ferrah.

      She turned toward him, the shaping glowing within her hand. Her eyes had something of a haunted appearance to them, and he worried the pressure of coming down here and trying to reach the Convergence was getting to be too much for her.

      “I don’t think there’s anything I can do to shape this open,” she said. “If there was…”

      “I can try,” Jonas said. He rested his hands on the door. The shaping that built from him was incredibly powerful, rising from him with a surge of power that slammed into the door.

      As it did, Jonas was thrown back. He landed in a heap near the stairs, grunting.

      Tolan and Ferrah ran over to him and crouched down at his side. “What happened?” Tolan asked.

      Jonas blinked. “I was only trying to shape it,” he said.

      “You were being an idiot,” Ferrah said.

      “Thanks,” he said to her.

      “You don’t know anything about that door and you go and try to shape it? And with a shaping of that sort of power?”

      “Aw, that’s nice. You think my shaping has power.”

      She stood and shook her head, turning away from him and returning her attention to the door.

      Tolan helped Jonas to stand. “What did you do? I could feel the shaping you made, but…”

      Ferrah glanced back at him for a moment. “You could feel it?” Tolan nodded. “You said something like that before, but you shouldn’t be able to feel a shaping so easily.”

      Tolan glanced from her to Jonas. Jonas only shrugged.

      “Well, I was aware he was shaping. Which element bond were you using?”

      “I was trying to use a mixture of water and wind. I thought combining the two would somehow push through those markings.”

      “You really are an idiot,” Ferrah said.

      “Why are you saying that?” Jonas asked.

      “You don’t know anything about this door, and not only did you shape it, but you shaped it with more than one element bond.”

      “What would you have me do?”

      “I would have you try to understand it before you jump in and throw power at it.”

      “Where do you expect us to find out more about it?” Jonas asked. He motioned toward the stairs. “Would you have us head back to the library? I’m sure the master librarians would be more than thrilled to answer questions for us about our ability to shape and would be most interested in coming down here and answering all the questions we might have.”

      “Not like that,” Ferrah said, turning her attention back to the door.

      Tolan shot Jonas a warning look. They needed Ferrah, especially if they were going to figure out what was behind the door, and he didn’t need the two of them arguing. “What would you have us do?” Tolan asked her.

      She ran her hand along the surface of the door. “Do any of these look familiar?” she asked.

      Tolan stared at the markings. “I tried to convince Master Minden to allow me to study the runes, but she said that was for higher-level students.”

      “Runes aren’t until the third level at the Academy,” Ferrah said.

      “I don’t understand why,” Tolan said.

      “Runes help concentrate a shaping. If you don’t have enough control over your shaping before you start attempting to use them, you could augment the wrong part of the shaping.”

      “How do you know that?” Jonas asked.

      “Because I pay attention.”

      “I pay attention too, but don’t remember hearing anything about runes and how they focus a shaping.”

      “You have to pay attention in between what the masters are sharing and what they don’t necessarily want you to know.” She studied the door. “I’ve seen this one in the earth tower,” she said, tapping one of the markings near the center of the door.

      “In the tower?” Jonas asked.

      “On the bondar there,” she said.

      “I didn’t know you needed bondars,” Jonas said.

      “I’ve been curious about them,” she said.

      “Curious. She’s curious while the two of us need them to shape.”

      “You don’t need the earth bondar to shape,” Tolan said.

      “Fine. She’s curious when you need them to shape.”

      He stared at the room, thinking back to what he could remember of the bondar he used during his earth classes. He didn’t remember the patterns, not the way he did with the furios. Those patterns were etched into his mind.

      Could there be anything like that?

      He looked along the door. As he did, he found one that reminded him of the markings on the furios. Tolan pulled it from his pocket and held it out, twisting it in his hands as he studied the door. “Look at this one,” he said, pointing to one marking on the end of the furios and then pointing to the door. “They’re similar.”

      Jonas leaned over his shoulder and looked at the furios before shaking his head. “Maybe similar, but they’re not the same.”

      “I’m not sure we’re looking for them to be the same. Similar would be enough.”

      “So, you have one for earth and one for fire,” Jonas said.

      “And five in all,” Ferrah said. “Which means each of the element bonds is represented on this door.”

      “Maybe they’re meant for us to shape into the symbol,” Jonas said.

      “I think that’s exactly what they’re meant to do,” Ferrah said.

      “How do we know which are the other runes?” Tolan asked.

      They had already seen what would happen if they shaped into the wrong one. Jonas still seemed stunned, though he probably would never admit it.

      “This one is similar to the one on the water tower,” Ferrah said, motioning to one of the markings. It was a spiral, something like the swirling pattern he had seen Jonas making in the pond at the center of the park. “Which means one of these is for spirit, and one of these is for wind.”

      “And if we get them wrong?” Tolan asked.

      “I don’t know that it matters. If the intent is for us to shape the element bonds into each of these markings, we’re still missing one of the bonds. I doubt very much that any of the Inquisitors would be willing to come down and help us figure out how to shape open this doorway, which means we won’t have any way of doing it.”

      “We could try it,” Tolan said.

      “Sure. We could try, and more likely than not, we won’t be successful. Then what?”

      “Maybe then we go to the Grand Master,” Tolan said.

      “I’m not sure you’re going to get the reception from the Grand Master that you want,” Ferrah said.

      “He needs to know.” Even if it meant that what had been happening really did have something to do with the elementals, the Grand Master needed to know. Others would be put in harm’s way if they didn’t reveal that, and Tolan wasn’t about to be the reason that others suffered.

      He held his hand out, touching the marking for fire. He focused on the image of the elemental, trying to draw through it. For a moment, nothing happened, and then he felt the steady stirring that he had felt lately when attempting a shaping—and it was successful.

      “Tolan?” Ferrah asked.

      He shook his head. “See what you can do with the others,” he said.

      “We still don’t know which one is wind,” Jonas said.

      “I trust you’ll figure it out,” Tolan said.

      “You don’t want to trust me with something like that. If I’m wrong—”

      Tolan glanced over at Jonas. “You won’t be. I know you’ll figure it out.”

      Ferrah looked at the marking for earth and pressed her hand on it. He felt her shaping as she poured energy into the marking. She gasped, taking a sharp breath, her eyes widening.

      “Ferrah?”

      “It seems to be drawing from me,” she whispered.

      “What do you mean? “

      “Almost as if it is pulling through the bond and me.”

      “Try water,” Tolan said.

      She pressed her hand on the marking for water. As she did, she shaped into it, but pulled her hand away after a moment. “Nothing’s happening.”

      “Jonas. You need to try.”

      “If it didn’t work for Ferrah, there’s no way it’s going to work for me. She’s the better shaper.”

      “I’ve seen you with water. I know you have more talent than you let on.”

      Jonas only shook his head before pressing his hand onto the rune for water. His shaping built, growing slowly, building steadily, and then he gasped, much like Ferrah had.

      “Great Mother!”

      Tolan didn’t have the same sense and wondered what it was they were experiencing as they shaped into the runes. Was what he did so different?

      “Now wind. I think either of you can do it.”

      Ferrah nodded to Jonas. “You try it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Just do it,” she snapped.

      Jonas looked at the two runes that remained. He glanced from one to the other before finally deciding on one of them. He pressed his hand on it, and as he did, he took a steadying breath.

      “If this doesn’t work…”

      “If it doesn’t work, then we are no worse off than we were before,” Tolan said.

      Jonas slapped his hand on one of the markings and his wind shaping built.

      “Now what?” Ferrah asked. “We still haven’t reached spirit.”

      The last rune had a distinct look to it. There was something familiar to it, though Tolan wasn’t quite sure why. As he stared at it, he realized he’d seen that marking before.

      With his free hand, he traced the outline of the rune, running his fingers along the pattern. It was a triangle with a dot in the middle, a symbol his parents had used when making their items.

      Could they have known what it was?

      No. Their knowing what it was meant they were somehow tied to spirit, and he had no reason to think they had any ability in that regard.

      “Tolan?”

      He tore his gaze away from the rune. “I’ve seen this one before,” he whispered.

      “Where?”

      “It doesn’t matter. But I’ve seen it.”

      He pressed his hand onto the rune. He expected nothing to happen, but when he pressed, there came a strange flash, and it mixed with a surge of memories. Each seemed to remind him of what he had experienced when he had been selected. They tumbled through his mind, one after another, almost too many to follow.

      It was Tolan’s turn to gasp.

      “What are you doing?” Ferrah asked.

      “I’m not doing anything,” Tolan said.

      “You must be. I…”

      Stone started to rumble. As it did, the door sank backward and Tolan kept his hand on it, not wanting to lose his grip on the runes, but the door continued to draw back.

      “What’s happening?” Jonas asked.

      “Don’t let go,” he said.

      “Don’t let go? I don’t know that I could. It’s almost as if the door’s forcing me to maintain a connection to it.”

      Tolan hadn’t tried to let go and had no sense of what Jonas was describing, but he knew that if they let go, the shaping—or whatever it was taking place now—would fail and the door would snap back into position.

      “Help me push,” he said.

      “I don’t know that we should do this,” Ferrah said. Panic had put an edge into her voice, and she glanced over at Tolan, her eyes wide.

      “If this is the Convergence, think about how much you will learn about Par,” he said.

      Ferrah studied him for a moment before nodding.

      They all pushed. Each of them pushed the stone, opening the door even more.

      And then it stopped moving.

      Tolan pulled his hand back, separating from the spirit rune first before trying to let go of the rune for fire. The others did the same, each backing away slowly.

      He looked around and was shocked to see they stood in a massive chamber, unlike any other place he’d ever been. The ceiling arched high overhead, and more of the runes were marked along the ceiling, similar to those used on the door, but not exactly the same.

      “Where is this?” Jonas whispered.

      “I think this is the way into the Convergence,” he said.

      The door closed.

      Ferrah reached for it but was too slow. The door sank back into place, leaving them plunged in darkness.

      With a surge of a fire shaping, Ferrah illuminated everything within the chamber. She pressed out with her shaping and it stretched from her, bathing everything in a soft glow.

      Tolan could only stare at the strangeness within the room. Not only did the ceiling arch high overhead and was marked with the same symbols as he’d seen on the door, but the walls were covered with them. The air was musty and damp, leaving an earthy odor to everything.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      “It fits that this would be the Convergence,” Ferrah said.

      “Because of the runes?” Tolan asked.

      “Because of everything here. There’s shaping energy here. I can feel it.”

      “How do you feel it?” Jonas asked. He stared up at the ceiling, looking at everything.

      “It’s almost as if I’m closer to the element bonds while we’re here. I don’t know how else to explain it.”

      Tolan tried reaching for shaping, but it wasn’t any closer than it ever was. There was no sense of anything.

      He pulled the furios out of his pocket and focused on hyza, trying to generate the connection to the fire element bond. It surged through him, much more rapidly than before.

      Releasing the connection, he turned to see Jonas push off the ground with a shaping of wind and hovered a dozen feet in the air. He held himself there for a while before lowering himself back to the ground.

      “Wow. I’ve never been connected to the element bond like this before! This is amazing!”

      “It’s the Convergence,” Ferrah said.

      “This is it?” Jonas asked. “I was expecting it to be something more than this.”

      “I don’t think this is all there is. In the stories that came out of Par, there was more to the place of power, though I don’t know if it will be the same here.”

      “How should we go looking for it?” Tolan asked.

      “We could follow the energy,” Ferrah suggested.

      “Follow it where?”

      She pointed. “I can’t necessarily see where it’s going, but I can feel the energy.”

      “It’s not just the energy,” Jonas said. “Look.”

      He pointed overhead and Tolan glanced up at the ceiling, realizing the trail of runes stretcheing all along the ceiling seemed to be pointing somewhere.

      “Let’s follow it,” Tolan said.

      Ferrah seemed a little more reluctant as she nodded. They headed into the chamber, Ferrah continuing her shaping, keeping the light glowing from the palm of her hand so it illuminated everything. As they went, Tolan couldn’t shake the sense they were in a place of much power, a place that mattered to shapers, and one in which he didn’t quite feel as if he belonged.

      “What is it?” Ferrah whispered as they walked.

      Tolan looked up at the massive ceiling. “I don’t know that I’m supposed to be here.”

      “Where you think you’re supposed to be?”

      “This place is meant for shapers.”

      “You are a shaper.”

      “I’m not a shaper like you or Jonas.”

      “You already demonstrated an ability to reach fire even without the furios. You are a shaper.”

      “Somehow, it seems as if I cheat with shaping,” he said.

      Jonas shot him a strange look. “How?”

      “When I reach for fire, I do so with an image of the elemental.” Tolan breathed out in a heavy sigh. It was time they knew the truth. “When I shape fire. I.… I do it differently than you two do. The only way I’m able to do anything is by imagining the fire elemental.”

      “That shouldn’t work,” Jonas said.

      “I know it shouldn’t, and I don’t know how to explain it any differently, only that it’s the only way I know of shaping.”

      “What happens when you imagine the elemental?” Ferrah asked.

      “You’ve seen what happens.”

      “That’s it? You shape fire?”

      “Sometimes it’s more than that,” Tolan said.

      “And how is it more than that?” Ferrah asked.

      “I don’t know how to fully explain it. There are times when it feels like the elemental gets free.” He looked over at Jonas. “Like that time in the park. I know you don’t believe I somehow released an elemental, but it seemed like I did.”

      “We’ve already talked about it. It’s not possible for you to have released an elemental.”

      “What if it is? What if this place, and the proximity here, somehow allows me to release an elemental I shouldn’t otherwise be able to?”

      Tolan glanced at both of his friends, not really expecting an answer. There wasn’t an answer, not a good one.

      “I didn’t think it was possible,” Ferrah said.

      “You believe him now? You were the one telling us he had to be imagining things,” Jonas said.

      “I didn’t take into consideration the possibility that the proximity to the convergence would make a difference,” she said.

      “So now you think he could have pulled an elemental from the bond?” Jonas asked.

      “I’m not saying I think he did, just that this close to the Convergence, it’s possible he somehow was able to do so.”

      “You think he’s responsible for the other elementals?” Jonas asked.

      “I don’t think—”

      Jonas cut him off. “If you believe he was responsible for one, we have to at least entertain the possibility he was responsible for the other, don’t we?”

      “I wasn’t even shaping with those others,” Tolan said.

      “What if it’s tied to something else?” Jonas asked.

      “Such as what?” Ferrah asked.

      “Such as the furios.”

      “Why would it be tied to the furios?”

      “Well, it’s not something he’s even supposed to have outside of the classroom. And what do we know about the Selector who gave it to him? What if he’s in on this?”

      Tolan didn’t get a chance to answer. They had reached the end of the chamber. A massive archway led from this chamber into what appeared to be a completely shaped tunnel. No one spoke as they stepped up to it and he looked around, searching for evidence of more of the strange runes carved into the surfaces, but there were none. The stone was completely smooth, though moisture dampened the walls. A soft breeze pulled on warm air, blowing it out through the tunnel.

      “Do you think it’s through here?” Jonas asked.

      “This is different,” Ferrah said.

      “It’s older,” Tolan said.

      “…Which makes it more likely to be what we’re looking for,” Ferrah said.

      “Are you sure?” Tolan glanced back at the chamber behind them. The opposite side seemed impossibly far away. They didn’t know if they would be able to open the door to escape, though he hoped opening it required the same shaping as getting through the first time.

      Tolan stared into the darkness. He thought he could hear voices but figured that to be nothing more than his imagination.

      He took a step forward.

      As he passed into the mouth of the tunnel, it seemed as if something washed over his skin that left it tingling. It was a similar sensation to when he was around shaping, and he didn’t know whether this entire tunnel was somehow shaped or whether there was something else taking place here.

      He continued forward, one foot after the other. There was a strange sense of pressure against him, almost as if the tunnel itself didn’t want him there.

      “Keep going,” Ferrah whispered behind him.

      “I’m trying,” he said.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Something seems to be pushing against me.”

      He felt enough resistance that he couldn’t go any farther. He looked around, trying to decide whether he would go back or continue to push forward. If he continued forward, it would mean he was trying to force his way through this shaping. He didn’t know whether he could do that.

      He felt hands on his back.

      Shapings built from Ferrah and Jonas, and they swirled around him. He glanced over his shoulder and Ferrah nodded.

      “Keep going,” she whispered.

      Tolan took another step. Their shapings seemed to make it easier for him to do so, and he took another step. Then another. With each step, the shaping that attempted to push him back eased around him.

      Maybe it was nothing more than his imagination, but it didn’t feel that way.

      The sound of voices didn’t come again.

      “How long do you think this tunnel is?” Jonas whispered.

      “I don’t know,” Tolan said.

      “Can you send a fire shaping ahead?” Jonas asked Ferrah.

      “I’m not sure how much good that will do us.”

      “If you use it the right way, it should be able to show us how far we have to go,” Jonas said.

      “And then what?”

      “And then we keep going,” Jonas said.

      “You were the one who didn’t even want to be here.”

      “And now we’re here, I want to know what this is and how much of this Tolan is responsible for.”

      “He isn’t responsible for any of it,” Ferrah snapped. “Now, would the two of you stop talking?”

      They continued to move forward, one step after another, and the shaping that seemed to oppose their progress gradually eased. Or maybe it didn’t. Maybe it was simply the fact Ferrah and Jonas were pushing against him, helping him move forward.

      Ferrah sent a fire shaping along the tunnel. She kept it tightly controlled, little more than a ball of light that hovered just above the ground, and they all watched it as it moved forward. The tunnel stretched another two dozen feet before it seemed to open up.

      “At least we know there’s an end point,” she said.

      Tolan continued to push, fighting against the shaping. The others pressed behind him, following him, and he partly wished he had let them move in front. It might be better if Ferrah went first.

      When they reached the end of the tunnel, he let out a deep breath.

      “Look,” Jonas whispered.

      Tolan looked and realized there was light in the other room. It was a faint glow, little more than a yellowish, almost greenish, hue, and seemed to permeate everything. The room on the other side of the tunnel was small, and the ceiling only a foot or so above their heads. There didn’t appear to be any markings like those in the other chamber. He had expected to find runes or evidence of shapers, maybe sculptures or something else, but certainly not this. This room seemed nothing more than a small space, not anything that should symbolize power.

      But they weren’t alone.

      A figure moved on the far side of the chamber.

      Tolan grabbed his friends and pulled them back, pressing them against the wall.

      “What is it?” Ferrah asked in a whisper.

      “There’s someone in there,” he said.

      “Did you get a look?”

      Tolan shook his head. Could it be someone like Master Minden? She was someone he suspected knew about this chamber, especially considering what she had said to him. Maybe it was the Grand Master. If anyone were to know about a place like this, it would be a shaper of power like the Grand Master, but then again, maybe it was nothing like that.

      Tolan poked his head around the corner, and watched for a moment. He couldn’t tell who it was from here, but what he could tell was that there was a shaping building. It was a strong shaping, and for some reason, it seemed to reverberate within him, much like the shaping did when he drew through the furios.

      It was fire.

      Normally, he was not aware of which element bond was shaped. He could tell a shaping was done, and unless it was visible like a fire shaping or water shaping, he didn’t necessarily know which element bond was used.

      For some reason, there was no question which bond was used this time.

      It seemed to stretch his skin, pulling it tight. He didn’t want to breathe, afraid he would draw attention to them, but he also couldn’t help but notice the strength of the fire shaping.

      There was something to it that was more than just a fire shaping. As he focused, he took a moment to realize what he detected—a fire elemental.

      Tolan stepped forward, ignoring Jonas and Ferrah grabbing for him. He approached slowly and carefully, looking to see if there was anything he could determine from this shaper.

      As he neared, he recognized the shaper.

      “Jory?”

      Jory looked up at him. Gone was the pleasant smile he always seemed to wear when he encountered Tolan. In its place was an angry mask, a look that seemed to sneer at him, and that would fit better on someone like Draln than on Jory.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Jory said.

      “What are you doing here?” Tolan asked. He could feel Ferrah and Jonas approaching and wanted to warn them away. Something told him that not everything was as it should be. “Isn’t this the Convergence?”

      Jory stared at him for a moment before chuckling. “Convergence. Yes, this is the Convergence. Most of the masters have long ago forgotten the reason the Academy was built upon this place. Then again, most of the masters have forgotten the power the elementals offer.”

      Tolan glanced over, noticing he was still shaping and still aware of the sense of fire. It burned upon him and left him worrying about why he should be so aware of it.

      “What are you doing with the elementals?” he asked.

      “You really shouldn’t have come here,” Jory said.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “What am I doing here? I’m doing something that another failed. I’m going to finally be the one to successfully return the draasin to the world. I’m going to be the Draasin Lord.”
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      Tolan stared at Jory, unable to speak. Could he really intend to free elementals? All this time, Tolan had wondered who might be responsible for doing that, and had never expected it would be Jory. He had helped him. Without Jory, Tolan would never have been given the furios to work on his shaping.

      “Why are you doing this?” Tolan asked.

      Jory laughed. “Why? You’ve been at the Academy only a few months, and you haven’t learned enough to understand, but you will. Everyone will learn.”

      “Why would you want to emulate the Draasin Lord?”

      “Who said anything about emulating him? I want to become the Draasin Lord. And I will.”

      Jory turned his attention to the space near him, and Tolan realized there was something more in the room than he had initially seen. It looked to be something like a pool of water, though it was silvery and seemed to move slowly, almost as if thick.

      “What is it you intend to do?” Tolan asked.

      Jory didn’t even look up. “I intend to release a draasin. All the time the Draasin Lord attempted to rule, it was the one thing he failed to do. He had released other elementals, but the draasin was one he couldn’t release. I will change that.”

      “When the draasin were free before, they were far too destructive,” Ferrah said.

      Jory looked over at her. “Only because no one knew how to control them. I do.”

      “You’re the reason the elementals have been getting free,” Tolan said.

      “It was a risk, but one I was willing to take.”

      “You were willing to risk the safety of Academy students?”

      “Only because they were foolish enough to believe their game of Imaginarium was harmless. They learned too late that it was more than just a game. And you were all too helpful with needing the bondar. I thought I’d have to find someone else to take the blame…”

      Tolan glanced over at Ferrah. She was looking at him with concern burning in her eyes. “Teddy and Janey are still in Master Wassa’s quarters because of you,” Tolan said.

      “And their sacrifice was necessary. Because of their willingness to participate in Imaginarium, I was able to determine the location of the Convergence.” He stared at Tolan before shifting his attention to Ferrah and then to Jonas. “I am curious how the three of you discovered its location.”

      “You’re just going to have to wonder,” Jonas said. He stormed forward and a shaping built from him, wind and water that he threw in Jory’s direction.

      Jory chuckled and threw his hand out, cutting off the shaping Jonas attempted, stopping it immediately.

      Jonas was thrown back, the effect of whatever shaping Master Jory used far too potent for Jonas. He slammed into the wall behind him and crumpled.

      “The power within this place is so much more than in any other. It’s a shame he failed to recognize he could draw upon it,” Jory said.

      “Why are you doing this?” Tolan asked.

      “Does there need to be a reason?”

      “There needs to be something,” Tolan said. “Is it just about power?”

      Jory grinned at him. “Just about power? When I pull a draasin from the bond, you will see just how much power those elementals can grant. When I combine the power of my shaping with the power of the draasin, nothing will be able to stop me.”

      Ferrah built a shaping. It started slowly and gradually increased in intensity, energy radiating from her. She used a combination of shaping and Tolan recognized fire within it but wasn’t sure what else might be there. If it was only fire, she might not have enough strength to stop Jory, and even if it was more than fire, she might not have enough strength. Ferrah was a skilled shaper but Jory was a master and had far more experience than she did with shaping.

      Jory grunted as her shaping struck him, driving him back. “You are talented,” he said.

      He pressed out with his hands and a shaping slammed into both Tolan and Ferrah, sending them staggering back. The shaping pinned Tolan to the wall, and Ferrah cried out as she struck the wall.

      “I can’t…” Ferrah said. “He can’t release the draasin. If he does, it will destroy everything. We’ve seen what happens in Par. The draasin are responsible for the ruins.”

      “It’s worse than that, I think,” Tolan said. If Jory had released the draasin, what would stop him releasing other elementals? How long would it take for the Academy to be destroyed by an elemental attack? How long would it take before others were hurt? When the elementals were freed years ago, too many people lost their lives or were harmed. If it happened again, in a populated place like Amitan, what would stop them?

      Jory had turned his attention back to the strange silvery pool in front of him. His shaping connected to that silvery pool, seeming to dive into it before retreating. He continued to connect to the pool, and heat built from him and the shaping he used.

      It was working.

      Whatever Jory was doing—and Tolan suspected he was truly attempting to free a draasin, as he claimed—seemed to be working. And if it did work, how long would it take before the draasin was freed?

      He thought of what he’d read about the draasin, remembering what had been documented in the books he’d found, and knew if a creature like that were freed into the world again, it would be devastating.

      Jory had to be stopped.

      But how?

      Tolan didn’t have enough connection to shaping to be of much good, but in this place, maybe it would be more. With the potential to use not only the furios, but whatever connection this Convergence offered, it was possible he could slow Jory.

      Tolan tried moving, but the shaping held him against the wall.

      An outline of flame began to form, the shape of some massive creature building.

      It reminded him of the game of Imaginarium. At least now, he understood why it had become so popular. Jory must have suggested it, wanting to use the game to help him find the Convergence.

      “I can feel it,” Ferrah said.

      “I can see it,” Tolan said.

      Ferrah glanced over at him. “I don’t see anything.”

      Turning his head toward her, he kept the outline flame at the edge of his vision. “You don’t?”

      “What do you see?”

      Tolan stared at the form of the flame taking hold. It grew and was now filling the space in the room behind Jory. How much longer would it take to pull the draasin free from the bond?

      “Fire.”

      The creature of flames moved, and there was no doubt in Tolan’s mind that the creature was alive.

      He would pull the draasin from the flame.

      Tolan focused. Jory didn’t expect anything from him. None of the master shapers did. But he could reach for fire, and now he was here, was there any way he could delay what Jory was doing?

      He needed to distract him, maybe give Ferrah a chance to get free and go for help.

      Tolan didn’t expect he would succeed in stopping Jory. Instead, all he wanted to be able to do was delay him, prevent him from reaching into the fire bond and pulling the draasin out.

      He imagined hyza. It was the one elemental he knew the best. Even if it worked, and even if he somehow pulled the elemental free from the bond, what would it do? Hyza wouldn’t be able to compete with the power of a draasin.

      But it might make Jory pause.

      The flutter of power built within him. He held onto that flutter of power, recognizing it for what it was. He’d felt it before, and knew it meant some connection to the fire elemental.

      He had only to reach for it.

      Tolan continued to pull. He wasn’t certain whether he reached deep within himself and through the fire bond or whether he was reaching for an elemental. When it came to his connection to fire, he no longer knew.

      There came a flicker of flame.

      “What are you doing?” Ferrah asked.

      “I’m trying something,” he said.

      “You shouldn’t—”

      Tolan turned away from her, ignoring the comment. How could he do anything else? He needed to reach through the connection to fire, and with it, he needed to see if his connection to the elemental was real or not. He no longer knew whether it was, and he no longer thought it mattered. The only important thing was to somehow reach for fire.

      The shaping built from him.

      There came a flutter, reminding him of what he had seen while out with the older students attempting the Imaginarium. The shaping reached out from him, and there came a sense of movement.

      The elemental.

      “Is that—”

      Tolan nodded. “I told you I thought I’d released an elemental.”

      “I didn’t think it was possible for you to actually release one. How is it you are doing this?”

      He’d demonstrated some ability with fire, but never anything of much potency without using the furios. But then, he was in this place of Convergence, a place where if Ferrah was right, they were much closer to the element bonds—and the elementals.

      The fire elemental he formed raced toward Jory.

      Heat exploded from the elemental, and Jory spun, shifting the focus of his shaping.

      The partial form of the draasin faded and Jory stared at the fire elemental.

      “What is this?”

      Tolan realized he could move. Jory’s hold on them had failed when he had been slammed into by the elemental. Tolan would have to think what it meant the elemental had seemed to help them. That would have to come later.

      A fire shaping built from Jory and he turned it on the elemental. With a blast of flame, it disappeared.

      Had Jory returned the elemental to the bond?

      “No!” Tolan raced forward and lowered his shoulder, slamming into Jory. It was brutal and painful, and if there had been another way, he would have taken it, but he needed to knock Jory back.

      Jory pushed against him, using a combination of fire and wind shapings that slammed into Tolan. He went sliding back, his feet dragging across the stone.

      The shaping continued to power into him, slamming over and again, forcing Tolan back. Pain worked through him from the shapings and he wanted to hide from them, but there was no place to go. “Go and get help,” he whispered to Ferrah.

      “I’m not going to leave you here,” she said.

      “We need help. Go and get help from the masters. They need to know—”

      “No one will be going anywhere,” Jory said. He sent another shaping that slammed into Ferrah. She grunted and collapsed onto the ground, leaving only Tolan standing. “Your ability to release the elementals will be useful. Now I have someone else to attribute this to. An added benefit to giving you the bondar.”

      “No one will believe you.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Shaper Ethar. No one will believe you, and when I share with them that I found you here, attempting to release elementals in this Convergence, any sympathy you think you might have will disappear. Besides, who will the masters believe? Do you think they will believe you over me?” He smiled and took a step toward Tolan, approaching steadily. His shaping continued to build, growing increasingly powerful. It pushed against Tolan, and there was very little that he could do against it. “Now, as soon as I place this binding upon you, you will forget everything.”

      A shaping built, and Tolan realized with horror what Jory intended.

      A spirit shaping.

      There was nothing he could do against a spirit shaping. Jory was far too skilled and powerful for him to be able to do anything. And if that were the case, it was entirely possible that Jory would make it so he remembered nothing. With the proper spirit shaping, Jory could force him to admit he was responsible for releasing the elementals. Considering everything Tolan had learned about the elementals, it would be all too easy to be convincing.

      He tried backing away, but was already at the wall. There was nowhere to go. “No.”

      Jory smiled at him. “Don’t worry. You won’t remember any of this.”

      The shaping pressed upon Tolan. He could feel it working through him, and memories flashed into his mind. They came in a torrent of activity, images of his parents and the work they had done, and times when he had been younger.

      Those memories almost seemed as if they wanted to protect him, to keep Jory out of his mind.

      “No!” Tolan said, his voice rising into a scream.

      “Don’t fight it. It will be much worse when it does come.”

      Jory stepped toward him.

      Tolan wasn’t frozen, not as he had been before, and he struggled, straining against the shaping as it washed over him.

      There had to be something he could do. Maybe he couldn’t shape, not the same way as the others, but could he use the elementals? He didn’t necessarily want to free them from the element bond, but if he did that now, at least he might have a chance of escaping.

      Tolan closed his eyes, trying to push away the image of Jory making his way toward him. He focused on fire, thinking of hyza before changing his mind. Any attempt to use fire had failed against Jory. He was simply too strong. He had dismissed the other elemental all too easily.

      Could he use earth? He thought about the elemental that he’d seen and decided he didn’t have enough of a connection to earth to draw upon it and force jinnar out of the bond.

      He reached into his pocket, fingering the furios. It was his only chance. As he did, he focused his mind on the image of hyza, thinking of how massive the one in the forest outside of Ephra had been. If he could somehow connect to the elemental like that, he might overwhelm Jory.

      Jory reached him, grabbing onto Tolan’s arm.

      His shaping slammed into Tolan. Somehow the contact made it easier to do so, and as he did, it crashed into him, over and again.

      Tolan strained to maintain his focus. All he wanted was to somehow keep the connection to himself. If he could hold onto that, maybe he could reach out and use that link to connect to the elemental.

      He felt himself begin to fade. Whatever Jory was doing was taking away his memories.

      “No,” he whispered.

      Jory laughed. “You make this all too easy for me.”

      “Why do you want to serve the Draasin Lord?”

      “You are far too young to understand.”

      “I’m not young. Inexperienced, but not young.”

      “And your inexperience will be your downfall. I’m sorry you need to be sacrificed for this, but to overthrow oppression, sacrifices must be made.”

      “What oppression?” Tolan had to hope that by delaying him, he might be able to figure out some way to escape the shaping, but the longer Jory worked, the less it felt as if he could do anything.

      “What oppression? Again, you are too young. You weren’t alive during the last attack to know everything Terndahl did to suppress the Draasin Lord.”

      “I’m old enough to know that so many lost their lives because of the Draasin Lord.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “I’ve heard the stories.”

      “Stories. Stories put out by the Inquisitors. Just how accurate do you think those stories are?”

      Tolan struggled. He could do nothing other than struggle, but the shaping continued to wash over him.

      “Hey!”

      Tolan opened his eyes and saw Jonas standing, one hand resting on his head. He pushed outward, setting a wind shaping slamming into Jory.

      It was enough of a distraction that Jory wasn’t prepared for it.

      Tolan squeezed the furios. As he did, he imagined hyza, but as an incredibly large elemental, the same type he had seen in the forest.

      That fluttering of power which told him his shaping was successful, built within him, surging with far greater power than he was accustomed to.

      A figure of flames practically leapt out of the end of the furios.

      It continued to elongate, growing larger and larger, until it took on the shape of hyza, only much larger than he had ever seen before.

      Tolan stepped back.

      “Uh, Tolan?” Jonas said.

      “Head toward the door,” Tolan told him.

      “What about Ferrah?”

      “We need to grab her.”

      The elemental continued to take shape and prowled around the perimeter of the pool of silver liquid. When it completed the circuit, it faced Jory.

      “Maybe I should let you hang onto your memories,” Jory said. “I didn’t expect you to be quite so capable.”

      “Good luck stopping this one,” Tolan said.

      He reached for Ferrah, grabbing her under one arm while Jonas grabbed the other, and together they hoisted her and carried her away.

      As they backed up, Jory sent a shaping behind him, forcing them back against the wall.

      “You will stay until this is over,” Jory said.

      He started forward, a shaping building from him he directed toward hyza. It struck the elemental, only angering it. The elemental roared and turned its attention fully upon Jory.

      Heat and flame streamed from the elemental and the ground shook.

      “We need to get out of here,” Tolan said.

      “I can’t move,” Jonas said.

      Ferrah stirred, moaning as she did. She looked up, and her eyes widened when she took in the elemental on the opposite side of the pool.

      “Is that—”

      “That’s called hyza,” Tolan said. “It’s a combination of fire and earth.”

      “How did you summon one so large?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “The Convergence, probably.”

      Jory sent shaping after shaping at hyza, but it seemed to do nothing more than anger the elemental. The creature prowled toward him.

      Jory smiled. “I’ll admit I wouldn’t have been able to defeat this elemental in any other place. But here, surrounded by this Convergence?”

      The shaping that built from Jory was incredibly powerful, and much more than Tolan expected. It struck the elemental and forced it back. As Tolan watched, the elemental began to shrink, almost as if Jory was stealing power from it.

      “This really is a place of power,” Jory said.

      His attention was diverted, so Tolan motioned to Jonas and they backed up, nearly reaching the mouth of the tunnel leading into the Convergence.

      Jory reached his hand behind him and pointed without looking in their direction. Wind and earth heaved, sending them all staggering. Tolan lost his grip on Ferrah and fell to the ground, striking his head. He grabbed at it, trying to get to his feet, wanting only to get out of this room before Jory succeeded in summoning a draasin. He didn’t doubt that Jory would succeed. Being as powerful as he was in the Convergence, there was no reason to believe he would do anything other than succeed.

      Even the largest elemental that Tolan thought he could summon hadn’t been enough. Jory had still suppressed it. And because of that, there was nothing he could do.

      They would fail. And with their failure, Jory would pull a draasin free from the element bond. The creature would destroy, much as the elementals once had destroyed, and there’d be no way of stopping them.

      “I’m sorry I brought the two of you here,” he said to Ferrah and Jonas. He couldn’t see where they had gone, and didn’t even know if they could hear him, but if nothing else, he wanted to apologize before the end came. This was his fault, and they deserved better.

      Tolan looked up. Jory must have defeated hyza, because he had shifted his attention back to summoning the draasin. The draasin built, growing quickly, almost as if Jory had finally mastered his connection to the Convergence. Fiery wings formed and flames built, filling the entire space. The flames changed, becoming something else—something more. Dark scales formed and spikes became evident along the draasin’s neck.

      Jory raised his hands to the sky and Tolan could feel his satisfaction building.

      There was one thing he could try, but he didn’t know whether he would survive it. If he threw Jory into the Convergence, he wondered whether Jory would be burned up by the power of this place.

      Tolan started forward. Each step was slow at first, but resolution built within him and he started forward, growing more and more determined as he went. He would reach Jory, and the two would be flung into the Convergence, and then… Then Jory would be defeated.

      Tolan staggered forward until he reached Jory.

      The other man stiffened, throwing a shaping toward him, but Tolan ignored it.

      He slammed him forward.

      Jory staggered.

      “You are far more troublesome than I expected.”

      They were near the edge of the liquid. Tolan glanced at it, watching for a moment, debating what he would do. Another step and he could throw Jory into it.

      It meant he would go in as well, but what choice did he have?

      Steeling himself, he darted toward the other man, lowering his shoulder.

      As he nearly reached Jory, he was thrown backward.

      Tolan looked up and for the first time since seeing Jory here, he knew hope.

      The Grand Master had arrived, and with him was Irina.

      Their shapings were enormous, the kind of power Tolan could barely imagine, and they poured that power into Jory, knocking him back. He collapsed to the ground, no longer moving, but the draasin continued to rise, building out of the Convergence.

      “I could use your assistance here, Irina,” the Grand Master said.

      She gave Jory a quick glance, seemingly satisfied he wasn’t getting up, and then she went to join the Grand Master. They stood on either side of the draasin, and their shapings struck it, over and over. The draasin roared, the sound incredibly loud in the confines of the cavern, and as Tolan watched, he couldn’t help but feel as if the draasin suffered with whatever it was they were doing. They were forcing the creature back into the bond, and in doing so, it seemed as if it hurt the draasin.

      And then it was done.

      The Grand Master took a deep breath before turning to Tolan, and his gaze settled on him. “Now. What will we do about you?”

      It wasn’t the Grand Master who Tolan looked at. It was Irina. Would she shape him? She already had one time before, and he suspected that she would be successful if she attempted it again. And if she did, there was nothing he could do to stop her.

      Tolan had thought it was a problem that Jory knew they were here, but it was even worse that the Grand Master and Grand Inquisitor knew.
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      Tolan sat inside an ornately decorated room, perched comfortably on a plush chair, finding himself looking around the room, worried about what had happened to his friends. The Grand Master and Irina had dragged Jory from the Convergence, and they’d allowed Tolan and the others to walk. But they still hadn’t announced what they intended to do with them.

      Tolan half expected Irina intended to shape him. If she did, he doubted very much that he would be able to resist. He didn’t have enough skill to do so. He was lucky he’d survived when Jory had attempted the same, and it had only been through the help of the others with him that he had survived in the first place.

      The room was filled with markings he now recognized as runes. He suspected they were placed intentionally, and with runes like that, it would make this place very powerful.

      The door opened and Irina entered. She stood for a moment framed in the doorway, and then entered before closing the door behind her. The shaping she used to seal the door closed was subtle, but Tolan could feel it.

      “You don’t need to spirit-shape me. I don’t intend to—”

      Irina raised her hand, cutting him off. “We won’t be having a discussion about what will happen to you.”

      “We helped the Academy.”

      “You did,” she said.

      “If we hadn’t found the Convergence, we wouldn’t have known Jory was there, attempting to release the draasin.”

      “No. That is correct.”

      “So, we shouldn’t be punished for what we did.”

      Irina took a seat on a chair near him. She clasped her hands together on her lap and leaned forward. Her eyes were deep brown, almost black, and staring at him with the kind of intensity that made him want to be anywhere but here. He remembered the way she had looked at him during the Selection, and how uncomfortable he had been with her then.

      “What is it that you fear, Shaper Ethar?”

      Tolan stared at her a moment, trying to decide how much he would answer. Why was she here instead of the Grand Master?

      But then, he knew the answer to that. She was here because she intended to spirit-shape him.

      “I… I don’t want to be spirit-shaped.”

      “A spirit-shaping is painless,” she said.

      “They might be painless, but I don’t want to forget.”

      “Forget what?”

      Tolan might’ve said too much already. Having been down in the Convergence, feeling the shaping building from him, he didn’t want to forget what that was like. He didn’t want to lose the sense of what it had taken for him to shape, but more than that, he didn’t want to lose the memory of seeing—and hearing—the draasin. He knew he should be afraid, and when he had been there, he certainly had been fearful, but there was something unbelievably powerful about seeing a creature like that.

      “I won’t talk to anyone.”

      Irina chuckled. “And what would you say if you did?” She studied him for a while. “You have seen and experienced something that few masters can even claim. It’s something only the Grand Master and Grand Inquisitor are typically privy to, and now, three students know.”

      Tolan thought it had to be more than simply the Grand Master and Grand Inquisitor, especially as Master Minden had known, but why—and how—had she known?

      “Are you afraid that if people knew, they would try to seek out that power?”

      “Do you know what the Convergence is?” Irina asked, leaning back and watching him.

      “It’s a place of much power. It was a place where Jory was able to shape more effectively.”

      “It’s a place where we are closer to the bonds themselves. Within the Convergence, the proximity to the element bonds is minimal. It’s because of the Convergence that we have kept Terndahl safe. It’s because of the Convergence that we have kept the elementals suppressed.”

      Tolan shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “Jory wanted to release a draasin. He claimed that—”

      Irina waved her hand. “I’m well aware of what he claimed. He would have others believe there was some sort of oppression taking place within Terndahl, but he would also release creatures upon the world that need to remain within the safety of the element bonds. If they were freed… Well, we all know what would happen. We have all experienced it far too often.”

      “Is that why the Draasin Lord wasn’t able to free a draasin before? Was it because he had no way of reaching the Convergence?

      Irina smiled at him. “Such questions. You must know I can’t answer any questions about the Draasin Lord. We have all suffered under him enough as it is.”

      There was something about the way she said it that left Tolan wonder how she had suffered. “And you won’t let us hold onto that knowledge of the Convergence, will you?”

      She stared at him for a moment. “You know I cannot.”

      “Will you take away everything I’ve learned here?”

      “Is that what you fear?”

      “I fear losing the knowledge I’ve gained. I fear no longer being able to shape. I’m not a skilled shaper, but I’ve begun to develop a connection to it.”

      “Good,” she said.

      “That’s it?”

      She smiled at him. “There were some who suggested that when you passed the Selection, you should have been shaped so that you would forget. Given your inexperience with shaping, there would have been plenty of justification in doing so. I felt otherwise.”

      “That’s why you brought me here?”

      “You were brought here because it is the traditional path for those who pass the Selection. I’ll admit I was surprised you had no shaping ability, but the Selection is what it is.”

      “What will happen now?”

      “Now, you will forget how to find the Convergence, and that will be it. The last few days will be nothing more than a dream to you.”

      “Only the last few days?”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Should it be more?”

      Tolan shook his head. “Before you do this, can you tell me what happened with Master Daniels?”

      She frowned. For a fleeting moment, he saw irritation written on her face, but then it faded. Irina leaned toward him and tapped him on the forehead and then the chest. Her shaping built, the energy of it surging, and Tolan half expected that he would have a vision much like he did during the Selection.

      She leaned back. “It is done.”

      Tolan blinked. The shaping was supposed to have wiped away his memory of the Convergence, but he still remembered. And he remembered the events of the last day, so what had her shaping done?

      “What now?”

      “Now you may return to your studies. I believe you have a testing soon?”

      Tolan swallowed. He had to pass the test to reach the spirit tower, and he didn’t know if he was strong enough to do so. He hadn’t been strong enough before, but maybe the events of the last day or so had changed that, and maybe he could use what had happened to help him figure out how to pass the next step.

      “Good luck, Shaper Ethar,” she said.

      He got up and headed out of the room. When he was outside the room, he paused. He was in a section of the Academy he had never been in before. There was a staircase leading down, and he paused, looking down it.

      He was in the spirit tower.

      Tolan glanced back. How had he gotten here?

      And why had she brought him here? The only reason he could think of was that she had wanted him to reach the spirit tower.

      Tolan paused. There was no way to get down, not easily, and he stared down at the main level. From here, he could see where he needed to go, but couldn’t see how he would get there.

      It was too much.

      Tolan headed back to the room where he had seen Master Irina. She sat there, watching the doorway, almost as if she expected that he would come.

      “Is there anything that I can help you with, Shaper Ethar?”

      “How am I supposed to get out of here?”

      “Consider this your test. If you can make it down from this tower, you can consider yourself as having passed this stage of the testing.”

      “And if I can’t?”

      “Ah, Shaper Ethar, we won’t think like that, will we?”

      Tolan made his way back out to the main part of the tower, and he stood there for a moment, looking down. He had only one element bond he thought that he could reach that might be strong enough, but would fire work like that for him?

      Tolan stood there, debating what to do before reaching into his pocket for the furios. They hadn’t taken that from him, which meant they must not care that he had it. If they cared, they would have taken it from him.

      He focused on fire shaping and pulled through the furios.

      When he did, he realized something was different.

      His connection to fire had increased.

      The fluttering he had known when he shaped surged through him, and with it, he felt a connection to the fire elemental.

      Would he make a mistake and accidentally release an elemental? He didn’t want to and didn’t know if his using fire in this way posed a danger but decided that without having any other way to adequately shape, this was his only choice.

      The shaping built from him. He focused on it, letting that sense of the shaping surge, and pushed it through the furios.

      Flames built, taking on something like the image of hyza, and Tolan pushed off on it, letting it lower him to the ground. When he was done, he stood and looked up. Irina was up in the spirit tower, watching him.

      She had wanted this for him.

      She nodded at him for a moment and then turned away, leaving him standing there.

      He couldn’t shake the sense that he’d just used the elemental rather than the element bond for his shaping, and couldn’t shake the sense that Irina had known.

      Stranger still was the sense the elementals had helped him. There was no disputing the fact that hyza had not attacked him when he’d been in the Convergence, which left him wondering if there had been a reason for that.

      That line of thinking led to a dangerous place. It was that manner of thinking that led to believing the Draasin Lord might be right.

      Tolan shook off those thoughts.

      He headed toward the first-year dorms, looking for his friends. He ignored the glare Draln gave him and headed toward their room. In there, he found Ferrah and Jonas. Both looked up, smiling at him.

      “Where have you been?” Jonas asked.

      “Why?”

      “It feels like we’ve been looking for you for days.”

      Tolan blinked, staring at them for a moment. They didn’t remember, which meant they had been spirit-shaped.

      Why hadn’t Irina spirit-shaped him?

      “Come on, Tolan. We need to study so we can make sure we pass the test. You never know when you’ll get called.”

      He smiled to himself. Maybe he would be able to stay here. He might not shape the same way as others, but that didn’t mean his connection wasn’t useful. And besides, there was something more to it, especially as the Grand Inquisitor had allowed him to hold onto his memories.

      Unless she hadn’t. Not intentionally.

      “How do you know I haven’t already been tested?”

      Jonas leaned forward. “Have you?”

      Tolan took a seat on his bed, leaning back and looking up at the ceiling. “Maybe.”

      “He hasn’t. He couldn’t have been, could he?”

      “It’s possible. We haven’t seen him.”

      Tolan could only smile. After everything, he couldn’t help but think he really did belong at the Academy.
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        * * *

      

      Grab book 2 of Elemental Academy: The Earth Awakens
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      Having passed his first test at the Academy, most believe Tolan has proved he belongs. Only Tolan knows the truth: that his shaping required power from the borrowed bondar—and possibly from the elementals themselves. If he can’t find a way to shape without one, he’ll be expelled from the Academy.

      When he intervenes to stop another attack on the city, he once again finds himself in the middle of the battle between Terndahl and the Draasin Lord. Worse, because of his continued reliance on the bondars, he begins to fear he might be responsible for releasing elementals.

      Another test approaches. For him to remain at the Academy, he must find real power within himself, but a greater challenge distracts him. With increased attacks on the city, Tolan might be the only one to know what they’re after—and how to stop them.
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        * * *

      

      Book 3 of Elemental Academy: The Water Ruptures is also available!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading The Fire Within. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at dkh@dkholmberg.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      All my best,

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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