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          Another Hatching

        

      

    
    
      Tannen Minden sat with a book folded open in his lap, the flames from the hearth crackling nearby and the lizard named Light in her familiar spot, curled up around his neck with her tail wrapping around him. At least she didn’t lick him this time.

      At a soft cooing sound, he lifted his eyes. Amia cooed at their daughter, Alanna, smoothing the silky golden hair that was so much like her own. The dark blue eyes, though, they were Tan’s.

      “You should get some rest,” he told her. “Let me hold her a while.”

      Amia reached between the chairs for his hand and smiled. “You have other things that you’re working on.”

      As if to encourage him, the lizard licked his face.

      Tan patted her on the head.

      In the month since they had survived the attack on the bindings, a sort of quiet peace had returned. Tan and Amia had come back to Par, if only because this was where he would find the Utu Tonah’s collection of journals, and Tan had decided that he needed to understand what the Utu Tonah knew about the bindings and what that had to do with why he had come to Par. They were related, he no longer doubted. And in some ways, Tan worried that he should have taken more time to understand why the Utu Tonah had attacked. Had he done that, would there have been a way for the two of them to work together?

      Par was not home for them, but in some ways, it was more home than any others that they had. Here, Tan had formed a different set of friendships but also had a responsibility to the people—people that he still didn’t know well.

      “Have you found anything?” Amia asked.

      Tan tapped the journal on his lap. A small stack rested next to him, all rescued from the tunnels beneath the city that stretched in the shape of the binding. Tan hadn’t determined whether the binding required the tunnel, or whether it simply followed the same path. There were others, dozens and dozens of other journals, that he had left in the small room beneath the tower. Now that he knew how to find it, and could shape his way to it, there was no need to bring them up until he was ready.

      “More descriptions of the elementals. When he started, he had an appraising view of the elementals,” Tan said reluctantly.

      Admitting that the Utu Tonah had done anything that might be of value was difficult for him, but how could he deny that he actually learned from the man? The descriptions of some of the elementals that he experienced through the bonds, but had no names for, surprised him. The Utu Tonah had made it almost his duty to document the elementals, detailing their relative strengths, commenting on how they could be used, and even in which lands they were found more prominently. From what Tan could tell, the Utu Tonah hadn’t realized the elementals had varying levels of strength based on which land they could be found, but that seemed minor compared to what he had discovered.

      “You don’t need to learn about the elementals,” Amia reminded him. She moved Alanna so that she could look over at Tan, and she almost seemed to smile.

      Tan couldn’t help but smile back, but even as he did, there remained a heaviness within him, an edge of worry tied to the attack that they had only barely survived. Another attack would come, and he had to be ready. Only, he wasn’t sure what he needed to know. And he still didn’t know how much Alanna had been affected by the attack during Amia’s pregnancy. They hadn’t seen any evidence of lasting changes, but he didn’t think Alanna could have experienced something like that—even before she was born—without something having changed.

      Light claimed that Tan was a Shaper of Light, though Tan had not yet determined what that meant. And he now understood that he could reach into each of the element bonds, connecting to them in a way that he had only thought possible with fire. Using the bonds, he had the potential to draw upon and shape much more energy than he could on his own, even more than he could when drawing upon the elementals.

      Then there was what he had managed with spirit.

      Tan still felt the connection to spirit, and it was deeper and stronger than what he had possessed before. Always before, he had been able to reach into something like a pool deep within him and draw upon spirit from there, but now, that pool reached beyond him, extended to everything around him, much like the other element bonds. The power present through spirit overwhelmed him when he began to think about it.

      “Not the elementals,” Tan finally answered, “but I need to know more about the Utu Tonah. Where did he come from before coming to Par? He knew about the binding when he came here, Amia.” That much, he had managed to determine. The Utu Tonah might not have called it the binding, but he knew Par to be a place of ancient power, one that he felt an obligation to protect.

      That, combined with his comment about his ancestors coming from the kingdoms, left Tan uncertain. Had he come from the kingdoms, had he been a shaper trained by the university, wouldn’t there have been some record in the archives, something that would give them an idea of who he might have been? But Roine claimed there was not.

      “He came to Par because of the binding. And if he knew about it, and wanted to protect it…”

      “You think that there might be others.”

      “I have to hope there might be.”

      “What if they’re like him? What if they force elemental bonds to gain strength? Would you still be willing to work with them if that were the case?”

      It was a question without a right answer. “I would want to know what they knew about the bindings,” he answered. “And maybe find out if there was any way to prevent this darkness from returning.”

      That was the compulsion that drove him these days. Ever since the attack, he knew he needed to find some way to prevent the darkness from returning. And there might not be any way for him to succeed. Two of the bindings had failed, and enough of that entity had escaped that Tan didn’t know whether they could force it back in. And if they couldn’t, if that remained free in the world, it was only a matter of time before the next attack.

      Maelen.

      The call came through the earth bond, and he heard Kota’s voice searching for him. Since nearly dying, she had rebounded, as strong as before. Something remained off for her, and Tan hadn’t managed to determine what it was, only that he needed to help her find a way through it, much as he had needed to help Asgar find a way through his struggles.

      Come to the den.

      When Tan looked at Amia, she was smiling. “Go. I will stay here.”

      “You should come.” That was another effect of the attack. Tan didn’t want to be apart from Amia any more than necessary. He would stay at her side as often, and as long, as he could.

      She smiled. “I’m not sure that Alanna—”

      “I think she likes to travel. And I will keep her safe.” Better that they were with him so that he could keep her safe. If he left them behind, there would be that nagging worry about what might happen. Not that Amia couldn’t take care of herself—now that the pregnancy was over, her connection to spirit had returned, and was possibly stronger than it had been before—but the two of them together were more formidable.

      Amia stood, cradling Alanna closer to her, and nodded.

      The other reason Tan wanted her to be with him was that he suspected that soon enough, he would be pulled away, separated from his family. He would spend as much time with them as he could before he had to leave. Beyond that, he tried not to think about what would happen, about whether he would be able to return or if Alanna would grow up without a father, much as he had.

      Amia squeezed his hand but said nothing. Connected as they were through the spirit bond, she knew what he was thinking. As much as he would like to avoid those sort of thoughts, he couldn’t. They intruded when he had quiet moments with his family.

      Outside the estate, Tan lifted them on a shaping of wind, pulling the other elements to him, and adding spirit. This combination carried him quickly and without the same violent sense of movement that came from other forms of shaping. It was a shaping he didn’t fear his child experiencing. Not that Alanna seemed to mind; she giggled as they traveled, trying to reach for Light and grabbing her tail. Light licked Tan’s face, as if in revenge.

      They stepped away from the shaping and into the cavern. Kota had called him from the Records, the cavern Tan had managed to separate from the rest of the mountain while under attack, where the draasin eggs were found. She prowled through the cave, her head turning from side to side as she went, the hair on her back standing on edge.

      When Tan appeared, she stopped and pawed at the ground. The earth rumbled softly in response. Tan felt it as much through his boots as he did through the earth bond.

      What is it, Kota?

      The draasin, she answered.

      He surveyed the cavern but didn’t see any other draasin there. The hatchlings would be with Asgar and maybe Sashari, though she had taken to traveling to the kingdoms frequently enough that she was not often in Par, in the den that they had made for themselves. They grew bigger, now nearly as large as Kota. Much larger than Light. She had barely grown since hatching but had changed much.

      She licked his face. As have you.

      What of the draasin? Tan asked Kota, ignoring Light.

      She turned to the eggs and, with her nose, nudged three of them into a row.

      Tan frowned and realized why she had focused on them. The eggs began to hatch.

      “Three?” he said.

      You must guide them, Light reminded him.

      He needed to guide them, but they fed on the fire bond. How would he have enough strength to feed each of them? Would that run the risk of destroying fire?

      That is why you were called, Kota said.

      He glanced at Amia. “Maybe it will be better for you in the estate.”

      She laughed. “Oh, no. I’m going to be here for this. I saw how you handled the birth of Alanna.”

      Tan frowned. “But I was there for that.”

      “You made a face. Don’t think I didn’t see it. Or feel it through the bond.”

      “Only because I didn’t want you to suffer.”

      Amia laughed again, a rich sound that happened so rarely these days. “I’ll watch from the far wall if that will make you feel better, but I plan to watch,” she said.

      Tan sighed and touched each of the eggs. They were warm, and heat seeped from them as they began to hatch. What did it mean that so many of the draasin were hatching at once? The world had gone nearly a thousand years without the draasin, and then Tan had helped pull Asboel, Sashari, and Enya from the ice. Since then, four more had come into the world. Five, counting Light, but she was something other than a draasin. And Asboel had died.

      Asgar, I will need your help, he said.

      The draasin seemed to snort through the fire bond and then appeared in the mouth of the cave within moments, blotting out the light that streamed in from outside.

      What is it, Maelen?

      Your den is about to get busier.

      You think I can raise more?

      Tan smiled and patted him as he approached. I think that you will need to help me, friend.

      Asgar snorted, steam washing harmlessly over Tan, before he flicked his tail in agreement.

      Focusing on the first egg, Tan listened to the fire that burned within it. Regardless of what he did, the egg would hatch, but like the others, it needed his help. The egg needed him to guide the hatchling into this world. The draasin would normally be responsible for the hatching, but Asgar wasn’t strong enough, and Sashari claimed she could not. Enya… Enya wasn’t yet ready for such a task. That left it up to him.

      Tan reached into the fire bond and layered that connection onto the egg.

      There was an awakening.

      It had already been there, burning softly and growing stronger, but now that Tan added the touch of the fire bond, it surged even stronger, reaching for him.

      He had experience with hatchlings and knew that he needed to push fire into the egg, into the hatchling, and slowly added it, building the flames around the egg, through the egg, steadily. The cracks in the egg began to widen, spreading as the hatchling within started to push, clawing its way out. The fire that Tan fed was absorbed, drawn into the hatchling, taken more and more, so that Tan had to switch his focus to the fire bond, drawing strength from there.

      The hatchling poked free of the egg, and Tan helped separate it, freeing it. As he did, he continued to tie the connection to the fire bond, adding more and more flames to the hatchling, until the draasin began to feed upon it without Tan’s influence.

      He sighed and stepped back, letting the small hatching make its—his, he realized from the spikes on the tail—way out of the egg. The hatchling looked up at Tan and blinked bright yellow eyes. Within the fire bond, Tan recognized the awakening.

      Lifting the draasin, he smiled as Light licked him. This one was not nearly as large as the first hatchling. That one would grow enormous, likely as large and possibly larger than Asboel in time, a rival to Asgar. Streaks of deep blue and crimson ran along his side. He took a few deep breaths and breathed out a hint of steam.

      He is healthy, Asgar said.

      Why three at one time?

      If you do not know, then none of us can. The Mother must have chosen, decided that the draasin must finally soar again.

      The draasin have needed to soar for a long time, Tan agreed.

      He thought to spend more time with the hatchling, but he didn’t have the opportunity.

      The second egg hatched much like the first. Tan was careful, not wanting to draw too much from the fire bond so that they each had enough fire to feed upon, but that didn’t seem to be a problem. The second hatchling pierced the egg, a sharp talon clawing along the egg until Tan peeled it away. The small draasin climbed free. She was tiny, much smaller than any of the others, even smaller than Light had been when she first hatched.

      The third egg began to shake.

      This was different than what happened with the first two, and with either of the others that Tan had been present for.

      Reaching into the fire bond, he pulled it toward the egg, sending some of the strength into the hatchling inside. Doing so meant that he diverted from the other draasin, taking away from its feeding, but Tan called on the fire bond, asking for strength to aid in this, and was rewarded by a surge of energy from Fire.

      Tan diverted more fire into the hatchling, but the shaking continued.

      Amia touched his arm. “What’s happening?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Light jumped from his shoulder and slithered toward the egg, wrapping herself around it, as if holding it intact. She began to glow, a soft white light that poured from her, much as it had from Tan when he had been so deeply connected to spirit while trying to save Amia.

      You must heal this one, Light said.

      As I did with you?

      This will be different.

      Tan frowned and pulled on the fire bond, but also reached for spirit, that deep pool he now knew how to tap. Through spirit, he pressed gently on the hatchling, probing the egg, searching for what had happened to it. He sensed nothing.

      What of water?

      Tan pulled on the water bond, drawing through it, clinging to fire and spirit as well, and sent this shaping washing over the egg. He still couldn’t tell. Earth and wind added, mixing together as they swirled around it. All the elements combined, adding to the draw of spirit.

      Light glowed even brighter, forcing Tan to squint and shield his eyes from it.

      The shaking of the egg began to stop.

      Tan felt a shift as if whatever had been taking place within the egg had finished, and the element bond shapings slipped over the egg, over the hatchling inside. The hatchling began to draw upon the different bonds, feeding much like it would on the fire bond, but did so before even fully hatching. Only the spirit bond was left untouched, other than for the fact that through spirit, Tan could sense how the hatchling fed.

      The egg changed. No longer did light simmer through cracks in it. Streaks of blue, and brown, and yellow ran along the shell as if the shell itself had changed.

      Light relaxed her grip from the egg and climbed back onto Tan’s shoulders.

      What now?

      Now we wait.

      Wait for what?

      For her to hatch, Maelen.

      Tan patted Light. How long will that take?

      That is up to the Mother. But you have helped. You have given this one a chance.

      I don’t know what I did.

      In time. You will know in time.

      Tan stood, watching the egg, waiting to see what might happen next, but nothing did. It was as if they had halted the hatching of the egg. And from what he could see of the change in the shell, it was possible that was exactly what they had done.

      Light licked his face and Tan wondered: What had just happened here?
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      The nursery was attached to the room that Tan and Amia shared, one that had once been the Utu Tonah’s. After so much time spent fearing him, afraid that he would destroy Tan and everything that he cared about, now he had claimed everything that had once been the Utu Tonah’s. Was that worse than what the Utu Tonah had done? Tan had taken everything from him, including his life, but then, the world was better for it.

      Alanna rested quietly, making soft cooing noises. Zephra stood next to her, as she had for much of the time since her granddaughter was born, staring at her with eyes that were much softer than the stern expression Tan had known grown up knowing.

      “You were gone when I came here before,” she murmured. She shaped wind, saying only enough that her words would carry to Tan, but still Alanna stirred. Zephra frowned, pressing her lips together a moment.

      “We went to the draasin cavern.”

      “And you took her?” Zephra asked, louder this time, the sharpness in her tone reserved for Tan. Alanna stirred again, rolling her head toward Zephra.

      “Amia and I will take her where we think it’s safe,” Tan said.

      “Do you really think that it’s safe to bring her around hungry draasin?”

      Tan suppressed a laugh. The draasin were the least of his fears when it came to Alanna. “I doubt she’d be enough of a treat for the draasin,” Tan answered.

      His mother gasped softly. “That is nothing to joke about, Tannen.”

      “When you know the draasin as I do, you would understand how foolish your comment was.”

      “I don’t think they will, only that you shouldn’t offer the temptation.”

      “The draasin are well fed,” he said, thinking of the butcher Balsun that he had tasked with providing enough meat for the draasin. Tan would have to go to him again and inform him that there would be more mouths to feed. Would he be able to source enough meat for two more draasin? His mother was right about one thing: the draasin were hungry.

      “Why did you go to the draasin cavern?” she asked.

      He touched her arm and guided her from the nursery. Stay with her for now? he asked Light.

      The lizard squeezed his neck and then jumped from his back before slithering over to Alanna and jumping into her crib more nimbly than Tan would have expected.

      His mother watched with a disapproving expression. “You will let that one stay with her?”

      “That one,” Tan started, “saved Amia’s and my life. I think that I will let her do whatever she chooses.”

      “Tannen, they are elementals. They have their own agenda, one that will be different than what you would choose.”

      His mother understood only the wind, not knowing the elementals the way he did. From what he’d seen, the elementals often shared the same interest that he did. That might be related to the Mother bringing him to the elementals, or it might be because he connected to them, and understood them, allowing them to understand him.

      “This is not the time for philosophy,” Tan said, closing the door to the nursery after taking one more look at Alanna. He loved watching her as she slept, the way that she gripped at her blanket, a surprising gift from Garza, and the beautiful way that her hair curled at the ends. She was so much like her mother. “And I will not have you questioning the loyalty of my bonded, no more than I would question the loyalty of Aric.”

      “Bonded?” she asked. “But that was a draasin only recently born. Didn’t you say that bonding them so young was dangerous?”

      “She was a draasin. She is no longer. I don’t know what she is. And I don’t know that she does either, but she’s tied to spirit, and to fire.” And possibly to the other elements, though Tan only had a suspicion about that right now. “I don’t know what she will become, but we have bonded.”

      His mother sighed and let herself be guided to the library, where they took a seat by the hearth. “So much has changed. So much continues to change.”

      “Change leads to growth.”

      “Change leads to change,” his mother said. “And there are times when change is dangerous. I don’t claim to know what happened here when I… when I attacked you,” she said.

      Tan knew how difficult that had been. Zephra was accustomed to being in control and whatever Marin had done to her had taken away her control.

      “But I recognized that the world is changing. I sometimes long for the times when all that I had to fear was Incendin. At least I knew how to fight Incendin shapers. I knew what I was up against when it came to the lisincend. And we had the barrier.”

      “But the barrier prevented the elementals from crossing,” Tan reminded her. “And the lisincend have been brought back to fire. Incendin is no longer our enemy.”

      She sighed. “As I said, sometimes I long for a simpler time. Now, what is the enemy? Some nebulous thing that I cannot even see? Shapers empowered by darkness, who can overcome the barriers that have served us for so long? Long-buried temples that hold back this ancient power? No, Tan, I do not know what I face anymore, and that scares me.”

      In some ways, Tan agreed. It was easier when all they had to fear was Incendin. The threat there was something that they could see. That they could know. And even after they had defeated and began to understand Incendin, the threat of the Utu Tonah was much the same. Something that they could see. That they could understand. This darkness… this was not something Tan could understand. He recognized the power within the darkness, and the fact that he had nearly died, but he also recognized that if he failed, if the bindings failed, others would suffer and they would not have the same capacity to fight back. In that way, he had an obligation to do what he could, to fight the darkness, to try and understand all he could about it. Even if it took him from his family and everything that he loved.

      “This is not your fight, then,” Tan told her.

      Tension flitted across Zephra’s face before fading, replaced by a shimmer of relief. “This is not your fight either.”

      “Who else, Mother? If not me, then who else can fight this?”

      She shook her head and stared at the fire. Flames danced in the hearth, fueled by saa and their connection to the land. Tan wondered why his mother continued to argue with him about this, but then, he recognized the fear she felt on his behalf. Wasn’t it the same that he felt toward Alanna?

      “How do you get past it?” he asked softly.

      Zephra pulled her gaze away from the fire. “Get past what?”

      “How do you ever stop worrying? All I want is for her to have a chance to live, to succeed. And if I do nothing, if I don’t do all I can, then she won’t have that chance, will she? This darkness, whatever it is, has already proven to be more powerful than anything else we’ve ever faced.” He paused and looked down at his hands. “I know I said I’m doing this for others, but most of all, I’ll do what is needed for her. Anything for her,” he finished softly.

      Within the bond, connected as he was to Amia, he felt her understanding and acceptance.

      “You never stop worrying,” Zephra said after a while. “Your worries change; at least, mine did. I remember worrying about when you would walk, and talk, and then worrying about you not getting home when I asked, or not finishing the chores that I assigned. Now… now I worry that you won’t return.” She turned her attention back to the flames. “You’re so much like Grethan in that. So strong, and always determined to do what you know is right. But what is right is often not easy.”

      “It is not,” Tan agreed.

      “And maybe you’re right. This fight is not for me. Mine was against Incendin, trying to give you a chance at a better life, one of peace I never knew. Yours is this.” She closed her eyes. “I know you will do what you must. It won’t change the fact that I will always worry for you, much as you will always worry for her.”

      
* * *

      “Where do you intend to go?” Elanne asked as Tan stood atop the tower.

      There was no evidence of the rune that had been placed here by Marin, nothing but smooth stone now, as if when he had repaired the binding, the remnant of the rune had disappeared with it. The runes along the sides of the tower pressed against his awareness, one for each element, and thrummed through the element bond. Through those, the binding took hold, containing the darkness. For now. Tan worried about when it would fail, and whether he would have learned enough by then.

      Then there was the third binding. What would happen if it failed? Would what he had done here, and at the reburied temple in Vatten, be enough?

      But that couldn’t be his concern. What he really had to worry about, what he had to determine, was whether there would be some way to push the darkness back, to hold it within the binding once more, and maybe secure it better than it had been before.

      Only, the more he thought about it, finding a way to stop that darkness meant discovering more about it. That meant discovering what it was and whether there would be any way to restrain it, even destroy it if possible.

      “I—we—are working from a place of ignorance,” Tan said. “Anything we do, we continue to react. We need to know what this is and how we can stop it.” Not only that, but they needed to determine where the third binding would be found. The key, Tan suspected, was hidden within the journals the Utu Tonah had left behind. He had known more than Tan realized before coming to Par, enough to make Tan think that he had built his power, binding the elementals, with the intent of stopping this darkness. He didn’t know for certain, but if that was the case, then wherever the Utu Tonah had come from might know as much or more, and possibly be able to help them.

      “How do you intend to find what you need? I’ve seen you reading through his journals. Do you really think he knew something?”

      “He knew something,” Tan said. “Only I don’t know what it was.”

      “The Records have not shown anything either,” Elanne said.

      “I need you to continue to search them. If there’s anything in Par, I will need you to find it.”

      “Of course, Maelen.”

      Tan sighed. Maelen. The name, given to him by Asboel as nothing more than a joke, had become his title. What did it mean for him to claim a title, and to lead? When he had come to Par to do what was necessary and lead the people, he had expected to guide them away from the teachings of the Utu Tonah, thinking he would have to save them. Instead, he had discovered that much of old Par had never shared the philosophy of the elementals the Utu Tonah possessed.

      Returning the people to Par, to the ruling of the council, had proven more difficult than he would have expected, but it was necessary. Not only because Tan had no interest in ruling, but because Par had been a place of elemental understanding. The runes throughout the land told him that as much as the Records and the Great Seals hidden within them.

      “What will you do when you find what you need?” Elanne asked.

      “Then I need to learn if there’s any way to reverse what’s happened.” He turned to her, thankful that she had come. She was his staunchest ally in Par, the one person he trusted the most. Strange, given the fact he had worried about her loyalties at first, fearing she wanted nothing more than to return to the forced bondings the Utu Tonah had offered. “The students. They need instructors. I have asked others, but I would like you to work with them as well. Your connection to wyln gives you a unique insight.”

      “Maelen, I’m not sure I have the time—”

      “If we don’t take the time now, we will never have the next generation of shapers,” Tan said. He thought of the university in Ethea and wondered how all of Althem’s children did learning to shape, whether Ferran managed to find another warrior among them. He suspected that they would. Something had changed with shapers and connections to the elementals, and to shaping, had grown stronger again. Tan didn’t know what it was, or why it would change, but they knew they needed to teach those with potential.

      “I will do as you ask.”

      “Tolman and Garza will as well. As will Reyelle.” She had mostly recovered from Marin’s attack. Another wind shaper, much like Elanne. “From the kingdoms, I have asked Cianna to help, and am hopeful others will cross to share their knowledge.” Cora and Elle, and some even from Chenir, if he could reach them. “We must get the students ready, and must teach them to protect their minds.”

      “How? None of us know how to protect ourselves from the type of attack Marin used.”

      “Amia will help there,” Tan said. That would be her contribution to Par, one that might be the most important. She would help the budding shapers of Par learn to protect their minds, and, if needed, would place a shaping over their minds to shield them as well, much like Tan had done with his mother.

      “You have not said where you will be.”

      “Because I don’t know. That’s the other favor that I must ask of you.” Her brow furrowed as she waited. “The council will rule in my absence, but I need you to lead the council.”

      “Maelen—”

      “I trust no one else to do what must be needed, Elanne. You are the Mistress of Bonds, a title I think means even more now than it did under the Utu Tonah’s rule. All of Par once understood the bonds, but many have forgotten. We need to remember as much as we can.”

      Elanne nodded. “You sound as if you prepare for war. Many in Par went through this with the Utu Tonah.”

      Tan stared out around Par, wondering what exactly it was that he prepared for. Maybe he overreacted, and maybe there was nothing here that he needed to do other than continue to learn, to reach through the connections that he’d discovered, but he didn’t think that was the case. Hadn’t Light told him that he needed to grow, and change? He could not do that standing still and simply waiting.

      “Maybe it is war,” he said. “I wish that I knew. But what is coming is different than anything the Utu Tonah had ever known.”

      Only, Tan still didn’t understand what that might be.
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      When Elanne left him, he stood atop the Tower, alone, but not. Through his bond to Amia, he was never alone. Thankfully, that bond had strengthened again. The presence of her was a reassurance. Missing it had been like missing a part of himself.

      His bonded were there in his mind as well. Kota was less solid than Amia, but when he turned his attention to the great hound, he noted her prowling distantly in Par, hunting. The nymid, his connection to water, was there as well, only it was a diffuse sense. And his new bond, to Light, surged in his mind, a foreign awareness currently filled with contentedness as she curled with Alanna.

      It was the remaining bond, the one now missing, that he needed to reach now.

      Tan had given much thought about what he needed to do and realized what he needed was understanding. Light offered much, able to absorb from those around her, but she was limited by the knowledge they possessed. His other bond, that to Honl, had a different capability. And for him to understand what the Utu Tonah might have known, and to understand where he had come from, Tan needed Honl’s help.

      When attempting to reach him before, the connection had been present, but faded, and not enough to truly know where to find the wind elemental. And when Tan had tried summoning, he had not had a response, as if whatever Honl did now he kept himself apart, not wanting to return. Tan hated the idea of pulling him away, but months had passed since he’d seen him last, and a part of him worried that something might have happened to him.

      But Tan had not had the connection to the wind bond when trying to reach Honl before. Since learning of it, he hadn’t taken the time to try and reach him. There had always been something else to do.

      Reaching the wind bond no longer required the same level of focus. Now Tan had only to reach inside himself, to feel the way his breathing flowed through him and joined with the air all around him, and he was able to access the strength of the wind. Through the bond, he knew all the elementals around him. Hundreds upon hundreds swirled within the wind, reaching farther than he could see, filling the air. They were of all different types, not only wyln, or ashi, or ara, but others that he had not had names for before reading the Utu Tonah’s journal. Now he could place names to them, and he wondered how the Utu Tonah had known of them.

      Wrapped within the bond, he called for Honl, saying his name on a current that carried far from Par, stretching away from him in every direction. Tan waited, listening for a response.

      Still, he felt no answer, nothing that told him where he could find Honl.

      Tan reached deeper into wind and this time pulled on spirit. Learning that he could reach the spirit bond had given him access to more power, and there were times when he wasn’t certain that he should even attempt to use such strength. There was danger in it, and temptation. Finding Honl was a reason for him to try.

      The wind elemental had become a creature of wind and spirit. Using both, Tan stretched for him, but still found nothing.

      Could he use spirit on the bond?

      The connection to Honl remained, even if he could barely detect his elemental.

      Tan pushed the wind bond through that connection and then added spirit, sending that through the bond to Honl as well.

      Sudden awareness of Honl surged.

      Maelen. How is it that you reach me?

      Where are you, Honl?

      You should not be here, Maelen. Dangerous, even for me.

      I have found the wind bond. And the spirit bond.

      Honl didn’t answer at first. You should not be here, Maelen.

      I need your help. The darkness attacked again. Two bindings have failed, and only a third remains.

      You have discovered the bindings. That is good.

      Where is the third?

      I am with the third.

      We need to make certain that it does not fail. We need to keep the binding safe, or the darkness will return.

      The binding is safe, Maelen.

      Are you certain?

      The binding is safe, Honl repeated.

      There was something about the way that Honl said it that left Tan feeling less than comfortable. Partly it was the way that he was submerged in their connection, tied with spirit and wind so that he could even reach Honl, but partly it was the comment.

      If you knew of the bindings, why did you not return?

      Maelen, I do not know how long this connection will remain. Learn what you can about the ancient gods. That is the key to knowing what must be done.

      What do you mean by the ancient gods? What’s wrong, Honl?

      This connection leaves me exposed. Please. Do not maintain it any longer.

      Exposed? Are you in danger?

      No more than I have ever been. Please, Maelen.

      I can help.

      You are helping. Be the Shaper of Light. That is how you can help.

      It was the same term that Light used, the same that the darkness had used for him, but Tan didn’t know what it meant. I don’t understand what that is. How can I be this shaper when I don’t know what I am to do?

      Don’t fear, Maelen. The third binding is secure. I will remain to ensure it stays that way.

      Tan had a sense of cold, and a flash of white, something like snow or ice, that faded as Honl attempted to sever the connection.

      He debated resisting, holding onto it, but what if doing so put Honl in more danger? Harming his bonded was not what he wanted, but he feared for his bond, for his friend.

      Reluctantly, Tan released the connection.

      As he did, there was another surge, this of immense power that attempted to reach through the bond, unable to reach him before fading.

      Where was Honl?

      Someplace cold. The sense of snow or ice told Tan that. A mountain top? What mountain range would Honl have gone where Tan wouldn’t be able to reach him? Not the Gholund, or even anyplace within the continent. Had he been there, Tan would have found him.

      Then where?

      Tan hadn’t taken the time to explore and search other lands, though Asgar had once suggested there were others. And it would be someplace far enough away that Tan couldn’t detect him, but also someplace where he might be in danger.

      He considered reconnecting to Honl but didn’t want to risk his friend.

      No, he would do as Honl suggested. Search for understanding about the ancient gods. See if he could learn what he needed to become the Shaper of Light.

      And then?

      Tan didn’t know. Maybe then he would try to reach Honl again.

      Yet he had a nagging worry that Honl needed his help more than the elemental let on. As a wind elemental, before spirit had been added, Honl had been attacked by kaas and nearly destroyed. But in his current form, bonded to spirit as well as to wind, he had changed, and that change allowed him to speak, and to take a more solid shape. Had Honl made a mistake while in his current form? Had he exposed himself in some way to danger that he hadn’t expected?

      Tan wished answers were easy. He would continue to search, not only through the journals the Utu Tonah had left, but now he had something else to look into. He would find what he needed about the ancient gods. That might be easier than anything else he had done. The Aeta kept records through their travels, and that might be something that Amia could help with.

      And then what?

      Then Honl wanted him to learn how to be the Shaper of Light.

      He would need help. Light would need to provide guidance if she managed to learn enough. And maybe he could find something in the Records that might help.

      Turning away from the tower, awareness of Honl flitted through the bond, and then disappeared again, almost as if Honl wanted him to know that he was still there and that he was still safe. But if he were really safe, then Tan should be able to reach him all the time, and he shouldn’t have to reach through the spirit bond, and wind bond, to reach him.

      If Honl knew the location of the third binding, how much longer before the darkness attacked there? How much longer before the darkness managed to free itself completely from the bindings? How much danger was his friend in?
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      “I don’t know much about the ancient gods,” Amia had said when he sat next to her in the library. She held Alanna, clutched to her chest, cradling her carefully. “The People learned there were deities other places worshiped, much like the kingdoms and their focus on the Great Mother, but I don’t know about ancient gods.”

      Tan took a sip of spiced wine, trying to relax his mind. Since speaking to Honl, he continued to feel he needed to do more than he was, and had to resist the urge to go after him. “He said ancient gods. He was specific about that.”

      She patted Alanna, shifting her so that she could cradle her better. Their daughter looked around, her bright blue eyes seeming to take in everything around her. “There is the Great Mother. Some would call her a god. Incendin worships the goddess Issa. They’re probably the most spiritual of all places, though others have their own versions of their gods. In Doma, they view the Stormfather as a deity. Chenir calls on Grotha. To the Aeta, they all are part of the same.”

      Tan hadn’t heard of these other deities. “Incendin is spiritual?” That might be the most surprising of anything that he’d learned.

      Amia smiled. “Very much so.”

      “Would those gods be considered ancient gods?” Tan asked.

      Amia shrugged. “I don’t know if they’re ancient. I know that Incendin has worshiped Issa many years.”

      And so he traveled to Incendin, riding a lightning shaping, carrying Light on his shoulders. She was determined to come with him, unwilling to remain behind. In some ways, Tan thought it would be helpful to have Light with him. She might absorb knowledge from those in Incendin, and they might learn from her. But there was a risk in having her come with him as well. Risk that came from her uniqueness, something some in Incendin might be interested in taking advantage of.

      When he arrived, he stopped outside the Fire Fortress, staring up at the black stone. Heat from the massive shaped flames coming off the uppermost towers radiated around him, filling the air. This was a place of much shaping power, a place that had once terrified him. Now he did not fear it as he once would have, but then, he still knew to be cautious here.

      Fire burns brightly in these lands, Light said.

      This is Incendin. They claim fire the most.

      Light licked his cheek, and he wiped it away with a chuckle.

      Tan stood outside the entrance to the Fire Fortress and waited. Before making his way to Incendin, he had sent a shaping through the summoning rune to Cora, but there was no way to shape intent. That he sent through the fire bond to Enya, hoping that the draasin would share with her bonded what Tan needed. But Enya and Cora had a strained bond, one that was different than what Cianna shared with Sashari, and what Tan had once shared with Asboel.

      A wide door opened, moving slowly on a shaping of fire. Flames surged from within, and heat radiated outward. Tan had been inside the Fire Fortress before but forgot how almost unbearably hot it could be inside.

      Tan expected Cora to emerge through the door, but instead he was greeted by Fur. The massive lisincend practically filled the doorway, his body alone nearly enough to block the heat and prevent it from escaping. His reddish gaze turned from Tan to Light, before he nodded.

      “You summoned Corasha Saladan, warrior of the kingdoms.”

      Tan frowned. Had something happened to Cora? If something had, wouldn’t he have heard through the fire bond? “I summoned Cora. Is she no longer within the Fire Fortress?”

      Fur loosed a deep rumble, a throaty call that built with a shaping of fire as well. “She is of the Sunlands.”

      “She is. But she is a warrior.”

      Fur grunted. “The kingdoms and the Sunlands have completed their time working together. We have served as you asked, and there is no reason for ongoing conversations.”

      Tan smiled at that. “I thought you would be interested in maintaining conversations with the kingdoms, Fur. The barrier is gone. Par-shon is defeated. What do you want other than peace?”

      He blinked and nodded to Light. “Peace. What do you know of peace?”

      “I would understand more about the Sunlands. That is why I called to Cora.”

      Fur tipped his head as if listening to something. “Kaas tells me that others have joined the bond. I do not feel them the way kaas does, but I detect something.”

      “Draasin.” When Fur’s eyes widened, Tan went on. “I found a clutch of draasin eggs.”

      “And the draasin agreed to hatch them?”

      “Not the draasin. I hatched them.”

      Fur sniffed. “You are but a man. A powerful shaper, to be sure, but a man cannot bring draasin hatchlings into this world. Many have tried, and failed.”

      The comment surprised Tan, and the dismissal made something clear to him that he hadn’t expected. They have draasin eggs, don’t they? he asked Light.

      The elemental slipped her tongue out and then ran it across his cheek. They have seen other eggs, Maelen.

      Tan smiled inwardly. If there were more eggs, other than only those in Par, then Tan would have to find a way to help hatch them as well. “I am a powerful shaper,” Tan agreed, “and connected to the fire bond. That is why I was able to hatch the draasin.”

      “And this? What is this creature?”

      Tan patted Light. “She was once draasin, but no longer.”

      “That is no draasin,” Fur said.

      “As I said, she was draasin, but no longer.”

      The massive lisincend stared at Tan for a moment. “You may enter the Fire Fortress.”

      Fur led him up a narrow stair that wound through the fortress, climbing high in the tower. He didn’t stop at any of the landings, moving quickly enough that Tan didn’t have the opportunity to stop and see what else might be within the fortress. When he’d come here before, he had seen dungeons where Fur kept other twisted lisincend confined, and he’d seen the top of the tower, where the massive shaping built. Now that the lisincend were no longer twisted in fire, Tan could feel the flows of the shaping they used and could make out the intricate shape of the powerful fire shaping.

      “Where are you taking me?” he asked.

      “You asked to learn about the Sunlands,” Fur said.

      “And this is how you will show me?”

      Fur stopped and guided him off the stairs, onto a level high in the fortress. “Were anyone else to ask, I would not. That it is you…” Fur didn’t finish. He stopped in front of a simple door made of a dark metal that glowed softly from shaped heat.

      Everything around him glowed with shaped energy, some more strongly than others. Through the fire bond, Tan felt the way the shapings traced through the metal, through the door itself, and marveled at the power. This was a shaping done entirely for decoration. The shaping seemed designed to demonstrate the control and the power of the shaper, and Tan noted that whoever controlled the shaping had incredible strength.

      “Is this yours?” he asked Fur of the shaping. He could imagine Fur with such power, but Fur had always preferred shear strength over some of the delicate flows that Tan noted here.

      “This is not mine, warrior. This is the San.”

      The door opened, and an elderly man wearing a simple white robe stood in the doorway. Wire-framed glasses hung on his nose, and he peered through them, noting first Fur, and then Tan. He held a book clutched in his hands.

      “My San,” Fur said and then bowed.

      Tan felt a moment of shock. Fur never deferred to anyone, and certainly not another shaper, but here he seemed to, waiting for this man to speak, keeping his eyes lowered to the ground.

      “Fur,” the man said warmly. “You do not have to fear coming to me.”

      Fur flicked his gaze up before returning to look back at the ground. “This one has questions about the Sunlands, my San. He is the one—”

      “He is the one who helped you. I know him, Fur.”

      Tan looked at the man. The man knew him, but Tan didn’t know this man.

      “He seeks Corasha Saladan,” Fur went on.

      The man’s eyes narrowed slightly, the warmth fading as his expression hardened, but then that disappeared as if it had never been. “You may leave him with me,” the man said. “May Issa light your way.”

      Fur nodded and glanced at Tan before striding down the hall. As he did, his back slowly straightened, as if getting farther from this man helped.

      “Corasha is unavailable,” the San said, pulling Tan’s attention to him.

      “Why does Fur fear you?” Tan asked.

      The San pushed his glasses up on his nose and motioned for Tan to enter his room. “Fear might be a strong term for that one, don’t you think?”

      Tan entered the room and was surprised to find that it was comfortably appointed. A plush rug spread across the ground. A few paintings hung on the walls. A basin rested near the corner, and a pitcher of water sat alongside it. Through water sensing, Tan knew that it was surprisingly cool.

      The San motioned Tan to take a seat in one of the plain wooden chairs facing the hearth. In some ways, it reminded Tan of the library in the estate, only on a smaller scale.

      “Perhaps fear is a strong term for Fur,” Tan agreed. He had never known the lisincend to fear anything, even when he probably should have. “Deference, then.”

      The San poured a glass of water and handed it to Tan before taking a seat next to him. “You seem to know him well.”

      “I don’t know that anyone can know the lisincend well,” Tan said.

      The San pressed his hands together, keeping the thin book clasped between them. “Issa grants us a great connection to her in the Sunlands, but some have needed a greater connection than what she offers easily. Those who embraced fire once were set apart. And Fur sat over them all. They are blessed by Issa in the way that they serve, but they were never able to serve easily. You changed that, Maelen.”

      Tan nodded, thinking about how hard it had been for him to draw the lisincend back to fire. The shaping had weakened him and had taken every bit of his ability, but that had been shaping both lisincend and the hounds. He had always thought that they were tied together, that the lisincend had somehow created the hounds, but that wasn’t the case at all. Tan hadn’t discovered whether the hounds were the creation of the ancient shapers or not, but had learned that they were elementals, tied to both fire and earth, and powerful in a way that he would never have known.

      The San studied him, waiting.

      And Tan only now realized that he had referred to him as Maelen. “You speak to the elementals,” he said. Tan reached for the fire bond, searching for which elemental that this man might have bonded, but didn’t detect anything.

      The San tipped his head. “I serve Issa,” he said simply.

      Tan leaned back. Wasn’t this the reason that he had come? He wanted to find out about Issa, and about the ancient gods that Incendin might still serve. He thought that Cora would be the one to help teach him, but perhaps Fur had brought him to a better person, some sort of priest.

      “The Sunlands suffered for many years before you healed them,” the San said.

      “They did what was necessary,” Tan answered. He understood why fire shapers of Incendin had embraced fire, even if he didn’t agree with what had come of it. They had done what they thought necessary in order to protect Incendin from Par-shon. As hard as it might be to admit, Tan knew that without the lisincend, Par-shon might have overpowered Incendin long ago, and the kingdoms wouldn’t have been strong enough to withstand the attack. In that way, Incendin had stood as a barrier against the Utu Tonah.

      The San leaned back and rested his book on his lap. “There are not many outside of the Sunlands who feel the same.”

      “Cora helped me understand,” Tan said. “And I know what it’s like to be pulled into fire, to embrace it so closely that you can feel the way that it burns, that you know the way that it courses through you.” There were times when Tan still saw as he had when he’d nearly become one of the lisincend, looking at the world through orange and red, as he saw everything in shades of fire. The draasin sight had been much like that, but then the draasin were pure fire, not twisted.

      “You embraced fire?” the San asked.

      “Not intentionally. I tried to pull fire away to help those I cared about. In doing so, I drew it into myself.”

      The San touched his temple with two fingers of one hand. “You were healed. None who embrace fire have ever been healed.”

      “I don’t think I embraced it the same way as your lisincend,” Tan answered. Fire had twisted him, and now he knew that had he remained in that form, he likely would have become one of the lisincend, unable to control the passions of fire. But Amia had been there for him, and she had helped guide him to water, where the nymid granted him their protection.

      “You are an interesting man, Maelen.”

      “For you to use that title means that you speak to one of the elementals.”

      “I speak to Issa,” the San said.

      “Tell me about Issa.”

      The San tapped his fingers on the book he held. “I do not think that you need me to share the secrets of Issa, Maelen. You speak to her, though you may not know her the same way.”

      “How can I speak to Issa if I don’t even know what she is?”

      “Issa is fire. She is life.”

      Tan frowned. “You mean the fire bond?” He reached through the bond, wondering if the San had managed to reach it. There was no reason that another shaper couldn’t reach the fire bond, only that Tan had thought that he had been the first. But then, he thought that he was the first because Asboel had suggested it. Asboel may not have known, or if he knew, he might not have understood what it was that the priest had managed.

      “I mean Issa.”

      Tan sat back and took a drink of water. As he expected, the water was cool, and tasted slightly metallic. “If you speak to Issa, why did you not restore the lisincend to the fire bond?”

      “That is not within my power.”

      Tan focused on the shaping that writhed through the walls and through the door. Every bit of it came from this priest, a shaping of much more control than Tan could ever imagine anyone not connected to elementals capable of performing. He wasn’t sure that he could even craft such a delicate shaping. And yet, he had little doubt that it came from the San.

      “I came to the Sunlands seeking Cora,” Tan said, deciding that he needed to share so that he could discover what he needed about Issa. More than even Cora, the priest would be able to help Tan understand what he needed to know about the Incendin god. And from there, Tan would continue to search and see if he could understand what had happened to Honl, and if there was anything that he needed to do to help his elemental.

      “You came searching for Issa,” the San said.

      Tan nodded. “I came to ask Cora about Issa, that is true.”

      “Why, Maelen? What has changed for you that you suddenly seek enlightenment?”

      Tan sighed and took another drink of water. “There has been a change in shaping,” Tan admitted. “An attack that I do not understand. Darkness has been unleashed on the world, and I need help understanding how to subdue it again.”

      The San frowned, and his glasses slipped down his nose again, where he ignored them. “And you think that Issa is the key to learning how to subdue this darkness?”

      “I don’t know. There is one who claims learning about the ancient gods will help me understand.”

      The San smiled. “And you believe Issa is an ancient god?”

      Tan suppressed his frustration. What he needed was easy answers, not to waste time with the priest as he attempted to teach Tan about his god. “I don’t know what to believe about the ancient gods,” Tan answered. “I didn’t know that the Sunlands worshiped the goddess Issa before recently. But I thought that I could learn, and try to understand what it is that you worship.”

      The priest stood and motioned for Tan to follow. “Then come with me, Maelen. We will learn about Issa together.”
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      The San led Tan through the Fire Fortress, guiding him up a different flight of stairs. The priest said nothing as they walked, quietly leading him onward. The higher that they climbed, the more Tan felt the pull of the fire shaping above him.

      He was surprised to note that the stairs were otherwise empty. Lanterns flickered periodically along the walls, set into the stone in such a way that they burned brightly, fed by an unseen shaper. Tan felt the effect of the shaping, and the way that it pressed against him, simmering at the edge of the fire bond, but couldn’t track it to any particular person.

      They stopped on one of the landings, and the San took him to a wide, circular room. Chains were set into the stone, leading to bracelets that appeared designed for wrists or ankles. No one remained chained here, but scorch marks on the stone appeared as if there had been.

      “What is this place?” Tan asked.

      A part of him worried what the San intended by bringing him here, but then, Tan doubted that even the shapers of Incendin were strong enough to contain him completely. They might be able to bind shapings together, and he recognized the strength possible from them as they did that, but he could shape each of the elements. And more than that, he could pull on the spirit bond. Even here, he felt it strongly, filling him with the strength that he only had to focus upon in order to draw from.

      “You asked to understand Issa, Maelen. To understand Issa, you must understand all of what it means to serve her.”

      “And this is how I will understand?”

      The San took one of the nearby chains and lifted it. He held it out to Tan and waited. Tan considered refusing, but removing the chain would prove little challenge, so he offered his wrist to the San. When the cool metal closed around his wrist, the San stepped back.

      “This is a place of testing. Most who come here do not know if they are meant to reach Issa. You do not have the same questions.”

      “What questions do I have then?”

      “You would know whether Issa will speak to you. I cannot answer that for you, Maelen. None can. Only Issa decides whether she speaks to you.”

      Tan pulled on the chain, testing it with earth shaping and recognizing that he could shape the cuff from his arm.

      “Tell me about this place of testing,” Tan said.

      “I cannot tell you. I must show you.”

      Tan frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “That is why I must show you.”

      Light jumped from Tan’s shoulders and landed at his feet, curling around him.

      Fire suddenly surged through Tan, a painful, searing sense.

      Tan jerked, trying to free himself from the chain at his wrist, and finding that he could not. Attempting to shape earth did nothing. Wind and water were no better. The pain pulled him from his awareness of the bonds, and Tan found himself trapped.

      “What is this?” Tan shouted through clenched teeth.

      The San didn’t answer.

      The pain shifted, sliding along his arms, lacing around him in a way that Tan had never experienced. Fire slithered across his skin, burning, leaving an agony. Tan expected that his skin would melt, tearing from his bones, but there was nothing, almost as if the burning came from within him.

      “Priest?” he said again.

      The San didn’t answer.

      The burning changed, shifting so that it pulsed in some ways, writhing along his arms, and then his legs. Fire itself seemed to torment him.

      Tan struggled against it, but fire only worsened, the pain only worsened.

      But this was a test.

      And it was fire. Tan knew fire, had nearly embraced it himself.

      As the shaping changed, he allowed himself to welcome the burning as it raced along his skin, and welcome the pain that he felt. That pain was no different than any others that he experienced. And Tan reached the bond, detecting the flows of shaping that wrapped their way around him.

      As he did, he unraveled them, releasing him from the shaping.

      With a surge of earth, he loosened the cuff, and the chain fell noisily to the ground.

      You would allow this? he asked Light.

      You were never in danger, Maelen.

      Maybe not danger, but even that brief moment of suffering had seemed an eternity. Fire normally did not harm him, splitting harmlessly away from him, but this had burned deep within as if the fire boiled his blood.

      The San stepped forward, tapping the book between his hands. “Had I any doubt about your connection to fire, that alone would have ended it.”

      “Why?”

      “As I said, this is a place of testing. This is where those with the potential to serve Issa will come. Once they pass, they can move on.”

      “Move on to what?”

      “To the rest of their training.”

      Tan rubbed his arm, still able to feel where the cuff had clamped around him. The metal had not grown hot, and his arm actually felt cold where it had touched. “How does this prove anything? How does tormenting someone prove anything?”

      “Another called it torment as well. But it is testing. Do you not do the same at your university?”

      “This is where you bring those who can shape?”

      “Those who can serve Issa,” the San corrected. “If they can serve, then they will continue their training. Now. Come with me.”

      They stepped out of the room and into a different stair. This led up and up, and the shaping atop the Fire Fortress began to draw on him.

      When the stairs ended, the San led him forward, guiding him into a wide hall. Tan realized that he’d been here once before, but had come a different way. The door at the end of the hall radiated heat, and the San pressed his hand upon it, sending it sliding open silently.

      Inside, three shapers stood, wrapping shapings of fire together, sharing the shaping in a way that Tan hadn’t known was possible. Two were lisincend, and one of the lisincend was winged. The third was an older woman who stood with her back to the door, staring out the bank of windows that overlooked Incendin. Tan was surprised to note that she led the shaping, controlling what the others created, and combining it in such a way that she sent it washing over the Fire Fortress and then out.

      The San stood silently for a moment and then turned to Tan. “This is Issa.”

      “This is your shaping. I have felt it many times before.”

      The San nodded. “And before you healed the lisincend, they were never able to participate in this shaping. Now they are a part of fire, they work within fire, serving Issa.”

      “That is what you wanted to show me? That your shaping brings you closer to your goddess?”

      The priest stepped forward and waited for Tan to join him. Tan hesitated, focusing on the way that the shaping felt around him, the steady, building energy. There was power here that rivaled any shaping that he would ever be able to create, at least on his own. Connected to the fire bond, Tan thought that he would be able to manage a similar shaping, though perhaps not with the same complexity.

      As he stood there, he felt the calling of fire, as if it compelled him forward, drawing him into the shaping. At first, he resisted. Allowing fire to seduce him was how he had nearly transformed into one of the lisincend and Tan couldn’t risk the same happening again, but the longer that he felt the drawing energy of the shaping, the more that he realized that it did not try to seduce him, only to share with him.

      There is no danger in this, Light told him.

      She had been mostly silent since their arrival in the Fire Fortress, almost as if she had been sleeping. Tan hoped that she had been absorbing knowledge and understanding from everything around her, including the San. What he knew might be helpful in understanding what Honl wanted of him.

      Tan stepped forward, and the shaping washed over him.

      He pushed against it before realizing that doing so altered it in some way. Instead, he grasped onto it, worked with it, and felt the way that the threads of fire came together from each of the shapers. Tan added his own shaping to it, paying attention to what the lisincend created, as well as the fire shaper, and modified it. Reaching into the fire bond, he pulled the strands to him, assuming control of the shaping. At first, he wasn’t certain that he should, but he detected the acquiescence of the shapers and somehow knew that was why the San had brought him here.

      Tan let the shaping build. What had seemed complex was not. The shaping filled him, drawing him to be a part of it, and he understood how the shapers created it. Tan built upon it, adding his own touch, and then… then there came the urge to pass the shaping on.

      He relinquished control, letting it slide back to the lisincend. Tan remained within the shaping, letting it build and build, adding his strength, but he no longer led the shaping. When it passed to the next lisincend, Tan stepped away from it altogether.

      Standing behind the shapers, he watched them, letting the shaping wash over him but not pulling on it. The shaping had changed, and he could detect his influence within it, the way that he had added his touch to the shaping, and that had been maintained, carried on by the lisincend.

      When the priest approached, he looked over at Tan. “Did you feel Issa?”

      “What was that?”

      The San smiled. “You ask questions that I can see you already know the answer to.”

      “That was a shaping,” Tan said, “but it wasn’t anything like I’ve ever experienced before.”

      “That is how we reach Issa. We know her through her gifts, and we celebrate the connection, sharing of it. Each shaper adds their connection to it.”

      Tan focused on the shaping, realizing that the complexity that he detected from afar really came from the fact that each shaper had added a part of themselves to it. While within the shaping, while holding onto the connection of it, he had understood it, and even now thought that he could recreate it if needed. But others now would carry on the addition that he had added.

      “Am I the first from outside of Incendin to add to the shaping?”

      The San smiled. “Not the first, and perhaps not the last, if Issa chooses. A man named Lacertin Alaseth came to us many years ago, and he added his touch to the shaping as well.”

      Lacertin. Tan still wished that he would have had more time to get to know Lacertin before his death. He had served the kingdoms even while coming to Incendin, always trying to find a way to understand what King Ilton had wanted of him. Cora had a special relationship with Lacertin, and he wondered about what she’d lost through his absence.

      The San guided him from the room and then took him to another stair, a different one than what he’d led Tan up. This stair was narrower than the other and appeared to have been hewn from the rock by hand, leaving ragged stone behind. The steps had been smoothed over time from Incendin walking across them over the years, leaving depressions that Tan’s feet slipped into, almost forcing him down. Unlike the other stair, no lanterns flickered along the walls. Instead, the stone on either side of the stair appeared to glow, as if taking on the energy of the shaping.

      Tan had been down this stair before, having come this way when Fur had brought him to the dungeons. What would the San want to show him in the dungeons? Were there lisincend he hadn’t healed or had others embraced fire since then?

      But they passed the dungeons, and descended deeper, reaching a point far beneath the ground level. The air became thicker and smelled faintly of smoke. Pressure from the stone built around him, something of a shaping, or elemental power. Tan reached into the earth bond to determine which it was and found that it was a combination of both.

      And he had thought that Incendin only knew fire, but this was more than fire. This was strength and understanding of earth.

      He wanted to ask the San where they were headed, but the San hurried ahead. Tan had to move more carefully down the rough steps and began shaping himself along, using wind to guide him so that he didn’t slip.

      Then the San disappeared, fading beyond where Tan could see. The stairs ended, and he stepped out into a wide, open room. A faint, steady burning in the center of the room cast the only light here. Shadows danced around, and Tan tried to understand where the San had brought him, but couldn’t tell. It was far beneath the Fire Fortress. Far enough that he couldn’t detect the shaping overhead the same way, nothing more than a strange, steady pulsing. The burning flame in the center of the room seemed to move in time with the shaping.

      “You would know Issa?” the San asked in a hushed whisper.

      He stopped in front of the fire and stood with his hands clasped on either side of his book, staring at it.

      Tan stood next to him, looking into the flames.

      It pulled on him with sudden strength, as if recognizing him. And Tan recognized it.

      This was Fire.

      The San might call it Issa, but Tan knew it by another name and realized that he had known what the San had been saying all along. Everything fit with his understanding of Fire. But he had never known Fire to burn openly like this. Fire existed in the elementals, in the fire bond, and occasionally within shapers, but he’d never seen it burning like this.

      Yet here it did.
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      The flames surged a moment, and the San stepped forward, joining it.

      Tan gasped, but the San remained unharmed. Even his clothing didn’t burn. Within true Fire, that level of control impressed Tan. He wasn’t sure that he would be able to withstand burning when subjected to true Fire.

      “You must join Issa, Maelen. I hear her calling to you.”

      Tan listened through the fire bond but heard nothing that told him Fire called to him. Light licked his face as if to reassure him, and then jumped from his shoulders the same way she had when he had placed the chains on his wrist. If that were any indication, then Fire would not harm him.

      The power radiating from this flame pressed on him. Tan could feel the connection to Fire and knew enough to fear it, but he also understood it. He had known fire long enough that he didn’t fear the effect of fire, and didn’t fear shaped flames, so why should he fear Fire?

      Taking a deep breath, Tan stepped forward.

      He let go of connections around him, letting go of all other shaping sense. With Fire, devotion would be key. Tan welcomed the heat and warmth, welcomed the way that it wrapped around him, filling him with the energy and strength of the element. And Tan knew that he stood within the fire bond.

      There was no pain. Nothing like what he’d experienced when the San had placed the chains on his wrists. There was power, and understanding that burned through him, but no pain.

      He could almost appreciate why the San called this a goddess.

      But he knew this as Fire.

      The connection to the fire bond burned closely here, close enough that Tan felt a part of it in ways that he had not before as if he could stretch through the fire bond and reach for anything he desired. There was no question what he wanted most.

      And here, surrounded by this power, Tan knew he could reach it, that he only had to stretch through the Fire for Asboel.

      A voice floated to him like a memory. Maelen.

      A knot formed in Tan’s throat and a tear ran from his eye before burning away. Asboel? Can it really be you?

      The sense of Asboel drifted closer as if following the fire bond. When he appeared, he did so on a surge of flame, taking something like the shape of the draasin, but completely of fire. You have grown, Maelen. You have done well.

      I… Tan fumbled for the words. What did he tell his bonded?

      Nothing less than the truth.

      I miss you, friend.

      Asboel seemed to snort. As I told you, I am fire, and have joined fire, but why have you come? Why do you stand within the bond?

      There is something that I don’t know how to fight. I came for answers and understanding.

      You are gifted by the Mother, Maelen. You have all the answers that you need.

      Tan formed an image of the darkness and the way that it had attacked the elementals. He pushed this through the fire bond, not certain whether he could connect to Asboel in the same way that he once did, but wanting to try. With everything that he’d experienced, the one thing that he had wanted the most was to have his connection to Asboel. He had knowledge and had guided Tan to an understanding of his purpose that he would never have reached on his own.

      You have never needed my guidance, Maelen.

      Tan swallowed again, pushing down the lump in his throat. How long would this last? How long could he stay and speak with Asboel?

      Do you know what this is? Tan asked, sending the image to Asboel.

      The fire around him shifted, burning hotter for a moment.

      This is what you face? Asboel asked.

      Two of the bindings have failed. The third remains, but I do not know where it is or what they do. Even if it does not fail, this… darkness has escaped and attacks. Asgar nearly died. Other elementals as well.

      They would not have died, Maelen.

      The darkness wanted to destroy them.

      Not destroy. Control. Asboel seemed to move and swirled toward Tan on something that reminded him of his great wings. Tan could almost imagine sitting atop the draasin and flying with him as they hunted, memories that he cherished. This is an ancient power, Maelen. One that should not return.

      We know nothing about this power. I don’t know where it came from or how to stop it. When the bindings failed, part of it escaped. We have managed to defeat it briefly, but it’s still out in the world. I fear what will happen when it attacks again.

      Asboel didn’t say anything for a moment, and Tan wondered if maybe the connection to him had faded. He wasn’t sure how long he would be able to maintain the connection within Fire, or even whether Asboel really was present. Could this be nothing more than a vision? Or maybe Fire spoke to him, using Asboel as a way to reach him.

      But Tan chose to believe that it was his friend.

      If two of the bindings have failed, maintaining the third only delays what will come.

      How can I stop this?

      There is no stopping, Maelen. That was the purpose of the bindings.

      What is this power? I know it as darkness, but what is it, exactly?

      Those who came before you called it by many names, but the most common was Nightfall. His power is enough to rival the Mother.

      I thought the Mother was the only source of power? She is the source of the elements, and the bonds, and spirit.

      The Mother is strong, Asboel agreed. But there are others of equal power, perhaps greater. They do not care for the presence of man, and they do not care for the elemental connections to the Mother. Nightfall would steal those connections, if he could.

      How can the connection to the Mother be stolen?

      Asboel swirled close to him, the touch of the flame burning along Tan’s skin, leaving it nearly raw, but no pain came with it. You have seen. If you saw Asgar attacked, and others, then you have seen how Nightfall would take these connections.

      Tan remembered the way the darkness had nearly overwhelmed Asgar, and how it had claimed Kota. The same way that it had claimed his mother, and the other shapers, given strength by Marin’s spirit shaping.

      Or had it been spirit?

      Tan had assumed that was what she used, but what if she accessed a different power?

      Are there connections to Nightfall the same as there are to the Mother?

      Nightfall is not like the Mother. The Mother lives on through everything she has created. The elementals. The shapers. The bonds between them. Nightfall prefers a direct touch upon the world.

      Can shapers draw from Nightfall?

      Such a thing is dangerous, Maelen. You are a Shaper of Light.

      So I have heard. I don’t understand what that means.

      That means that you exist with the Mother’s touch upon you. Nightfall cannot claim you.

      Tan thought about what Honl had suggested to him, the guidance that he’d given when Tan had managed to reach him. Find the ancient gods and he would understand. Tan had found the Incendin god Issa, but he wasn’t sure that was what Honl had intended. Instead, through Issa, Tan had reached Asboel and learned about Nightfall.

      Is Nightfall a god?

      Asboel appeared uncertain about how to answer. Nightfall is power, much as the Mother is power. I do not know if this makes him a god.

      Tan didn’t either. Are there others?

      There are no others like Nightfall.

      But Honl suggested I understand the ancient gods. Do you know if there are others besides the Mother and Nightfall?

      Asboel swirled around him and then faded again. I do not know. If so, they would have come before.

      Before what?

      Before the bindings secured Nightfall from this world. If they have failed, you must find a way to replace the bindings. You must suppress Nightfall.

      How? How were the bindings placed?

      Fire does not have that answer.

      Fire. Not Asboel. Had he been wrong? Was this not really Asboel as he had hoped?

      Asboel? he asked.

      The draasin swirled in the flames and then faded. Maelen.

      Was this really you?

      The draasin are Fire, Maelen.

      That was no answer, but then, it might be the only one that Tan would get.
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      “What did you experience when you saw Issa?” the San asked Tan.

      The San had led Tan back up from the lower level and stopped near the entrance to the Fire Fortress. Light hung around Tan’s shoulders, clinging to him in such a way that her tail wrapped nearly entirely around his neck.

      “What was I supposed to experience?”

      “You are the Maelen. When you came searching for Corasha, I knew that you sought Issa.”

      Tan didn’t know what to say. Did he tell the priest that he hadn’t spoken to Issa? That he had spoken to Fire, and to the memory of his now-dead draasin bond? Would the San care, or would he still claim that Tan spoke to Issa?

      “Then why show me the others before taking me to Issa?”

      “I could not be certain you were ready.”

      “And your testing, and the shaping. They proved that I was ready?”

      The San smiled. “I suspected that you already reached farther into fire than most. Not only Fur and the lisincend made the claim, but there are others that know of such connections and recognized your presence.”

      Others. Did he mean the elementals, or was there something else that the San knew?

      “Then why did you put me through the rest?”

      “Hearing about a thing and knowing that it is true are different, don’t you think, Maelen? I had to know whether you truly understood fire. Otherwise, you would not have survived what I had to show you.”

      “And the testing? The chains?”

      “None have ever removed them so quickly.”

      “That’s my ability to shape.”

      The San shook his head. “We have had others able to shape come through, but they still had to learn to submit to fire. You already understood that.”

      Submit. That was what Tan had understood when he first learned to shape fire. Control with fire was an illusion. You worked with it, guided it, but you were never in control. “And the shaping?”

      “That was selfish,” he said casually. “I wanted your voice added to the others.”

      From here, now that they were back above the ground, Tan could feel the pull of the shaping working through the tower, radiating away from it and spilling over the Sunlands. His voice remained a part of the shaping, carrying a part of him out into the waste and beyond, mixing with the voices of the other shapers who had held the shaping before him.

      “How many do you take to the flame?”

      The San tapped his hands on the book and met Tan’s eyes. “Other than myself, none currently alive in the Sunlands have ever touched Fire.”

      He said it in a way that made Tan think that the San understood exactly what Tan had experienced. “Then why me?”

      “You are of fire, Maelen. I have never met anyone so closely bound.”

      “Not only of fire. I can shape the other elements. I have bonded other elementals.” And now, he didn’t even have a bond to a fire elemental. Since Asboel’s death, he wasn’t sure that he would ever gain another bond to fire.

      “Perhaps the others,” the San agreed. “Were you to remain in the Sunlands, you could be a Servant of Issa, and one day, you could be San.”

      “I already serve Fire,” Tan said.

      The San nodded. “That is why you could reach the flame, Maelen.”

      The stood in silence for a few moments. “Where is Cora?”

      “Corasha seeks knowledge for herself, Maelen.”

      “She is… she is unharmed?”

      The San frowned. “We would not harm another Servant of Issa.”

      “Perhaps not you, but what of the lisincend?” The last time that Tan had seen Cora had been shortly after defeating the Utu Tonah. At that time, there had been a slight tension between her and the lisincend, though he hadn’t learned why that would be.

      “The lisincend follow Fur’s lead.”

      “That is no answer.”

      “That is all that you need.” The San guided him to the main entrance to the Fire Fortress and stopped. “Did you find the understanding that you sought?”

      Tan didn’t know. He had found what Incendin called Issa, and realized that it was the same as Fire. Not a god, at least, not anything like what he considered the dark power that had been unleashed. Fire was a part of the Mother, an extension of life possible through her creation. Perhaps the same would be said about the other gods that Amia had known about.

      “I found understanding,” he said.

      The San hesitated before tapping the book he held between his hands. “You stood within Fire, Maelen. Few have ever stood so close to Issa.”

      “I stood within Fire,” Tan agreed.

      The San handed his book to Tan. “This is the Book of Issa. I have kept this copy since my first days as Servant. Take it. Understand how you can best serve Issa.”

      Tan took the book. The cover had faded, leaving nothing visible, and he folded it open, flipping through the pages. Words written there were not in Ishthin as he had expected, and he couldn’t read them.

      “I can’t read this.”

      “Old Rens,” the San said. “You must study to understand Issa.”

      That was one thing that Tan didn’t have time for, but he smiled and held onto the Book of Issa carefully. “Thank you for this.”

      “When you are ready, you can return to the temple. You will be welcomed as a Servant of Issa.”

      Tan nodded. A part of him wished that he could remain. There was something about the priest, a sense that reminded Tan in some ways of Asboel and his faith in fire, and the power stored within fire, but there was too much for him to do, for him to understand, to remain in Incendin and the Fire Fortress. Perhaps when everything settled—and if Tan survived—he would have time to return, and then… then he might be able to focus on his connection to fire.

      Outside the Fire Fortress, the heat of Incendin pressed upon him. Night began to settle, and he stared up at the sky, seeing a twinkling of early stars. A hot wind gusted across the waste, carrying the presence of Ashi, the wind elemental present here in Incendin, and reminded Tan of Honl.

      What now? Light asked.

      Tan didn’t know. Honl had suggested learning about the ancient gods, and he had. Now that he knew of this Nightfall, what did it mean for him? Knowing the ancient term for the darkness did nothing to help him understand what he needed to do, but maybe it would be enough for him to find answers. If he could use that term and learn more… maybe he would discover enough that he could find a way to stop him, and then… then he would have to replace the bindings.

      But where?

      The only thing that he could come up with involved returning to Ethea, and to the archives, but he did not have time to spend in the archives. Could he trust the returned archivists to help?

      Yes.

      The comment came through his connection to Amia, faint and faded from their distance. She trusted the archivists, even if Tan did not. In that way, she was much like him and his trust of Incendin. She did not trust that Incendin would not harm them, while Tan had forgiven and moved on. And the archivists, at least those who served now, were Aeta. Amia shared a connection to them, and there was no questioning the fact that they shaped spirit.

      Tan patted Light on the head, and she stuck out her long tongue and licked his cheek. With a shaping of each of the elements, he reached the university on a bolt of lightning and landed in the shaper circle.

      The stone of the shaper circle buffered his landing, and he stepped into the university plaza. The walls of the university rose high around him, stout now that they had been rebuilt with golud’s assistance. Shaping flickered around him from each of the elements, and with varying strength, and Tan smiled. Shapers of the university would finally return.

      Back in Ethea, Tan knew that he needed to let Roine know that he’d come. Using the summoning rune, he sent a shaping through it, alerting his friend to his presence. On his way from the university, a familiar voice caught his attention.

      “You have been away for many months.”

      Tan turned and saw Master Ferran standing near one of the doorways. A line of children waited behind him, pushing into the opening to see out. When they saw him, some started murmuring, and Tan caught one saying, “Athan.”

      “Ferran,” he said with a smile. “I have been away, but trust that I’ve been busy.”

      “But not on work for the king.” Ferran used earth to shape his way across the distance between them.

      “You know why I had to go,” Tan said. He unconsciously touched the hilt of his warrior sword.

      “There are rumors, Tan, that say you went to Par-shon to rule. Is that true?”

      “That is true.”

      Ferran frowned. “I thought that you might deny it.”

      “Defeating the Utu Tonah granted me the right to rule. I didn’t want that right, but I was reminded that if I didn’t, someone else would come along and take away that choice. But I have made certain that Par-shon is no more.”

      Ferran crossed his arms over his chest. He had grown more solid in the last year, almost as if his connection to earth strengthened him, building him up. “You defeated their ruler, but you didn’t destroy their people.”

      “No, but the Utu Tonah had invaded Par,” Tan started and briefly told him about the elementals. As Tan spoke, the children began pressing up against Ferran, and he shaped them back without bothering to look. Tan smiled as he finished describing Par. “How do your students do?”

      Ferran looked at them and the hard expression that he’d been wearing faded, replaced by something that was nearly fondness. “They continue to grow, Athan. There are some who shape quite strongly. Much stronger than we have seen in many years. There is one wind shaper who I think can rival Zephra in time.”

      Tan thought about Molly and the fact that she had demonstrated incredibly powerful fire shaping already. What did it mean that powerful shapers had begun to reappear after years of dwindling skill? And now many had regained the ability to speak to the elementals.

      “Any who have shown potential to speak to the elementals?” Tan asked.

      Ferran rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That is the most surprising, Athan. There is one I am certain speaks to the elementals, but it is water, so I am of little help. Wallyn works with him, though I do not think Wallyn has fully embraced the idea of speaking to the elementals. Another seems to have a connection to fire, but again…” Ferran shrugged. “My ability is not with fire, unfortunately. But there is one, Nally, who shapes earth in ways that I haven’t seen,” he said, lowering his voice as he did. “I suspect that she reaches earth but if she does, it is not to golud.”

      Tan reached into the earth bond. Through this, he detected the powerful connection that Ferran had to earth and the connection to golud deep beneath the ground. There was no doubting that the elemental was bonded to Ferran. He shifted his focus to the students, looking at them, wondering if any of them pushed against the earth bond. Surprisingly, five of them did. Three were boys, one taller than the rest with shaggy brown hair, but none of them pressed strongly against the bond. Were they only sensers, or would they learn to shape as well? Then there was an older girl, one who barely touched upon the earth bond, and Tan doubted that she would ever be much more than an earth senser. That skill could be honed, but he doubted that she would gain enough strength to really shape earth.

      But the last, a girl who could be no older than seven or eight, pressed deeply upon the bond. Through it, Tan felt the way earth swirled around her. Not only the bond but an elemental within the earth bond. This girl—Nally, he assumed—not only spoke to the elementals, but it appeared that she had bonded.

      Can you tell? he asked Light.

      She is within the bond. And she has forged the connection.

      Tan retreated from the earth bond, allowing his connection to fade. The students in the university had as much potential as those that he’d found in Par. The connection that Nally had to earth reminded Tan in some way to the strength that he’d seen from Molly. Molly might not have bonded yet, but he had the sense from fire that it wouldn’t be long before she did.

      Such strength returning to the world. And it couldn’t be coincidence, he didn’t think.

      “She speaks to earth,” Tan told Ferran.

      Ferran looked over to his students, studying them for a moment. “You can tell that through shaping?”

      “No.” Tan considered how much to share with Ferran. The earth shaper had been something of a friend, and Tan had no doubt about his connection and interest in the well-being of the elementals. Why shouldn’t Ferran know? The earth bond—really, all bonds—were part of the power that moved through the world. Shaping power and the connection to the elementals. As an earth shaper bonded to golud, Ferran was as much connected to the earth bond as Tan. “There is a connection within earth. Through that connection, I can see how she is drawn to earth, and how the elemental has claimed her.”

      “She is bonded,” Ferran said. “That would explain much about her talent.”

      “She is bonded,” Tan agreed. “You will need to continue to work with her. You might speak to a different elemental, but you are the best equipped to teach her what she knows.”

      Ferran smiled. “I think there is another who would be able to teach better than I.” He clapped Tan on the shoulder. “It is good to see you again, Athan.”

      He motioned to the students and started guiding them away from the university, leading them down the street. Tan watched them disappear, feeling a pang of jealousy toward Ferran. How much easier would it be if all that he had to do was teach? Tan could focus on the students in Par, see that they were trained as he knew they needed to be. That was something he would gladly do. But taking the time to teach pulled him away from other things that he needed to do.

      With a sigh, he turned toward the archives.

      It will not always be so, Maelen.

      Are you certain of this? Tan asked Light.

      She licked his face but didn’t answer. And Tan knew there was no answer, only more questions, the ones that had brought him back to Ethea. When he found the answers he needed, would he be strong enough to stop Nightfall and the darkness that it brought? Would the strength granted to him by the Mother be enough?

      So many questions without answers.

      Light licked his face again.
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      The lower level of the archives had changed since Tan was last here. Then, the doors to the rooms had all been closed and locked, sealed by spirit. Now they remained open, and shaper lanterns glowed with their bright white light along the walls.

      Tan stepped from the tunnel into the archives hesitantly. He had come this way, choosing an indirect route, not wanting to have to force his way through the archives. Roine might have allowed the archivists to return, but Tan still remained uncertain that he should have. In many ways, he felt the archives were his place. Since the archivists were disbanded or destroyed, the archives had essentially been empty other than for him.

      A soft humming came from one of the open doors.

      Tan stopped in the doorway. This particular room had been the one he used the most. Within it, he had stored the artifact before destroying it. Here he had sat and read the ancient texts, hoping to learn from the shapers of the past before he learned how they had treated the elementals. And here he had spent hours simply sitting, talking with Amia, back when Asboel still lived.

      He cleared his throat, and the man standing along the shelves turned to him.

      “You should not be here…” The man frowned as he saw Tan, and a shaping built.

      Tan clenched his jaw, thankful that his ability with spirit protected him, but if this archivist were so willing to shape spirit that he would quickly attempt it around Tan, then he would most likely attempt to shape spirit on others. Not all would have the ability to protect themselves from the shaping.

      “Why should I not be here? Because I am not one of the archivists?” Tan slipped his hand into his pocket and placed the stone ring, the marker of his position as Athan, onto his finger.

      “This level is protected,” the archivist said. He stepped toward Tan, and only then did he appear to take in Tan’s sword, and his dress, his eyes drifting toward Light curled around his neck. “Who are you?” he asked in a hushed whisper.

      Tan grunted. “I think I could ask the same of you.”

      As he crossed his arms over his chest, the archivist’s eyes darted to the ring and widened. “Athan. I am sorry that I didn’t recognize you. Of course, you would be welcome here. King Theondar explicitly said—”

      “What did King Theondar explicitly say?”

      Tan turned to see Roine standing behind him, an amused smile playing across his lips. “Roine.”

      “You sent a summons and then disappeared. You know that when you summon through the coin, you really should wait until the person responds.”

      Tan smiled. “I figured you could find me.”

      Roine grunted. “You wear the ring. And here I thought that you had all but abandoned your position.”

      “If you’d prefer another to have it…”

      Roine laughed. “No. I don’t have another who I would trust with it. And you still serve as Athan as you always have. By that, I mean in your own way.”

      “Much like you did, I seem to remember.”

      Roine laughed again. “Yes. Much like me. You returned to Ethea…”

      “For information.” Tan glanced at the archivist, debating how much to share in front of the archivist. But he’d come to Ethea for answers that would require trusting the stranger to a certain extent. And Amia trusted them. Shouldn’t that be enough for him? “Zephra remains in Par,” Tan went on.

      “With Amia’s pregnancy, she wanted to help as much as she could. And now she would help her grandchild,” Roine said with a smile.

      “Yes, and with what I need to do—”

      “I didn’t think that you knew what you needed to do yet.”

      Roine had come after the last attack and had lingered while Tan recovered, but he had not faced the darkness. Roine couldn’t understand what it was like to endure that. And Roine didn’t share Tan’s connection to the elementals or know what it meant to watch the attack on them.

      “I understand some of what I need. But not all.”

      “And that’s why you returned here. To the archives.”

      Tan nodded.

      “You will help my Athan find whatever he needs, Logan.”

      The archivist glanced from Tan to Roine before nodding. “Of course. May I ask what he searches for?”

      Roine watched Tan, likely wanting the same answer.

      “I need everything that you can find on ancient gods.”

      “Gods? You mean the Great Mother?” Logan asked.

      Tan shook his head. “Not the Great Mother.” He paused and thought about it more. “Maybe. Whatever you can find that might help me understand the ancient view of the Great Mother. But not only the Great Mother. There will be others. One called Nightfall. Perhaps more. I need as much as you can find.”

      Logan nodded slowly. “Nightfall,” he repeated, shifting the fabric of his robe. “You would not want to search for Stormfather or Issa?”

      “I have gone to Incendin to ask about Issa already,” he said, touching the book through his cloak. “Issa is Fire, perhaps no more than that.”

      “Hmm,” Logan said. “I would have expected it to be more. The way their Servants speak about Issa, you could almost believe that she was a person alive.”

      In some ways, Fire was alive, but perhaps not in the way that Incendin viewed Issa. There was power in their god, but that power came from the connection to the Great Mother, not as a separate entity, not like the darkness that had attacked him. That had been different, distinct from the Mother, though Tan didn’t know quite how.

      You must explain, Light said.

      I don’t know if I can trust him.

      The Daughter trusts him.

      Tan sighed. Amia did trust them. They were of the People. Aeta, no different than her. And as far as Tan knew, Logan had not even been an archivist when the previous ones had attempted to shape half of the kingdoms, attacking Amia along the way. Shouldn’t he try to trust them?

      Tan glanced at Roine, wondering what he would say. Roine supported the archivists as well. It was because of Roine that Assan had gone in search of the Temple of Alast.

      The temple.

      Tan hadn’t considered the temple before, other than as a binding that had failed. But what if the temple would be able to offer understanding about its purpose? The ancients who had taken the time to create the temple would have known why they had placed it where they had. But then, he would have thought the same about those who had created the tower in Par, and the Records, but he had not found anything that explained it. Nothing more than the ramblings of the Utu Tonah that suggested he knew more than others in Par-shon.

      “Athan?” Logan asked.

      Tan shook his head, dragging his attention back to them. “I’m sorry. I… I wonder if perhaps you might be able to help me in a way that I hadn’t considered before.”

      Roine frowned at him.

      “I buried the temple, but that was one of the bindings, Roine. If there is anything that we can learn, it would be in a place the ancients used as the bindings, don’t you think?”

      Roine twisted a ring on his finger, new since the last time that Tan had seen him. Made of gold and silver, a few runes were worked across the surface. Tan smiled sadly, remembering that his father had once had a similar ring, though without the runes. “You think that we need to return to the temple.” When Tan nodded, he said, “Then I will come.”

      “Roine, you are needed here. You can’t come shaping across the kingdoms and risking yourself.”

      “And I think,” Roine went on as if Tan had not even spoken, “that my Athan needs to remember who now rules in the kingdoms.”

      Tan sighed and shook his head. “Fine. But in the temple, you follow my lead.”

      “We’ll see.”

      
* * *

      With a shaping of lightning that carried Tan and Logan to Vatten, where they would find the temple, there was the usual sense of movement that came with traveling like this, but nothing else. No wind whipped around him, and the air smelled stale. The shaping itself felt unusual, but Tan couldn’t put a finger on why that would be.

      They landed near the ruins of the excavation. Tan had smoothed the earth back into place, trying to cover the evidence of the temple so that Marin or another like her could not recover it, but there was no hiding what had been done to the earth. Partly that was because of the effect that the temple itself had on shaping, but partly that was the haste with which Tan had departed, needing to get somewhere safe once Amia went into labor.

      “This is where Assan passed?” Logan asked.

      Tan sighed. “I don’t know what happened to him.”

      “He is gone,” Logan said softly. “He was connected, and then he was not.”

      Tan hadn’t thought about the way that the archivists connected, but they were Aeta spirit shapers, so why would they not share some sort of connection? He and Amia shared a spirit connection, but it was part of a bond, and he didn’t think that the others of the Aeta had something similar, but that didn’t mean that they had no connection. Tan knew that the Aeta shared something and had never thought to question Amia about it, but maybe he should have.

      “You were aware of him?”

      “The People share a connectedness,” he said. “Those powerful with their ability share it best. Assan was very strong.” He glanced at Tan and a smile spread across his face. “Perhaps not as much as the First Mother, but enough for those of us who would never be Mother.”

      That was another thing that Tan hadn’t given much thought to. Many of these shapers would never be able to lead their people. The Mothers of the families would lead, with Daughters learning from them. Even strong shapers, like Assan apparently had been, would never be given the opportunity to lead the People. That was probably the reason that so many had come to the kingdoms and served as archivists. It did not explain why so many of the archivists had let themselves use their abilities in the awful way that they had.

      “When I was here before,” Tan started, glancing at Roine as he made a steady circuit around the remnants of the hole, “there were men from Xsa working with Assan and Sani. They helped excavate the temple, but then, when I came back, they attempted some sort of shaping that was meant to trap me.” And it nearly had. Without reaching spirit, they might have trapped him. Tan didn’t know if they were forced to aid the darkness that Marin served, or whether they had served of their own accord. Maybe it didn’t matter. They had fallen and had been left behind, buried within the earth.

      “The people of Xsa have long been rumored to have a strange power,” Logan said. “Some think it is tied to shaping, but others… others do not know. The People have never been able to learn, though maybe it does not matter.”

      “I think it matters,” Tan said. “If they were able to use that on me, to trap me, then they could do the same to others.”

      “I will see what I can discover, Athan.”

      Tan hadn’t expected him to attempt to find anything for him, and the offer surprised him but was one that he would accept. “Thank you.” He considered the pile of earth, the heavy earthy odor telling of the recent rain. “I am sorry that you lost your friend.”

      Logan sighed. “There is a dangerous energy here,” he said. “Assan should have recognized that as well.”

      “I think that he might have. But I don’t think that he knew what it meant. None of us did, at least, not at the time.” Perhaps Sani did, though Tan was no longer certain. Maybe she had been used as well. It was possible that Marin had found a way to shape her and force her to assist. And that would have been Tan’s fault as much as anyone’s. Marin remained free. By not trying to discover what she was after, he could be risking others.

      “Why did you bring us here, Tannen?” Roine asked.

      “This is the Temple of Alast. If there is anything that we can find that might help me understand what happened, maybe it will be here.”

      “But you buried it. How do you expect to learn what the temple might hide when it’s under the earth?”

      Tan called softly through the earth, to the earth bond, and reached for the strength of the hounds. They were strong in these lands and had grown stronger in the time that they remained here. Now they rivaled what golud would be able to do, a strength that Tan once would have thought unlikely.

      The earth began to rumble and then, with a shaping that he added, the soft earth began to slide up and away from the temple, freeing the pale white stone once more. As before, the temple pressed against him strangely, as if it wanted to resist shaping, but the effect was less than before as if the attack had drained it of some of its power. As the circular shape began to emerge from the ground, Roine gasped.

      “This has been here?”

      “This has always been here,” Tan said. “This is from ancient Vathansa before the rest of Vatten was pulled from the sea.”

      The archivist nodded. “All of this was water and islands once.”

      Roine lowered himself into the pit that Tan had shaped. He tentatively touched the stone, resting his hand upon it, carefully at first, but then with a shaped effort. “There is power here. It’s stored, trapped.”

      “I think the power here prevents shaping,” Tan said. “I don’t understand why, but the temple is meant to separate shaping.” In that way, it was much like what the Utu Tonah had done in Par-shon as he tried to strip bonds away from shapers.

      “There is something similar to it. I… I recognize it,” Roine said. “Something like the barrier.”

      Tan considered the temple and realized that it did have something of the barrier to it. It was the same that he’d found in Par. “Didn’t you say that Lacertin had been the one to create the barrier?”

      Roine nodded slowly, leaning his head toward the temple. “Lacertin did, but there are some who thought that he borrowed the idea from another place.”

      “Where would he have borrowed it from?” Tan asked. Where else would they have the ability to shape? And where else would there be a need for a barrier like that?

      “There’s a place far to the north. Not many know of it because it is too difficult to reach, but that is where Lacertin supposedly learned of the barrier.”

      “You don’t think he did?”

      “Norilan is nothing more than a rumor,” Roine said. “Even warrior shapers cannot go beyond the ice. So for Lacertin to have reached someplace… let’s just say that I think it unlikely.”

      Tan thought about the place that he had gone when flying with Asgar. That had been far to the north, hadn’t it, and beyond the ice? In some ways, it had been the ice, as if the water itself had been shaped into ice.

      Would Tan have managed to reach that place without riding the draasin? Had he traveled only via shaping, would he have managed to make it quite as far? He didn’t know. He might not have tried without knowing there was even something there. And then, had he tried, he would have been able to pull from the strength of the elementals to give him the ability to reach all the way north. Without that strength… Tan didn’t know.

      That was a question for another time, he decided. Now was to understand the temple and see if there might be something here that they could learn, and maybe something that would allow him to discover the purpose of the bindings and what the ancients had known of them.

      “How would we be able to enter this?” Roine asked. “The stone is smooth, and I don’t see anything that would give access.”

      “Not smooth,” Tan said, pointing to the long crack in the stone. Shaping into the stone wouldn’t open it. He had tried before but hadn’t discovered a way in. And he hadn’t learned what Marin had done that had granted her access. Somehow she had managed to get past the door and released the binding enough that the darkness could seep out. Tan reached through the various element bonds, wondering if any of them would allow him to make his way past, but none worked. That left spirit.

      Reaching the spirit bond took a greater effort. Tan had done it once, and when he had, he had accessed much more power than he had ever imagined possible alone. Now that he knew that he could, straining deep within him for the spirit bond came easier, but it was still a stretch.

      As he did, he heard Logan gasp. “Great Mother, look at him!”
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      Tan didn’t need to look down at himself to know that he glowed. When shaping spirit like this, pulling deeply on a connection that felt as if it came from the Mother herself, he knew that he glowed with the power that he drew. Tan released it with a sigh, sending it at the stone, with only enough strength to push the door open, not wanting to destroy the temple, if he even could. The door opened with a hiss.

      Roine looked over at him. “What was that?”

      Tan felt drained in a way that he rarely did these days now that he had learned to pull strength from the elementals. But with the spirit bond, there was a need for more strength than what even the elementals could supply. He had to pull on his own connection, on the strength that only he could reach.

      “There are bonds to each of the elements,” Tan said.

      “You’ve told me about the fire bond,” Roine said.

      “Fire, yes. And I’ve learned to reach earth, wind, and water.”

      “So which was that?” Roine asked.

      He shook his head. “That was none of them. Or maybe all of them.” He wasn’t sure how to explain what it was that he did, only that he could reach for spirit.

      “That was the Mother,” Logan said.

      Tan nodded. “Spirit.”

      “You can access the Mother directly?” Logan asked.

      “I don’t know what it is that I do, only that I am able to shape spirit. With a deep enough connection, I’m able to reach into the spirit bond, and that gives me…” Tan didn’t know what that gave him. Strength that he didn’t have otherwise. But more than that, it gave him a sense of understanding.

      “There shouldn’t be a way to connect directly to the Great Mother,” Logan said. “The People keep records of attempts. And there is no known way to connect to her.”

      Tan chuckled, glancing under the door to peer into the temple. He hadn’t opened it completely, not wanting to risk something escaping that shouldn’t. He wasn’t exactly certain what that might be, but his experience with the temple made him cautious.

      “You will have to ask the First Mother about what connections are possible,” Tan said to Logan. Amia had stepped in the pool of the Mother and come out alive. And Tan had stepped in it as well, but then, he had done that before knowing that he could shape spirit, had done that when all he had wanted was to save Amia. So regardless of what Logan and the People thought was possible with spirit, Tan knew that there were other connections. Why should it be surprising that he was able to reach the spirit bond?

      “The First Mother?”

      Roine answered for him. “I have seen it. There are places where power comes together, where spirit burbles to the surface. I experienced one firsthand.”

      Logan frowned. “I will have to think on this. But what you describe means that there is a way to access the Great Mother directly. There are none who have ever done… there are none who have been known to do this,” he corrected himself.

      Tan ducked underneath the door and crawled into the temple. Darkness threatened to swallow him, and he attempted to shape but found that it was difficult. Had it been the same the last time that he had come to the temple?

      He reached through the spirit bond, using that connection to pull on power. Through it, he continued to glow, the light and strength from the bond spilling from him. Tan could no more suppress it than he could stop breathing.

      The air inside the temple was still. The ground smooth, and thankfully, nothing moved.

      “There is nothing here,” Roine whispered.

      “You’ll lose your connection to shape,” Tan warned.

      Roine clenched his jaw and nodded. “How is it that you still manage?”

      “Spirit.”

      Logan came through the door and gasped softly. “It is gone!” he whispered.

      “The temple suppresses shaping.”

      “Why would they have wanted to do that?” Logan asked. “What purpose would there be to lose their connection to shape?”

      It had been a question that plagued him as well. “I don’t know why they would cut off shaping, only that the temple itself seems responsible for it.”

      Roine appeared tense, and Tan understood what he must be feeling. It was an awful thing to lose the connection to shaping, leaving him feeling cut off from a part of himself. That had been the sense that he’d had when in Par-shon when the Utu Tonah had attempted to separate him from his ability to shape as well as separate him from his connection to the elementals.

      He continued forward, the light from his shaping guiding him as he went. Can you help? he asked Light.

      The lizard licked his face, a gesture that Tan had come to take as some sort of reassurance, and then scampered down Tan’s shoulder to the ground. There, she used her connection to spirit to spill out from her body, the same way that he had when they had first come here.

      Inside, the temple felt different than the last time that Tan had been here. Then, there had been his desire to find Amia and learn what had happened to her, and he had a sort of single-mindedness that had driven him. This time, he had an opportunity to look around.

      Smooth walls rose up, higher than the light that flowed through him or through Light, leaving the upper stretches of the temple in shadows. Considering what had come through here the last time that Tan had been here, those shadows left him troubled.

      He unsheathed his warrior sword, held it above his head, and pressed the spirit shaping through it. Tan wasn’t entirely certain what would happen as he did, whether the sword would connect to spirit the way that it did when he shaped the other elements or whether the temple would somehow inhibit his connection in ways that he still didn’t fully grasp, but brilliant white light erupted from the sword, casting away the shadows overhead.

      As it did, carvings in the wall became visible.

      Many were familiar, but one in particular stood out, a carving that took up most of the top of the temple, and one that Tan had seen before.

      “What is it?” Roine asked, looking upward.

      Tan pointed overhead with the sword. “That pattern. In Par, they call them a Great Seal. The elementals refer to them as the Mark of the Mother.”

      But the ones that he had seen in Par had been tied to each of the elements. When Tan had restored them, they had required his ability to call through his connections with the elements to repair. This one did not have the same strength to it.

      “That is known as the evayanth,” Logan said.

      Tan recognized Ishthin, but not what the word meant. “I’m not familiar with it.”

      “I would say that few are, Athan. That is a marking that the People use for the Gathering. It is meant as a place for spirit, a way to call for the guidance of the Great Mother.”

      Tan frowned and pushed spirit through the sword, reaching that connection toward the rune carved in the upper portion of the temple. Could it be that the pattern represented spirit? That might explain why he could not shape the other elements and why only his connection to the spirit bond allowed him anything here, but why would spirit be here for this bond, and not in Par?

      Unless he had overlooked a spirit bond in Par.

      Could that be the key to the bindings?

      I don’t know, Maelen. There is power in that Mark. The Mother granted great power here, lingering in that Mark.

      Is it still intact? If the darkness—if that was Nightfall or something else—had managed to escape, was it possible that the rune had been damaged? But his shaped connection told him that the rune was intact.

      Then there had been some other damage, but how would he find it?

      Use the connection to the Mother to determine what might have been damaged, Light suggested.

      Tan focused through spirit, reaching not for strength or the ability to shape, but for understanding. That was one of the gifts that spirit offered, and perhaps the greatest. It was because of the connection to spirit that Honl could learn as quickly as he could. It was through the connection to spirit that Light managed the understanding that she possessed.

      Tan might not be an elemental, and might be connected differently to the Mother than they were, but he could still use the connection to spirit to help him gain understanding.

      He held himself in the connection to the Mother.

      As he did, there came a sense that time stopped. Was it time itself that stopped moving, or was it that his understanding of time simply stopped? He’d had a similar sensation before, and each time had come when he had been particularly tied to the Mother. First when he had stepped in the pool of liquid spirit. There had been a sense of knowing, and through that, everything else had simply stopped mattering. Then there had been the experience while holding the artifact, the time that he had shaped through it when he had felt so much power, as if he could do anything, that he could shape anything that came to his mind. Through that connection, he had healed Asboel—and could have done more. He had considered bringing back his father and thought he would have been able to do it. And had he known Lacertin’s fate, he might have restored him. How much easier would everything they had to face been had Lacertin only lived?

      And then, when facing the Utu Tonah, Tan had the sense that he could truly reach power. He had been able to separate every bond forced by the Utu Tonah, allowing the elementals their freedom once more.

      But now… Tan had a sense that he only had to pull on the strength of spirit, that he could practically enter the flows of spirit, and he would be able to accomplish whatever he wanted. The power was there if he only reached for it.

      And he had thought having access to the artifact would have been tempting. This, a connection and a power that he did not need any external device to reach, filled him with even more strength and power than he could ever have imagined. But power was not what Tan wanted. No, he wanted understanding.

      He reached through the connection, through spirit, and strained for a sense of understanding.

      At first, it was as if he clutched at the wind, reaching without the ability to shape, but then, slowly, the understanding that he sought, the knowledge that he needed, began to come to him.

      The temple was no different than the tower in Par. There were Great Seals, much like there were in Par, Marks of the Mother that tied spirit to the elementals of the temple. And these had been damaged, but the damage was not a new thing. That damage had been here for many years, long enough that the temple had been buried by time or an intentional shaping, leaving the Temple of Alast lost. The binding had remained intact, but that was because the Mark above him remained intact, even though the others had failed.

      Through the connection to spirit, Tan could repair these Marks, so he did. With a surge of power, the barrier that restricted shaping suddenly faded. Power leaped through Tan, filling him with the energy of each of the element bonds.

      Roine sucked in a breath. “What happened?”

      Tan ignored the question, remaining focused on the understanding that he could gain through this connection to spirit. Would he be able to know where to find Marin because of the connection? Would he be able to understand the darkness?

      But the understanding did not work that way for him. He had understanding of shaping, and the elementals, and even of the bonds, but he did not gain understanding of what he needed.

      Yet he recognized that there were places within the temple that might help. Places much like the Records in Par, if he could ever understand them, that might give him what he needed.

      Tan waited, hoping that even more understanding would come to him, but it did not.

      Reluctantly, he released his connection to spirit. The bond remained accessible, but no longer did he sit within it. Now that he could reach the other elements, Tan did not need to. He shaped fire, sending light streaming through the temple. Lanterns staggered throughout the temple jumped into light through his shaping, pushing back the shadows that had returned when Tan released his connection to spirit.

      “Come with me,” he said to Roine and Logan.

      He guided them through the temple, the knowledge gained through his connection to spirit leading him. As he did, Tan realized that they made their way through one of the spiraling arms that formed the binding rune when seen from above. The stopped in a circular room when the tunnel ended. Tan knew what he would find here.

      Fire and spirit combined here, forming the Great Seal pressed into the ceiling of the room, much like the spirit bond had been formed on the ceiling of the temple. It was the same seal that he had found in the draasin cavern in Par. Tan shaped through the seal, light flooded into the room, and the patterns that he knew would be found on the walls suddenly appeared.

      “How…” Logan began. “How did you know that this would be here?”

      Tan motioned to the Seal. “There is another in Par. They call theirs the Records, and think that it stores the archives of the earliest days of Par.” Now that Tan had seen this, he wasn’t sure that was actually the case. What if the Records were really a way of detailing what had happened to require the need for the Marks and the bindings?

      Logan went to the wall and studied the runes there. Tan didn’t expect much. Even Elanne had not been able to understand the runes there.

      “These are old,” Logan began.

      “The temple is from Vethansa,” Tan said, “so the runes here would be at least that old.” And, he suspected, much older. The temple would have been created before Vathansa failed, and before Vatten was claimed from the sea. How long ago had that been? How old could the temple actually be? The kingdoms were at least one thousand years old, which meant that this temple would be older than that.

      “But these are preserved. They are from before Ishthin.”

      “They aren’t able to read all of them in Par either,” Tan said.

      Logan looked over. “I can read them, but it will take some time.”

      “You can read them?”

      “The archivists have kept the knowledge of other languages, Athan. That has been our purpose.”

      Had Amia known?

      “There are many that have been lost over time, many that we still retain or else too much would be lost. Ishthin, old Rens, Ter, runes much like these. A dozen others. All of them the archivists continue to maintain.” He made his way around the room, peering at the runes along the wall. “It will take time, but I will be able to translate this.”

      “How long?” Tan asked.

      “These are among the oldest known language, Athan. I cannot tell you how long it will take.”

      Tan didn’t know what to do. Did he leave Logan here, trust that he would translate what he found and that he wouldn’t disturb anything else that might be here?

      At the same time, Tan had already found something else in the temple that he needed to understand better, but something that he wouldn’t be able to do here in Vatten. It required that he return to Par, to see what else there might be there.

      Roine seemed to understand Tan’s struggle. “I can assist here if you’d prefer,” he said. “I might not be able to translate, but there is value in having a warrior shaper search someplace like this.”

      “That would be enough,” Tan said.

      “I can’t say that I understand any of this, Tan. What we’re dealing with, what you’re now dealing with, is different than the battles that we faced. It was one thing when we fought against Incendin, or then Par-shon, but this?”

      And Tan knew how hard it had been for Roine to recognize that Par-shon was a real threat. It had taken quite a bit of convincing to prove that Par-shon, and the Utu Tonah, deserved their fear more than Incendin.

      Now Roine admitted much the same as Tan’s mother. In that, they had strength in shaping, but if he needed their help with any of this, would they be able and ready to help him?

      “I’ll have Zephra join you,” Tan said. “Work with Logan, see what he can discover.” Turning to Logan, he said, “If you find anything that speaks of Nightfall, or anything that would make you think they described gods, please have Roine summon me.”

      “I won’t have to,” Logan said. When Tan frowned, the archivist smiled. “You share a connection to the First Mother. I can alert her.”

      Tan left them in the temple. As he readied the shaping that would bring him back to Par, he couldn’t help but feel a rising sense of anxiety. The last time that he’d left the temple under the control of one of the archivists, Marin and the darkness had managed to take over, allowing the darkness to seep out. What, if anything, would happen this time?
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      Tan stared up at the ceiling of the tower, searching for signs of the Mark of the Mother bound to spirit. If the tower and this binding were the same as the one in the Temple of Alast, there would have to be another rune.

      But so far, they had found nothing.

      Amia carried Alanna, who looked around with bright eyes, smiling whenever her gaze fell on Tan. Returning had filled him with happiness to see both Amia and Alanna again, but his heart nearly broke knowing that he would have to leave soon. If he were to understand what they faced, he would have to leave.

      Light curled around his neck as she always did, and when Tan stood next to Amia, their daughter reached for Light’s tail and pulled on it, giggling as she did. Light didn’t react, only stuck out her tongue and licked Alanna on the face, which made her giggle more.

      “You’re certain there should be another bond here?” Amia asked.

      “In the temple, there was a Mark of the Mother that comprised only spirit. That was the only rune that remained, and somehow, that prevented shaping within the temple. When I repaired the others, the sense of the elements returned.”

      Amia nodded, touching her hand to her neck, where she once again wore the silver band marking her as First Mother. Since learning of the binding symbol on the other side of the band, a symbol that had mirrored what they found in Par, she had worn the necklace, almost as if it would protect her. And maybe it would.

      “That makes sense. I had wondered why you found the other Marks but nothing for spirit.”

      Tan took a deep breath and reached within him, straining for the spirit bond. It was there, faint and beneath the surface of his mind, and took significant strength from him. The time in the temple had sapped his strength, draining him of his ability to easily reach spirit. The other elements were much stronger, and he reached them through the bond, reaching to the elementals to augment his strength, but there was no augmenting his ability with spirit.

      None, except for Amia.

      She pushed her connection to spirit through their bond, bolstering him. Tan reached for her hand and squeezed, and then used this connection to reach for the spirit bond. As he did, he felt the surge and the connection of power that came from spirit, and it flooded from him. Not only him this time, but Amia as well. And, surprisingly, the bright white light that he associated with spirit also poured from Alanna.

      Tan would have to consider that later.

      Using spirit, he settled into the bond the same way that he had in the temple, searching for understanding, not for power.

      Spirit filled him, surging through him, and he allowed himself to relax into it. The connection showed him the bonds throughout Par, the Great Seals, and also another, one that had faded. Not above him as he expected, but below.

      Tan held onto the connection with spirit as he walked through the tower. He passed a few of the students but couldn’t focus on them, needing to hold onto the connection so that he didn’t lose the knowledge that spirit granted. Down and down he went, reaching the lowest levels of the tower, and he knew where he needed to go.

      Drawing not only on spirit but on the other elements, he pulled open the hidden entrance to the lower levels, and he and Amia, with Alanna, descended beneath the ground before letting the door close above them. From here, they would be able to reach the estate easily enough.

      “Why here?” Amia asked.

      “This is where spirit led me,” he answered. He looked overhead but saw no sign of the mark, nothing that would tell him that any attempt had been made with spirit.

      “Where is it?” Amia asked. She stared at the ceiling as well. The timbers crossing the ceiling created a pattern, but that wouldn’t have been the way that the ancients would have made the Mark. They would have carved it into the stone, but why not in the top of the tower? Wasn’t that how the carvings were made?

      Perhaps in the temple, but in Par, they were not on the ceiling.

      He turned his attention to the floor. The stone was smooth, almost perfectly so, and worn with hundreds of years of feet walking across it. Tan pushed into the stone with spirit, questing for whether there might be something more there than what he could see. Spirit resisted at first, but then eased into the stone, and the pattern surged into place.

      Color exploded, almost blindingly bright.

      The power of the seal returned, and with it, connections to the Seals in Par. Tan could feel the way they connected, the strength from each Mark stretching toward the long-missing spirit bond and reforming the binding.

      “This is the evayanth,” Amia said.

      “That’s what Logan called it.”

      Amia studied the ground. “He would be the expert now that Assan is gone. A shame that we lost him. So much knowledge gone.”

      “Is it possible that Marin took him?” Tan asked.

      “She is a spirit shaper, Tan. She wouldn’t have been able to influence another spirit shaper. That’s not how spirit works.”

      “But what if she uses a different source of power than spirit?” He hadn’t told her what he’d learned about Nightfall and did so now. Her jaw clenched as he described what the San had put him through in Incendin, and he expected her to say something, but she didn’t. She still struggled with trusting Incendin. “What if Marin used this connection to Nightfall, sort of like the opposite of our connection to the Mother?”

      “There is nothing else like that,” Amia said.

      “We didn’t think so, but then Asgar was attacked. Kota was attacked. My mother! The darkness is real, even if we don’t want to acknowledge it. And I know that you felt it. When it attacked, I know that you experienced it.”

      “Tan,” Amia began, resting her hand on his arm, “you keep searching for a different explanation, but what if the answer is what you initially thought? What if this is nothing more than another elemental, a powerful one, that had been held from our world? Think of what you’ve seen and what you’ve faced. How is it different than kaas?”

      Tan tried to think about how to describe it. With kaas, the elemental had been almost overwhelmingly powerful, but there had also been the sense that it sat within fire, that the elemental was a part of the world, only twisted in ways that required help. That had been why Tan had been able to help him. But the connection to the darkness, that sense that he had when he had pulled the bond from Amia to himself, that had told him how powerful this entity could be. There was more power than any single elemental possessed. What he had detected rivaled the Mother.

      But what if Amia was onto something? Could the Mother be nothing more than a super strong elemental? That would explain how there could be another that rivaled her.

      Only, Tan never had that sense when he reached into spirit. There was never the sense that he simply spoke to an elemental, or that he reached into anything less than that which had created the world. The Mother was different than the other elementals.

      “You experienced it yourself,” Tan said. “You know what you detected.”

      Light jumped from Tan’s shoulders over to Amia’s. Like a snake striking, she shot her tongue out and ran it along Amia’s forehead.

      Amia gasped. Her eyes rolled back and she nearly dropped Alanna.

      What are you doing? Tan asked her.

      Helping her to remember.

      Amia shook a moment. Tan took Alanna from her, and their daughter giggled again, reaching for Light. The shaking eased, and Amia blinked, opening her eyes.

      She studied Light with a strange expression. A shaping built from Amia, and Tan suspected that she was speaking to the elemental.

      Light jumped back over to Tan’s shoulders. What did she say to you? he asked Light.

      She said her thanks.

      Looking at Amia, somehow he didn’t think that was what she had said.

      “She has a unique connection, doesn’t she?” Amia asked.

      Tan nodded. “Unique doesn’t capture it all the way, though, does it?”

      She laughed. “She was right to show me.”

      “What did she show you?”

      “A reminder. She reminded me what we have already faced so that I would not forget.” Amia sighed and looked from Tan to Alanna. “I wish… I wish that we did not have to experience this. And I wish that you weren’t pulled in. I fear what will happen.”

      Tan squeezed her hand and looked down to the evayanth that had reappeared on the ground. “If we understand the binding, then maybe we’ll be able to suppress Nightfall again.”

      Amia bit her lip, studying the evayanth.

      “What is it?” Tan asked.

      “It’s this,” she said. “You’ve repaired this binding, and the one in the temple.” Tan nodded. “But whatever these bindings are meant to suppress has already begun to escape into the world. How are we going to bind it completely?”

      Tan stared at the binding, realizing what Amia said. They might have repaired the damage, but it was too late. He still didn’t know what it would take to suppress the darkness, to force it back to where it had been before the bindings began to fail, or even how those ancient shapers had managed to suppress it in the first place.

      
* * *

      Tan crouched in the Records, staring at the wall and still not understanding the meaning of the runes. Behind him, the draasin eggs released steady heat which slowly oozed into the cavern. The heat filled the space and created a fluttering breeze billowing out the top of the cave.

      Light circled slowly around the eggs. Occasionally, she would stop and lick one before moving on to the next. Each time that she stopped, Tan felt a surge through the fire bond of what she did, as if licking the eggs connected them more tightly for a moment. But then that sense faded, disappearing again into nothing more than a soft hum against the fire bond. Finally, she reached the last egg, the one that had changed rather than hatching, and she ran her tongue all along it. There was no surge through the fire bond, nothing like he had experienced with the others.

      “I still haven’t managed to understand most of these runes.” Elanne had a long page rolled out across the floor of the cavern that she bent over, drawing a few of the runes. Her pen hovered atop the page as if she debated what to add next. “There is a pattern here that matters as well, but I can’t understand it.”

      Tan turned his attention back to her. Finding her was the reason that he had come. She needed to understand that other runes had been found, a place similar to the Records, though they might not know what it was for.

      “In the kingdoms, there is an archivist who knows the ancient languages,” Tan started.

      Elanne’s brow creased, and she shook her head. “Par does not need the help of anyone from the kingdoms to understand our Records.” She seemed to realize what she had said and shook her head. “Anyone else, Maelen.”

      Tan smiled and waved away her concern. “I don’t know how much I trust the archivists anyway. We know about the binding,” he said, and Elanne nodded. “And you know that there was another place of binding.”

      “You have told me of this place. A temple of much power, where this darkness nearly escaped.”

      Tan wasn’t certain that it hadn’t escaped. He might have been able to reach for the connection to spirit, but that didn’t mean that he had stopped the darkness. He wasn’t sure that he could stop the darkness. If the ancients, those with the knowledge and understanding to create these bindings, couldn’t do much more than suppress it, how did Tan expect to actually stop the darkness himself? He didn’t, and couldn’t. What he needed to learn was how to suppress it again, to remove it from the world. And that required trusting the archivist so that he could learn from them, using whatever resources that they had.

      “The Temple of Alast,” Tan said. “I returned to it recently, trying to understand what we face.”

      Elanne took a sharp breath. “Are you sure that was wise, Maelen? Think about how much we nearly lost here. Had you not been here, and had you not known how to separate this darkness from the elementals, what would have happened?”

      The elementals would have continued to attack. Or they would have retreated, still controlled. Only, the more Tan thought about it, the more certain he was that the attack on the tower in Par had been nothing more than a distraction. Marin had wanted to pull him away from searching for the other bonds. She had wanted to have the time that she needed to do… whatever it was they had intended to do with Alanna. That was what Marin had been after.

      But why?

      Could it be that Alanna had more of a connection to spirit than he realized? She had already shown that she could connect to spirit in some ways. The fact that she had taken on that soft glow when he and Amia had reached for the spirit bond told him that Alanna had potential with spirit. Considering her parents, it should not come as a surprise, either.

      “I needed to know what we face,” he said. “And that was the only way that I knew of to find anything else.” He hadn’t told her about going to Incendin, and would not. What did it matter to Elanne that Tan had learned of Issa and the way that Incendin served a fire goddess? “But that’s not why I tell you this. I tell you because, in the temple, there are other Great Seals, similar to what exist in Par.”

      “The Seals?” she asked.

      Tan nodded.

      “But if there are Seals, does that mean that there are Records?”

      “Similar, but not the same.” Tan turned and studied the Records. “Whatever is written here is important. We knew that. But now that I’ve seen that others exist, it seems that they are even more important than we might have realized.”

      Elanne swallowed. “If that is true, then they are not the Records of Par. They are a way to describe what happened at that time.”

      Tan sighed. Elanne had hoped for something that would enlighten her people about what might have been lost in Par, and what he had for her was in some ways less than that. “They would still be the Records of Par,” Tan said. “Think about what they must have experienced at that time for them to go through all that they did to suppress this darkness. That they were able to do so is in many ways a greater legacy.”

      “I know that you are right, Maelen, but most within Par believe that the Records detail more than that. That they would tell the history of Par in such a way that we can understand where our people came from. After what happened here, after what the Utu Tonah did…”

      Tan understood. There would be those who wanted to know that there was value in Par. “I think the Utu Tonah came because of what Par represented,” Tan said. “I can’t prove it yet, but I think he knew something about the bindings and he recognized the power they suppressed.”

      “And he what? Thought to come replace the power that already existed? Maelen, you cannot know what it was like living under his rule. The bonds. The competition for his favor. The thirst for power. None were immune to it. And then he was gone, but you appeared. Those who knew that you managed to defeat him thought that you would be worse, that the battle for power would only get worse, vying for your favor now rather than the Utu Tonah. Most recognized what the Utu Tonah was capable of doing, but you… you were unknown.”

      “I don’t think he came intending to replace the power that existed,” Tan said. “But I think he recognized there was a greater power here, and I think he also knew that power was in danger of release.” Tan had never put voice to that concern, but that had to be the reason that the Utu Tonah had come and the reason that he had continued to acquire bonds. It was about power, but not only about power. Somehow, he must have known about Marin, or whoever had come before her.

      “What do you know about the Mistress of Souls?”

      “Marin?” Elanne asked. “You have already asked this question, Maelen.”

      “Not only Marin but whoever came before her.”

      Could that be the secret to understanding? Did he need to understand what role the Mistress of Souls had played in Par before the Utu Tonah had come? They must have known something, and the Utu Tonah must have discovered something, to bring them here.

      “Par has had a Mistress of Souls for many years, Maelen. They have long guided the spiritual connection of Par. Before the Utu Tonah, they occupied the tower.”

      “Have they always been here?”

      “Always? Not always. Even Marin, the last Mistress of Souls, was not of Par.”

      “Not of Par?”

      Elanne nodded.

      “Don’t you think that would be something I should have known?”

      Elanne gripped the fabric of the wrap she wore. “Maelen?”

      “Where did Marin come from if not from Par?” Tan asked.

      “Par has not always been isolated. Before the Utu Tonah, our people were known to travel widely.”

      “To the kingdoms?”

      Marin shook her head. “Not often to the north. The Sunlands—what you know as Incendin—never cared for our intrusion. Doma was often too far unless we traveled on Xsa ships. And your kingdoms were never too welcoming.”

      “The kingdoms had visitors from Xsa,” Tan commented.

      “Perhaps from Xsa, but Par… I do not know why, only that it was a different matter welcoming those from Par.”

      Tan wondered why that would be, and what reason there would be for Par not to be welcomed in the kingdoms. “Then where did Marin come from if not from Par?”

      “The same place that most of the Mistresses of Souls came from,” she said.

      “Wait. There is a place where they come?”

      “One of the Xsa Isles, yes. There is a place of worship there.”

      A place of worship. And Honl had wanted him to learn about the ancient gods. Could that be related? How could it not, especially knowing what he did about Marin now?

      And suddenly, Tan knew where he had to go next.
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      The air above Xsa carried the sea and the spray, even as he floated high above the clouds. A cool breeze gusted through, fluttering against his cloak and pushing against his shaping, in some ways almost as if it resisted him. Tan pulled on his elemental connections and forged ahead.

      Next to him, Elanne did much the same. She wore a heavy cloak over her shoulders, one that she wrapped tightly around herself, and pushed through her connection to wyln. Even as she did, there was some resistance.

      It was this resistance that told Tan that they likely headed in the right direction. Far below, the circle of islands that made up the Xsa Isles spread out around a massive central island. Elanne had told him that the island they sought was outside the main circle of islands. Tan could feel the pressure against his shaping that likely came from where they needed to head.

      A part of him wondered if he should be coming alone. Even with Elanne, he might not have enough shaping strength if he were to get into trouble. The strange shaping that the Xsa excavators had used on him had nearly trapped him once. What would happen if they used the same one again? Would he be able to free himself or would he end up trapped, leaving Elanne with him, neither able to call for help?

      Tan pushed those thoughts from his head and pressed onward.

      He came because he needed to understand what Marin might intend. He came because he needed to understand if there was something that he might learn about why she had come to Par. And he came to discover if there was anything that would tell him why the Utu Tonah had come to Par.

      A tiny island appeared in the distance, separated from the main islands of Xsa. The pressure pushing out and away from him emanated from that island. He pointed and Elanne wrapped her cloak around her more tightly without saying anything to him.

      Tan began to descend toward the island.

      As he did, he ensured that his connection to the element bonds remained intact. If anything happened to him here, he would need those connections to get to safety. Spirit surged in him as well, but Tan was careful not to draw too strongly through spirit. Not yet. Doing so ran the risk of weakening him, and he might need all of his strength here.

      They settled to the ground on sandy shores. Water lapped softly and pulled on him through the bond. Earth pressed up through him as if noting his connection. A warm breeze gusted, touching along his cheeks and tearing at his cloak. The air smelled of the sea, but also of greenery and flowers, a scent that reminded him in some ways of Par now that the elementals had returned.

      “This is not part of Xsa,” Elanne said.

      In the distance, the outer rim of the Xsa Isles was only barely visible. On one, a massive peak rose toward the clouds. The others were little more than stretches of land that he could only make out through a shaping of water.

      “This is the right place,” Tan said. Even now, he felt the way that energy pushed back against him. It was something other than a shaping, but strong nonetheless. The only thing that reminded him of what he felt was the temple before he had repaired the Marks.

      Could it be that there was something like that here? Did he need to restore runes in this place to recover strength that had been lost?

      Tan reached through the spirit bond, letting the strength of spirit settle into him, and reached out from the bond, searching for a sense of understanding. Nothing came to him. This was not the same as the temple, then.

      “Where do you think that we should go?” Elanne said.

      “Listen to the wind,” he answered. “You can practically hear where we need to go.”

      Elanne closed her eyes and tipped her head to the side as she appeared to listen. Wyln pulled on her, but another wind elemental joined, one Tan had not experienced before. Not ara—ara preferred the coolness of the kingdoms and blew through Galen—and not ashi. Ashi gusted through Incendin, hot and dry. Wyln carried the scent of the sea, and the energy of Par, but this was not wyln. The only other elemental of wind that Tan knew of—Ilaz—had a strange buzzing energy and that was not what he detected here either.

      “There is pressure on the wind,” Elanne said.

      “On all the elementals,” Tan said. “We follow that pressure, and we can find where it comes from. Maybe we can understand why Marin came to Par.”

      “Maelen, you should know that the Mistress of Souls is respected in Par for a reason. She taught the people of Par a way to find peace, to understand our purpose. Marin might have a different reason for coming to Par, but those who came before her…”

      Tan didn’t need for her to finish. He understood. “Something happened here, Elanne. Something I need to understand. And you can feel the way that this pushes against us. These people knew shaping and seek to exclude the power of the elements.”

      He started forward, partly shaping his way and partly walking, all the time trailing after the sense of power that pushed on his ability to shape. Connected as he was to the element bonds, it did not prevent him from reaching for shaping, and he didn’t know if that was even its intent. Elanne followed him on a shaping of wind, but then, she had the connection to her elemental.

      They reached a flat expanse and in the distance, he saw a series of rectangular buildings set in something like a pattern. Tan wondered whether they would form a shape of a rune from above and whether this pattern was what he detected pushing on him. Earth and spirit sensing didn’t reveal whether any others lived here or who might be within the buildings.

      They approached carefully. The closer they got, the more certain Tan was that this was where he detected the pressure against him, but also the more certain he was that no one else lived here. At least not any longer.

      He stopped outside the nearest building and focused on earth and spirit sensing, searching for signs of life within. He detected nothing. Pushing open the door, he made his way in.

      Inside looked like a home that had not been maintained. Dust settled over everything. Three chairs angled toward a table. A large fire pit took most of one wall. Rows of empty shelves lined another wall, with broken shards of pottery strewn across the ground in front of it.

      Another doorway led beyond this room, but Tan didn’t need to go back there to know that no one lived here.

      “What happened here?” Elanne asked with a whisper.

      Tan wondered the same. It appeared almost as if there had been an attack, but he saw no sign of anyone who might have been here. In that way, it appeared more like it had been abandoned rather than attacked.

      They left this building and went on to the next. It was set at a slight angle to the last, one that would be important if these buildings really comprised some sort of pattern. Before they left, he would need to look from above to understand the pattern. Not a binding. The buildings were bunched too close together to form a binding like those found in Par, and in Vatten, but the pattern mattered.

      The second building was much like the first and equally abandoned.

      They went from building to building, searching silently, and found nothing. By the time they reached the center of the cluster of buildings, Tan no longer expected to find anything. The one near the center was both taller and spread out in either direction more, sprawling in a way that the others had been compact. The design was simple, nothing ornate like could be found in Ethea, or even Incendin, and not the majestic size that he’d found in Par. These were simple square buildings, but tall, as if their size made up for the lack of design.

      As he opened the door, air squeezed out like a pent-up breath, carrying a putrid stink with it.

      Tan gagged and covered his nose, pulling his cloak up over his face.

      “What is—” Elanne started to ask but cut off when the stench hit her.

      Using a shaping of wind, Tan created a bubble around himself, trying to draw fresh air into the shaping so that he wouldn’t have to smell the stench. The shaping held and helped, but some residual of the stink clung to him. He couldn’t tell what caused the smell.

      The room on the other side of the door was massive, spreading to either side, with a dais near the far wall. A large stone lectern rose from the middle of the dais, and sculptures on either side were carved in stone, cast in grotesque figures. Two lanterns hung on either side of the dais, and Tan shaped a thin streamer of fire into them. Light flickered suddenly, filling the room, bouncing from mirrors overhead that he hadn’t seen before.

      “Where now?” Elanne asked.

      Tan glanced over and noted that she held a shaping similar to his, but her elemental swarmed within it, likely keeping the air for Elanne fresher than what Tan experienced. He pointed to a doorway behind the dais. It was the only other point of entry into this room and likely led to the massive tower they saw from outside.

      Passing through the room, Tan paused to study the sculptures. They were exquisitely made, carved from a dark stone, and smoothed so that they reflected the light from the lanterns as well.

      As he pushed on the door leading past, he sensed something off.

      Tan wrapped a shaping of fire and earth quickly, readying for whatever might be on the other side.

      But as the door opened, he saw nothing.

      A wide stair blocked his view, and as he stepped around it, he saw the source of the stench. Bodies, dozens of them, were strewn about the floor and even up the steps as if they were caught while trying to run. All wore a similar white gown, and a few had faded headdresses. Decay had claimed them, stealing away recognizable features, leaving them as little more than dry husks and skeletons.

      “How long do you think they’ve been here?” Elanne asked.

      Tan shook his head. He didn’t know how long it would take bodies to decompose to this point, but there had been no effort to preserve them, so they would likely have reached this stage quickly.

      He made his way through the bodies, stepping carefully to avoid arms and legs, afraid to step on one. There was nothing here that gave any insight into what might have happened here.

      Releasing the fire shaping that he’d held, he sent it sweeping through the bodies. As dry as they were, the flames burned hot and quick, before disappearing in a flash. Tan pushed on a wind shaping, trying to clear the air of the scent of rotting bodies and the char that he suspected would linger. Only then did he release the shaping that he held around him.

      “They should have been given a proper burial,” Elanne said.

      “Is that their custom?”

      “Not in the ground. Xsa sends their dead back to the sea. Their leaders are often sent in ships, which they light afire. Most others will be simply dropped from their ships to let the sea claim them.”

      “They have been returned to the Great Mother. That is all that matters.”

      The troubled expression knitting her brow let Tan know that Elanne wasn’t certain that was true.

      He started up the stairs, curious what might be in the upper levels of this tower. Had these women come from above or had they run from the outer sanctuary? He doubted that he would find answers, but needed to look.

      “Do you think Marin did this?” Elanne asked, following closely behind him.

      “I don’t know.” Marin could shape spirit, but would she have been able to do something that killed so many? It was possible, Tan decided, especially as she had found others with the ability to shape spirit, and even more likely if she had some way of using the darkness.

      The stairs continued up and up without stopping. Tan shaped his way up, drawing up and around the stairs as they switched directions until they reached a landing high above where they had started.

      A wide room spread open before them, empty much like the sanctuary had been. Sculptures much like those below sat in each corner, with faces so well carved that they practically watched them. Each sculpture was made with the same slick dark stone. There was nothing else here. No decorations. No shelves, as he had seen in some of the other buildings. Not even any chairs. Nothing.

      As Tan made his way through the room, looking from sculpture to sculpture, he realized that the energy that he’d been feeling that pressed against his shaping came from here.

      He stopped and turned slowly in place, reaching out with his connection to the elements to understand what he detected.

      Power, but one that he didn’t fully understand.

      “Why is it pushing inside of me?” Elanne asked.

      Tan glanced over at her and saw her gripping her head as if in pain.

      Using spirit, he layered this onto her and found a familiar darkness trying to crawl into her mind. With a shaping of spirit, he pulled the darkness off and bound it within a bubble of spirit, where it hung suspended in the room like a cloud.

      “Better?”

      Elanne nodded. “That… that darkness,” she said, motioning to the indistinct cloud of darkness that floated in the air, “wanted to get inside of me. I felt it calling to me.”

      Tan hadn’t and wondered if spirit or the connection to the spirit bond had protected him. Something had.

      “You’re safe now.”

      She shook her head. “Safe? It’s still here, Maelen. You may have stopped part of it, but I feel it like a sand weevil trying to crawl under my skin and work its way inside of me.”

      Tan looked at the sculptures. Compared to the simple decoration that he’d found everywhere else, they were much more ornate, almost as if they didn’t belong. Could they be the source?

      But Marin had used a different method in the past, hadn’t she? The connection had come from the way that she’d disrupted bonds. For these sculptures to be responsible…

      Tan had to know.

      He started by shaping earth, but realized that he might need more than only earth, and added each of the other elements, drawing from the bonds that he shared. Then, before attempting anything more, he added spirit. First, he drew from himself, but then he pulled from the bond as well, suspecting that he would need strength when dealing with something like the darkness if that were what this was.

      Then he pressed that shaping upon the nearest sculpture.

      The shaping met resistance and then nearly slipped off as if the slick nature of the stone had been designed to throw shapings off. Tan pulled more strongly through the bond, reaching for the connections, and pushed the element strength into the sculpture, trying to steady it so that it wouldn’t slip free again.

      As he did, the sculpture began to writhe, as if something alive.

      Tan pressed, afraid to release it now. If he did, would the darkness be unleashed even more?

      “Maelen!”

      Elanne called to him in a panic and Tan glanced back to see that the other sculptures had also begun to move. They slithered forward, crawling toward them.

      Elanne backed against him, shaping the wind to push against the sculptures, but Tan knew that her shaping would slip past, much as his did.

      He didn’t know how to destroy them with shaping, not without drawing significant energy.

      But what if he didn’t have to destroy them?

      Elanne grunted, and he felt the strength of her shaping. She pulled on the wind, sending it in a spiral as if trying to throw the sculptures back, but the wind slid past them, over them, and left them otherwise untouched.

      “Help me with the binding,” Tan said.

      “Binding?”

      Tan turned the focus of his shaping to the stone and started creating the binding, trying not to think about how this shaping had seemed to activate these sculptures, or what it meant that the sculptures seemed to press darkness from them, attacking Elanne.

      He started by making the central circle, adding the spiraling arms. As he did, he made certain to add the touch of each element at the end of each arm, securing it with something similar to the Mark that he’d found in Par.

      The sculptures nearly reached them.

      Tan didn’t have much time. Drawing on spirit, he sent it through the center of the rune and created the bond.

      Light flashed, and the binding took hold.

      The sculptures each stopped moving. The darkness that had hovered in the air, contained in the spirit shaping, dropped to the ground before disappearing.

      Tan pressed through the binding, curious what he would find. Buried beneath the connection to the binding, he detected the way it held them. The pressure against him that tried to push back his shaping had disappeared as if the binding held that in check.

      Elanne sighed. “What was that?”

      “An attack.”

      “And the binding?”

      Tan reached past the binding, wondering if he could do more than contain the darkness. Would he be able to destroy it?

      Using spirit and pushing through the spirit bond, Tan focused on the way that the binding held the sculptures in place. The power of each element was required and pulled upon the bonds as well. The darkness struggled but didn’t manage to get free.

      The binding held.

      There was reassurance in knowing that he could bind the darkness, that he could hold and suppress it much as the ancient shapers had done, but that wasn’t what he really needed. For them to find a measure of safety, he had to find a way to remove the darkness altogether.

      But spirit would not be enough. Even connected to the spirit bond, Tan didn’t dare push so hard against the darkness. Doing so risked the binding failing, and risked his inability to restore it. Now that it was in place, he didn’t want to risk removing it and losing that connection.

      He released his connection to spirit and looked around the room. “We need to keep others from coming here until I can find a way to destroy these,” he said.

      “You can’t destroy the sculptures!”

      Tan shook his head. “They’re imbued with too much of the darkness.” Almost as if Nightfall himself reached through them. Tan knew so little about Nightfall, but he had faced him twice now and felt the strength that the ancient power possessed.

      “But you’ve managed to secure a binding.”

      Tan checked the binding again. It remained intact. “Do you know a shaping that might deter others from getting too close?”

      “Not a shaping,” Elanne said, “but there might be a bonding that I know.”
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      The return to Par left Tan tired. When they landed atop the tower, he intended to go to Amia and to see Alanna, but a pulsing from the summoning coin in his pocket drew his attention.

      Elanne looked over Par. “I thought I knew about my people,” she began, “but then you came, and now… now what I thought I knew is different.”

      “Not different. You were raised in Par-shon, and you heard some of the history of Par, but I don’t know that anyone who still lives here really knew Par.”

      “There are some.”

      Tan nodded. Some. Maclin knew more than most. The old man served in Tan’s household at the estate and had served the prior Utu Tonah as well, but he had a connection to Par. Tolman and Garza as well. Others, likely, too. But they remembered a Par that was no more, even as they wanted it to return. Tan understood that interest in finding the connection to the past. He once had a similar interest in understanding the kingdoms’ ancient shapers, thinking that they possessed understanding that had been lost, but over the time that he’d been in Ethea, he had learned that the ancient shapers’ understanding of the elementals had been less than what he knew. Tan had discovered more about the elementals than any of those ancient shapers ever had learned.

      He didn’t yet know enough about Par to know whether they had a similar past. But they had created the binding—and had suppressed Nightfall. That told him that Par knew enough about long-lost power to need to learn more from them.

      “There are some,” he finally agreed. “Will you continue to study the bonds? See if you can find what connection between Par and Vathansa there might have been.” He still needed to learn about the third binding, the one that Honl had found and claimed remained intact. If Honl said that it was, Tan believed him, but with the way that darkness continued to escape, he needed to better understand the bindings.

      “I am the Mistress of Bonds,” Elanne answered, bending at the waist. “And I serve the Maelen as he requests.”

      Tan laughed. “I will be gone for a few days.”

      “The temple?”

      He nodded. “Theondar summons, and I suspect that he’s learned something that could help.”

      “You said that the temple possessed Records much like we have in Par. Perhaps I should go with you to see what other commonalities there might be.”

      He opened his mouth to tell her that wasn’t necessary, but that wasn’t true, was it? He needed her help, and if Logan had discovered something, then maybe Elanne could learn what else might be shared.

      “You could help,” he agreed.

      “I will collect my references if you would give me enough time.”

      The summons had no real urgency to it, at least not yet. Tan shaped a response through the rune, alerting Roine that he had received the summons. “Collect what you need and find me at the estate.”

      Elanne nodded and then leaped from the top of the tower on a shaping of wind.

      Tan followed, but made his way to the estate, landing in the yard behind it and entering through a back door. Through the shared connection with Amia, he knew that she was in the library with Light and Alanna. There was another there as well, and Tan smiled.

      You have been gone many days, Kota said to him as he pulled on the connection.

      And you have finally decided to complete the hunt?

      The hunt is never complete, Maelen.

      Tan reached the library and started laughing at what he saw.

      Alanna pulled on both of Kota’s ears, keeping the hound’s face close to the ground. Light sat on top of Kota as if she had been riding the hound. Every so often, Light would stretch out her long tongue and run it across Kota’s fur. As she did, Alanna pulled harder on Kota’s ears and giggled.

      Amia looked up as he entered, shaking her head as she nodded to Alanna. “I would say that our daughter has your familiarity with the elementals.”

      Tan grinned. The elementals more than tolerated Alanna. Tan couldn’t prove it yet, but he suspected that she spoke to them, if only in her own way. The way that Kota twitched her ears, even as they were gripped in Alanna’s hands, along with the way that Light looked at her, made it seem that there was more of a connection. That, and the fact that Light hadn’t objected when Tan had suggested she remain behind to watch over Alanna.

      “She has her own familiarity, I think. I would never dream of pulling on Kota’s ears like that. She’d probably bite my hand off.”

      Your hand would be too bony, Kota said.

      Alanna giggled again, furthering Tan’s belief that she heard the elemental. Not only heard but understood.

      But why would she not understand? Speaking to an elemental was not something done with words. It was more a connection of thoughts, one that was shared between man and elemental.

      “You found something,” Amia said as he settled onto the floor next to them.

      “I found something.”

      “You were connected, and then the connection faded for a while. And then it reappeared.”

      Tan told her what had happened on the island and what they had discovered, careful when describing the bodies that he and Elanne had uncovered. When he got to the part about the sculptures and how they had come alive in response to his shaping, he noticed that the elementals were watching him closely. Even Alanna seemed to be paying more attention to him.

      “The binding holds, but I don’t know what would happen if someone else discovered it.” Would it be like the binding here in Par? Would someone with Marin’s talents be able to overwhelm the binding and release that darkness? And if they could, what would happen then? “And I wasn’t able to destroy it. I wanted to, but even connected to spirit—”

      The Mother is not meant to destroy, Maelen. Light had curled around his legs and twisted her tail so that she gripped him. She ran her tongue along his legs and then jumped, climbing so that she could reach his neck and position herself on his shoulders.

      Not even when it comes to the darkness? Not even when it comes to this?

      The Mother is life. Creation. You are mistaken if you think that you can use the gifts that she gave you in such a way.

      Tan hadn’t considered that. If the Mother would not allow the darkness to be destroyed, maybe that was why he hadn’t been able to use the power of spirit against it. And it would make sense that the ancient shapers hadn’t been able to use the bindings to destroy the darkness, rather needing to only subdue and suppress it.

      I have used the power of the elements to destroy, Tan told Light. Others have as well. When I stopped the Utu Tonah—

      You served the Mother, Kota said. She still rested with her head on the floor, with Alanna gripping her ears, but her eyes looked at him with a bright intensity. The Bonded One sought to damage the work of the Mother. What you did still served, separating him from the forced connections.

      Tan didn’t know if that really mattered, or whether the connection he shared with the elementals would have restricted him from harming someone else. But hadn’t he always attempted to help, to heal? First with Incendin, and then even with the wild elementals? Everything that Tan had ever attempted had tied him to the elementals, and in that way, to the Mother.

      “You can’t use your ability to destroy,” Amia whispered. She stepped toward him and rested her hands on his shoulders, smiling at him. “But you know that. And your elemental connections know that. You will have to find another way to suppress the darkness again.”

      “And if I can’t?”

      He thought about how difficult that it had been for him to suppress even the small amount that he’d discovered on the island. Doing more than that, finding a way to stop the power that had assaulted Amia, seemed impossible for him to even consider. But that was what he needed to do if he wanted to ensure peace and stability.

      Looking over at Alanna, that was the only thing that he wanted.

      The summoning coin in his pocket flared again, and Tan pulled it out, glancing at it.

      Amia pulled him into a tight embrace and kissed him on the cheek. “Go. We’re safe here.”

      You will watch? he sent to both of his elemental connections.

      I will watch, Kota answered. The other prefers to go with you.

      Tan patted Light, who licked his hand, eliciting a tight smile. Before leaving, he lifted Alanna and gave her a quick hug, then set her next to Kota. The hound sat patiently as Alanna once again grabbed her ears and started pulling on them, looking up at him with an expression that seemed more amused than anything.

      They would be safe. With Kota and the other shapers around, they would be safe.
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      The return to Vatten took longer traveling with Elanne. She traveled on a shaping of wind, refusing his offer to carry her with him on his warrior shaping, forcing him to use a similar shaping of wind, one that he touched with spirit to give him a little more control as they soared across the ocean.

      Traveling this way gave him a different perspective of Incendin than he’d had in a while. From above, it almost seemed as if life returned to lands that had been parched and barren, only poisonous plants able to survive. Flashes of greenery and occasionally other colors appeared below. Tan reached with earth sensing and detected more than what he could see. Not only had aspects of life returned to Incendin, but they also flourished.

      What did that mean for Incendin to have changed? Did it have something to do with him healing the lisincend, or was it restoring the hounds to fire, helping heal the elementals? Maybe it was neither, and it was simply the change in the fire shaping that the Servants atop the Fire Fortress now used. That shaping had always pushed away from Incendin, a shaping of strength designed to keep Par-shon away, but if they had changed that, if the shaping had shifted its focus as Tan knew that it had, it was possible that now the shaping directed toward Incendin allowed recovery for lands that had not seen it in many years.

      “What is it, Maelen?” Elanne asked.

      Tan realized that he had slowed his shaping and lowered himself toward the ground. As he did, he detected a great presence through the fire bond and sent a connection to kaas as it burrowed beneath the earth. The elemental heaved through the ground and then dove back down.

      Elanne gasped. “Did you see that?”

      Tan nodded. “Kaas. An elemental of fire and earth.”

      “The Utu Tonah had something like that,” Elanne said. “He kept it on a coastal island, with only his most trusted bonded to oversee.”

      Tan wondered if Elanne might know what island. It might be worth visiting to see if there were others. He’d healed all the twisted elementals but still hadn’t discovered all of them. “The Utu Tonah had this one. I healed it, but not before he brutally attacked my bonded draasin.”

      “You still healed it after it attacked?”

      Tan nodded. After what had been done to Asboel, a part of him wondered if he should have healed kaas, but then, much like with the darkness, Tan didn’t think that he would have even been able to destroy the elemental. That wasn’t his power. His came from healing the elementals, in bringing them back to the Mother. That was how he had managed to help the hounds as well.

      “You are a strange man, Maelen.”

      “You’ve said that before.”

      They continued on, shaping on wind that carried them past Galen and Ethea and onward to Vatten, where Tan could feel the pull of the temple. Why should that be?

      Lowering himself with the shaping, he dropped into the pit formed around the temple. In the time that they had been gone, Roine had removed the earth covering the spiraling arms of the binding, leaving the entire pattern free and visible.

      Elanne remained in the air, shaping in a wide circle before coming to land next to him. “When you said that this was another place of binding, I had not expected it to be so much like ours in Par.”

      “There are differences,” Tan noted. Not only the shape of the central portion of the binding but subtle differences to the shape of the spiraling arms. Inside, though, with the Marks and the runes that called power, that was much the same, especially now that Tan had repaired them. Had they been so similar before? He didn’t know what shapes the ancients had used with their runes; he was limited to what he knew.

      Light shifted on his shoulders and then jumped down. When they had been here last, she had jumped down only when they were in the temple. Now, she sniffed around the outer edge of the temple, running her tongue along the stone with her tail flicking as she did, dragging through the loose soil.

      Tan followed her, curious what she might be doing. Light never did anything without purpose, though he didn’t often know her purpose. The elemental and her connection to spirit and fire gave her a unique perspective, one that Tan did not completely understand.

      What do you see? he asked her.

      Not see, Maelen. This is not about seeing anything. I would understand those who came before. There is much that even the stone seems to recall.

      You’re using the stone to listen?

      I am using the stone to try and understand this binding. I do not know what else I might learn, but you have shown that it’s important for you to know and understand them.

      They finished the circuit around the temple and found Roine standing in the doorway leading into the temple. His gaze flicked from Tan to Elanne before he sighed.

      “You took long enough,” Roine said. “The summons—”

      “Came when I couldn’t respond immediately,” Tan said. “For that, I am sorry. What did you find?”

      Roine frowned. “I’ve been gone as well. Too many things need to be done in Ethea now that I’m regent.”

      Tan chuckled. “I think you’re king, Roine. As does most everyone that I’ve spoken to.”

      “King. That’s a title I never really wanted, you know.”

      “I know. But there is no real way of understanding succession, not with what Althem…”

      Tan didn’t finish. They all knew what Althem had done, and Tan even had an understanding about why, even if he didn’t agree with it. Althem had produced more shapers as he had intended, wanting to use them to defend against Incendin. And he had. But at what cost?

      “The Great Mother knows that I understand, but I don’t like it,” Roine said. Then a playful smile came to him. “Of course, if I do claim the throne in full, that puts you next in line.”

      Tan paled. Light licked his face, and he heard a distant chuckle in his mind from Amia.

      He hadn’t considered how he might be tied to Ethea and the kingdoms. Not only was he Athan, but he was the son of the queen.

      Roine laughed. “Don’t worry, Tan. It seems you have a different rule that you must decide before you could ever take the throne of the kingdoms. Can’t imagine you can serve as both the Utu Tonah of Par-shon and the king in the kingdoms.”

      “He is Maelen of Par,” Elanne said.

      Roine frowned and looked over at her.

      She nodded. “The Utu Tonah died on your shores. Now the Maelen rules in Par.”

      Roine looked as if he didn’t know how to take the comment but nodded slowly, a smile coming to his face. “Maelen?” He cocked his head to the side, studying Tan. “So he does. So he does. I thought you might bring Amia with you. There’s something here that Logan hasn’t been able to understand and thought that she might be able to help.”

      “Not with Alanna,” Tan said. “I don’t want to risk her any more than necessary.”

      “Zephra would be more than happy to watch—”

      “I don’t think Amia would be interested in leaving quite yet, as much as I know how capable my mother can be.”

      “Ah, well, you still share your bond. That should help.”

      “Elanne can help, too. She’s the Mistress of Bonds in Par. There is much that she would know.”

      “This isn’t Par and these aren’t bonds, Tan.”

      “You might be surprised at how similar this is to what I’ve found in Par.” Tan ducked under the partially open door leading into the temple. “Now, show me what you’ve found.”

      Light followed him in, keeping close as they made their way inside the temple. Tan paused and glanced up, noting the spirit bond again and pushing a shaping of spirit into it, ensuring that he still could shape here. With the shaping, spirit surged through the temple, casting a soft white light over everything. Had it done that the last time that he’d been here?

      “This is much like in the tower,” Elanne said with a whisper. “The bond… it is not quite the same, but there are similarities, are there not?”

      Tan had thought that the bonds were the same, that the shape of spirit had been the same, but now that she mentioned it, he detected the slight differences from the one that was found in Par. Not only the central shape but the way that it pulled on the power of spirit, binding it here. This pattern drew upon spirit, but it also drew through spirit and directed it… much like the one in Par directed spirit.

      The realization surprised him. Tan focused on the way that the binding held, tracing the connection to spirit, and recognized that it pulled upon spirit, but also pushed away. At first, Tan wondered if it pushed toward Par, but that wasn’t the case. This one pushed toward somewhere else, but not Par.

      Holding onto the image of the spirit bond, Tan wondered which direction that one had focused on. Recreating it like that, piecing it in his mind, he could practically see the way that spirit surged through Par and then away from Par as well. There was a direction to it.

      And he didn’t even need to hold that image within his mind to know the direction. He could feel it here in Vatten and could feel the way that spirit pressed upon him.

      Par channeled spirit to Vatten. Where did Vatten channel spirit? Another binding, and if the remaining binding held, then it should also have a connection to spirit, but why didn’t he detect spirit coming from that binding? There was nothing like this in Par.

      Which meant that the third binding might not be as secure as Honl claimed.

      “What is it?” Elanne asked.

      “I hadn’t realized the differences before,” Tan said. “I could tell the way that spirit held the other Marks in place, but now that we’re here, there is a direction to this bond,” he said, motioning to the ceiling of the temple, where the bond had been formed. “This receives the drawn energy from Par. I repaired the bond there after I left here, which was why I didn’t see it before.”

      “This connects to Par-shon?” Roine asked.

      “Not to Par,” Tan said. “More like Par connects here. I don’t know how, but the shaping, the bonding that we see above us, is tied to this temple. And this temple is tied to another shaping.”

      “The other binding,” Elanne said.

      Tan nodded. “But there is no such draw in Par,” he told her. “When I repaired the spirit connection, I didn’t find any connection like this.”

      Elanne seemed to grasp the issue immediately. “Then we have to find that binding!”

      “That’s the problem. I don’t know where it is.” And he had been warned to stay away by Honl. What did his elemental bond know that he didn’t—or couldn’t—share? There must be something he feared, but then, it was possible that Honl didn’t understand how the bindings were connected, and without that connection, they would fail when trying to hold out the darkness.

      “That’s why I summoned, Tannen,” Roine said. “I think I might know where to look.”

      Tan followed Roine’s lead through the temple, his eyes tracing the way the spirit binding sent trails of light so that the temple seemed to glow, each trail leading to one of the hidden Seals, the Marks that connected to the central spirit bond. Those connections had been here when Tan had left, but not with the same strength that he saw now. The connection had solidified and intensified.

      They continued through the temple, but not toward one of the arms spiraling off, as Tan had suspected. Roine led them to a hole in the ground. Steps descended downward into the darkness. With a shaping of fire, the darkness burst into light. A few shaper lanterns were set along steps leading down.

      “I brought them from the archives when we found this,” Roine explained. “It can be a little disorienting when you first go down, and I don’t have the same control with fire that you do,” he said to Tan.

      “Where does it go?”

      “Follow me,” Roine said. He jumped into the opening on a shaping of wind and hurried down the stairs.

      Tan glanced over at Elanne and then followed. Light squeezed her tail more tightly around his neck as they went but licked his face, her way of telling him that she was fine.

      Wide stairs led deep beneath the earth. Or did they? At one time, the now-buried temple had been out of the ground, not covered by centuries of dirt. It was possible that they simply made their way to the previous temple entrance.

      Continuing onward, Roine paused when the stairs opened into a massive room. Lanterns set into the walls glowed with a soft white shaped light. These were different than most of the shaper lanterns that Tan had ever seen. Shaper lanterns were a circular globe that anyone with the ability to shape could illuminate. These were elongated, almost like blades, and recessed into the wall rather than jutting out from it. Runes set on either side were the source of their power.

      “They were lit when we found it,” Roine said. “It reminds me of the shaped cavern where we found the artifact.”

      “This is different,” Tan said. “That was power and tied to the elementals, but this is raw power here.” And simpler. What they had found in the place of convergence had been a complicated shaping. Even now, he didn’t think he could recreate such a shaping. The ancients had formed trees and a breeze and sounds within the cavern, all of it shaped into existence. The temple and the runes within it might be complex, but the power that came through here was more of a raw energy.

      “Why did you bring us down here, Roine?” Tan asked. “And where is Logan?”

      Roine pointed toward the center of the room, and Tan followed. As he did, he felt an edge of nervousness. There was something about the temple that made him uncomfortable, though Tan couldn’t say with certainty what it was. The temple had been restored, the connection that had been damaged recovered. Why should it trouble him?

      They stopped near one of the massive stone tiles that made up the floor. It had been removed, slid to the side, and the surface of it was covered with runes. Really, Tan realized, all of the tiles in this level were covered by runes. He hadn’t seen it when they first entered, but now that he was here, he recognized them.

      Elanne sucked in a breath. “Look at all the bonds!”

      Roine motioned to the space beneath the ground, where the tile had been shifted away. “This is where Logan has gone. This leads beneath the temple. At first, we thought it would take us to where those Marks were, but this doesn’t do that at all. There are tunnels. Massive tunnels that lead away from here.”

      Tan began to suspect where Roine was going, and where the tunnels might lead. But the distance to Ethea… it would have been enormous for someone to have shaped. Yet, Tan had never followed the tunnels found beneath the city, not all the way. Some of the paths were blocked, preventing him from following them, but could they reach all this way?

      “If these lead to Ethea, how does this help us find where the third binding would be?”

      “There isn’t one single connection here, Tan. There are dozens. And I don’t think that any lead to Ethea, at least none that we’ve found.” A troubled expression passed across his face, almost as if he hadn’t considered the possibility before. “But think of what had been here before. Logan tells me this was all part of Vathansa, a collection of islands the ancient shapers somehow pulled from the sea. These connections, they go between the temple and other places within Vathansa. Even that, while impressive, is not what I wanted to show you.”

      “What did you want to show me?”

      “A map. And on the map is Vathansa, Par-shon, and another location.”

      The third binding. Roine and Logan had found it.

      “You should know, Tan, something about where the map indicates. It’s in a place that no one has ever has been known to go.”

      Tan realized that Roine knew of it. “Where is it?”

      Roine dropped into the floor and was swallowed by darkness.

      Tan followed and lit a shaping of fire, expecting to have to follow quite a ways to reach this map, but he did not. Roine stood in front of a massive stone wall, and on that wall was a carving that could be nothing other than a map. Tan noted the position of Vathansa as a cluster of islands. In the center was a symbol that looked like spirit, and he realized that it indicated the location of the temple. There was what would be the kingdoms, but with geography that was different than what he knew today. To the south, he found a marker that was Par, with another spirit marker over it. And then, to the north and the east, was a third symbol for spirit.

      And Tan realized that he had seen it. The icy place that he could not reach, one where there was a shaping built like a barrier around it, one that Lacertin had been rumored to have copied as he came up with the idea of the barrier.

      “This… was known as Norilan,” Roine said.

      “Not Norilan,” Elanne told him in a hushed breath. “In Par, we call this place Volan. It is the end of the world and a place where nothing survives.”
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      Back outside the temple, Tan stared at the sky. How was he going to find a way into Norilan? The only time that he’d managed to get close, he had been with Asgar, and even then, he hadn’t known of a way to shape past the barrier that he’d detected there.

      “I need to see it again,” he said.

      “Again? Tan, if you have been there, you know how far it is from the kingdoms. You might be tied to the elementals, but even you would be weakened crossing the distance to that place.” Roine held one hand on his sword as if intending to unsheathe it to prevent Tan from going.

      “I can ride with the draasin,” Tan answered. But once he was there, even if he could find a way past the barrier, he wouldn’t be able to bring the draasin with him. He couldn’t risk the draasin getting trapped with him. Only, in a place of ice and water, having one of the great fire elementals might be the only way that he would get free.

      “Maelen, we know of Volan in Par. Any ship that goes too near does not return. There is nothing there.”

      “Other than the third binding,” Tan answered. And Honl was there, he was certain of it. Somehow, the wind elemental had managed to make it through the barrier. At least now Tan had an idea about why he hadn’t been able to reach Honl all this time. If the wind elemental had gone behind the barrier, he would have been restricted from reaching Tan. It made sense why the connection had faded. And Honl claimed that the binding held, but Tan knew that some part of it did not, not if the spirit connection that should form between the bindings no longer flowed. And maybe that was the result of the barrier as well. Much like the separation that had formed between the kingdoms and Incendin when the barrier between the two had been placed, could the barrier around Norilan disrupt the bindings?

      But if that were the case, how was it that the darkness hadn’t escaped before now?

      Tan focused on wind, pulling himself into the wind bond, reaching for the connection that he shared with Honl. He was there, faintly in the back of his mind, but not enough for Tan to even find him easily. As before, he reached into the spirit bond, adding this to his connection, but unlike when he had reached Honl before, this time, there was nothing but silence.

      Did Honl refuse the connection, or had something happened that prevented him from responding?

      Either left Tan with concern.

      And still, he had no way of knowing how to bypass the barrier around Norilan.

      If only Lacertin still lived…

      There was someone who might know what he had known. Before Tan made an attempt at breaking through the barrier that existed around Norilan, he needed to learn all that he could about the barrier. Who better to help than the one person that Lacertin had been closest to?

      The San might not have been willing to help him find Cora, but Tan could discover what he needed through the fire bond. At least he could learn where she might have gone.

      Focusing on the bond, he reached first for Enya. The draasin was there, deep within his mind, and surged within his awareness as he connected to the bond.

      Maelen, she said.

      Are you well?

      As well as I can be with the passing of the eldest.

      Tan rarely thought about how much the loss of Asboel would affect the draasin. Asgar had been bothered, but he seemed to understand that Asboel had moved beyond this world and back into the fire bond. Sashari grieved and mourned, but no more than Tan had. But he knew little about how Enya had responded. Maybe that was part of the reason that Cora had remained distant. Was it possible that her connection to the draasin had changed with the loss of Asboel? Was it possible that Enya refused to listen and assist as she once had?

      The bond between Cora and Enya already was tenuous, formed out of necessity and not necessarily because Enya had wanted to do so. Cora was the right person to share the bond, but Enya had not wanted to bond to anyone, leaving the connection as less than desirable.

      What of Corasha?

      She is distant.

      Distant?

      I would understand her better, but she remains distant to me.

      She wants the bond, Enya.

      Perhaps the bond, but I am not sure that she wants it to me.

      Tan found it almost amusing that she would feel that way. It was much the same way that Cora had felt about Enya, fearing that the draasin hadn’t wanted the connection. Do you know where she might be found?

      She is within the temple.

      Tan frowned before realizing that Enya meant the Fire Fortress. The San had referred to it as a temple as well, though it was a temple much different than the one that loomed behind him.

      Can you still reach her?

      I can reach her, but the connection is distant.

      Where would Cora be within the Fire Fortress that her connection to her bond would be distant? Was there something that the San had done? Or was it because of the draasin?

      Tell her that I am coming to her. And that I need her help.

      I will try, Maelen.

      The connection between them faded, and Tan looked over at Elanne. “I need to go to Incendin. There is someone there who might know more about Norilan.”

      Roine stopped behind him and grabbed his shoulders, pulling him around to face him. “Why Incendin?”

      “Cora was close to Lacertin. If he was responsible for the barrier in the kingdoms, maybe he had talked with her about how it was made. Maybe there’s a weakness she knows about.”

      “The barrier’s only weakness was that it needed to be maintained by shapers. Without enough shapers, we weren’t able to hold it in place.”

      “When I was near Norilan,” Tan started, thinking that had to be where he and Asgar had gone, “There was significant shaping power there that pushed me away. I couldn’t get close enough even if I pulled on the connection to the elementals.” He didn’t know if it mattered that he could now borrow from the bonds themselves and didn’t have to rely on shaping or the connection to the elementals to reach that strength.

      Roine nodded. “The barrier that we had in the kingdoms had no real weakness. At least, the longer that we held it, there had been no significant weakness. I don’t know if there even is one, but if anyone would have known about it, Lacertin would.”

      “Keep studying the temple,” Tan said to Roine. “Have Logan keep studying. If we understand the bindings, we might be able to keep ourselves safe.”

      Roine looked back at the temple and nodded slowly.

      He missed the troubled expression on Tan’s face, or the worry about whether it was too late to restore the bindings and suppress the darkness.

      Light licked his cheek. This time, he didn’t feel reassured.
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      The shaping coming from the Fire Fortress burned with a familiar energy. Tan could detect the influence of his shaping within it. More than that, he felt the way that fire called to him, washing over him and over all of Incendin. Through that, he wondered if maybe it drew fire shapers toward the Fire Fortress, almost as a way to claim them.

      If he saw the San again, he would have to ask.

      This time, he did not wait for someone to greet him at the entrance to the fire fortress. Instead, he reached through earth and spirit, searching for the connection to Cora. If she were here, as Enya had indicated, Tan would be able to find her, especially as close as he now was.

      Elanne had remained in Vatten, at the temple to study the runes. Tan knew that she suspected that she would find something that would help her understand her people, and the Records in Par, better but he also suspected the Records were more important than only to Par. If they were a record of the time of the bindings, then they would need to know, and to understand, how the bindings were secured and what those ancients might have known about Nightfall and the darkness.

      Inside the Fire Fortress, he detected Cora, but much as Enya had said, the sense of her was distant, faded somewhat. In that way, it reminded Tan of how Honl felt within his mind.

      Through spirit, and adding the spirit bond, Tan could tell where to find her. She had a specific energy about her, and Tan reached for this, holding onto the connection that he detected deep within the Fortress.

      He saw no one in the Fire Fortress.

      The last time that he had been here, there had been servants making their way through the building. Now it was almost as if they knew that he was here—and hid from him.

      Tan didn’t worry about it. He couldn’t, not if he wanted to find Cora.

      The sense of her pulled him up and up in the temple, but not all the way to the top, and not to the peak where the fire shaping took place. There was a separate landing, one that reminded him of the place where the San had tested him. Behind a door, he found Cora.

      And saw that she was engulfed in flames.

      Not like she had embraced fire. Cora did not become one of the lisincend. He had a sense from her that she appreciated what the lisincend had done for Incendin but didn’t want to serve fire in that way. But she knelt on the stone fully nude, with her back bent and her arms stretched in front of her. Flames ran from her fingers along her arms and consumed her flesh, trailing all the way down her body until it reached her toes.

      The shaping that ran across her skin was more tightly controlled than anything that Tan had ever seen before. Not only was it controlled, but there seemed a certain intent behind it. And it wasn’t only fire. From what he could tell, earth, water, and wind mixed into the shaping, but in such subtle ways that they might not have been.

      He stood staring, unable to turn away, his hands stuffed in his pockets, fingering the book that he had been given the last time that he had come here. Then, the San had claimed that he would be welcomed in Incendin if he chose to become a Servant of Issa.

      Whatever she did must be because of Issa. He wished he’d had the time to study the Book of Issa, but even if he had, he didn’t understand old Rens. And though Cora was nude, there was nothing sexual about what she did or the way that the shaping consumed her. Tan was unable to tear his eyes from what happened to her.

      A soft touch at his elbow caught his attention, and he turned to see the San watching him. He nodded and guided Tan away, making a point of closing the door tightly behind him. The San led Tan to a room not far from where Cora performed her shaping and sat him at a simple wooden table and long bench. Rows of shelves were behind him, but the San ignored them, focusing on Tan.

      “That is known as the Calling of Issa,” the San said. “It is one of the final shapings the Servants will learn, and requires perfect control. You will notice that there are no others within the temple who disturb her. If she is disturbed, the Calling can go awry, and Issa might injure her unintentionally.”

      “Why does she do it now?”

      “Because she is ready.”

      “Was this what she had done when I was here the last time?” That had been a week at least, maybe a little longer. Could Cora really have been working a shaping for that long?

      “She had been performing this shaping for the last two months.”

      Two months of shaping. Tan had shaped for long stretches of time, but never more than a day. He could draw upon the strength of the elementals to augment his ability to shape, but could Cora? Did she draw through Enya?

      “The Calling requires a unity with Issa,” the San said. “Without that unity, the Servant is not able to reach the connection to Issa reliably.”

      Tan suspected that meant that she was pulling on the fire bond, but if she was, wouldn’t he be able to detect it? Wouldn’t Enya?

      Unless he had been wrong. What if there was more to Issa than what he had expected?

      Could Issa be some other elemental? That would make sense why Incendin would worship it. But Tan had stood in the fire, and had known that sense. That had been Fire. True Fire, and not only the fire bond. Maybe that was the difference.

      “Have you come to learn to listen to Issa? To become a Servant? It would not take you long to decide to participate in the Calling.”

      Tan wondered if he would have the patience, or the skill, to perform the shaping he had seen from Cora. Perhaps the skill. With fire, he could use it with as much control as anyone, but the patience was a different matter. As always, there seemed too much for him to do. The Great Mother knew that taking two months on anything was more than he could dedicate.

      “I have questions for Cora about Lacertin.”

      “Ah, Lacertin Alaseth,” the San said. “He is an interesting man, is he not?”

      “Is? Lacertin died in the attack on the kingdoms.”

      The San frowned and his head tilted slightly as if he listened to something before he nodded. “We thought that Lacertin Alaseth would be able to learn as a Servant, but he chose his own path, as most who serve Issa must.”

      If the San knew Lacertin, was it possible that he knew about the barrier, and had learned what Lacertin knew about it? If so, maybe he didn’t have to wait for Cora to finish her shaping, the Calling of Issa.

      “There is a place to the north of our lands that I must reach,” Tan said. “Lacertin is known to have studied it to learn about the barrier that he created.”

      At the mention of the barrier, the San’s mouth pinched into an annoyed expression. “The barrier. A distasteful creation, even when it first started. Lacertin regretted his role in its creation.”

      Tan hadn’t had the chance to speak to Lacertin about the barrier, or how he felt about what he had created, but wasn’t surprised that he would have regretted creating it. From what Tan had learned about Lacertin, he cared more for the kingdoms than even Roine suspected. Tan didn’t know if Lacertin had ever learned to appreciate the elementals the same way that Tan had, but he had loved Cora, and Cora had bonded to saldam before Par-shon had captured her. It was possible that Lacertin had known.

      “What did he say about the barrier?”

      The San stood and walked to a shelf behind him and plucked a book before returning to the table. He folded the book open, and within it, there was a map.

      Tan leaned forward, staring at the map and realizing that it depicted the lands much like the map in the temple had, from a time long before Vatten had been pulled from the sea, from when Doma claimed more land. There on the map was a mark for a place called Volan. What did it mean that Incendin used the same term as Par, rather than the name given to it by the kingdoms?

      “Long ago, the lands looked different,” the San said. “Before your kingdoms’ shapers became greedy, and before they claimed land from the sea, pulling islands together that wanted nothing more than to remain apart, the nations of our land were different.” He tapped on a southern section of the main continent. “All of this was Rens,” he said. “Our lands stretched from shore to shore, lands that should still be unified. One people. One Rens.”

      He sighed, motioning toward the kingdoms, but on the map, it was not marked as the kingdoms but as something else. “This was known as Ter,” he said, pointing to where Ter still existed. “All of it was Terran before your kingdoms united, and before anything more was claimed from the sea. Ter and Rens fought over this section.” He motioned toward the middle section of the map, where Ter and Rens came together. “Even then, war between our peoples existed. Many lives have been lost fighting about who should claim which land. Eventually, Rens split. The kingdoms claimed a section they renamed Nara, while the remnants of Rens lived on, eventually changing the name to the Sunlands.”

      “What does this have to do with Norilan?”

      The San smiled and pointed to the shelves. “We might not have the extensive archive that can be found in Ethea, but Rens possessed many proud scholars. There were those who wanted to understand and search for peace. Within these volumes, most written in old Rens, you can find an understanding of that time. As to why I share this with you, Maelen, it is because you seek understanding. What became the kingdoms could not claim the land they sought without help. They fought, but Rens fought as well. Much of that time is unknown, but there are references to Volan helping Ter, though claiming to remain independent.” The San flipped a few pages that were filled with writing that Tan couldn’t read. Old Rens, he suspected. “As to why this is important, that is a different matter. There are no other references to Volan. It is as if they receded from the world, choosing to abandon the rest of the world at that time.”

      He closed the book and smiled sadly. “Sailors often speak of an impenetrable land, one where the wind forces ships away, and the ice grows so thick that nothing can get through. Warriors have attempted to reach those lands—yes, we have known warriors over the years, Maelen—without succeeding. Even shapers are rebuffed. They are a land we are not meant to reach.”

      Tan stared at the book the San held. The man was not only a priest, a Servant of Issa, but served as something similar to the archivists. How much might he know that could help?

      If there were anything, Tan would need to share what he had learned. He would need to explain the bindings.

      “Norilan, what you call Volan, is where a rune called a binding is found. There are two others. One is in Par, and the third was buried in Vatten, a place called the Temple of Alast. These bindings suppressed a darkness that seeks to return to the world.”

      The priest’s eyes widened. “Alast?” When Tan nodded, the San stood and made his way to a shelf, where he searched for a few moments before returning to Tan. He held out a plain covered book, one with a thick leather cover.

      Tan took it and opened it slowly. Experience with such aged books in the archives had taught him that he needed to be careful, that pages would often decay quickly, and he didn’t want to damage the San’s book. But he needn’t have worried. The pages inside this book were each waxed. More than that, a small rune on each page marked a shaping, one that was meant to hold power within the book.

      “What is this?” Tan asked.

      “This is the Book of Alast,” the priest said. “We serve Issa here, but there were other gods served as well. Alast was goddess over the sea.”

      Tan held the book, wishing more than ever that he had Honl with him and his ability to use spirit to read books and understand. What would he learn in this book of Alast?

      But more than that, it meant the temples were tied to the elements. The Fire Fortress to Issa and fire. Alast would then be to water. That meant earth, and wind still remained. Did that matter?

      It had to. If Alast were part of the binding and one of the element temples, then there had to be something more to it. Only, he didn’t think that the Fire Fortress was part of the binding.

      “Are there other similar books?” Tan asked.

      “There must, but they have been lost to time, Maelen. Maintaining records from that time is difficult. We are talking about a time over one thousand years ago, before your kingdoms ever formed, when the world and the connections within it were different. I do not know what darkness that you describe, but if it comes from that time, and if there were bindings in place to restrain it, then I can only fathom that it must have been powerful. Much from that time was powerful, Maelen.”

      Tan sighed. And if they were more powerful, and Norilan had been sealed with a shaping that kept others away, it was likely that there wasn’t a way past the barrier. “Did Lacertin tell you anything that would help?” he asked the San.

      “Lacertin shared some with me, Maelen, but mostly it was regret. He did not want the barrier to be in place, not if it separated us rather than allowed us to grow stronger together. In that way, he was much like the king that he served.”

      “But Ilton wanted the barrier,” Tan said.

      “Your King Ilton wanted peace. The barrier that formed between our peoples was not a way to peace, at least not one that he agreed with.”

      Tan wondered if that meant that Althem had something to do with the barrier. And maybe it no longer mattered, not now that the barrier had been removed.

      But he still needed to know if there were some way he would be able to get past it. Some way that he might be able to get into Norilan, especially now that he could not reach Honl.

      “I can help you.”

      Tan turned and saw Cora standing in the doorway. She wore a robe over her shoulders, and softly burning flames still seemed to work over her flesh.

      That wasn’t quite right, Tan realized. The burning seemed to work under her flesh as if writhing within her, consuming her. But it was different than the way that he had been consumed by fire, different even than the way that the lisincend appeared. This was controlled in a way that fire rarely could be controlled.

      He leaped to his feet and approached her. “Cora?”

      “Corasha,” she said. “And I can help you, Maelen. Lacertin shared what he knew of the barrier with me. We… once had to cross over, before the barrier fell. I do not know if that will help, but Issa tells me that there is a great need in helping you reach Volan.”

      “We can’t shape our ways there,” Tan said.

      “No. That way is difficult,” she said.

      Fire seemed to surge from her, that strange writhing beneath her skin making her glow more brightly. In a way, it reminded him of what Light did when she glowed, though Tan thought that was from spirit burning through her.

      He touched on the fire bond, searching for whether she now reached it. When she first appeared, he should have done that, wondering whether the Call to Issa placed her in the fire bond much as he suspected the San reached it. Unsurprisingly, Tan found another presence, one that burned with incredible strength, drawing from Fire itself.

      Do you feel this connection, Enya? he asked the draasin.

      The draasin drifted into his mind carefully and hesitantly. She has reached the bond, Maelen. I do not know that she still needs our bond.

      He looked at Cora and realized that she would have heard that. “You need to tell her,” he said. “You’ve been silent for too long. You should have shared with her what you intended from the beginning.”

      “Much like you have always shared, Maelen?” Cora asked.

      Tan chuckled softly. Cora had changed—again. When he first met her, she had been nearly destroyed by the loss of her bond in Par-shon. They had healed her, and she had returned, her abilities as a warrior becoming clear. But then she bonded to Enya, and she changed once more. This new attachment, the fact that she now reached the fire bond, would change her again.

      “Not always shared, but always with the intent to do what was needed. And always with the desire to help the elementals.”

      “Fair enough,” Cora said. “I will speak to her. And then we will we go to Volan.”
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      Tan stood outside the Fire Fortress, well outside the limits of the city, with the presence and shaping of the Fire Fortress pressing against him. The shaping built steadily before releasing in a wave that spread in every direction. The enormity of the shaping impressed him. When Incendin had used this shaping before, there had never been the same strength to it. Now, as it built and grew, the shaping struck Tan with much more intensity than he had experienced before. Was it because of his connection to the fire bond that he noticed it with such power?

      Tan doubted that was all that it was. He had been connected to the fire bond since healing Asgar. If not that, then it meant it was because the shaping coming off the fortress had grown much stronger than it ever had been before.

      Near him was a collection of small plants, none poisonous. That surprised him. In his time in Incendin, he’d learned that most of the plants were poisoned. Some managed to attack if you came too close, shooting long thorns or barbs that would pierce flesh. These were small shrubs, twisted, but with long slender green needles that grew from them. Using earth sensing, he could tell that none of them were poisoned. A small pond nearby held brackish water, but still it held water, something that Tan thought unusual in Incendin.

      He waited for Cora to return. She had asked him to wait outside the city as she went to Enya before they were to make their way toward Norilan. She would ride the draasin, and Tan would shape himself there, using the connection to the element bonds for strength.

      Light licked his cheek and scrambled down his shoulder to land near one of the plants. She chewed on the needles and then went to the water to drink. You should have help, much as the Servant has help, Light told him when she was finished with the water. She sat near the edge of the pond, the black and silver of her scaled hide shimmering in the sunlight.

      Asgar remains in Par with the hatchlings.

      Not only Asgar, but Cianna was with him, helping Molly in her training and helping with the hatchlings so that they would maintain their connection to fire. Through the fire bond, it was clear that Sashari wanted to remain in Par, with both Asgar and the hatchlings.

      There would be another.

      Tan frowned. What other can carry me?

      As if in answer, a shadow swooped in from the east, from out over the sea, of a massive draasin. Orange and gold scales caught the light as she soared toward him.

      The hatchling, Asgar’s sister.

      Tan had almost forgotten that Sashari told him that she had claimed a name. She had grown much in the time since Tan had seen her and now rivaled Sashari in size. Still smaller than Asgar, she was much larger than Enya.

      The draasin landed near him and lowered her head. She had eyes that were almost greenish and looked from Tan to Light before flicking her tail.

      Maelen, she said through the fire bond.

      Tan had never spoken to her before. The hatchlings didn’t exist in the fire bond the same way that fully grown draasin did. Asgar had been somewhat precocious and had attempted to speak to Tan even before reaching the bond, but she had not.

      You have grown bold, Tan noted. Your colors vibrant.

      You have been away for too long.

      Away, but still serving fire.

      Asgar tells me how you serve. As does Sashari.

      She tells me that you have claimed a name.

      I have.

      An image came through to Tan of the draasin den, and then of a stream, but mostly of the ocean spreading out below her. She dove and pulled up with a massive fish flopping in her jaws before she swallowed it. She was a hunter but preferred the hunt over the sea. In that way, Tan thought of what Asgar had demonstrated, the way that he had shown Tan his hunt in the ocean, diving deep below the water.

      But to her, this was more than a single hunt. This was a way of living. With it came her sense of peace as she soared above the water. Even when she settled in the water, rocking in the waves, floating in between hunts.

      With the image came an understanding, and Tan knew then her name. It drifted to him through the fire bond, not forging a bond with him, but an understanding and a connection.

      Wasina, Tan said. The name had roots in Ishthin but not entirely. But Tan recognized the tie to her personality and the intent behind her name.

      As he said it, she flapped her wings, sending dust and dirt flying around him.

      Does it suit me?

      He sensed her interest in his approval and smiled. It suits you well. Asboel would be proud.

      The Elder is missed, Maelen.

      Missed, but not forgotten. Sometimes, Fire lets me speak to him still.

      He wasn’t sure whether that was real or imagined, or whether it was simply the form that Fire took when it spoke to Tan, but either way, having that connection, memory or not, meant much to him.

      Then you truly are connected to Fire, Maelen. Sashari can speak to him, but Asgar and I… It is difficult for us. There is the memory of his warmth, and I still hear the way that he guided me on the hunt, but it grows distant.

      I will share with you what I remember. Tan sent images to Wasina of the memories that he had of Asboel, from the first moment that they met and the way that Asboel had forced himself into Tan’s mind, forming a connection that had remained through the rest of his life, to when Asboel had helped Tan with the archivists, and with Incendin. There were quiet moments spent as they spoke, time when there seemed to be a measure of peace, and he made certain to include those as well. Then Tan sent the fierce protection that he had sensed from Asboel and the pride that he’d felt with the hatchlings and their hunt. Finally, he sent memories of Tan’s flights, and the hunts that he had shared with Asboel, letting Wasina know the simple joy that they had once shared.

      Tears streamed down Tan’s face, and he wiped them away. Not of sadness, but of the happiness that he’d had with Asboel. There had been difficult times with the draasin, but he had changed Tan in a way that he could never repay and had given him insight he never would have obtained otherwise.

      Wasina sat immobile for a moment after the images faded.

      Then he felt a flood of power through the fire bond. Not only from Wasina but from Asgar and Sashari, even from Enya. Each shared their memories of Asboel, surging through the bond, coming not only to Wasina, but to Tan as well, and he realized that he had sent his memories through the fire bond, which allowed the other draasin to share.

      The Elder was a powerful creature. This came from Light, who curled around Tan. He cared much for this world, and for you, Maelen. Your memories are a fitting memorial.

      With the connection through the fire bond, Tan now had memories from the other draasin, some from Sashari and Enya, that seemed to come from the time before they had been trapped in ice, frozen as they served the intent of those ancient shapers, held so that they could assist in the protection of the artifact. But there were others, more recent, and all full of emotions that were distinctly draasin. Serving fire, of the hunt, and then the sorrow as he lay dying. All of those memories now mingled in the fire bond, drawn from those who had known Asboel the best.

      Thank you, Maelen, Sashari sent distantly. You have once more served the draasin in ways that you cannot understand.

      How?

      The hatchlings, she said. They can learn from the great one and can use those memories to guide them.

      Tan sensed that even Asgar had gained… something from the memories, some that he had even contributed to.

      Wasina nudged him with her long snout. The Elder chose well, Maelen, when he bonded.

      I don’t think he had much choice.

      No. The Mother decided for him.

      Tan would have said it differently, thinking that perhaps Asboel had only bonded because he needed Tan’s assistance getting free of the ice, but then, that might not have been entirely true. The Mother had chosen Tan for a purpose, one that he had willingly accepted, one that brought him closer to all elementals, not only to fire, though his connection to Asboel had been the strongest in many ways.

      And there still seemed an absence without him.

      Tan hadn’t minded not having the connection to fire, but there was a missing piece without Asboel. Light had bonded to him, but she was no more of fire than the hounds. Kota was more of earth, though she had a component of fire. Honl remained an elemental of wind, though spirit had changed him. Light, though, she was more of spirit than she was of fire. She might have begun in the world as a draasin, but she had been changed by the healing that had been required to keep her here. That healing had made her more of spirit than anything else, tying her in a way that none of the other elementals were able to replicate with spirit.

      But as he looked to Wasina and sensed a desire from her, recognizing that the draasin seemed to want the bond with him, he knew that she was not to be his. Perhaps no draasin was meant to bond him again. How could they when all would evoke memories of Asboel? Asgar would also likely be willing to bond to him—Tan sensed that from the draasin—but even that didn’t feel quite right. Asgar was powerful, but he was more a friend. And perhaps that was why he should bond to Asgar, but it still didn’t feel right.

      When would he find a connection to fire again? And would he?

      Tan patted Wasina’s head. I would ask a favor of you, he said to her.

      Wasina lowered her head so that she could meet Tan’s eyes.

      There is a place I need to travel. He sent an image of what he remembered from his flight with Asgar. Wasina spent so much of her time soaring above the water that she might even know where he referred to without needing him to tell her.

      Few elementals can reach those lands, Maelen.

      Few? He hadn’t expected that any could. Except, Honl had somehow reached Norilan, but that might be as much his connection to spirit as anything else.

      Some still find a way to pass, but they are difficult lands to reach. I can show you what I know. I will help as much as I can. When would you attempt this?

      Tan patted her again and looked up as Enya with Cora circled overhead. How about now?
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      Flying with Wasina was unlike any of the other draasin that Tan had ridden. Asboel had been power and connection to fire. Asgar had a certain playfulness to him—or had, before the attack from Nightfall. Wasina practically floated on the air.

      She moved quickly, soaring high above the water, but occasionally, she would streak down, stretching toward blue swells beneath them before catching a current of wind and reaching high into the sky once more. In that way, she was more of the wind than either of the other draasin that he’d traveled with had been.

      Enya flew straight, with none of the undulating dives that Wasina took. Cora sat tall atop her back between the spines, a stiffness there that didn’t match the easy and carefree way that Wasina soared. Tan found himself smiling at the way that she flew. It was nothing like he’d experienced with the draasin before.

      Light remained on her back, positioned between a pair of spikes with her tail wrapping tightly around them. Occasionally she would lick at the spikes. Tan held on loosely, not needing a firm grip. There was something about the smooth way that she flew that didn’t require him to hang on.

      As they reached the same height as Enya, Cora looked over at him again. “How much farther do you think Volan will be?”

      “When I traveled the last time, it was across the water, but I don’t know how far.” Their journey now had speed, but none of Asgar’s urgency.

      Not far, Maelen, Wasina told him.

      The air blowing around him had grown colder. Tan focused on the wind bond, wondering which elementals he might find flowing through it, and recognizing ara, but also ilaz, the strange buzzing elemental that had always seemed to have an angry urgency to him. There were others, some more potent here than even ara. With the cold, he wondered how well Honl even did. As one of the ashi elementals, he was drawn to warmth and heat, in that way much like Tan. But these lands were cold. Could that be the reason something had happened with Honl?

      Tan wasn’t even sure that something had happened to him. Honl might not be present strongly in his mind, but he was still there if only suppressed. But if something had happened to him, Tan would help him, and Honl would then be able to help Tan. They needed to understand the bindings, and he needed to find a way to restore them so that the darkness was no longer free.

      A wall of white rose in the distance, and he pointed to Cora.

      Connecting through the fire bond to Wasina, he looked through her eyes and saw the way that ice rose as if straight up from the ocean itself. Wasina banked, turning to the east, taking him along the edge of the ice shelf, and Enya followed. They flew, Wasina flying up and then down, as she caught differing currents of wind that helped her, trailing all along the edge of the ice.

      What was behind the ice? Tan suspected land, but he could see—and sense—nothing.

      Can you hold us steady? he asked Wasina.

      In answer, the draasin snorted but started to circle. As she flew up and then down, Tan noted that she followed two different currents of air, a colder one that dropped them closer to the ice and then a warmer current that soared high above in the clouds. Somehow, she managed to shift between the two, catching the winds in such a way that she barely had to move her wings. Tan couldn’t help but think that Asboel would have been impressed by the natural way she flew as if she were such a part of wind that she barely had to use any energy.

      Tan reached toward the earth bond. If he would find land behind the ice, he would need to use the connection to earth to do it. Out here over the water, the connection to earth gave him a sense of the sand deep beneath the water, the distant land from where they had come, even a few scattered islands that Tan couldn’t see. He pulled on those connections, wanting to reach for more, knowing that there must be something behind all the ice.

      Slowly, he felt a soft connection, but it was faint, and difficult for him to reach through.

      Adding spirit, he tried to augment his connection to the earth bond. It was much the same as what he did when trying to reach Honl. There was something there, but even adding earth made it difficult.

      Tan let out a frustrated sigh. If he couldn’t reach past the barrier, there would be no way that they could reach Norilan and no way that he would be able to find Honl. But there had to be a way past.

      Can we go over? he asked Wasina.

      In answer, the draasin caught a warm current and soared up into the sky, reaching much higher than they had flown before. She flapped her wings twice, pulling them even higher. Enya flew next to her, working more vigorously to keep pace. Up here, the pressure on them from the barrier faded. They started toward the ice, trying to reach a space above it, but then Wasina pulled away.

      It extends even here, Maelen.

      How would they have managed to create a barrier that climbed this high? What were they trying to keep out? Not all the elementals, or else Honl wouldn’t have managed to get through. But then, Honl was unlike most of the other elementals, bonded to spirit now.

      Was that the key? Would it take an elemental more like Honl than like the draasin?

      He looked down at Light and noted that she had sat up, her tail still wrapped around the spike that she leaned on. Her tongue slipped out, and she seemed to almost taste the air before she turned to him, looking all too human as she did.

      There is a weakness, Maelen.

      You?

      Not this form, but there is something about spirit. They do not block the connection to spirit completely, but it is blocked.

      Could using Light be the key? Would the changed elemental somehow be able to get him past the barrier? But that meant that he wouldn’t be able to go with Wasina.

      I need to leave you for a bit, he told the draasin. Will you wait for me?

      The draasin turned to him and snorted, sending a streamer of steam at him that parted around him. Of course, Maelen. There is much to hunt here.

      With a shaping of wind and fire, Tan leaped from Wasina’s back, pulling Light with him. They reached the barrier, and he heard Cora shouting something at him, but Tan ignored it. She hadn’t been able to help him get past the barrier. There might not be a way past it, not that he would be able to accomplish, but with Light, he would try.

      What now? Tan asked the lizard.

      They reached a pressure against him. At first, it was something like a wind, or a strong arm pushing against him, but it began to firm up, becoming harder and harder for him to shape his way any further.

      Tan pulled on shapings of each of the elements, reaching through the bonds, and to the elementals around him, but that wasn’t enough to pierce the barrier. Adding spirit, he felt it cave slightly as if softening but still wasn’t able to get beyond it. Tan focused on the spirit bond, reaching through it. Wrapped as he was with the other elements, reaching into the spirit bond came more easily, but he still wasn’t able to pierce the barrier.

      Light writhed in his grip, and he tightened it so that he didn’t lose her. She continued to move, her stubby tail flipping from side to side, and Tan looked at her, worried that something about the barrier had harmed her.

      But she appeared uninjured, yet still writhed against him.

      His hands slipped, even wrapped as he was in the different element bonds.

      The lizard leaped from him.

      When she first hatched, Light had wings like all draasin. They had folded around her, forming the outer portion of her shell, but as she had developed and grown closer to spirit, those wings had faded, receding into her, until they were little more than nubbins of flesh where wings once had been. When she had soared from the top of the tower in Par when the darkness had attacked, she hadn’t flown but had glided back to the ground. Now, without wings, she could not even do that.

      But she could.

      Her forelegs stretched out, pulling the skin of her body away from her in a thin sheet of flesh. Much like Wasina had soared on the currents of wind, Light soared as well, floating in a tight spiral that brought her close to the barrier. As she did, her body began to glow, slowly at first, but with increasing brightness, much as she had when they first went into the temple.

      What are you doing? Tan asked Light.

      Only what must be done, Maelen.

      She turned, angling her body so that she would head straight toward the barrier.

      Tan started toward her, shaping himself on the wind so that he could reach her before she struck the barrier. How would it affect her if she struck it? But she made it there before him, colliding with it.

      He expected her to bounce back, or be forced back, the same as he had been. But she was not.

      Instead, she pressed through the barrier. The soft glow around her skin began to fade as she did. Tan felt a change through the bond as if the crossing stole spirit from her.

      No!

      Losing spirit would change her in a way that she wouldn’t survive. Tan could tell that much through the bond they shared. Tan poured his connection to spirit and the spirit bond. Too many elementals had sacrificed on his behalf already. Light would not be another casualty.

      The spirit bond filled him. Brightness exploded from him and into the lizard.

      Awareness burst through him again, returning from the faded connection.

      Maelen. Dangerous to connect so directly.

      I will not lose you.

      You would not have.

      Even as she said it, Tan sensed the uncertainty from the lizard. She hadn’t known what would happen, only what she needed to do. In that way, she was much like him when he did what was necessary to help the elementals.

      Tan reached her and realized that together, they had pierced the barrier. He felt its presence all around, a strange sense of each element that tried pressing upon him as if trying to squeeze him out, but Tan clung to his connection to spirit, and they forced their way through.

      As they passed, Tan thought that he understood the barrier. Not only was it shaped, but there was elemental power buried within it, trapped much like the elemental power within Ethea and the archives had been trapped. As he passed it, he felt elementals released, as if his connection to spirit unleashed them, and they bolstered his connection, allowing him access.

      The barrier seemed impossibly thick as if time itself tried to stop as they made their way through it. Tied to spirit, Tan saw surges of light that splashed around him, but everything else appeared opaque as if the barrier obscured his crossing. There was no cold, not as he had sensed on the other side, and nothing like the thick ice that surrounded Norilan.

      In those moments, Tan wondered how Honl would have managed to get through. Had he sacrificed his connection to spirit to cross? If he had, then he wouldn’t have been able to learn what he needed when he made it across. And maybe that was the reason that he hadn’t been able to return.

      Light curled around his neck, glowing brightly through their connection to spirit.

      And then they were through and into Norilan.
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      Once on the other side of the barrier, Tan plummeted toward the ground, the shaping that had been necessary to pierce through the barrier driving him quickly downward. Light remained wrapped around him, clinging to his neck. Now that they were through the barrier, she licked at his face.

      Tan wasn’t sure what he had expected, but it wasn’t what he saw spread out beneath him.

      From the outside, he thought Norilan would be an icy and cold place, but this was nothing like it. A vast expanse of green spread below him in a wide field that reached toward a distant forest. The barrier was not visible from here, though Tan could feel it pressing on him, a heavy weight that irritated his senses from the combination of each of the elements involved in the creation.

      He dropped to the ground, landing in the midst of the wide field of tall grasses that crunched beneath his boots. Landing here, he could tell that the leaves had been shaped into existence, and they reminded him of the shaping they had found within the place of convergence after he had first made the connection to Asboel.

      This is all shaped into existence, Tan told Light.

      I can tell that, Maelen.

      How is this possible?

      Much is possible when connected to the Mother.

      And these people? Are they connected to the Mother?

      Well enough that they understand how to use the elements in such a way.

      Tan walked, curiosity having him make his way carefully through the field, letting the sense of the shaped grasses flood through him. As he did, he reached toward the fire bond, straining to see if he could still detect Wasina. She was there, but the connection was muted. The barrier blocked their ability to communicate.

      But it didn’t obscure his ability with fire. That remained, in spite of the barrier, but restricted him to fire within Norilan. Using the fire bond, he could sense the different elementals within these lands, but there was a familiarity here that caused him to stop.

      “Draasin?”

      That had to be what he sensed. Within the fire bond, there was a sense of draasin that he had not possessed before crossing the barrier as if they were new. But if that were the case, that meant that Norilan had draasin here. Could he speak to them the same way that he could speak to the draasin on the other side of the bond?

      As he attempted it, he thought better of it.

      If there were draasin, it was possible that there were bonded draasin. And if that were the case, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to alert Norilan of his presence or the fact that he had managed to cross the barrier, before he understood what he needed to do here. Find Honl. That should be the first thing that he did, and once he found Honl, he could discover what else he needed, like the binding.

      Can you detect draasin? he asked Light.

      There are creatures of fire in these lands, Maelen, but they have been separated from the rest for many years. Long enough that they no longer remember the outside world. You will need to be careful here.

      Are they still draasin?

      Time separated could have several effects, not the least being that they had separated from the fire bond in some way, or even that they had become twisted, changed so that they no longer were truly elementals, much like the hounds had been twisted. And if that were the case, Tan could help them, but when he had healed the hounds, and kaas, he had done so while connected to the other elementals, drawing on their strength. Here in lands where the elementals had been separated, he wasn’t certain that he would be able to safely draw from the elemental strength.

      But he could use the element bonds.

      The energy of those bonds hadn’t changed, in spite of the barrier. They remained strong, though as he attempted to reach through the bonds, such as when he had tried to reach Wasina through the fire bond, there was something that pushed back. Going through the earth bond and trying to reach for Kota left him much the same.

      The bonds existed, but much like the elementals, they were cut off from the others.

      They are still draasin, but they will be different than what you know, Maelen. Much about this place will be different. I worry this might have been a mistake.

      We need to reach the bindings, and we need to be able to ensure that they remain in place, Light. There can be no mistake when it comes to suppressing the darkness.

      Light licked his face gently with her rough tongue.

      Tan focused on the wind bond, and to his connection to Honl. That was the first thing that he needed to accomplish. If he could reach Honl and understand what the elemental had learned during his time here, then he could focus on what he needed to do next.

      Through the wind bond, he noted the elementals were unlike those on the other side of the barrier except for one that brushed against him with familiarity.

      Ilaz? he asked. The elemental had always been an irritant before, buzzing strangely when Tan tried speaking to it, but here, within the bond, there was a gentleness to it.

      The wind gusted softly, nothing like ara or ashi would blow against him, more a gentle tugging at his hair and his cloak.

      Wind was here, though, and he could connect through the wind bond. Knowing that, and knowing that he needed to reach Honl, Tan pressed through his connection to his elemental, through the wind bond, and even added spirit as needed to reach for him.

      The distant sense of Honl drifted toward the forefront of Tan’s mind.

      Honl. Tan called out his name on something like a breath of air, sending the connection through the wind, reaching for the elemental bond.

      Moments passed where Tan didn’t think that Honl would respond. The last time that he had spoken to Honl, he had been connected through the spirit bond, and then Honl had pushed him away. Without the spirit bond, would Tan be able to reach him?

      He sensed him distantly within his mind.

      Why distant?

      Reaching for the connection, he noted that the connection felt off, but wasn’t sure why that should be. With Honl, the bond had formed initially before Tan had even known that he would or could bond to any of the elementals, but at a time when he knew that he could speak to all of them. Ashi had come to him in the form of Honl, and they had bonded. During that time, the connection had changed, partly as Tan had changed, but mostly because of what had happened with Honl. Always there was the connection deep in his mind, one that allowed Tan to recognize the elemental and to speak to him, even draw upon the wind through him.

      Now, it was as if the wind had left Honl, leaving only the residual spirit connection.

      And he had feared that reaching through the barrier would have changed the spirt portion of the bond, the part of Honl that had changed as Tan healed him and protected him from kaas, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

      Using wind, and the wind bond, Tan pushed through the connection that should be there with the elemental. The hint of him remained, that part that told Tan that Honl was still there, but Tan only had to reach for him.

      Honl didn’t respond.

      Tan pressed again, this time trying to surge power through the wind bond, pulling on the energy stored within the bond itself, in some ways pulling upon Wind, true wind rather than his ability to shape, drawing from the purest source that he could. As he did, he pressed this connection through the bond that he shared with Honl. It still wasn’t enough.

      Drawing more, this time calling on the spirit portion of his bond, asking the Great Mother to allow the connection to form so that he could reach his bonded—his friend—Tan felt the stirrings of spirit within him.

      This came gradually, nothing like the burst of power that he called upon when trying to help Light, or the same spirit connection that he’d used when he was trying to reach for Honl in the first place. Using this, Tan sent spirit through him, through the bond between himself and Honl, mixing with wind.

      A surge of power flooded him as he met resistance.

      Tan continued to push, pressing against it. For Honl, he needed to bypass whatever resistance he encountered.

      More power flooded him. Tan sensed the change, the brightness of the light that filled him, and had a sense of the enormity of the power. Through this, he felt the barrier as well, a physical presence against his mind, a powerful creation that combined all aspects of shaping together, binding the elementals within it. Tan could see the structure required by the shaping and could detect the way to unravel it, if only he chose to reach.

      But that wasn’t why he had reached for spirit, no matter how tempting that might be.

      Shifting to the bond between them, Tan surged again, sending everything that he had through the bond.

      Much like the barrier that Tan had passed through, this resistance faded, and he knifed through it, reaching Honl. Awareness flooded him, and the power that Tan drew upon flooded the elemental.

      There was a sense of pain, and a voice cried out in his mind. Maelen!

      Then it was silenced.

      Tan reached for Honl, but the bond felt severed, drawn from him. Even spirit didn’t help, regardless of how much power Tan accessed.

      He released the power, slowly letting it ease away from him, not wanting that energy to simply snap back upon the world.

      Light licked at his face and Tan wiped it away in frustration. He hadn’t been able to help Honl. Tan had barely been able to reach him, even as strong as he might be. The bond hadn’t been enough. Tan hadn’t been enough. Not nearly enough to help his friend.

      Tan didn’t even know with certainty whether Honl even remained here. If he didn’t, he wondered where he might have gone. He doubted that he would have reached through the barrier a second time. Likely passing through the first time had been what weakened him, much as it had nearly been too much for Tan.

      What happened to him? he asked Light.

      The connection is unusual, Maelen. You helped him, but as soon as you did, the connection changed again. Whatever restricts your ability to reach him knows that you can reach through the wind bond, and likely spirit.

      Why would they prevent me from reaching Honl?

      I do not know, Maelen.

      Tan looked around Norilan. The land as far as he could see was shaped into existence. Fields and trees, perhaps even the bright sun shining down on him, all of it appeared shaped into existence. Such a shaping required skill and finesse that Tan didn’t have and couldn’t imagine others possessing, but the ancient shapers, those who had been present at the place of convergence and had hidden the artifact there, had known about such shapings, if not on such a scale.

      He needed to reach Honl. More than ever, Tan realized that he needed to find his bonded. The way that Honl had cried out for him would have told him that much, even if there was the question of what had happened to Honl, and whether he was someplace voluntarily or if he had been captured and contained. The idea of capturing one of the wind elements, especially one with the connection that Tan shared with him, seemed impossible. Could Tan have captured ara? Would he have managed to capture Honl if he was unable to bond with him?

      If that had happened to Honl, if he had been captured, it reminded Tan of how the Utu Tonah had forced bonds on each of the elementals, not only those most easily visible.

      Was there some similarity to that?

      Taking to the air on a shaping, he hovered in place, looking around and trying to decide how he would find the elemental. Regardless of what else he did, that had to be the next step that he took. The elemental needed him, and needed his connection, regardless of whether Honl was aware that he did.

      But how to find him? Connecting through the bond had not worked, and connecting through the wind bond didn’t lead to the elemental. What he needed was help.

      Ilaz sent a soft fluttering breeze around him.

      Tan should be able to reach all elementals. Never had he been restricted by the types of elementals that he could access, but for some reason, in these lands, the connection changed, muting his ability. Not his ability to shape, and not his connection to the element bonds themselves, but to the elementals that resided here.

      Ilaz. I must find one called Honl of ashi. He tried to frame up a memory of what he had with Honl, much like he had with Wasina and Asboel, but the memories that Tan had of Honl were not the same as he possessed of the draasin. Would ilaz even care that Tan had a bond with Honl? Would it matter that they had shared the experiences that they had? With Asboel, the draasin shared the connection but did so because of their respect for Asboel. Would that be the same with wind?

      The breeze shifted, sliding around him.

      Ilaz. I need your help.

      A blade of grass from the spot Tan and Light had stood in when they appeared in Norilan caught the breeze and swirled for a moment in front of him. Then, as if catching a current much like the draasin had done, the blade began to undulate, circling first higher and then away from him.

      You should follow, Light suggested.

      The grass moved to the north, away from them, rising higher and higher on the wind.

      Ilaz might not speak to him—and Tan wondered if something here in these lands prevented ilaz from speaking to him—but maybe Light was right and that the wind guided him onward.

      Drawing on the wind and adding fire, Tan shaped himself after the blade of grass, hoping that ilaz led him where he needed to go and that he would be able to find Honl.
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      The wind carried the blade of grass toward rolling hills, and beyond. Tan followed, trailing after the breeze, after the blade of grass, feeling the way that the wind beckoned him onward with something like a caress. There was none of the cold of ara and none of the dry heat of ashi. Even the powerful gusts he knew of wyln in Par were absent. This wind was nothing like the others that he had experienced, but at the same time, there was a sense of familiarity to the way the wind blew, a comfort in the presence on his cheek and the way it slid past his skin, catching the hem of his cloak and sending it flapping.

      The ground below was all shaped. The farther that they went, the more certain that Tan felt that everything here was shaped. Perhaps even the contours of the hills and the distant mountain peak. The more he detected it, the more he decided that the power and control required to produce this shaping surprised him.

      Above the presence of the shaping, Tan detected the barrier and the energy that was within it. That barrier, the shaping that had been required to create it, had a signature that he started to recognize. Something about the barrier was familiar, and much like when he had been within the spirit bond and nearly able to detect the patterns required for the shaping, the longer that Tan focused on this barrier, the more familiar that he became with it. Almost as if he could understand it.

      The blade of grass caught another current and rose over a hill before descending again.

      Tan followed and then brought himself to a stop, losing track of the grass but realizing that it was no longer necessary to follow it.

      Beyond the hillside, a wide city spread before him. Buildings with ornate towers and delicate patterns rose from the base of a valley, taller than even the tower in Par, or the Fire Fortress within Incendin. Everything had soft curves and gentle sweeps, delicate shapes that appeared to have been crafted by shapers drawing on the elementals themselves. Even the outer buildings, those that were single-story and likely homes rather than palaces, had much of the same grace as those found deeper in the city. All seemed drawn from a stone so white that it glowed. One, Tan decided, that reminded him of the Alast Temple.

      Was this where Honl was?

      Possibly more importantly, was this where he would find the third binding?

      The shape was wrong for a binding, but that didn’t necessarily mean much. The shape within Par was wrong for the binding, at least when considering the city, but the binding involved only a part of the city. Not like the temple, where the binding was clearly in the shape of the outer structures. But in both Par and in the temple, there was an underground shape to the binding, a buried portion, as if holding it within the earth were somehow important.

      Tan dropped to the ground and focused on each of the elements. From here, he couldn’t detect any shapings used, nothing that pressed upon him as he had detected in Ethea, or Par, or even like he had detected in Doma, where there were few shapers. What he detected was the shaped presence of everything around him, from the buildings to the grass to the cool breeze and hint of warmth in the air.

      What is this place? Tan asked Light.

      The lizard licked at his face. This is the place you seek.

      The binding?

      I cannot tell. Everything is distorted here, Maelen. The binding might be here, but then, there might be nothing here.

      Distorted. That seemed as good a way to describe it as any. The sense of the elements was here, but not in the way that Tan expected. Yet, he could shape, and he could reach the element bonds, neither of which he would be able to do if there was some true distortion. The barrier had attempted to prevent his passing, but once he was here, it had not done much more than that.

      Tan started down the hillside, choosing to walk. Shaping would make him too obvious, and until he knew what he might encounter, he didn’t really want to risk exposing himself. Walking afforded another benefit, in that Tan could reach through the connection to the elements and try to understand what he saw around him.

      Reaching a paved road leading into the city, he stopped when he realized that each stone under his feet had a rune pressed into it that held the power of earth elementals. Tan couldn’t tell whether the elementals remained within the stone by choice much like they did within the rebuilt university in Ethea, or whether they had been forced. With these runes, the stones remained sturdy and stout, and though they appeared freshly placed, could be hundreds—or even thousands—of years old.

      Light jumped from his shoulder and sniffed at the stones before sticking her tongue out and tentatively licking at them. She began licking with more vigor, and Tan realized that the runes she licked were removed from the stone.

      Do you think that wise? he asked her.

      They are trapped here, Maelen. You have seen this before.

      Tan frowned. Before?

      They do not choose this service, Maelen.

      Tan let his gaze trail along the massive roadway. How many elementals were bound within the stone to create it? And were all forced into place and held by the rune rather than by choice?

      When Light removed the runes, the elementals escaped from the stone with a faint rumble and faded into the earth. Reaching to the earth bond, Tan sensed elementals where he had not before. There was relief from the elementals that were freed.

      Once the runes were removed, the stones cracked, crumbling quickly into dust. Light continued to work at the stones, thinning the road as she went, releasing elementals and letting the stones crumble into nothing.

      How many do you think you can free? Tan asked.

      All must be freed, Maelen. You must know that.

      Tan studied the stones, and the field around him, and even the buildings down below. A growing dread settled within him. If all of this were shaped if all of this were artificial, did they draw from the elementals, binding them so that they would form the shapings?

      Was that what had happened within the cavern where they had found the artifact?

      Tan hadn’t thought that the case, but then, he knew next to nothing about shaping at that time, and less about the elementals. Roine wouldn’t have recognized elemental bindings like this back then. He hadn’t understood them until Tan began to understand; the knowledge of the elementals and the bindings that held them in place had been lost for centuries, fading much like the strength of the warriors who once had bonded to the elementals for understanding.

      And if the elementals were bound, holding them in place to serve whatever purpose that they served, was that where Honl had gone? Had someone managed to capture him and force him to serve those who created this city?

      
* * *

      They reached the outskirts of the city. Surprisingly, they had not encountered anyone else as they walked. Tan tried reaching through earth, but though the elementals had been freed and were returned to the earth bond, the distortion around him made it difficult for him to detect anyone. With such an expansive city, and with all this shaped energy around him, there had to be people here. But they hadn’t come across them.

      Light continued to lick the stones as they walked. She pulled on spirit, her body glowing softly now, and it took only a single pass of her tongue to destroy the bonds. The road behind them had crumbled and faded, and as it did, the sense of earth began to grow around Tan.

      At the first building, he stopped. Built with flowing lines, and sculpted in a way that reminded him strangely of the sculptures that had attacked him outside Xsa, a fine layer of dirt covered the sloping roof. Windows were thrown open, but no light spilled out, and no sounds came from within, and there were no smells that he would expect from within a home. It was as if it had been deserted.

      The next building was much the same. Tan paused to push on the door and found it unlocked. Pulling on a shaping, readying fire and earth, he stepped inside, not certain what he might encounter. Like the last, nothing moved.

      He released a trickle of fire, letting it dance in his hand so that he could light his way. A tidy room opened before him, furnished with much the same smooth lines that were found on the outside of the home. A plush bench rested along one wall, with curved wooden legs heavily lacquered so that they appeared to disappear into the shadows. A wooden table and chairs shared many of the same curves, as well as the same stain that appeared on the bench. A counter jutted out from near the fire, separating into another space, with legs supporting it that were equally impressive.

      And all were shaped. The longer that Tan stood here, the more certain that he was that everything here had been shaped, perhaps directly from the trees, or from the ground, but he had a growing suspicion that they had simply been shaped into existence. The rapid crumbling of the stone walkway into nothingness left him uncertain.

      Is that even possible? Tan asked Light.

      She licked her tongue over one of the benches. There came a pop, and then two elementals were freed, released back into the wild, and the bench quickly disintegrated, as if Light wanted to answer his question in the quickest way possible.

      With the power of the Mother, much is possible. You can touch the source directly. Do you not feel the possibilities?

      The source of what?

      Of the Mother. Of life.

      I reach the element bonds. Is that what you mean?

      Light made her way toward him, her tongue running along the table, catching the rune that bound the element within it, and the table disappeared, releasing fire and earth. With each elemental freed, Tan had an increasing awareness of them, a growing connection. They remained distant within his mind, as if uncertain from countless years trapped, but they were there.

      You reach the element bonds, but also the source, Maelen.

      How are they different?

      But he knew there was something different. There were shapers who tapped into some innate power, elementals who shared in that power, but then, Tan had discovered that there were element bonds that were different. Within those bonds, at least within the fire bond, there was a connection to true Fire. He suspected that it was the same with other elements, but he hadn’t reached the same connection to earth, wind, or water that he had with fire. Even with spirit, when he reached into the spirit bond, there was a different level of power there than when he had stood in the pool of liquid spirit. Then he had felt connected to the Great Mother and all of her power in ways that he had rarely achieved before.

      You have touched the source, Maelen.

      Light licked him, and this time when she did, Tan had a flash of memories. When he stepped in the pool of spirit. When he had held onto the artifact, shaping through it. When he had used the combined shaping to defeat the Utu Tonah. Each of those memories flooded through him, a connection to the source.

      Could the power that he had touched those few times have been enough to create everything that he saw around him? It was possible, he decided. He remembered feeling like he could even turn back time, bring his father back from the grave. Using that power, he had healed Asboel the first time but had been too late to heal him a second. When he was connected the second time, could he have pulled Asboel back to life? The power that he had reached seemed to make him think so, but that wasn’t what Asboel wanted.

      So the source, that power that he attributed to spirit, that energy that flowed through everything, could have been enough to create all of this, shaping it into existence. But Tan wouldn’t have tied the elementals to it. That implied a different sort of intent.

      Stepping out of the building, he stood again in the street. Light stopped next to him and stood on her hind legs before running her tongue along the house. With a burst of elemental power, the entire building faded, disappearing as the bound elementals were released.

      What else would he find here? Something had created all of this, but so far, Tan hadn’t found anything that could. The two homes that he’d entered were both as empty as the streets. Could it be that no one still lived in Norilan?

      They made their way along the street. Light paused from time to time to free elementals, leaving the destruction of the buildings behind her. Awareness of the released elementals began to come to Tan with increasing strength. He felt their soft presence through the element bond and reached for them with each release, simply to let the elementals that he sensed know that he meant no harm.

      After a while, the road stopped, leading to a tall gray stone wall. Much like the houses and everything inside, the wall appeared to have been shaped into existence. Light started working her tongue along the wall, tracing a pattern. The stone comprising the wall faded, leaving gaps in it. Through those gaps, Tan could see different shades and shapes, and none of the bright, vibrant colors that he saw on this side.

      He peered through. Even the air on the other side felt different. More stagnant in some ways. The road continued on the other side, but darker, and covered by dirt and decay. None of the stones seemed to have runes pressed into them, and he doubted that any of the elementals had been confined here.

      The buildings visible from where he stood were more run down. Stone sagged and faded. Wood peeled. Whatever paint had been on them had long since disappeared.

      What is this place?

      I do not know, Maelen. There is none of the same elemental connection here.

      Tan stepped back, frowning at the wall that had been shaped into place. On one side, everything was shaped creations, but on the other, nothing appeared to have been shaped. This side, there was a brightness and vibrancy, even with the trapped and bound elementals. On the other, he saw darkness and shadows.

      He shivered. Could Nightfall have made a home on the other side of the wall?

      The possibility was there. The shaping might have contained it, he realized, and the barrier, the one that he’d made such an effort to pass through, could have held it as well.

      But why? If the bindings were in place…

      Unless the binding was not in place on this side.

      Tan stared at the emptiness on the other side, knowing that he would have to cross but feeling a growing uncertainty about whether he wanted to.

      But as he stared at it, and as he considered what he would do, he felt a stirring through the wind bond. The connection to Honl that had been faded and distant, nothing more than a vague presence deep within him, fluttered back into existence, and he knew what he had to do. Tan would need to cross through to the other side because that was where he would find Honl. And with Honl, there were answers.
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      The air on the other side of the wall was as dreary and oppressive as the shaped side had felt artificially bright. A humidity filled the air, dank and unpleasant, that left his skin slick. A cold pressure settled around him as well, and each step felt like he took it through a thick mist.

      Light trudged next to him, not running her tongue across anything more. That she wouldn’t worried Tan more than anything else in view.

      The buildings that they passed all had a sort of greenish mold growing on the decaying stone. Brownish-colored weeds sprouted in cracks between the stones, and windows on the buildings appeared to have fallen off.

      Tan paused at the first of the buildings, a square-shaped building with none of the curved lines that had been shaped into those on the outskirts of the city, and peered into the cracked wood framing that had once been a window. He was careful to keep his face away from the mold bubbling along the cracks, not even wanting to touch it. Through earth sensing, he could tell that it had a certain toxin to it, poisonous in ways that were more like he would once have found in Incendin. He shaped a layer of water over it to protect him while he looked inside.

      The interior of the building was sparse. A table, but one made from stout wood and clearly rotting. A few chairs, though most had fallen to the side. Broken pieces of pottery scattered across the floor.

      Tan didn’t even want to risk entering the space. Doing so would put him too close to the strange sense of decay that he picked up from the building.

      Stepping back, he continued down the road that he’d been following. The farther that he went, the more certain he felt that the connection to Honl increased. In the back of his mind, distantly, he was increasingly aware of the elemental. Tan tried communicating to him, searching through the bond, but he could not.

      What had happened to Honl? Had there been something like this decay that he saw everywhere around him? Or were there people who lived here who had captured him?

      What do you sense? he asked Light.

      I sense uncertainty, the lizard told him. The elementals who remain are not certain about your intentions.

      What do they fear?

      They fear the only thing that they have known.

      Tan glanced back, but the wall that separated the bright side of Norilan from this had disappeared. What have they known?

      Darkness, Maelen. They have known darkness.

      Nightfall?

      I… I cannot tell.

      Tan lifted Light and set her around his shoulders, not wanting her to walk across here any more than necessary. He didn’t even want to have to walk here, but he wanted to save his energy were he to need to shape. He trailed after the connection that he had with Honl, holding onto the bond, and hoped that he wouldn’t be too late.

      The road led them deeper into the city. As they did, Tan noticed another wall, this one slightly taller than the last. It circled in a tight radius. Leaping on a shaping of wind, he noted that it wasn’t a wall at all, but a low-rising circular building.

      He paused and then used his shaping to take him higher into the air, where he could look down upon the city. There he saw the shape of the flat-roofed building. Would there be the same spiraling arms around it as were found in Alast and in Par?

      But he saw nothing. Squat buildings much like the homes that he had first looked into when crossing to this side of the wall butted almost up against the building, but without any sort of pattern, nothing like the binding rune that he thought that he might find.

      He dropped to the ground again, frustration setting in.

      Where is the binding? he asked Light. I thought that I would find it here.

      And he had thought that he might find Honl here, but he found no evidence of him either. There was the sense of the elemental, but now that he had reached this part of the city, Tan lost the connection. Even reaching through the wind bond didn’t help.

      I cannot tell, Maelen. These lands are distorted.

      All of it?

      Everything that we have reached. I thought that freeing the elementals would help, but they have provided no answers.

      Not to Light, but would they answer Tan?

      Earth had seemed the most common component of the bonds that they had freed, so Tan started there, reaching through the earth bond and listening for the elementals. It occurred to him that he did this differently than he once would have. Before learning of the earth bond, Tan would have focused on the elementals and would have been able to reach for the strength that they could lend, and possibly even be able to speak to them, but he would not have the same awareness of each individual elemental that he now possessed when using the element bond. It was a finer awareness, but one that he had only been able to use to reach for greater strength with earth, not to speak to individual elementals as he had with fire or wind.

      Maelen seeks the help of the elementals of this land, he sent through the bond. I search for a bonded elemental, one I fear requires my help.

      He listened, focusing on the elementals, straining through earth, for the connection he knew must be there. Other elementals had been freed, but not quite so many as with earth, severing the rune that had held them in place as they formed the road to the city.

      Distantly, Tan heard a murmuring. It was a vague sound, one that he wasn’t sure at first whether he really heard. As it increased in intensity, and agitation, he realized that he did.

      It was a warning.

      Maelen.

      Light intruded on his connection to the earth bond and Tan pulled away from it, looking at the lizard as she was wrapped around his neck. What is it?

      Can you not feel it?

      Feel what?

      Listen to spirit.

      As she instructed, Tan used a spirit sensing, but found nothing that he thought that Light would have wanted him to discover. Pulling on a shaping, he stretched through spirit, and then reached for the spirit bond. The connection surged within him.

      When it did, he felt the strangeness that Light indicated.

      A presence pushed upon spirit. Tan had no other way to describe it, only that it seemed to push with a painful sort of urgency. As Tan focused on it, he realized that he’d felt something similar, and it took a moment to realize where he had felt it.

      The island.

      When they had found the sculptures and been attacked, Tan had found something similar, but that had been the darkness, Nightfall in a different form, attacking. Was that what this was? That time, he had somehow triggered the attack with his shaping. But hadn’t he done something similar this time? Connecting to the elementals—the Great Mother knew that freeing the elementals—might have been enough for him to trigger something in this place, especially in a place of such darkness.

      Where is it? he asked.

      It comes. Maelen. It comes.

      A surge of power seemed to come from all around but centered on the tall circular building that he had thought would have been the center of the binding but was not.

      The ground rumbled, and the elementals that he had freed and connected to within the bond retreated from him, afraid of what was coming. The wind fell even more still, if that were possible. The humid and stink on the air changed, growing thicker than it had been before. And the temperature dropped. All signs of the elementals retreating from whatever came.

      Light squeezed with her tail, pulling tight around him as she settled into his shoulders.

      The lizard didn’t leave him. Thankfully.

      Tan pulled on spirit and reached for Honl as he did, and suddenly realized that he detected him nearby, but not aware, as if the spirit that he’d bonded to through what he had done as part of the healing had been severed.

      Maelen—

      Tan attempted a shaping, drawing on spirit, through the spirit bond, but knew he would not be able to summon enough strength. Trying to reach through the element bonds didn’t help, either. The power that he detected surpassed what he could summon, exceeding it much as he exceeded that of another warrior like Roine.

      If this was the power of the darkness, of Nightfall, there was nothing Tan would be able to do.

      Power bulged the stone of the circular building. Tan could feel it pressing through him, threatening to attack. When he had confronted the Utu Tonah, he had known a power that he felt overpowered by but never overwhelmed. This… this power overwhelmed him much like the power of the Mother would overwhelm him.

      There was nothing that he would be able to do to oppose it. He knew that with certainty.

      The shivering sense of Light clinging to his neck told him that she felt the same.

      Tan leapt into the air on a shaping of fire and wind. He met resistance but drew through the element bonds, sending himself back toward the wall. As he reached it, he crawled through the opening he had made and paused to look back.

      Stone exploded from the central structure, and then a nightmare emerged.

      Light trembled.

      Tan felt a surge of uncontrollable fear. He had made a mistake coming here, a mistake in opening the wall to find a way through. Maybe a mistake in coming to Norilan in the first place. Honl had needed him, but at what cost?

      You must restore this, Light instructed.

      Tan knew of no way that he would be able to restore the damaged wall other than a binding.

      Drawing on the element bonds, pulling much the same as he had when they faced the sculptures off the Xsa Isles, he quickly crafted the binding, working it over the new gap formed when Light had removed the runes that held the wall in place.

      He worked quickly, but almost not quickly enough. The darkness surged against the wall, against Tan’s binding.

      A burst of light emerged as it finished and the binding took hold.

      Tan took a step back and held his breath.

      When the darkness struck the binding, Tan felt the way the power bulged against him, against what he had shaped, but it held. For now.

      How much did it matter that he and Light had removed the runes that had shaped the city into existence? If that were some sort of modified binding, and the reason that the darkness had not been able to spill out before now, was it possible that he might be the reason that the darkness escaped?

      And what of the barrier? Would the fact that he had shaped his way through have weakened that in some way?

      Tan realized his ignorance might be the reason that darkness escaped, and Nightfall attacked again.

      As he shaped his way back toward the barrier, he felt the pressure building behind him. How long would the binding hold? Would it be enough to suppress the darkness?

      Tan didn’t know whether it would.

      And if it didn’t, would the darkness fully escape?

      There might not be anything that they could do if it did.

      He reached the barrier and found where he had come through. Drawing on the power of spirit, he shaped his way through, sliding through slowly, and then burst back into the cold air.

      Wasina howled as he did.

      Tan ignored her and turned back to the barrier, sending a shaping of each element into it, adding spirit as he tried to repair it. The repairs happened slowly, too slowly, but the opening in the barrier sealed once more.

      Only then did Tan dare to breathe.
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      Wasina carried him back to Par with the same strange undulating way that she flew, gliding in the currents as she swept up and then down, switching between warm air and cold. Cora said little as they flew, remaining on Enya, occasionally looking over with a troubled expression.

      They had remained long enough to make certain that the barrier didn’t fall. Tan had wanted nothing more than to see the barrier fall when he’d come to Norilan, but now he wanted only to see it remain intact. If it fell, the darkness could escape. He had no illusions that it would not, not after seeing the way that it pressed against the stone and the way that it bulged on the binding that he’d placed.

      But Honl had told him that the binding had remained intact. He wouldn’t have told Tan that if it weren’t the case.

      Unless he had somehow been influenced.

      Tan thought about the way that the darkness had overwhelmed Asgar. Had Tan not been there, the draasin would not have been able to escape from the attack. And then what would have happened?

      When they reached Par, Wasina tipped her wings and guided him past the city, leading him toward the hidden caverns. Tan didn’t have to tell her where to go. The connection through the fire bond would have told her where to find the other draasin.

      She glided through the opening in the cavern, leading Tan toward the Records, folding her wings against her body as she drifted in.

      Enya followed. Tan reached for the fire bond and sensed as she followed. Through the fire bond, he noted Asgar and also the two hatchlings. They were more present in the fire bond now than they had been before.

      When Wasina stopped, he jumped from her back and turned to Asgar. The other draasin remained near the back wall, his tail curled around him. The two hatchlings rested by his feet. Tan smiled, thinking how much he looked like Asboel as he guarded his hatchlings while in the den.

      Wasina snorted and rubbed her snout against Asgar before turning her attention to the eggs. She sniffed at then and then curled up along the wall next to Asgar.

      Can you come to the cavern? he sent to Amia.

      Zephra is here. She will bring me.

      “What is this place?” Cora asked. “What are these?”

      “Draasin eggs. Par had dozens,” he said. Tan’s eyes drifted to the egg that hadn’t hatched, the one with the shell of the egg that had changed, hardening. He still didn’t know quite what to make of it.

      “I knew that you had found eggs and had hatched them,” her tone made it clear that she had once considered that unlikely, “but so many? How is it that they stored so many here?”

      “I don’t know. How is it that the Sunlands have as many eggs as they have?”

      She turned to him, and her eyes went wide. “You know about them?”

      He hadn’t, at least not well. There was the suspicion, and he had asked the San about the draasin eggs, but he had not shared anything other than the connection to fire. “I know that there are secrets kept in the Sunlands, Cora. Is that why the lisincend were angry with you?”

      She seemed to notice the Great Seal and crouched in front of it, tracing her finger across the stone. Fire drifted from the tip of her finger and surged into the Seal. “There is much that should be preserved by the Servants,” she said. “And those who embraced fire feared that I might have shared what should not have been shared.” She stood and turned back to Tan. “Only, I was not the one to share with you. The San?” When he nodded, she sighed and shook her head. “Even Fur will not oppose him. Perhaps it is good that you have met the San.”

      “What of your eggs?”

      “They have been there since the founding of the Sunlands,” she said. “Back when Rens still existed. That is all that I know. Fire asks that we watch over them, and so we do. For many years, it was thought that their hatching would be a sign, but they have not. Now… now they are a relic of a time long past.”

      Tan looked at the eggs that remained unhatched, and then at the hatchlings that he had helped bring into the world. He felt a connection to them, if only because were it not for him, they would not have returned. Through his connection to fire and the fire bond, he was able to provide them the initial feedings that the draasin required when they hatched.

      Could Cora?

      “Not a relic,” Tan said. “And I wonder if maybe you would be able to hatch the draasin eggs that the Sunlands possess.”

      “Tan, many have tried over the years. All have failed. Even some of the earliest who embraced fire have attempted it, but they have failed as well.”

      “They wouldn’t be able to help the draasin,” Tan said. “Not twisted by fire. They need a connection to the fire bond, and the lisincend might have one now, but that was not always the case.”

      Could Fur now? He had been brought back into the fire bond and was able to reach kaas. But Tan suspected that the connection to kaas would prevent a shared connection to the draasin. Something about the draasin required understanding them.

      Cora eyed the eggs and Tan felt a shaping building from her as if she would attempt it now.

      He touched her arm, and she stopped. “These are of Par, Corasha.”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. “Since the Calling to Issa, I have a different connection to fire. I hear it now.”

      Tan wasn’t surprised. If he could help her foster the connection to the fire bond, if he could help her reach to fire in a way that was more like he did, she would be more capable. Possibly capable enough that she would be able to help the draasin and hatch the eggs, feed them as they required when they were first born.

      “That is the fire bond,” Tan said. “You were always present within the bond. I think that all shapers exist somehow in the bond; that it is what connects us to fire in the first place. Through the fire bond, we are able to reach the elementals and have a greater understanding of that which brings life.”

      Cora smiled. “You think fire brings life? You begin to sound like the San.”

      “Then the San is correct in much,” he said. “Fire brings life, but so too does water, and air, and earth. Each are required, and spirit binds it together.” That was the sense that he had when he held onto the spirit bond, and that was the power that he was able to control, but what did it mean? How would that help him defeat the darkness? If what he had seen in Norilan escaped, Tan doubted that there would be anything that he would be able to do that would stop it. Perhaps there was nothing that anyone could do that would stop it.

      Except, people had stopped it. Wasn’t that the lesson that he should take? The temple and Par, both of which were bindings. Even Norilan, whatever those shapers might have been, had understood the darkness. That was why it had been held in place, using shapings that Tan didn’t understand and would not be able to easily recreate. Those ancient shapers had seemed to understand something about how to confine and control the darkness.

      If only he knew what the ancients had known.

      If only he hadn’t lost Honl.

      But Honl wasn’t lost, not entirely. He might have been trapped or injured, and Tan’s initial attempt to rescue him had not worked, but he didn’t think that Honl was dead. The connection to him remained, even if he couldn’t speak to the elemental.

      “You have become philosophical,” Cora said.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. You remind me of Lacertin in that way.” She sighed and clasped her hands together in front of her for a moment before reaching one hand to her neck. “When he first came to the Sunlands, he often struggled with his purpose. For many months, he had none. There was devotion to his dead king, and I know that there was something he sought—probably your king Althem,” she said, “but in addition, he struggled with what else that he would do. His shaping ability set him apart, but so too did his connection to fire. He was the first outsider allowed to remain in the temple.”

      What must it have been like for Lacertin? He thought his king dead and was chased by Roine, only to learn that Althem had been the reason that Ilton had died. Tan wondered how much Lacertin had changed in his time in Incendin, how much he had hardened. But seeing Cora, getting to know her as he had, Tan wondered if maybe Lacertin hadn’t hardened from the experience. Maybe he had softened.

      “What happened when you were taken?” Tan asked. He realized that he had never heard how Cora had ended up in Par-shon, trapped by the Utu Tonah and separated from her bond to saldam.

      “A mistake,” she said slowly. “Lacertin had trained me, teaching me how to shape everything other than fire. The Sunlands have not known what you would call a warrior shaper before and did not know how to help me harness my abilities. When Lacertin came, the San thought he was sent by Issa. Not only to learn fire but to teach and to help me in my growth.”

      “Then how did you end up in Par-shon?”

      “There is a test each Servant must take if we are to truly serve Issa. I was tasked with discovering how the fire shaping used on the temple affected Par-shon. That required me to travel across the ocean, to the edges of the shaping. That was where they found me.”

      She shivered at the memory. Tan could only imagine the horrors of how long she had been confined and how hard that had been on her. “Why wasn’t Lacertin with you?”

      “The San trusted Lacertin, but not all did,” she answered. “He was not allowed a part of the shaping, and he was not shown the reason that we maintained it.”

      Tan hadn’t been sure whether Lacertin had known of Par-shon or not. He doubted that he had, especially since he had not said anything when Tan met him. Had he said anything, would Lacertin still have focused on reaching Althem?

      Probably, he decided. Lacertin had a focus and had been fixated on finding Althem for the twenty years that he had been within Incendin. Nothing, not even the presence of Par-shon, would have changed that.

      “The people of Par are not the ones who confined you,” he said to her softly.

      She nodded. “I know that. Don’t you think that I understand that the true threat had been the Utu Tonah? You have taught me compassion, Tan, and forgiveness. Those are lessons even the draasin have learned from you. But it is not easy returning to this place. Even the smells remind me of how long I was confined, and the pain, the torment, when all that I wanted was to return to my homeland. And to Lacertin.”

      Only, when she did, Lacertin was already dead.

      “What now, Tan? You haven’t said anything since we left, but the way that you repaired the barrier tells me that you saw something when you were there.”

      Tan turned away and sighed. “I saw something.”

      The wind stirred in the cavern, gusting with a cool and familiar breeze. Tan turned to see his mother and Amia arriving. Surprisingly, Cianna followed with Sashari, as well as Roine with Elanne in tow.

      How would they all have known that he had returned?

      Each shares a connection to you, Maelen, Light told him. Do you not feel that connection?

      What sort of connection?

      You told Corasha the connection, Maelen. Spirit binds us all, but with you, you are bound more strongly than others. You have control over the flows of spirit, much like the Daughter, in ways that few others ever possessed.

      “How did you know I was here?” he asked Roine. Sashari and the fire bond would have told Cianna, but he didn’t understand Roine and Elanne. It was good that they had come, and good that he wouldn’t have to repeat what he needed to say.

      Roine nodded to Elanne. “This one claims she speaks to the wind like Zephra. Considering her strength with wind, I think I believe it. You’ve returned from Norilan?”

      His mother turned to him. “Norilan? What’s this?”

      “This is—was—about finding the third binding.”

      “And did you find it?” Roine asked. “Was it in Norilan as you expected?”

      Tan sighed. “I think the barrier around Norilan is part of the binding.”

      Cora sucked in a sharp breath. “That is why you repaired it.”

      He glanced over at her. “I don’t know that I had much of a choice.”

      “You actually reached it?” Roine asked. “You actually found Norilan?”

      “The draasin carried me there, and then I shaped my way through the barrier.”

      Spirit, he sent to Amia. She nodded, holding Alanna tightly against her. Their daughter squirmed until Amia handed her to Tan. He breathed in the soft, sweet scent of her, missing the way that she grabbed at his face. Light didn’t move as she pulled at her head and grabbed onto her tail. A surge of shaping—spirit, Tan noted—came from her.

      Could she already have learned how to shape spirit?

      If so, he suspected that she would be a potent shaper. For her to reach it already, when Tan had taken years before he had first learned to shape, likely meant that she would be powerful.

      Light licked his face. Do you think that strength is all that matters? Are you not a strong shaper?

      With shaping? I am strong because of my connections to the elementals, and now to the element bonds. I do not consider myself a particularly strong shaper.

      Light licked him again.

      “What did you find?” Roine asked.

      Tan thought about the shaped fields and the empty city that had been shaped into existence. Now he suspected all of it a part of the binding, those ancient shapers who had created all of that using those shapings to hold back the darkness. And he had been the reason that the darkness nearly escaped. This time, he did not need Marin for that.

      “Emptiness,” Tan answered. “There was an emptiness there. A beautiful landscape. A massive city. But nothing else.”

      He described the wall and how he had gone through it. “The other side was decayed. No life. Shapings struggled. I could feel the touch of darkness, and understood how it would taint our world if it were allowed to escape.”

      “Did it hold?” Elanne asked. “You describe using a binding to hold back the darkness. Did it hold?”

      “I think so. But that’s why I repaired the barrier.”

      Elanne glanced at the Great Seal and then turned back to Tan. “That’s the problem, Maelen. Don’t you see? You told me how these bindings connect. How spirit surges between them. And if the spirit connection has failed, or the connection severed, it is only a matter of time before the darkness fully escapes. Already we have seen that it can seep out into the world. We have done nothing more than delay it.”

      Tan nodded. That was his fear as well, and the reason that he needed to find Honl. Light might be able to help him gain understanding from those around him, but Honl could gain the understanding of the past. He needed Honl.

      “That’s why I have to go back.”

      Amia watched him, a troubled expression on her face. Through the bond, he knew that she could tell what he had gone through, and she more than anyone else understood exactly what he had experienced.

      “You intend to go back?” Elanne asked.

      He nodded, uncertain whether they would understand but knowing that he would need their help to be successful. If he failed… he could not think about what would happen were he to fail.

      “The key to understanding what we face remains in Norilan. An elemental, one of my bonded, is trapped there. With him, we might understand what happened in the past, and how the ancient shapers managed to stop the darkness. Without him…”

      He couldn’t finish. There was only so much that the scholars would be able to teach. Only so much that they would be able to understand. He needed to reach Honl. But it was more than that. He couldn’t leave his bonded—a friend—when there might be something that he could do. Especially if there might be something that he could do.

      “You will do this alone?” Cora asked.

      “I don’t think that I can. I will need help just to prevent the darkness from escaping while I attempt this rescue. And even then, I am not sure that we will be able to stop it. But I have to try.”

      “I will help,” Cora said.

      “And I,” Elanne said.

      One by one, they all offered their help. He would need them, and others, he suspected, but it was a start. Even if he failed, he had to try. He had to do what he could to attempt to reach Honl. If he did not, then Honl would suffer. And the darkness might escape before they learned how to defeat it.

      Alanna gabbed at his face and giggled.
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      Tan rode on Wasina’s back again. This time, they were surrounded by four other draasin. The largest of the hatchlings that Tan had brought into the world had refused to let them leave him behind. He had grown large and was nearly the same size as Enya. Tan heard him loudly within the fire bond, almost as if he made a point of screaming.

      They approached Norilan. Tan was flanked by more help than he would have expected. Nearly twenty shapers from all the known lands came with him, answering a summons that he had not known that he made.

      All converged together, and the draasin carried each of them.

      Tan couldn’t help but feel a surge of hope, but it was mixed with fear as well. If this didn’t work, how many shapers would die because of him? How many would fall, never to rejoin the fight? Friends and family were with him.

      Even Amia.

      She wouldn’t let him leave her behind, claiming that he might need her connection to spirit. And Tan couldn’t even argue with that. He might need her connection to spirit, especially if something happened to him and the barrier around Norilan had to be sealed once more.

      Neither of them had been willing to bring Alanna with them.

      For now, she was nestled in the cavern in Par with Kota, the other hatchling, and Molly with her. Tan had left instructions for Kota to bring Tolman or Maclin to her if she lost the connection to him. At least that way, Alanna would be unharmed.

      Leaving her had been painful for both he and Amia, but this was something that he had to do. Amia too. The bond allowed them to share the importance of what he needed to do. And she recognized that he had to help Honl and the reason that he needed to do so.

      Stopping in front of the barrier, Roine and Zephra, sitting on Asgar’s back, leaned over to him. The draasin hadn’t made any of his usual comments about being treated like a horse. Through the fire bond, Tan sensed his understanding after what had happened to him when Nightfall had attacked. And now the draasin recognized the need to find Honl.

      “The barrier is not the same as what we used in the kingdoms,” Roine said.

      Tan looked up from his focus on the barrier. He had managed to get past it, but it had taken a surge of spirit that he hoped he would be able to replicate. Perhaps with Amia with him, it wouldn’t be nearly as difficult.

      “I think this is the barrier that Lacertin used as a model for the one in the kingdoms,” Tan said. “But he didn’t know everything about it. Spirit was used, and the kingdoms didn’t know how to access spirit.”

      “And you can get us past?” Roine asked.

      Tan looked around him at the others sitting on the draasin. On Wasina, he and Amia flew with Elanne carefully clutching the spikes, using a shaping of wind to protect her hands. Asgar carried Roine and Zephra, but also Ferran. The earth shaper had met them near Chenir, determined to come along. Earth had signaled to him, he claimed.

      Cianna rode atop Sashari with Elle and Vel, both connected to water. And then Cora, flying with Enya, carrying the Supreme Leader of Chenir. That had surprised Tan the most.

      Until the last came.

      Fur riding on some sort of finger of flame, holding near the other draasin, had appeared. He said fire demanded he come.

      What did it mean that the elements had summoned?

      Not only the elements—all were bonded to elementals.

      Yet, even with that bond, it might not be enough. They could all draw on significant power, but if the darkness attacked, Tan would need to use his connection to the element bonds and to spirit to contain it. If he could. He did not know whether there was anything that he could do that would even hold back the darkness, not when it was that powerful.

      That didn’t mean he would not try.

      “I can get us past,” he said finally.

      The first step was making their way beyond the barrier. Only then would he be able to determine what they would need to do next.

      As he had before, Tan reached through his connection to spirit. There, deep within him, he detected the surging power of spirit. It connected him to everyone around him. Not only to the people around him but to the elementals as well, connections that he hadn’t fully appreciated who would have been tied to spirit.

      He focused on the barrier, uncertain whether he even attempted to pass through in the same place. Wasina couldn’t tell, and the shaping that Tan had added to the barrier had blended nearly seamlessly with it, leaving the damage that had been there undetectable.

      Spirit surged from him and struck the barrier. As he had before, he pulled on the other elements, drawing strength from them as he pressed power toward the barrier. It buckled, but unlike the last time, it resisted him.

      Amia reached through his connection, lending him strength but also guiding him. Light once again jumped, gliding toward the barrier, steadily glowing as she did. Tan didn’t fear for her safety as he had the last time. Instead, he directed Wasina after Light. For what he intended, he thought he might need all of the elemental help that he could get, not only those he managed to reach on the other side.

      Light struck the barrier, and it sagged.

      Where she touched, Tan pressed through the spirit bond, forcing forward. The elementals with him assisted, drawn not only by his shapings, but by those who were connected to the elementals and their ability to reach for fire, water, earth, and wind.

      Power pressed with him, and through spirit. Tan didn’t know whether it came from him or from those who had chosen to come along. And, he decided, perhaps it did not matter, not if they were all connected as it seemed.

      Together, the pressed through the barrier.

      This time, rather than punching through in a small space, the combined shaping, together with the draasin bunched together, reached through a massive hole that they managed to create.

      Tan turned to the barrier once they were through and used a shaping of spirit with the other elements to seal it closed once more.

      “Are you sure that’s safest?” Amia asked.

      “If something happens, I don’t want to leave the barrier open. We might be trapped, but so would the darkness.”

      Tan turned around, focusing on the ground. And froze.

      The Norilan that stretched out in front of him was different than what he had seen before. Then, he had seen wide rolling hills, long, lush grass, even the shaped presence of a forest. Here, he saw only stark rock that dropped off to the sea splashing below.

      “It reminds me of Doma,” Elle said.

      She had shaped her way over to him and stood on a thin film of greenish water. The masyn elemental gave her the ability to practically hover.

      “The rest of it won’t,” Tan said.

      “This wasn’t what it looked like when you were here last?” Elanne asked.

      “Not like this. There were fields, and trees and everything was shaped.” The rocks, at least, seemed as if they belonged. Had the release of the earth elementals, and the other elementals that he had no name for, changed something on this side of the barrier? He hadn’t taken the time to observe whether the grasses or trees had been affected when he had made his way out the last time.

      Reaching through the earth bond, an undercurrent of power surged, but it thrummed against him more harshly than what he had experienced before.

      It took Tan a moment to realize what it was that he sensed.

      The darkness had twisted these elementals.

      That’s what happened here, isn’t it? he asked Light.

      I should not have freed them.

      We didn’t know. We couldn’t know.

      “What is it?” Amia asked.

      Tan pointed toward the rock and the sea spraying around them. “All of this. The elementals that are there have been tainted by the darkness.”

      “You said that it existed beyond the barrier,” Zephra said.

      “Existed, but not like this. This is my fault.”

      Ours.

      This is mine, Light. I brought you here.

      The Mother brought us here, Maelen. What we do must serve the Mother.

      Serve the Mother. Only, Tan had no idea how he would be able to serve the Mother. The darkness needed to be destroyed, not only suppressed, especially after what he saw on the other side of that wall, regardless of what the elementals believed. If that managed to escape and if it reached the kingdoms or Par, how much would everyone suffer?

      More than he could fully grasp.

      “The elementals were bound within a shaping,” Tan explained. “That was how they created everything we saw. And when I came through—”

      “You released those bonds,” Elanne said.

      She had seen Tan do it before. When he first arrived in Par, that had been the first thing that he had wanted to ensure was done, before he understood that there might be another purpose to them. Tan had used his connection to spirit to break the bonds, thinking that what he did served the elementals, but he hadn’t understood that Par-shon was not the same as Par and that the Utu Tonah did not serve the same as those of Par.

      Tan glanced at Light. Would he have released the bonds if she hadn’t come with him? Probably, he knew, and maybe in a more forceful way. The gentle way that Light had of removing the bonds essentially peeled them back, letting the elementals slip back into the world, no longer confined by the bonds.

      But now they had been attacked. Their freedom had been short-lived.

      “I released them. I didn’t understand. I…” He frowned, realizing another connection. The bonds that had contained the elementals were much like those within Par. Tan hadn’t made that connection before but wasn’t that what Par had done, holding the elementals within bonds, supporting their buildings. For that matter, wasn’t that what the elementals had done in Ethea? Was that not why they were a part of the archives?

      Had they sacrificed themselves knowingly?

      In Par, he had the sense that many of the elementals had gone to the bond of their own accord. In Ethea, it was more difficult to know. Tan suspected that some of the elementals served as golud did when Ferran built the university, surging into the bones of the building, holding it together and strengthening it. But others, like those that had been used in the archives, had they gone willingly? Tan had thought they might have been forced, but now he began to wonder if that were true.

      And if they had gone willingly—much like the elementals that had gone into the shaping that held the artifact—sacrificing their freedom, had the shapers of that time made a similar sacrifice?

      When he first learned of shaping, he thought the ancient shapers unrivaled in their ability. Then he began to discover that there was much that they seemed not to have known. He learned of elementals harnessed, their abilities and powers stolen from them, but he also had learned that there were some shapers of that time who didn’t feel the same way, who worked with the elementals, serving them in some way. Wasn’t that what he had found in the swamp outside of Falsheim?

      “I think I’m the reason that these elementals have been tainted,” he said softly. Had he only let them stay bound, there would not have been anything that the darkness would have been able to twist. The elementals would have remained tied in the shaping. Perhaps forced. But protected. Wasn’t that worth something?

      Tan jumped from Wasina and took to the air on a shaping of fire and wind. All the draasin followed him, with most of the shapers remaining atop their back. Elle shaped alongside him, gliding on a current of thin green water. Elanne trailed on the other side, using the wind to guide her. Neither spoke.

      When he reached the ground, he focused on the elementals, but also on the earth bond. They were there, but faded, distant and outside the earth bond. Was there anything that he could do that would restore that connection? Would it matter if he could, or had they been damaged now, no longer able to be restored? For that matter, was there even anything that he could do for Honl? If he had been tainted like these others, there might be no helping him. There might be nothing that Tan could do.

      Holding onto earth, he forced spirit into the bond. This time, Tan recognized that spirit was already a part of the earth bond. He shifted his focus to fire and found the same. Wind and water also shared in the spirit bond. Were they all connected?

      But then, how could they not all be connected? Hadn’t Tan learned that each element was life? And if they were each life, then it made sense that the connection to them would be tied, bound together. And if that were the case, it only followed that it would be spirit that bound them.

      He reached back to the earth bond, this time not pushing spirit. Simply knowing that it existed as part of the bond gave him strength. He pressed through, reaching for the tainted elementals.

      As he did, they writhed away from him, but he was Maelen, and he was connected to the bond. Tan grasped at them and felt the darkness that attempted to overcome them. It had not, at least not completely. There was time to help.

      He tore the darkness from the elementals.

      As he did, he used the spirit that he felt through the earth bond to seal them off. He had done the same with Asgar when he had been attacked by the darkness and hoped that it would work even for elementals with whom he had not formed a bond.

      Holding onto the connection of the earth bond, Tan felt as the darkness attempted to attack the elementals again but seemed to slip past.

      Then it turned its attention.

      Not onto Tan, but onto those who had come with him.

      Amia reacted faster than Tan, layering a protective layer of spirit over the minds of the shapers with them. Tan used the element bonds and sealed off the elementals. They were safe.

      Tendrils of darkness congealed in the air around him. Tan had experience with this and shaped spirit around it, using the strength of the bond to hold it in place.

      Behind him, someone gasped. Tan didn’t take the time to learn who it was. He needed to focus on the darkness, and holding it in place.

      It surged against the spirit holding it. When he had done this before, he hadn’t been nearly as close to the source of strength as he was now. Being here, on Norilan, with the way that the darkness surged against him, he felt it press threaten to overcome the bonds that Tan held it within.

      Could he bind it?

      He hadn’t tried a binding while it was wrapped in spirit like this, but he didn’t see a reason that he couldn’t.

      Pulling on the elements, Tan crafted the binding and then, using a surge of spirit, settled it atop the spirit bubble surrounding the darkness. He started with the central circular portion of the rune and added the spiraling arms that rotated away from it. To this, he added an additional component, one that held the energy of each of the elements within. The rune sealed with a burst of white light. As it did, the bubble of spirit constricted, pulling down into nothing more than a mote of dust. Tan could feel the way that it floated on the wind, but it drifted, contained by his shaping, and so small as to be invisible.

      He reached toward it, but the mote drifted from him as if repelled.

      Good. At least that way someone couldn’t accidentally inhale the darkness.

      “What did you do?” Elle asked.

      “What needed to be done,” he said. “It’s contained.”

      “Is that it?” Elle asked.

      Elanne answered, “That was but the smallest piece of it.”

      “I felt the way that it turned,” Elle said. “It came at my mind, but then… then it was gone.”

      Thank you, he sent to Amia.

      “You’re protected now, I think,” he said. Hopefully, everyone with him would be protected now. The shaping that Amia had used to layer over their minds would safeguard them from the darkness, and Tan hoped that the shaping that he had used on the elementals, adding the hint of spirit, reconnecting them to the element bonds, would keep them safe.

      “Masyn… masyn is different,” Elle said. “Was that you as well?”

      Tan nodded. “If I didn’t—”

      “I know,” Elle said. “You did what you had to.”

      He did, and he would do it again to protect all of the elementals if needed. But at what cost? What sacrifice would the elementals make this time to suppress the darkness? What sacrifice would he make to suppress the darkness?

      Even as Tan looked up at Amia, he knew the answer. For the elementals, for Alanna, he would do whatever it took to keep them safe. Even if it meant sacrificing himself.
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      They made their way across Norilan. The rocks faded into grasses, a familiar rolling hillside that Tan could tell had long ago been shaped. He shaped himself on the wind mixed with fire, staying above the ground. The others remained behind him. Only Amia was with him, holding onto his hand and squeezing it from time to time.

      He considered freeing the elementals bound here, but doing so would only put them in danger.

      Light didn’t have the same reservations. Using a surge of spirit, she released the elementals from the bonds, leaving nothing but rock remaining. Tan reached through the element bonds to protect those she had freed, quickly adding spirit to them so that the darkness could not latch on.

      At first, he wasn’t certain that the effort was worth it. Each time Light freed the elementals, the effort that he expended to seal them off increased. Tan worried that he might reach a time where the effort became too much for him. Did he dare continue, knowing what he might have to face when they reached deeper into Norilan?

      But with each elemental freed, Tan felt the surge of the connection to the element bonds. With the elementals present, there was increasing strength available to him, not filtered by the barrier. Not only available to him, but to the others with him. The connections between the elementals through the element bond meant that they were stronger as well because he continued to free the others.

      In the distance, Tan saw a collection of buildings, but they were not the same buildings he had seen before.

      Had he come at the city from such a different direction that he wouldn’t recognize it? He didn’t think so. The buildings he could see were shaped but didn’t have the same flowing lines of the others that he’d seen. They were sharper lines, more like buildings he would find in Par—or the kingdoms.

      Tan paused. Had he found another city?

      Maelen.

      Light intruded on his thoughts at the same time that Amia squeezed his hand.

      He turned to both, but Amia spoke first. “Don’t you sense it?” she asked.

      “Sense what?”

      “Listen.”

      So he did. Focusing on spirit, he heard what Amia must have heard. The presence was there in the back of his mind, faint at first, but growing louder the longer that he focused. It came from the city.

      Life. People. Shaped energy.

      Unlike the other city Tan had found, this place in Norilan was alive.

      “We can’t bring five draasin into a city that hasn’t seen outsiders in forever,” he said.

      “No. But you can’t risk going in by yourself, either. Let the others come, but have the draasin watch from above,” Amia suggested.

      It was a good suggestion and one that Tan should have come up with. But something about Norilan, about all of Norilan, caused him to have a strange disconnect with the elementals.

      The others quickly climbed from the draasin, and Sashari and Asgar led the rest of the fire elementals back into the sky, circling overhead, high above so that they looked like strange birds rather than draasin. The fire bond maintained the connection, and Tan was thankful for that.

      “The grass is strange,” Vel said.

      Tan hadn’t spoken much to the water shaper since he’d joined them, but there was more value to Vel than simply his shaping. At one time, he had been a scholar in Doma, a man with much knowledge. “That’s because the grass is shaped,” he said.

      With every step, Light released more of the bonds that held the elementals. And with every step, Tan did what he could to protect the newly freed elementals, joining them with spirit. Somehow, that connection protected them.

      The others flanked around him, and they walked in a tight bunch. No one shaped their way forward. Everyone gave Fur a wide berth, keeping clear of him, except for Corasha. She walked next to him, murmuring softly to him.

      Tan made his way to Fur. “I haven’t thanked you for coming.”

      “There is a price to everything, warrior.”

      “What price do you expect me to pay?”

      “Not you. This is a price that I must pay.”

      Tan waited for him to expand, but he kept his gaze fixated on the horizon. Since bringing him back into the fire bond, Fur had changed. The thickened skin and hairless features that typified the lisincend remained, but he had taken to wearing a dark leather jacket to go with the pants the lisincend favored. Heat radiated from him, but less so than when fire raged uncontrollably within him. No veil of heat surrounded him.

      “These lands. They are misleading, are they not?” Fur finally said. “They appear lush, but once you remove the shaping, they are barren.”

      “There is something to this place that we’re not understanding,” Tan said. “That I’m not understanding.”

      “Issa would say that we are not meant to understand all of this world,” Fur said. “There should remain mysteries to even the most learned.”

      Tan hadn’t known whether Fur followed Issa in the same way the Servants did, but considering his deference to the San, he shouldn’t have been surprised to hear that Fur did. “What does your San tell you about the mysteries of Issa?”

      Fur’s brow furrowed and he brought a slender finger to his lips. “He tells me that I should seek Issa in all that I do.” His voice dropped to a whisper, and he looked toward Cora. “There were many years—too many—when I couldn’t control the way fire raged within me. I thought that served Issa. Since you restored me to fire, I feel it more intimately than I ever had before.” His eyes closed and he let out a breath that was mostly steam. “I often wonder. What would have happened had we killed you, warrior? I know Issa so much differently than I did when fire raged through me. Perhaps that is why she saved you.”

      “Perhaps,” Tan agreed.

      Fur stood in place and fire built from him slowly, and with a control reminiscent of the way that Cora had shaped fire during her Calling of Issa. It swirled around him, and Tan realized that Fur did it as a way to comfort himself.

      He left the lisincend standing alone, wrapped in fire, as they continued toward the distant city.

      Cresting a slight rise, Tan looked upon the city more easily. Behind him, with every step that he’d taken, they had released the elementals bound to this place, leaving hard, stark rock in its place. Each elemental freed had been tied to spirit, wrapping them in a way that would keep them separated from the darkness and its reach.

      Within the city, earth and spirit sensing showed him people living within it, but not nearly as many as the size of the city would predict. There was a certain familiarity to the design of the buildings, one that harkened to the archives in Ethea, as well as some of the oldest buildings within it. A low wall surrounded the city. Beyond the wall, all sense of shaped elementals ceased.

      “They don’t bind the elementals there,” Tan said to Amia.

      “Like the other part of the city you found?”

      Tan shook his head. “This is different than that place. There, I think the elementals once had been bound but were no longer.” He thought about the way that the wall around it had created a separation and suspected that the other side had once had the same bonded elementals but that the darkness had somehow overwhelmed or tainted them, destroying the connections.

      “We should be ready,” he said.

      “For what?” Roine asked. He had been mostly silent as they approached the city, though everyone had been strangely silent. Little more than soft whispers had passed between them.

      “For anything.”

      Tan wrapped shapings of each element around himself and pulled on the connection to the element bonds as he approached the city. Near him, he sensed the others doing the same.

      Moving forward, holding onto the shaping as he did, he felt the connection to earth that those within the city possessed, combined with spirit. None were spirit shapers; they existed within his mind as something like a void when a sensing of spirit washed over them, and Tan had no sense of that void coming from the city.

      But shapings built.

      When other shapers worked with their abilities, he detected it as a pressure within his ears, the same sort of pressure he felt when soaring with the draasin or shaping himself along the wind. The stronger the shaper, the greater the pressure that he detected.

      Given the shapings that he sensed, there was great power coming from the city.

      “Tan?” Amia asked.

      “I sense it,” he told her. How could he not? The shaped energy that he detected was enormous and didn’t seem to come through the elementals, meaning that whoever shaped had significant power.

      Fur growled a thick, low sound that rumbled from deep within his chest. Fire pressed out in waves from him, flowing like lava as it washed away from the lisincend.

      Elle slid nearby, staying on her trail of water, the thin green film of masyn supporting her in the air as she made her way toward the city. Elanne hovered in the air just on the edge of Tan’s vision. Surprisingly, Roine and Zephra held back.

      They passed the outermost buildings.

      Tan glanced at them, but these buildings were empty.

      He continued onward, now floating on wind mixed with more fire, the heat propelling him even faster. The fire bond carried awareness of the draasin flying overhead, circling and watching them. Shapings built from those with him, coming from each of the elements. Tan kept his focus on the city, on what might come. But nothing did.

      Each building they passed was empty. The sense of shaping came from deeper within the city, but Tan had to reach it first. He had thought that he might find others in this portion of the city—earth sensing had suggested that he would—but the closer he got, the less he detected them. Either they moved, or the strange distortion to his shaping in these lands affected him more than he realized.

      The simple square structures became larger the deeper into the city they went. Buildings began to rise two or three stories, blocking the rest of the city from view. The strange disconnect from what he sensed, that awareness of people in the city and what he saw in front of him, persisted.

      Tan took to the air, rising higher than the buildings, not wanting to have his line of sight obscured. Spreading out in front of him, more of the same buildings stretched before ending along a rocky cliff.

      He frowned. What he sensed was near the cliff, but also down.

      He streaked toward the edge of the rock. The city pressed against the cliff before stopping, almost as if the city that had been here had fallen off with the rest of the rock. A wide chasm opened, the bottom of it so far below that it was impossible to see. The other side of the canyon had to be over a thousand feet away.

      “Where are they?” Ferran asked.

      He stood on a shaping of earth that somehow held him in the air. Tan still hadn’t completely worked out how he managed to shape himself like that. “Not in the city,” he said.

      That would explain why the sense of Norilan’s population had shifted as they continued to make their way through the city. But why wouldn’t they be in the city? And where would they have gone?

      “They’re below,” Elle said, sliding to stand next to him, simply holding onto a platform of shaped water. “That’s what we did in Doma when Par-shon attacked. We were able to remain beneath the city.”

      “But how did you survive?” Ferran asked. “What did you eat?”

      Elle shrugged. “Doma has always known how to harvest from the sea. We managed to pull tides through the gaps in the rock, and caught fish and seaweed. Enough that we were able to survive until Tan came and cleared them out.”

      “There is something amiss here,” Ferran said. “If they are beneath us, then why the shaping?”

      Tan agreed. The shaping that he detected was incredibly powerful. Possibly it was the work of many shapers, and enough of them that they could project just how potent their shapings were.

      “I need to go down there,” Tan said.

      “Are you sure that is wise?” Ferran asked. “Feel the pressure of this shaping, Athan. There is much power to it. A shaping like that…”

      Tan could feel it, but he didn’t know the purpose behind it. Could these shapers have been twisted by the darkness to serve it? Were they the reason that the binding had failed?

      But he didn’t have answers, not to the questions that he possessed.

      Amia squeezed his hand. “This is why we’re here.”

      “We came for Honl,” Tan said with a whisper. “This… I don’t know what this is.”

      “This could be answers. Isn’t that what we need?”

      She was right. If they could find answers, even if it meant that they had to capture some of these shapers, it would be worth it. They might finally be able to understand what had happened centuries ago and how those shapers had managed to suppress the darkness. As much as helping Honl, that was the reason he was here.

      He sighed, nodded, and dropped on a shaping of wind and fire toward the rock cliff.

      Tan shaped as went down, feeling along the rock as he went, searching for how to find the other shapers. Passing below the level of the city, Tan felt a tingling cool sense across his skin that reminded him of the time he had passed beyond the failing barrier in the kingdoms. Clouds and mist swirled around him.

      Watch from above for now, he sent to the draasin, but be ready. I may have need of your assistance.

      The draasin sent a sense of agreement through the bond and Tan continued down, unable to see anything around him. Nothing but the mist and the clouds.

      With a shaping, he swept them away.

      And gasped.

      Nestled along the rock, he saw another city. This was built onto the edge as if clinging to the sheer wall. Dozens of buildings, all small and compact, as they were recessed into the stone.

      The shaping that he detected came from here. Now that he could more clearly see, he felt the power surging from the buildings but directed in all directions. The shaping that maintained the barrier came from here, as did the shaping that held the bonds in place.

      Tan turned to Amia but stopped, realizing that a man dressed in dark pants and a long, flowing jacket shaped his way toward them. Silver hair streamed behind him in the wind. And elementals swirled around him.

      “Who are you?” the man demanded.

      A powerful shaping built from him that combined each of the elements. This was a warrior shaper and one who had either bonded the elementals or had forced a bond on the elementals.

      “What did he say?” Ferran whispered.

      Only then did Tan realize that the warrior had spoken in Ishthin, a language that had rarely been spoken aloud in centuries.

      Tan focused on the water bond, realizing this to be the elemental that the man had swirling around him, an elemental that was much like masyn in the way that it called to the mist, but this formed the clouds and the rain and left a soft sheen on the man’s brow.

      There was no evidence that he had forced a bond. Which meant that he had formed the bond with the elementals on his own.

      Tan used a spirit shaping, searching for evidence that the man had been tainted by the darkness, but the shaping was rebuffed.

      The warrior glared at him.

      “I am Tannen Minden. Your elemental may know me as Maelen.”

      The man’s eyes darkened. “You can shape. And not weakly, it would seem.”

      In answer, Tan pulled on the connection of the elements he felt all around him, using not only the element bonds but the elementals as well. “I can shape. Who are you? What is this place?”

      “Fools, all of you,” the man said, his eyes sweeping up the rock and seeming to take in all of the shapers that Tan had brought with him, “to come to the Order of Warrior like this.”

      Dozens of other shapers suddenly appeared, likely warriors each, and a shaping that Tan hadn’t detected suddenly lifted as they surrounded him and the others.
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      Do not attack, Tan sent through spirit. He mixed the message into each of the element bonds, hoping that it would carry through to those with him.

      Could these shapers truly be from the Order of Warrior? Some of the oldest texts that he’d found in the archives referenced the Order of Warrior, but that was supposed to have been from a time long ago, from when the kingdoms were first founded.

      “The Order of Warrior?” he asked. He raised his hand, hoping to signal to the other shapers to remain calm. Did they know what he indicated? Did it matter if they did not? If the warriors attacked, they were outnumbered enough that Tan wasn’t sure that he would be able to get everyone to safety, not without risking an attack that might put others in danger. And if these warriors were not tainted by the darkness, there would be value in learning from them.

      The kingdoms had only a few warriors remaining. Tan. Roine. Perhaps one or two of the upcoming students. Cora from Incendin. None from Doma. And Chenir, with the Supreme Leader. Even Par had not had many warriors. Those they did had died with the attack.

      “This is the Order of Warrior. We are an ancient and powerful group. And you have intruded.” He tipped his head toward the water elemental. “This was you? You disrupted the bonds?”

      “Not only me,” Tan said. He would protect Light but let the warrior think that there were others with him capable of disrupting the connection to the bonds. “They hold the elementals in place.”

      “They protect the elementals. You are too ignorant to understand. It is our very protections that allow you to remain ignorant.”

      Fur growled softly, and Tan glanced over at him.

      The lisincend had no wings like some of the others now in Incendin, but he was so attuned to fire, and connected to kaas, that his skin glowed a soft orange as he hovered in the air. A trail of smoke and flame streamed behind him.

      “What kind of elemental is this?” the warrior asked. “What have you done to them?”

      “I am no elemental,” Fur said. “I embraced fire.”

      The warrior studied Fur and a shaping of fire built as if probing toward him. When it reached Fur, the shaping fell apart, fizzled out by the lisincend’s control over fire.

      “You would be wise not to attempt that again,” Fur said.

      Two other shapers approached, joining the man across from Tan and the others. As they did, Tan felt a soft pressure around him.

      They were sealing them inside of some kind of shaping.

      Drawing on each of the elements, Tan pressed against the shaping.

      It bulged and then collapsed, exploding away from him.

      He drew on more shaped power, a growing irritation rising within him.

      Two of the warriors fell, no longer able to support themselves. Tan reached for them with earth and wind, catching them before they reached the ground. He pulled them toward him and held them bound in his shaping.

      “Perhaps I am not the only fool,” he said.

      The warrior glanced at the fallen shapers and then at the others around him.

      Another shaping built from them, this time less subtly, but with much more power. It wrapped like a bubble around Tan and those with him. Someone—possibly Elanne—gasped as it began to constrict around them.

      The shaping combined each of the elements. The intent of the shaping was clear as soon as it began to form. They intended to separate the shapers from their ability to shape.

      Tan had experienced something like this before.

      Not like this. It was the same shaping, only more controlled.

      The Utu Tonah had used a shaping like this, intent on pulling Tan from his ability to oppose him.

      “Tan,” Roine said more calmly than he likely felt, “I can no longer shape.”

      Maelen. Should we come? Asgar asked.

      Not yet. Be ready.

      Tan glared at the warrior who stared at them from the other side of the shaping.

      “You should not have come here,” the man said. “This is a place of power, and of danger. Your presence has disrupted a stable balance that the world has known for hundreds of years.”

      The others might have been cut off from their ability to shape, but he was not. He reached through the connection to the element bonds and added spirit, drawing most strongly upon it. Amia added her ability as well, pressing her enormous strength and control through to him.

      Tan pushed.

      The warriors might have more knowledge of shaping, but Tan had battled the archivists, the lisincend, and then the Utu Tonah. All of those battles had taught him about shaping and had brought him a great understanding of his ability with the elements. He may not have the same finesse and understanding, but he had something that he suspected they did not: he could reach the element bonds and spirit.

      Using spirit, he knifed against the shaping surrounding him.

      There was resistance, but Tan was connected to the spirit bond. He surged through it.

      The shaping exploded.

      This time, when the exploded shaping struck those attempting to hold it, he did nothing when they fell. Nearly a dozen of the shapers were thrown back, spinning wildly. Spirit told him that many were unconscious.

      “You would do well to save your people,” Tan said simply.

      The warrior frowned and then raised a hand, making a motion with his fist. Those who survived suddenly streaked away, racing toward the fallen shapers. Tan felt earth and wind used to catch them. Some shaped water, likely to heal. Little fire was used. He found that interesting.

      Tan pulled on more spirit, feeling the power of it coursing through him. “Now. Would you like to have a conversation, or do you want to continue to battle? The Utu Tonah, a man much more powerful than you, thought to face me—and failed.”

      The warrior’s face fell. “Utu Tonah?” He said the name with a different accent to it, placing emphasis on the middle of the name and speaking in Ishthin. He looked at Tan with a new interest, staring from him to the others with him, and then nodded. “You may come with me.”

      
* * *

      They sat on a rock ledge, in the middle of a circle of stone. Wind whipped around him and clouds hovered in the sky as if restored by a shaping. And, Tan realized, they might have been.

      Rocks had been stacked in a circle, and a small flame flickered within. Part of Tan expected elementals to be drawn to the flame, but none were. It remained small and weak.

      He considered adding to it, shaping fire into it, but decided against that. He held back the knowledge of the draasin, still not certain about the warriors sitting across from him on a stone ledge.

      There were five of them, including the warrior who had first come to them. Tan suspected him their leader or something like it. The others with him were similar in age. Two men, one with a long face and a thick beard, and much more darkness remaining in his hair, sat to the first warrior’s right. Another man, thicker and almost pudgy, sat off to the side. Two women sat on his left, both dressed in the same style as the men.

      All, Tan realized now, wore warrior swords.

      Roine and Amia sat on one side of him. Cora and Fur sat on the other. The rest of the shapers who had come with Tan waited near the edge of the rocks. All held onto shapings, each readied in case they were attacked again. Tan knew that if these warriors attacked, even those who had faced Par-shon might not be prepared. Only his connection to spirit had saved them, as it had saved him time and again.

      “Tell me, strange warrior,” the other warrior said, “you call yourself Maelen.”

      “As I said, I did not give myself the title.”

      The man smiled. “Title? You think Maelen a title?”

      Tan shrugged. “Some do. I see from the way that you say it, you are familiar with the word.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Familiar, yes. Why is it that the elementals use this term for you?”

      “Because it was given to me by one of them.”

      The warrior waited, but Tan didn’t explain more. He would not reveal the draasin yet. “You haven’t told me who you are,” he said.

      “I am Nator L’chen.” The name flowed from his tongue, a name of Ishthin and power. “Now. You mention Utu Tonah. Where did you hear of this?”

      Tan glanced at Elanne, who stood near the rocks. She had her head cocked to the side and listened. Of those with him, Elanne and Amia likely knew the most Ishthin and could understand what Nator said. The others might understand a word here and there, but not the same as those two.

      “There was a man who went by such a title,” Tan said.

      Nator looked at those sitting next to him. “Title?”

      Tan nodded. The slight widening of Nator’s eyes caught Tan’s attention. The man recognized the word, but there was more than that.

      He thought about the Utu Tonah and the journals written in Ishthin, the fact that he had known how to bind elementals. The Utu Tonah had been a warrior. Tan had discovered that when stripping him of the forced bonds.

      “You knew him, didn’t you?” he asked Nator. “He’s from these lands.”

      Nator frowned and pressed the tips of his fingers together. “Many years ago, there was a man of the Order who disappeared. In these lands, such a thing is not uncommon. We have lost many shapers. As I said, these lands are dangerous.”

      “Was he called Utu Tonah?”

      The man next to Nator smirked. “You pronounce it wrong, Maelen. It is utaton.”

      Tan thought about the word and realized its definition. An insult in Ishthin laced with animosity, and one without a clear translation. Could the Utu Tonah have taken his insult and embraced it?

      Hadn’t that been what Tan had done with the word Maelen?

      “He was of the Order?” Tan asked.

      “This man could not have been the same, Maelen,” Nator said. “As you no doubt know, these lands are inaccessible.”

      “I reached them.”

      Nator nodded. “You reached them. And you are the first to have reached them in… possibly hundreds of years.”

      Hundreds. Norilan had been isolated for so long, but that would explain much about the Utu Tonah. “Why did you call him that? Why give him another name?”

      Nator glanced at one of the women before he answered. “He was of the Order, but he was never particularly skilled. He had dangerous ideas, claiming that he knew of a way for us to leave our land and leave our responsibility.”

      Tan thought about what he knew about the Utu Tonah. Could it really be possible that he came from Norilan? Tan knew that it was. None had heard of him before he arrived in Par. And why Par?

      The binding. He would have known about the binding.

      Did that mean he knew about the darkness? Had he come to Par thinking that he could defeat the darkness?

      “His ideas,” Tan said. “They involved the elementals, did they not?”

      Quick glances were passed along the warriors sitting across from him. “What do you know of this?”

      Tan leaned forward. Through the water bond, he was able to detect the elemental that Nator had connected to. “Imagine if your bond was stolen from you, Nator. How would you feel? What would the elemental feel? And then imagine that the elemental was forced to bond to another, and through that forced bond, required to serve in ways that the elemental did not choose. Now tell me, what do you know of those bonds?”

      “He forced bonds?” The fifth person, an older woman with long, gray hair tied behind her with a length of brown silk, stared at Tan with crystal blue eyes. She wore a silver necklace that drew his attention for a moment.

      “You say that as if you’re surprised. Is that not what you have done? I see the way that the elementals are trapped by the bonds, forced to serve in your shaping, creating your artificial landscape.”

      “That is a sacrifice that they agreed to, Maelen. That is a bond that protects them.” She closed her eyes and a subtle pressure built from her, the shaping so slight and skilled that had Tan not been connected to the element bonds, he would not have noticed. The shaping slid away from her, disappearing as no more than a wisp of air. “Or did. You have released them, haven’t you?”

      “I have released those that I can.”

      She studied Tan, her eyes narrowing slightly. “You understand the consequences of what you have done?”

      Tan sighed. “I understand that your bond sealed them to the land.”

      “What you do puts them in danger, Maelen. You have skill, I will give you that. And more power than any seen by the Order in generations, but you know so little. And your ignorance places all in danger.”

      “You might have blocked them from the darkness, keeping it from tainting them, but I restored them to spirit, bringing them to the Mother. The darkness will not touch them now.” He hoped that was right. Otherwise, what she said would be true. Tan didn’t want to harm the elementals and didn’t want for the darkness to reach them and attack. Given the strength that he detected here, there wasn’t much holding back the darkness. And maybe that was what the Order did. Could they be the reason that Nightfall hadn’t fully escaped?

      She sniffed softly. “Darkness. A term as good as any.”

      “What term do you have?” Amia asked. “Other than darkness. Or Nightfall. What would you call it?”

      “Nightfall? Is that what you think? You believe that the Order opposes some superstition?”

      “Superstition?” Tan asked. “What is it, if not Nightfall? What do the bindings suppress if not this darkness?”

      The woman looked from Nator to the others. “You have found them?”

      “The bindings? One was never lost. The other was buried but has been found. Only the third remained hidden.”

      She took a quick breath. “But if they’ve been found, they are in danger. The seals could fail—”

      “They failed, but I repaired them.”

      She shook her head. “You might be many things, Maelen, but repairing the seals requires more than one man.”

      “Tell me what you know,” Tan said. “Help me understand the purpose of the bindings. Help me to ensure the darkness does not escape.”

      “What you know as the darkness,” she said, “we call another name. Not Nightfall. Nightfall was a superstition long ago, a belief in a god who stole the sun from the sky at the end of each day, bringing the dark. This creature that we confine, that the Order alone still controls, went by another name. To us, he was known as Tenebeth. And he struggles, striving to get free upon the world once more.”

      “Not striving,” Tan said. “He has escaped into the world.”

      The woman glanced at the others sitting with her before turning her attention back to Tan. “If that is the case, then we have already lost. For Tenebeth is powerful, and he seeks to destroy all the light.”
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      Tan stood near the edge of the rock, looking down toward the distant canyon floor, unable to see anything more than blackness. Amia stood with him, one arm slipped behind his back, and she rested her head on his shoulder. The others in their party waited nearby. Waiting for him. He needed to reach a decision, only he wasn’t quite sure what that would be.

      The older woman—Jorma, he had discovered—approached. She stood near the edge of the rock, a few steps from Tan. She stared into the depths as well, and after a moment, the clouds cleared, and Tan could almost make out shapes. As he did, he realized what she showed him. There was another city, and more people, below.

      “Why do you stay here?” he asked.

      “If we did not, who would prevent the coming of Tenebeth?”

      “Your shaping does not hold him.”

      Tan could feel the flows of their shaping. What they intended did nothing against the darkness, but it suffused the barrier, and Tan could feel the way it pressed against the shapings above him, holding the elementals in place. In that way, it reminded him of the shaping that Incendin used with fire.

      “The shaping does more than you can understand, Maelen,” Jorma said.

      Tan pushed a shaping from him, joining with what he sensed below. His shaping stretched away, sweeping into the flows, much like what he had done when shaping with the Incendin fire shaping.

      “We might not understand all that the Order does, but don’t think that we are ignorant. Or that we can’t learn.” When she frowned, he asked, “How did the binding fail?”

      “The binding did not fail.”

      “No? Then what is that place at the center of your city? Is that not the binding of these lands, one that was intended to hold this Tenebeth?” He pulled on spirit, but there were no flows here, nothing that he could detect as he now could from the bindings in Par and in Vatten. “There should be three, and they should connect. From the others, I can feel how the connections should be, but they are not joined.” That connection was what had—or should have—sealed in the darkness. “When did it fail?”

      Jorma stared at him, unblinking, for a long moment. “It never failed.”

      “What do you mean? The biding should have held.”

      She shook her head. “The binding never failed because it never held.” She folded her arms together. “Long ago, our records claim, there were three bindings placed to protect our lands from Tenebeth. The first began to seal him, and stood tall above the land.”

      That would be Par, Tan suspected. The tower as one of the bindings still stood tall.

      “Another, those scholars felt, had to be buried deep within the land.”

      Alast. Had it always been buried, or had they converted the temple into that purpose when they realized what needed to be done?

      “And the third binding was started, but those scholars quickly learned that it was not enough. That Tenebeth was too strong for them. They changed their shaping, turning it to seal off his power as best as could be, but there was only so much that could be done. To maintain the separation, the seal had to be held. The Order would have to serve. And they have, willingly, all these years later.”

      “Your binding fails. Even as you want to hold it, it fails,” Tan said. “I have faced this darkness and know that it has made its way into the world.”

      “If you faced Tenebeth, you would not have survived.”

      “You know so much about those times, and the time before, but I don’t think that you know this Tenebeth.” Tan turned to her, focusing on spirit, pulling through the spirit bond as strongly as he could, allowing himself to revel in the power that he could access with the bond. As he did, his skin began to glow. He felt it as warmth seeping from him, but then more strongly as it continued to pour from him. “The Mother opposes him, doesn’t she?”

      “Only Light opposes Tenebeth.”

      “And I am a Shaper of Light,” Tan said.

      Jorma blinked slowly. “Where have you heard that phrase?”

      “The elementals.”

      She sniffed. “The one who you call the Utu Tonah. He thought to become the Shaper of Light.”

      “He knew of this?”

      “All of the Order know of this. Records from long ago speak of shapers so powerful that they could channel the Light themselves. They were able to draw upon the source of all things and use that energy to stop Tenebeth. Most feel that this is nothing more than superstition, much like your stories of Nightfall. But that one, he chased power, believing that he could understand it.”

      “That’s why he wanted to force the bonds?” Tan asked.

      “What is known about Shapers of Light was that they were connected to the source of all things, that they could reach powers that others could not. We know connections to the elementals, and we have shapers able to use each of the elements, but even then, we cannot reach the source. Many have tried. Some were even rumored to have created devices that would let them reach for more than they could on their own, but our people have not found a way to reach this. That is why we think it is superstition.” She paused, staring at Tan and the way that his skin glowed. “Thought. Perhaps it is possible that you are the Shaper of Light, Maelen.”

      Tan still didn’t know what that meant for him. He could reach the different element bonds and could speak to the elementals, and through those connections, he was more tightly bound to the Mother. Is that what made him a Shaper of Light?

      But she didn’t say “a” shaper of light. Jorma referred to “the” Shaper of Light.

      “You speak as if there are only one of these individuals,” Amia said, asking Tan’s question.

      “Perhaps there had been more. We know only that such individuals were rare, even then. They are the ones who left records. Through those records, they had a vision, a prophesy if you will, when one would come who was more powerful than the rest, one who could tap into the energy of the creator. Only when this person appeared could Tenebeth be stopped.”

      “And this is why the bindings were put in place?” Amia asked. “This is why you only contained rather than attempted to destroy him?”

      “You can’t use this power to destroy,” Tan said softly.

      Jorma looked at him with renewed interest. “Anything can be destroyed, Maelen.”

      “Not this darkness,” Tan said. “And not with the power that I can use. I can create, and I can work to serve the elements and the elementals, but I can’t destroy.”

      Jorma watched him, a frown wrinkling her face. “You still haven’t said why you have come here. Why have you come to the Order if you did not know we existed?”

      Tan glanced over at Amia. The connection to Honl was still there, deep in his mind, but faded. He no longer had an idea of where he might be, or how he could find his friend.

      “I have bonded to the elementals—”

      “More than one?” she asked.

      He nodded. “And there is one of my bonds who came to these lands, but is now lost to me.”

      Jorma pressed her lips together into a deep frown. “If he is lost, then he was likely claimed by Tenebeth.”

      That had been Tan’s fear until he realized how spirit protected the elementals, and Honl was tightly bound to spirit. He should be protected. “Not this elemental. Spirit was strong with him.”

      “There are no elementals.”

      Light licked his face and Tan smiled. “Perhaps not only of spirit, but there are several who have gained an awareness of spirit, who have merged with it, and that keeps them safe. This bond had once been of pure wind, but he was injured, and healing him required the touch of spirit. And now… now he is as much spirit as he is of wind.”

      “Wind?” Jorma asked, suddenly interested.

      Tan frowned. “You’ve seen him, haven’t you?”

      “You are not the first to have come to our lands in recent days. Another, one who walked like a man but carried with him the fabric of wind, came many months ago. Few knew that he had come and fewer still knew that he has gone missing.”

      There was a part of what she said that stuck with Tan. “You know where he is?”

      “We didn’t know that he belonged to anyone. We didn’t know that he was bonded. When we realized that he was an elemental…”

      “You forced him into a bond, didn’t you?”

      “We wanted to protect him. There are so few free elementals that make their way through the barrier. Some do. Nator managed to connect to water, but he is the exception. A few others have spoken to the elementals, knowing that there is a connection that they can share, but few have managed to bond. When an elemental is discovered, the Order recognizes that we must protect it. Here, in this place, with the touch of Tenebeth so close to the surface, that is all that we could do.”

      Tan turned, rage already starting to fill him. Amia grabbed his arm, trying to hold him back, but she understood the source of his anger and let go as he stepped closer to Jorma.

      “Where is he?” he asked. “Where is my bonded?”

      Jorma swallowed as he loomed over her.

      Tan realized that he held a shaping of spirit so tightly within him that he glowed. Light licked his face, trying to soothe him, but Tan wanted nothing of soothing. He wanted to find Honl.

      “You will take me to him.”

      
* * *

      Tan and Amia stood at the bottom of the valley, the buildings on the surface high overhead. On this level, Tan could detect other buildings and the people who lived down here. Hundreds of men, women and children made this place their home, living far below the rocks above, far below the shaped landscape that Tan had seen when he first came into Norilan, trying to survive in a place within the elementals, and with barely any sunlight. He wondered how many of these people were able to shape. Enough that there were dozens of warriors. Enough that the Order had survived when so few other warriors outside of Norilan existed.

      As Tan focused on the people within the city, he realized that his initial estimate was off by an order of magnitude. There had to be nearly a thousand, maybe many thousands of people.

      Jorma led him away from the city, moving silently as she did. She glanced back at him from time to time, and Tan simply glared at her.

      She stopped outside of a cavern and motioned inside. “The elemental is in here,” she said.

      Tan sent a shaping of fire into the cavern but saw nothing more than the bleak walls of rock. There was no sign of Honl, and Tan wasn’t even sure that he would know what he looked for.

      “You will show me.”

      “Maelen, this is as far as I can—”

      The way she hesitated bothered Tan, as did the fact that they had bound Honl. As a modified elemental, he had the ability to speak, something no other elementals were capable of doing. They must have known what they were doing, and still did it.

      She started into the cavern and stepped to the side. Tan continued forward, and Amia trailed along next to him.

      “What is it?” she asked him.

      “There’s something they’re not telling me,” Tan said.

      “About what?”

      “I don’t know. About everything, I think. Think about it. Honl can speak. He’s not like other elementals. When he had come here, he would have been able to talk to them, so for something to happen to him where I can’t detect him anymore...”

      “You think they know and are not saying.”

      “I think they know—”

      He didn’t have the chance to finish.

      Rock started rumbling from the end of the cavern. It echoed from deep within the earth, drawn from the elemental powers that were a part of this land, and shook the entire cavern.

      Tan pressed against the rock, holding it with earth, but the weight was almost more than he could manage. His shaping was not enough to hold it.

      The end of the cavern began to collapse.

      “Go!” he shouted to Amia. “I can hold it only so long.”

      They ran, the shaping managing to hold up the cavern, but the ground rippled beneath him. Was this a shaping or something else?

      Could the darkness, this Tenebeth that they spoke about, have somehow escaped?

      Did he attack?

      Or, more worrisome, was this something that Jorma had done?

      The ground tossed him into the air, and he lost control. The shaping slipped, and Tan pulled through the earth bond, dragging his awareness deep into the earth to hold the rock in place, to prevent the cavern from collapsing.

      But he missed the collapsing of the ceiling. A rock fell, landing on his leg, too large for him to lift. The pain sent every other thought from his mind. Light tightened her grip around his neck, squeezing tightly.

      The end of the cavern began to fall in.

      Tan focused on it and shaped it in place while Amia pulled on his arm.

      “Go,” he said.

      “Not without you!”

      “Go. I’ll follow.”

      He pushed her with wind, and as he did, he sent her through the end of the tunnel, calling to Asgar as he did through the fire bond. Help the Daughter. Protect her.

      Then the tunnel collapsed around him.
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      When the dust settled, Tan still couldn’t move. His leg was trapped beneath a massive boulder, and the pain shooting through him nearly caused him to lose consciousness. He took slow and steadying breaths, but that wasn’t enough.

      Amia, he tried sending.

      The pain prevented him from reaching her.

      Tan sagged back, leaning against the hard rock that trapped him. What had happened here? The rumbling of earth had to have been elemental shaping, but why would Jorma have brought him here? Unless her intent was to see him trapped, and maybe killed.

      Had he misread her?

      Hopefully, the draasin had reached Amia in time to protect her.

      Only, he didn’t know. What if she hadn’t made it free in time? Or, if she had made it free, what if Asgar hadn’t reached her in time? He tried reaching the elementals, but the severity of his pain prevented the necessary focus.

      Light climbed slowly from his shoulders. At least she wasn’t hurt.

      He tried reaching her, but much like with Amia, his connection to her failed. Not because the connection was not there—Tan could still feel it—but because the pain overwhelmed his ability to connect.

      Light climbed along the rock and began pushing.

      “Don’t,” he said. “Too heavy. Can’t even shape it.”

      Light ignored him and continued pushing on the rock, but nothing changed.

      She lowered her head to his leg and began licking softly. As she did, her leathery skin began to glow softly, taking on a yellowish light. Through it, Tan could see the fallen and collapsed cavern. Rock had crumbled all around him, leaving him in a small space decorated with massive boulders. He was lucky to have not been crushed.

      He tried moving, but there was no place for him to go.

      Light continued licking at his leg, running her rough tongue along him.

      “I’m sorry you’re trapped here with me.”

      Light didn’t look up as if she didn’t hear him. Was he even speaking?

      But Tan realized the pain in his leg eased the more that Light licked. Her body continued to glow, now with more intensity, and as it did, the pain eased, letting up.

      What are you doing?

      With less pain, he was able to reach her.

      You must get free, Maelen. All need you.

      Even if I could, my leg is crushed.

      You would doubt water?

      Water? Tan had never tried healing himself with water. Each time he’d been healed, he had used the elementals, but would he be able to turn a shaping upon himself?

      The question wouldn’t matter if he couldn’t get free.

      Amia?

      He sent the question, reaching through the connection between them, but there was no answer. The bond seemed to remain intact, but either he wasn’t strong enough to push through it yet, or Amia was unable to answer.

      A surge of fear raged through him.

      Tan reached for earth and the earth bond, needing to connect to it so he could move the rock. Nothing happened. The connection failed.

      He tried again, the gentle sense of Light licking at his leg prodding him on so that he could do nothing else but continue to attempt to reach into the earth.

      The connection came to him like a flicker of awareness. Tan reached for it, surging through the faint pull of earth that he could pick up, straining to reach the earth bond. If he could do that, then he could somehow try to free himself. One task at a time.

      And then, if he managed to free himself, would he be able to shape water strongly enough to heal his leg? The pain no longer throbbed as it had, but mostly that was because of whatever Light had done by licking his leg. Her shaping, whatever it was that she did, pulled away the pain at least long enough for him to try reaching for earth.

      Sensing the earth came first, and from there, Tan was able to shape, to feel the pull of earth against him, and used a shaping to try to shift the boulder. Pressing through the shaping, he quickly discovered that he wasn’t strong enough to move the rock that had fallen on him.

      He needed more than shaping. Could he reach the elementals?

      Many of the earth elementals in these lands had been freed as he and Light had made their way toward the hidden city. He had tried reaching them before, but they had not wanted to interact with him, almost as if they had been afraid. Could there be some reason they had fear?

      Jorma claimed that the elementals had sacrificed willingly, and that they had sunk into the shapings so that they could create the bond that held the darkness at bay, but what if that were not true?

      That changed more than he realized. If it wasn’t true, then he had to wonder why they would be forced into a bond, and why the elementals would fear being released. What did he think that they might do? Did they worry that he might attempt to use them again, or that he might force them into new bonds?

      The elementals were there, distantly in the back of his mind, but they did not answer when he attempted to call to them as if they weren’t allowed.

      Without the elementals assisting him, would he be able to get free?

      That left the bond. Could he reach the earth bond as injured as he was? There was no reason that he should not be able to reach it, but the connection required concentration, and even the now, the distant pain at the back of his mind was enough that he wasn’t sure he could concentrate well enough.

      Tan focused as he long ago had learned to focus, listening first for the earth, letting that awareness flood into him. It came in the way that the stone pressed into his back and the way that the air smelled of the dust and fallen rock, and even in the heavy, oppressive sense that he had from the near suffocation. With so little light coming through cracks in the stone, nothing but what Light managed to produce, he had to imagine the connection to the earth as much as he saw it.

      From there, he let the awareness of the stone, and the connection that he felt to it, flow through him. There was the way it pinched his leg. Maybe crushed, for all that he knew. Bones might be forever damaged, the skin peeled back, leaving the flesh raw and letting infection set in. But that was for later. Now he could only listen to the way that he connected to the earth and the way that it filled him. Much as his father had long ago taught him to sense.

      Tan reached from there, pressing this awareness into the stone, not attempting to shape, but only to gain a greater awareness of the stone and of the earth. Through the sensing, he felt it quivering beneath him, the steady and deep sense of the earth, alive as he knew that it was, rumbling softly deep below. There, he noted freed elementals. They tried to elude him, but Tan was connected in a way that he was not often connected, and he held onto the awareness. Through it, he reached again, beyond the elementals, and instead reached for the connections between them, and between he and the element. Through those shared connections, he finally reached the earth bond.

      And recognized why it had been so difficult for him.

      The elementals had been working against him.

      I am Maelen, Shaper of Light, he said, recognizing the importance of that to the elementals. Why do you oppose me?

      The elementals attempted to elude him for a moment before they answered. There can be only one Shaper of Light.

      Tan looked to Light, who continued to lick at his leg. Now it began to tingle where she licked. Having sensation in his leg had to be better than the numbness that he’d experienced up to now. And both were better than the throbbing pain that he’d gone through after the rock collapsed around him.

      I am the Shaper of Light, Tan repeated.

      The earth elementals trembled, and the ground rumbled. The rock shook, cracking in places. If it continued like this, it might fall on him and crush him worse than he already had been. Tan didn’t think that he would be able to hold an earth shaping in place to keep himself safe if that happened.

      He pressed against the elementals to settle them, but the ground only shook even more. Somewhere distantly, but closer than he would like, he heard the soft splitting of stone. Would it fall on him?

      Tan needed to soothe the elementals, but how was he to do that when he was barely able to reach them? He had managed to find the earth bond, in spite of their attempts to push him away from it.

      But could he soothe them?

      He added a shaping of spirit, barely noting how the shaping came easier the more that he worked with it, allowing him to forget what had happened to his leg. Sliding this through the earth bond, he sent spirit into the bond, across the elementals, but that would not be enough.

      What had he done before when he had joined the elementals that he’d healed with spirit? Could he do something like that with the earth bond? But joining it with spirit might go against what the Mother had intended for the bonds.

      Yet, if he didn’t, Tan sensed that the elementals would continue to fight him.

      Focusing now on spirit, he weaved the bond toward the earth bond and brought them together. There came a flash, another surge of power and light, and then it was done.

      Tan detected the elementals more clearly now.

      He called to them, showing them what he intended, using both earth and spirit to reach to them. The elementals hesitated.

      Then they flooded to him.

      Maelen.

      Tan heard the name called a dozen times. A hundred. A thousand. The voices of the elementals surged through him, filling him with an even greater awareness of them than he had before.

      He used this connection to prop up the rock around him.

      Before doing anything else, he needed to reach the other bonds as well.

      Fire first. He strained through his connection, but now that he understood what happened, and how the elementals of these lands attempted to prevent him from touching the fire bond, Tan understood why it was so difficult. But he had bonded fire first. He had reached the fire bond first. And he would not be withheld from fire.

      Tan shifted it, joining it to spirit, the same as he had done with earth.

      The other bonds required less effort, likely because he understood what he did and why it must be done.

      With the sealing of each bond to spirit, Tan had the same overwhelming understanding and awareness of the elementals. Now the sense of them flooded him, and he could practically touch those that swarmed around him.

      No longer did he have to strain to reach spirit. Now, spirit filled everything, connecting everything.

      With nothing more than a request to the earth, the ground shifted, letting him free.

      He felt for his leg, knowing that it might be forever damaged. Where Light had licked it, there remained a thick crust. Below that crust, his leg ached, but less than he would have expected.

      Tan reached through water and turned it upon himself. Would such a water shaping even be possible? Would he be able to use it on himself like this, to heal himself if needed? With fire, a shaping like that would twist him, but water understood what he wanted.

      Not water, Tan realized, but the elementals that he now felt everywhere, even distantly high above him.

      They answered his call, and a faint greenish shimmering pulled from the rock itself as if squeezed from it like some sort of fruit. That surrounded his leg, crawling up it with a surprising cold.

      Tan gasped but let the sense work over him.

      Water traced up his leg, starting by his boot and crawling along his skin. It almost slithered beneath the crust that Light had placed there, and then rose higher, from his groin to his belly, and then into his chest and lungs, rising higher with each breath that he took. Then it extended outward, leaving his chest and slipping out into his fingertips and up his neck, his face, and into his head.

      The cold snapped through him, a thrumming sense that he had last felt when fighting Par-shon, back when he had nearly died during the attack, but that had been the nymid who healed him then.

      His body went cooler and cooler, and then, when he was no longer certain that he could tolerate it anymore, it snapped once more, this time dissipating in a cloud of green.

      The crust crumbled and disappeared. With it, Tan half-expected the pain to return, but it didn’t. The healing held.

      A small gap opened between the rocks and Tan pushed through the earth bond and the elementals that he detected above him. He pushed, but there was too much earth, more than he would be able to free himself from, even connected as he was to the earth bond.

      But he sensed stored power that he recognized as coming from the elementals trapped in the shapings. Tan had thought the Order had protected the elementals, but now he doubted that they did. Much like with Par-shon, the trapped elementals were only for the benefit of shapers, and not for the elementals.

      Tan pressed through spirit.

      The bonds all exploded.

      Now that he had pulled spirit into each of the element bonds, he knew the elementals were safe from the darkness. More than that, their strength, and their awareness flooded into him with sudden and surprising power.

      Tan reached for it, borrowing from them. All the elementals recognized him and called out his name in a murmuring chorus.

      Maelen!

      Power surged, and Tan pushed out through the rock, through the mouth of the cavern. The stone rippled, creating a tunnel, and he started through. Light followed him and then hurried ahead, her glowing skin leading the way.

      In the distance, Tan could see the end of the cavern. I am coming, Amia, he sent to her.

      He didn’t know whether she could hear him, or whether any of the others could hear him, but he would come for her, and then he would understand what had happened here and why it seemed that they had attempted to drop the rock upon him.

      One more push and the rock exploded away from him. Faint shafts of light penetrated down the tunnel, enough that he knew he was nearly free.

      Maelen needs you now, he sent through the fire bond. The draasin would show themselves now. They would all show themselves. And he would discover what happened to Honl.
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      Wasina swooped toward him as soon as he was free of the tunnel. Tan jumped on a shaping of wind and detected each of the elementals that flowed through the shaping, carrying him upward and to the draasin. Tan had never been able to detect the elementals that well before, even when wrapped in the wind bond. Whatever he had done to each of the bonds had changed his ability with them as well.

      What happened, Maelen? The bond.

      Tell me what you detect, Wasina.

      Fire. It is stronger. We have always been part of the same streams of fire, but now I can see the way that we interact. I can feel the way that fire goes from me to sanat and then onward to saa. With each elemental named, Tan could trace the flows of power in his mind and understood what Wasina would have experienced.

      The bond has been strengthened, Tan said. I have pulled spirit into the bond, and now each of the elements is better connected.

      Not only that, Tan began to realize, but each of the elements was more than connected to only spirit now. Because they were all connected to spirit, they were connected to each other as well.

      Is that what the Mother asked of you?

      I don’t know what the Mother asked of me, Tan said. I know what needed to be done.

      Then it is as the Mother wished.

      Where is Asgar? Where is the Daughter?

      Wasina snorted. It is good that you have returned, Maelen. There were some who thought that you were dead.

      Tan wondered if he would have died had it not been for Light helping with the pain, or for his ability to reach deeper into the earth connection and surge through the earth bond so that he could find a way to bridge earth and spirit. What would have happened to him had he not discovered that?

      Likely, he would have died.

      Where are they?

      I will show you.

      She soared up and up, and Tan knew that she took him to the area where he had left the other shapers who had traveled with him before going with Jorma. As they rode, he detected the shaping that came from their encampment, some sort of barrier, much like the one that surrounded the entire island.

      With a burst of spirit mixed with each of the elements, Tan exploded through the barrier.

      They had shaped it well, but Tan no longer cared to help preserve the work of the Order. It needed to fall. Perhaps the Order of Warriors needed to fall.

      The other side of the barrier revealed what he had feared. The shapers who had come with him were trapped, confined near the edge of the rock. Nearly three dozen other shapers remained around them, holding a shaping. Each looked up as Tan crashed through the shaped barrier.

      They turned their focus to him.

      Working together, the warriors managed a shaping of more power than anything that Tan had ever seen, even when facing the Utu Tonah. This pressed upon him, over thirty shapers of significant power and knowledge. At the center was Jorma.

      Tan had underestimated her.

      Power practically pulsed from her, nearly a visible thing. Tan realized that they had been trying to separate the bonds the shapers held, trying to peel away the naturally formed connections.

      Drawing on his new understanding of the element bonds, and of the elementals, he deflected the attack. He continued to pull more and more power, letting it fill him. Then he drew upon even more. Shaped energy overcame him.

      Tan released it.

      The shaping pushed back what Jorma controlled. She fought, pushing, strain evident in her face, and then her shaping failed.

      As it failed, he dropped next to her and wrapped her in a shaping of each of the elements. The other warriors had fallen as well, thrown back by the force of Tan’s shaping. “Where is he?” he asked.

      He could sense that the others with him were unharmed. The shaping that he had used to overwhelm Jorma had restored their ability to shape, and each of the shapers and the warriors with him suddenly surged with shaped power. The energy of it filled him.

      “You don’t know what you’re doing,” she said. “You have no idea what you risk through your actions.”

      “I have every idea what you risk through your actions,” Tan said.

      He reached through the connection of wind bonded to spirit, detecting the way Honl existed in the bond, and suddenly realized where he had been bound. Tan couldn’t see the wind elemental, but he would be nearby, tied to the binding that Jorma had used and forced upon him, suppressing the connection that Tan shared with him.

      And she wore it as a necklace.

      Tan reached for it and jerked it from around her neck. With a surge of spirit, he destroyed the rune that she had used to contain Honl, allowing him to return.

      That wasn’t enough, though. The connection between them was there, but Honl had been injured by the shaping, forcing him into a bond while he already had been a part of another. Such an action made it difficult for Honl, and he was weakened. If not for the bond that Tan shared with him, he didn’t know that the elemental would survive.

      Tan pressed spirit into the bond.

      Amia reached through their connection, her relief that he was unharmed almost palpable, and helped Tan as he connected to Honl. The spirit connection was the most damaged. Amia helped, but so too did Light, sending a shaping through spirit, a surge of power that helped reconnect to Honl. Then Tan pressed through the wind bond, reaching for Honl.

      And there he was, distantly and faded in the back of his mind, but present.

      Tan slowly prodded him, urging his presence forward. The elemental resisted, as if scared, but Tan sent more and more of himself through the connection.

      Honl. It is Maelen. It is time for you to return.

      Moments passed without an answer. When he did answer, he came tentatively.

      Maelen?

      I’m here.

      This cannot be. You could not get past the barrier. Tan sensed panic set into the elemental, and power pulled upon the connection to wind. Were he not connected to the wind bond, Tan would have struggled to soothe his bonded wind elemental. As it was, he managed to help calm Honl but worried that the elemental had been permanently harmed.

      Spirit let me past the barrier.

      Spirit is not strong enough, Honl said, but there was uncertainty to the claim.

      The Daughter is with me.

      Even that would not be enough.

      I can reach the spirit bond.

      Darkness like a cloud shimmered into the shape of a man and stood before Tan. The last time that Tan had seen him, he had appeared well-defined, but there were still parts of him that were indistinct. Shadows. Almost as if Honl were unable to fully create the shape that he needed. Now, he was fully distinct, and the longer that he stood in front of Tan, the more solid he appeared, almost as if he were a middle-aged man with a heavy black cloak. Only the way that he floated above the ground gave him away.

      “Maelen?”

      “I’m here.”

      “I… I don’t understand. What happened?”

      Tan shot Jorma a hard glare. “I would ask you the same when you’re feeling better. It seems that you have found the ancient Order of Warriors and they forced you into a binding.”

      Honl turned too quickly for any man, making it seem that his body split in half as he spun. “The Utu Tonah. They sent him to become a Shaper of Light.”

      Tan frowned. “Sent him?”

      “That’s what I came here to understand. On Xsa, I found documents that led me to Opan. From there, I went to Botaar. And from there, I had enough to believe that the Order of Warriors still existed. There were shapers in the world, in those other parts of the world, who served on their behalf. That was when I discovered that the Utu Tonah had come from these lands. But reaching here without a key was nearly impossible. I… I sacrificed a part of myself getting through.”

      He held his arms out to his sides and spun in the air. “How is it that you restored me?”

      As Tan started toward Honl, Jorma unsheathed her sword and started swinging it. Runes glowed along the side of the warrior sword, a brilliant white light that surged from the blade.

      Tan didn’t know what would happen were she to connect with Honl, but he was unwilling to risk it. With a shaping of pure spirit, he stopped her, holding her in place.

      “How is it that you do this, Maelen?” he asked.

      “You’re the one who told me that I was a Shaper of Light,” Tan answered. “I don’t know quite what that means, but there’s a connection to the element bonds that is important.”

      He made a slow circle of Jorma, frowning at her as he did. What was he to do with her? If she told the truth about anything, he believed that she and the Order had somehow managed to suppress the darkness from escaping. It was possible that she hadn’t misled him about the creature she called Tenebeth. But what else might she have lied about? And was there a way that he could work with her? If they were to stop the darkness, he would need everyone able to fight, and the Order had more ability than any in the kingdoms, Incendin, or Par with shaping, knowledge that had been retained over the years and passed down to the warriors that Tan had met.

      He pulled the sword from her hand. Jorma’s eyes widened, but she was unable to move, bound as surely as if he held her in rope. Scanning her, and reaching through each of the element bonds, he searched for a sign that she might hold other bonds that he needed to be concerned about, but didn’t detect anything else. Then he used spirit, pushing past the barriers that she built around her mind, realizing that he could push past those barriers as he searched for evidence that she might have been tainted.

      Why else would she have treated him as she did?

      Tan pushed deep into her mind, holding tightly to spirit. The superficial layers of her mind, those that held her actions and emotions, revealed nothing. Tan pushed even deeper, looking for more as he strove to find what she might be hiding. Memories flashed into him, coming from a place deep within her. She fought him hard as he did, but Tan was connected to spirit and pushed past.

      He felt a moment where he wondered whether he should attempt to delve so deeply into her mind. Was what he did any different than what the archivists had done? Was it all that different than what angered him about how they had used their abilities?

      But he didn’t reach into her mind to know her secrets. And he didn’t reach into her mind to force her to act against her will. Tan reached into her mind simply to understand and to know whether she needed him to help in ways that she might not even understand.

      Through her mind, he detected the memories she possessed of the Order. There was pride in her leadership, of the knowledge that they served a noble cause and one where she fiercely protected both her people and the perception that she helped others.

      Tan realized that she honestly thought that she fought the darkness.

      He traced her memories of the Order, discovering her training, absorbing what he could of the way that she used shaping, noting clever uses that he never would have considered but to her were simply a part of the knowledge that shapers were expected to possess. Beyond that, he found her family history, how a mother had died when she was young, a father who lived much longer before dying naturally.

      And then her child. He detected how she raised her son, the way that she had taught him all that she knew, hoping that he could be the one prophesied by the ancients, and how she had helped him part the barrier, if only long enough to escape.

      Tan nearly lost the connection then.

      The Utu Tonah had been her son.

      What must she think about the fact that Tan had killed him? He hadn’t hidden from her what he had done, or why it had been necessary.

      And here he had thought that the Order might know something that he did not. They might have shaping ability that he didn’t possess, but as he continued to find, none possessed his understanding of the elementals.

      Yet the reason that she had sent the Utu Tonah away had been for him to gain understanding. She had intended for him to return to Norilan. Not as the Utu Tonah, but as the Shaper of Light.

      He started to withdraw from her mind. What more would he learn remaining in there; what more might he discover that would be useful rather than making him uncomfortable with what he had done and what he had become?

      As he did, there was nothing more than a strange sense that made him pause. Not a shadow, but a shadow of a shadow, like night reflected upon the surface of a calm pond.

      Tan recognized this.

      Wrapping it in spirit, he pulled it away, drawing this shadow out of Jorma’s mind. It came slowly, oozing away from her, and he had to work carefully. Barbs of the darkness were embedded in her mind, and he pried them free, thinking as he did of the plants within Incendin that would shoot barbs when too close.

      Tan wrapped this darkness in spirit as he separated it from her mind. When he reached a particularly difficult spot, he sensed Amia guiding him, helping him as he peeled away the layers of the shadow.

      And then it was free. Tan pulled the darkness away, and it writhed and fought against him. He placed a protective layer of spirit overtop Jorma’s mind and then bundled the darkness in spirit more tightly, finally sealing it with a binding like he had before when he had peeled the darkness away from the elementals.

      The binding compressed tightly and faded to little more than a more of dust, and then disappeared into the sky.

      He turned to Jorma.

      Taking the darkness from her had aged her. Deep wrinkles had formed at the corners of her eyes. Her hair had thinned, and her skin had taken on a sunken, almost hollow appearance. Even her back had stooped, almost as if the darkness had granted her some sort of ongoing health.

      “What have you done?” she asked in a wheeze.

      “You were tainted. I removed it.”

      She started toward him and then fell.

      Light jumped from his neck and made her way to Jorma, stopping before her. Tan expected her to lick the woman, maybe offer a healing connection, but she did not. Instead, she simply stared, fixing the elderly shaper with brightly glowing eyes.

      A pulse of spirit surged from Light. Through their bond, Tan understood what she did, and understood what she had learned.

      Jorma had not been tainted. She had sought power, and been given it.

      The darkness that had reached her had been of her choosing.

      Jorma reached for him, but Light jumped, settling on the woman’s back. Spirit pulsed again. As he watched, Jorma appeared to age even more, the skin of her face thinning, bones becoming more prominent, and her eyes sinking.

      And then she stopped breathing.

      Not because of anything that Light had done, but simply because Tan had removed the taint that clung to her, keeping her alive.

      Light shaped again, and Jorma’s body burst into flames. She crawled away and jumped back onto his shoulders, landing with grace and agility that still surprised him, and licked his face.
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          Return to the City

        

      

    
    
      The city settled in the base of the canyon was awash with a mixture of emotions when Tan and the others descended to the valley floor. Grief at the loss of Jorma, the tale of her passing preceding them, and interest and excitement that shapers from the outside world had come. The emotions conflicted, often within the same person, Tan sensed. It was why he kept his shapers apart.

      Tan had made clear to Nator what had happened, while at the same time testing to determine whether Nator had been similarly tainted. Of the other shapers, he only detected one other with darkness shading their mind. When he removed it, the man had thanked him, making Tan believe that it had been accidental rather than intentional.

      “Why would she welcome Tenebeth into her heart?” Nator asked as Tan and Amia stood at the edge of the city. He hesitated about getting too close, not until he knew what to expect.

      Honl answered for him. “She sought knowledge,” he said.

      Nator’s eyes widened, and he stared at Honl, likely surprised as most that the elemental could speak aloud. “All of the Order seek knowledge, Great One, but none have gone to Tenebeth for such learning before now.”

      Honl’s mouth parted in something like a smile. His cloak flapped softly in what appeared to be a breeze, though no wind blew through here. “She thought she knew enough that she could be safe. She wanted to understand so that she would know how to halt Tenebeth. In some ways, her pride was the reason that she fell to him.”

      “How is it that you know?” Nator asked.

      “When she held me in the bond, there was something of a connection,” Honl answered. “She thought to force a bond to me but did not realize that I had already bonded. Still, I understood her more than I would have liked.”

      Honl floated above the ground and turned to Tan. “What now, Maelen? You have come to Norilan, surprising me with your growing capabilities. And you have destroyed much of the bond that holds back Tenebeth. What do you intend?”

      Nator stared at him in shock. “If you truly are a Shaper of Light, you would not free him!”

      Tan looked up. “The elementals sacrificed enough.”

      “The bonds kept them safe,” one of the other warriors said. This was an older man with a large belly and a bald head. He had sharp eyes that seemed to take in everything around him. “Without the bonds, they will already be called to Tenebeth. With that much potential, we will no longer be safe here.”

      “We were never safe here, Dennon. But we are of the Order. Our sacrifice prevents a greater catastrophe. Or did.”

      “The bonds are no longer necessary to keep the elementals safe,” Tan said. Through the element bonds, he could feel the way that spirit protected them and the way that the elements were all connected.

      Dennon frowned. “You are the Shaper, so I will trust that the Light knows what must be done, but the bonds also contained him. Without the bonds, all that remains is the barrier, and that is incomplete. If Tenebeth gets free…”

      Tan nodded. That was the reason that he remained now that he had found Honl. He had freed the elementals, but they had served a purpose, and they had maintained something of the binding. Not entirely, though. The original binding had failed or had never succeeded in the first place. Tan didn’t know if he would be able to put it in place, and if he could, whether that would matter, and whether that would hold Tenebeth back, but he understood now that was what he must do.

      Tension in Amia’s eyes made her worry clear. “Are you strong enough for that?” she asked.

      “For what?” Nator asked him.

      “To repair the binding,” Amia said.

      Dennon’s frown deepened. “You might be the Shaper, but you are an outsider as well. We have lived with the threat of Tenebeth for many years, and we understand the extent of his reach. Without the power stored within the bonds, nothing holds him in place.”

      “The binding will,” Tan said.

      “That’s just it,” Dennon said. “The binding never existed in Voidan. The Order attempted to place it, but failed.”

      That is why it remains free, Light said to him.

      But we saw the binding, didn’t we?

      I do not know, Maelen.

      What now, if they hadn’t found the binding? What did it mean that the ancient shapers who knew enough about the darkness to erect the bindings in the first place hadn’t managed to secure them all?

      “They intended to place the final binding near them,” Dennon went on, “at the heart of their city, and in the heart of their power. The Order wanted to maintain the binding, knowing that it would be essential to defeating Tenebeth, but they were unable to place it. The records we have from that time are sparse, mostly because we are not able to reach deep enough into the ruins of the city to find them. When they realized they would fail, they placed alternative layers of protection around the city, and then around the entire land as well, intending to seal off Tenebeth from accessing the land outside these borders.”

      “But he is the Shaper of Light,” Nator said. “Look at him! He glows with the power of the Creator. If anyone can place the final binding, it will be him.”

      Tan wondered if he would be able to place the last binding. He knew how they were created, and he knew enough that he thought that he could repair the binding, but placing it in the first place was a different matter altogether, and one that he wasn’t entirely certain that he’d be able to do.

      Nator started away at Tan’s silence, but Dennon lingered, watching him for a moment more. As he departed, he cast an occasional glance back at Tan, almost as if the man understood Tan’s uncertainty and knew the worry that Tan had about whether he could do what needed done.

      
* * *

      The shaped city hadn’t crumbled by the time Tan returned, but it no longer had the look that it had before.

      He rode atop Wasina, leaving Asgar watching over the city in the valley. Amia rode with him with her arms wrapped around his waist.

      “You should have seen it before,” he told her. “Fields of shaped grasses flowed into the city. Buildings shaped into place, held by the power of the elementals.” What must it have been like to live in the city? Even the idea of being surrounded by that much shaped power overwhelmed him.

      “I can feel it,” Amia said.

      “You can feel it?”

      She squeezed her arms around him. “You changed something with spirit. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel the connection to the other elements. It’s faint, like a memory that I know is there, only I don’t know how to reach it. Because of it, I can feel what had been here.”

      I thought I destroyed the bonds holding the elementals.

      The elementals remained by choice, Maelen.

      Tan stretched through the different element bonds and connected to the elementals. As he did, he realized that they remained where they did by choice, staying within the buildings and the streets, the bonds no longer holding them as they had, but calling them, much like the bonds in Par called to the elementals.

      As they soared, Tan detected something else that he hadn’t noticed when he’d been here before. Though the elementals remained in place, and they continued to hold the barrier in place that sealed off the darkness, pressure built against them. The shapings that Tan had removed from them, those that had held most of the elementals in place, took away some of the strength that the elementals possessed, and the barrier weakened as a result.

      “There is something about them that I detect,” Amia said.

      “I know.”

      “They strain. I can’t hear them like you do, but I can now feel them, at least somewhat, through the spirit connection. They strain.”

      Tan sighed. “That’s what I’m afraid of. I don’t know how much longer they can hold.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “If they don’t, the barrier here will fall. Then the only thing that will prevent the darkness from spreading beyond Norilan is the barrier that circles it.”

      And he didn’t have to tell her how unlikely that would be to hold. The shapers maintained the barrier, but if the darkness escaped, how likely would it be that they could continue to hold it in place, especially when they would have to fight against the darkness simply for control of their minds?

      Tan had come to Norilan hoping to find Honl and to find answers about the third binding, but now he had to do something more. Now he had to somehow prevent the malevolent power from escaping and spreading to the rest of the world.

      Only, he didn’t know if he could.
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          The Barrier Falls

        

      

    
    
      Tan waited in the city at the base of the valley, surrounded by the shapers that he’d brought with him, as well as those of the Order. They all stared at him as if searching for answers, but he had none.

      “We have to place the binding,” he said, pacing as he spoke.

      “The binding is not possible,” Dennon said. “Even the first of the Order were unable to see it completed. We must repair the bonds. The elementals of this land are strong enough to hold Tenebeth in place.”

      “We will not replace the bonds,” Tan said softly.

      The warriors of the Order began murmuring softly, but Nator raised his hand, and most of them fell silent. “I think this Maelen is right. I sense the unease from the wind when we discuss repairing the bonds. The elementals have sacrificed, but they must choose to sacrifice. Not all do.”

      That had been what Tan detected as well. The elementals that agreed to join the bonds, to go to the bonds, had done so by choice, but there were countless others that hadn’t and remained free within Norilan. Would the Order have Tan restore the bonds that he had broken?

      “There has to be another way. We will need to find a way to hold this darkness,” he said. “Working together, we can place the binding.”

      Nator glanced at him, frowning. Dennon shook his head, his mouth pressed into a disapproving line, but said nothing.

      Those who had come with Tan stood silently. He had explained to each of them separately what he thought needed to be done. Some, like Roine, Ferran, and Zephra, had been through enough battles with him now that they had said nothing. Tan didn’t know whether they disagreed, or if they simply no longer knew what to think. He had the growing sense that his mother had struggled transitioning from battling Incendin, to Par-shon, and now this was so much different than anything that she had faced. To her credit, she remained, and, perhaps most surprisingly, hadn’t argued with him.

      Fur radiated heat. His gaze often drifted past Tan to the draasin, and he nodded slowly, almost as if he listened to something that only he could hear. Could he reach kaas from here? The bond shouldn’t prevent him, and Fur was more tightly bound to fire than most shapers, but Tan had thought that the barrier would restrict the connection somewhat. When he looked at Tan, he only nodded.

      Cora’s eyes had a faraway expression, as they had since the group’s arrival here. Of all of them, she was most tightly connected to the element bond. What had she experienced when Tan had shifted the bonds closer to spirit? Had it changed her ability to reach Issa? Would that have changed her belief somehow?

      And then there were the others. Elle, staying close to Zephra, seemed nonplussed about what must happen. Through spirit, Tan knew that she had resolved to do what was needed. Vel, remaining close to Elle, slid his gaze to Zephra and then to Roine before looking at the ground. And Elanne. The lone representative of Par, and the person who might understand the bonds in the city above better than anyone else. Perhaps Tan should have brought others with him, but how many could the draasin have carried?

      “None of them think that the binding will work,” Amia whispered. She could have said it through their connection, but they stood apart, and there was not the need.

      “The Order? They have faced Tenebeth longer than anyone, and they only know one way to confine him.”

      Amia shook her head, a slight frown now furrowing the corners of her mouth. “Not only the Order, Tan. The rest do as well. They can feel him here. You’re protected, I think. I am as well. But the darkness swirls around them. It might not touch them fully, but it is there, like something at the corner of their vision. Watch them, and you’ll see.”

      Tan did and realized what Amia meant. What he’d taken to be comfortable or resolute silence was not that at all. Instead, it was an uncomfortable silence. As he watched, he noticed how Roine turned at times, looking into the shadows. His mother did as well. Was that the reason that Fur flicked his gaze around, and not the draasin? If so, was there anything that he could do to comfort them?

      He tried a shaping of spirit, but Amia pulled on his arm, shaking her head as she did. “Don’t. They need to feel this. They need the uncertainty. If you comfort them, it will only placate them, and they may not have the edge they need when the time comes for us to fight.”

      Tan wished that they didn’t have to fight, but what other choice was there?

      And he didn’t know when it would come, but they couldn’t wait, standing here, remaining while the elementals strained against the shadows.

      He started toward the others when he felt a surge of power.

      The elementals pushed back, but they were not enough.

      Almost as one, each person looked up.

      “It’s time,” Tan said.

      
* * *

      They circled the city, creating a ring of shapers each riding atop the draasin to conserve their shaping energy. Unlike Tan, most with him couldn’t draw strength from the elementals. They would fatigue the longer that they shaped. Riding the draasin would help preserve them longer. At least, Tan hoped that would be the case.

      Most members of the Order remained near their city, holding the barrier around Norilan. Amia had remained with them, adding spirit to the barrier to strengthen it in case Tan failed. If he did, he doubted that it would matter. Those in the valley would be overpowered by the darkness, and the barrier would fall, and then Tenebeth would return to the world.

      Only three of the Order had come with Tan, adding their experience, such as it was, to what Tan intended. Doubt crept in as he realized what he needed to attempt, and he was not at all certain that he would succeed.

      Under Tan’s guidance, he suggested that they attempt to recreate the barrier that held around Norilan and use that to confine the darkness. But it would require them to work quickly, and together, in ways that the shapers from outside Norilan did not know how.

      Only, that wasn’t true. There were two with the needed experience, two who had shaped something similar, combining their shapings to create something even more powerful.

      “We have to give control of the shaping to Fur and Cora,” Tan said to Elanne.

      “If you think that is necessary.”

      He did, but how would those of the kingdoms take the need? How would Elle and Vel? Doma had suffered as much as the kingdoms at the hands of Incendin. More, in some ways. Would they agree to allow Incendin to control their shaping?

      Could they not?

      Through the fire bond, he shared with Cora what he intended.

      Her response drifted through the fire bond, not through Enya. It was the first confirmation that he had from her that she had truly reached Fire.

      You must guide the shaping.

      Tan. Maelen. You have changed Fire.

      Not fire, only the bond. They are connected, but not the same.

      Issa does not listen the same way.

      Tan focused on Fire, not only the bond but the power of the element itself. He should not have changed Fire as he had adjusted the bonds, but what if he had? What if his shaping had modified things in such a way that Fire no longer answered the way that the draasin or the shapers expected? What if he had done the same with the other elementals?

      Only, Tan didn’t think that he had.

      You must speak to her with your heart, he told Cora. Issa remains unchanged.

      Cora didn’t respond at first. If she does not listen, then your plan will fail. What of you? You could control this shaping. The others, they will listen to you. You are the Maelen.

      They would listen, but that would force Tan to lose himself in some ways to the shaping. When he had been a part of the shaping in Incendin, he had lost himself in it. There was joy in that, in the simple act of the shaping, but there was danger.

      I have more that I must do, he answered.

      Then I will try, Cora said.

      Tan reached through the bonds, sharing with the elementals what he intended. There was likely a way for him to do the same using spirit, but he wasn’t sure that he would be able to reach them as consistently as he needed. Each of the shapers with him had bonded the elementals, and he used that connection to reach them.

      As expected, there was a chorus of refusal, but more anger than he had expected.

      The darkness pressed against them, flowing from the heart of the city. The elementals had retreated, moving back to contain it as well as they could, the element bonds protected by the new fusing to spirit, but for how much longer? Tan doubted that they had the time for the shapers of the kingdoms to oppose him.

      Tan surged through the element bonds. He had never attempted to surge through them all at the same time, but now that they connected to spirit, he found it easier. As he did, he shaped himself, his presence, into the bond.

      We must work together! Cora and Fur have experience with this shaping. If it fails, then what I must do will fail as well!

      Tan withdrew from the bonds, realizing that he had used more of spirit than he intended. Fatigue washed over him but was thankfully short-lived.

      “That was… loud,” Elanne said.

      He glanced back at her, riding atop of Wasina. “At least you heard it.”

      She nodded. “I do not know what the others will do, but I will help, Maelen.”

      Far from him, on the other side of the city, Tan felt the shaping begin. Cora and Fur started it, with Fur holding fire and Cora adding parts of each of the other elements. Elanne joined the shaping without hesitation. Surprisingly, Ferran did as well, the earth shaping coming from him mixing with the others. Elle came next. As she did, a shimmering power of a barrier coming into place pressed against Tan.

      There was little to it but the beginnings of what it would and could be, but they continued shaping, the barrier growing stronger, fed by the elementals that they bonded and drawing other elementals to it from the land, those that had not chosen to respond to the call of the bonds.

      The Supreme Leader of Chenir joined his shaping tentative at first but quickly growing stronger. There was a rhythmic quality to his shaping, and he drew even more elementals to the barrier.

      Warriors of the Order joined, and it built even more.

      Tan waited, wondering when his mother, Roine, and even Vel would add their strength.

      Zephra came next. Wind surged, building into the barrier, and then Roine and Vel joined.

      Tan allowed himself a moment to hope. As the barrier built, Tan joined briefly, urging the shaping to constrict. Cora and Fur realized what he intended, and the shaping changed, their guidance drawing it toward the heart of the city.

      They continued the shaping, squeezing, drawing back toward the heart of the city.

      When they reached far enough, Tan hoped that he would begin to build the binding. Had the ancient members of the Order managed to at least construct the binding? If they hadn’t, Tan wasn’t sure whether he would be able to secure it.

      They reached the inner wall.

      The darkness pressed against the barrier, but the elementals had joined with the shaping, and together it managed to squeeze even more tightly, pressing the darkness back.

      Tan began to think that they might succeed.

      Tan!

      The connection came from Amia, and there was a sense of terror in her tone.

      Something crossed the barrier.

      Crossed? How would it cross?

      I don’t know. Those with me don’t either. But something crossed. And I sense it coming toward you.

      Tan changed the focus of his attention, moving it away from the shaping. As he did, he reached for spirit and detected a void.

      Spirit shapers.

      He pressed through the connection. The ability to reach the spirit bond should help, shouldn’t it?

      As he did, he suddenly realized that he was too late.

      Someone screamed and fell. The shaping shifted, easing.

      Tan reached for the draasin and realized that it was Vel.

      There came another scream, and the shaping again shifted. The Supreme Leader.

      The attack came fully then, forcing the shapers to lose their connection to the shaping they held so that they could fight.

      And the barrier that had been formed fell apart.

      Darkness surged outward.
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      Tan ignored the attack for a moment and sent a furious request to the elementals, begging for their aid. Maelen needs your help. All of us need your help.

      The request went out through his ability to reach the elementals but also through the element bonds. The elementals that had been surging toward the barrier, that had been aiding in the strength of it, responded first, pushing back against the darkness.

      Others came next. Those that were reluctant, and those that had refused before. The darkness pressed against them. In spite of the way that the elementals worked together, they strained the protective ring that they formed around the darkness bulging.

      Draasin. You must help.

      Shapers. You must let the draasin help.

      The draasin understood. Almost as one, they turned their attention to the shaping and added the strength of fire to it. The darkness was contained for now.

      Now Tan was able to respond to the attack.

      He jumped on a combined shaping of each element, erupting near the heart of the city, still outside the ring of darkness. As he did, he understood the source of the attack. Marin had come.

      Not only Marin, but Marin tainted by the darkness.

      She was strong, more powerful than she had been before, and had brought dozens of shapers with her. Each had something like the ability with the elements but twisted in a way. Tainted as well.

      The shapers with Tan would not be enough.

      His mother fell, but Roine caught her and used earth and wind to knock the attacker to the ground. Elle slid through the air on her shaping of green mist, wrapping it around those she attacked. Suffocating them, Tan realized. Cora and Fur used fire to horrible effects.

      But still, it would not be enough.

      We need the Order, Tan sent to Amia.

      The barrier—

      Will not matter if we fall here.

      I will try. They may not listen to me.

      Tan knew that she would, but it might not matter. She could argue and try to convince the Order to help, but they saw their duty differently than Tan saw his.

      Could he reach them the same way as he had reached the others?

      Doing so meant using spirit and the spirit bond, which meant that he risked the weakness that would come with it.

      If he didn’t, everyone with him might suffer.

      Look at this attack on your home. Look at what they would bring to the world. The Order was meant to stand above this. The Order was meant to prevent this.

      Tan sent an image of the attack with the message.

      When he released the sending, he started to fall. Thankfully, Elle was near enough to sweep him onto her platform, shaping her along with him.

      “My turn to save you,” she said with a laugh.

      She zipped along, weaving through the attack and sending suffocating attacks with masyn as she went. For the most part, she was able to hold them back almost on her own. Then a slender man jumped in front of her. Darkness struck Elle in the chest.

      She fell, and Tan fell with her.

      “Elle!”

      She didn’t answer.

      Wasina!

      The draasin swooped in and caught him, soaring toward the ground so that Tan could jump free before she rejoined the elemental barrier that prevented the darkness from escaping.

      Tan held Elle, but she didn’t move. She didn’t breathe. Sending a shaping of water through her, he couldn’t find anything that was wrong with her, but she didn’t move.

      Light jumped onto her and began licking her across the chest. Spirit surged as she did.

      Elle gasped and opened her eyes.

      “What happened?”

      “They changed the way that they’re attacking.”

      Others had fallen in the same way. Roine. Fur. Two of the Order. Tan’s mother still fought, but she had five tainted shapers attacking. She would not last long.

      Light. Help those you can.

      Light licked Elle one more time and then scampered off, faster than he would have thought possible.

      Tan looked at the sky. They would not be enough to stop the attack and confine Tenebeth. Already the shapers with them began to fail. And then would they attack the draasin? The other elementals? At what point would their failing become complete?

      Marin appeared near Tan. She smiled. “You have done well showing me the secret to reaching this place.”

      “I showed you nothing.”

      She laughed a dark and throaty sound that barely seemed as if it belonged to her. “No? You showed me where the third binding would be found. I had not realized that it would be so difficult to reach. Now that we’re here, it is only a matter of time before it falls. And then there is nothing you can do.”

      Tan used a shaping of each element on her, but she dodged it with a dark laugh. “You’ve grown weaker, Maelen.” She said his name more like a taunt than a title, and perhaps that was what he deserved.

      And she was right. The effort to reach the Order had been too much for him, leaving him weakened enough that he wouldn’t be able to fight her off, not bound as she was to the darkness. And if he couldn’t fight her off, then there would be no way that they would be able to keep the elementals from falling. Then his failure would be complete.

      He attempted another shaping, and Cora tried to help, but she had not fully recovered. Tan did all that he could to resist her, shielding himself with spirit mixed with the strength of each element, and even then he felt the power and pressure of her shaping. How would he manage to hold off the darkness if he couldn’t even fend off Marin?

      Tan strained toward spirit. If he could use the connection, if he could find a way to secure the strength that spirit brought, he might be able to push back Marin.

      Spirit came to him, and he could shape it, but his body was not strong enough to wield it as he had been. The cumulative effect of shaping all day, of everything that he had needed to do, finally caught up with him.

      Marin smiled in triumph. “Goodbye, Maelen, Shaper of Light.”

      A dark shaping built from her, and she directed it at Tan.

      Wrapped as he was in the element bonds, he didn’t know if he would be able to withstand her attack. Maybe, he decided. But he would sacrifice everything to do so. He didn’t dare ask the elementals for help. They strained against the darkness enough the way that it was. Even if he survived this attack, it was unlikely that he would survive the next.

      Tan braced for the release of her shaping.

      When it came, it missed.

      Marin screamed, and Tan turned to see Light sitting on her, licking her face with a furious speed. Tendrils of shadows spread away as she did. Marin continued to scream, shaking now, and, grasping at Light, pulling on her tail and on her head, she struggled to throw the lizard free, but Light somehow remained on top of her.

      A shaping surged from Marin. With a flash, she disappeared.

      Light shook, like a wolf shedding water, and scampered back to Tan, jumping onto his shoulders.

      Shaping exploded all around, and he looked up to see the Order fighting with Marin’s shapers. They added three dozen warriors to those Tan had with him, including those Light had managed to heal, and that turned the tide of the attack.

      A few of the Order still fell, in spite of the strength of their numbers. Tan surveyed the fight and saw that Vel and the Supreme Leader still hadn’t rejoined the battle.

      Slowly, the Order regained control, and the shapers Marin had brought with her were confined. Tan would have to check on them later. Some might have information he could use.

      “The barrier,” he said. Even his voice was weaker than it should be. “Rebuild the barrier.”

      Cora seemed to be the first to catch onto what he wanted. She resumed the shaping with Fur, then Elle and Ferran, adding their shapings. Zephra joined quickly. One by one, each shaper with him not holding Marin’s shapers began to add their strength and connection to the barrier. It surged into place. Elementals were drawn to it as they had been before, and they squeezed.

      Tan felt a moment of satisfaction when he realized that the barrier constricted beyond the wall. They continued to move, sending the shaping into a tighter and tighter space.

      Calling to Wasina, Tan soared into the air, flying above as he searched for evidence of the binding. All he would need to do was restore the connection. He knew how to place the Great Seals, and he understood the binding needed to seal spirit into it as well. And he began to feel that they might succeed.

      But there was nothing here that he could repair. It was as Dennon had claimed. The barrier had never existed here.

      “What is it?” Elle asked. She had remained near him after the attack.

      “There should be a binding, but I don’t know how to find it here.”

      “Can’t you create it?” she asked.

      “Not as weakened as I am.”

      “What about the rest of us? Is there something that we could do?”

      The barrier held, but Tan detected the growing strength that Tenebeth used pushing against it. If even a single shaper relaxed their focus, the darkness would escape. “I don’t think so.”

      “Then what do you propose?” she asked.

      He wouldn’t be able to create the singular binding, but could he place others in a series that would hold back the darkness so that the shapers did not have to maintain it? The strength required for smaller bindings was less. Maybe he would be able to do that much.

      Tan made his way to the edge of the barrier. No longer did the shapers constrict it as they moved forward. Now the darkness began to press outward, fighting against the shaping. How much longer would the barrier hold as it was?

      He started a binding. The arms were first, adding each of the elements, and then spirit last, sealing it in place with a flash of light.

      Hurrying around the circular barrier, he created another binding. This one was harder than the last. The barrier shook as Tenebeth struggled against it, almost as if he knew what Tan attempted. With a surge of spirit, it held. Twice more, Tan did this, and twice more it held.

      He had energy for one more. Would it be enough?

      Starting with the arms, he sent shapings through them to create the Seals. He traced the pattern for the spirit bond and readied a spirit shaping, but he could not reach spirit. Tan tried again, but again he failed. His strength was spent.

      The barrier shook violently.

      Tan watched in growing horror as the shaping creating the barrier began to fail. And he couldn’t reach enough spirit to seal it.

      Light!

      He didn’t know whether she could help, but they had to try.

      The elemental jumped on the final seal and looked up at him as if waiting.

      Tan touched her back and reached for spirit. As he did, a surge of shaping energy exploded from Light, joining his attempt to reach spirit.

      As the barrier failed in a violent explosion, the final seal took hold.

      Tan sagged to the ground, completely spent, and waited.

      Darkness surged, straining against his bindings, but they held. For now, they held.

      Tan leaned back against Light, resting his head. She licked his face as he drifted out, letting sleep claim him.
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      Tan sat in the cavern outside Par, still feeling the effects of exhaustion from placing the binding. Thankfully, it still held. He didn’t know what he would have done if it did not. Well, he wouldn’t have survived, so he knew that much.

      A shaping of fire cast a steady reddish light around the cavern. The two hatchlings curled along the wall, resting quietly. Asgar sat in the entrance to the tunnel as if standing watch. Every so often he glanced back, looking at Tan and then the hatchlings, before turning his attention back outside.

      Alanna shimmied on her stomach toward the draasin. Tan made no effort to stop her. They wouldn’t harm her.

      Amia held his hand, reading quietly from one of the Utu Tonah’s journals. Now that they knew his homeland, there was renewed interest in what he had hoped to achieve. She paused and looked up, meeting his eyes. “You’re still troubled.”

      Tan nodded.

      “It’s been nearly a week.”

      “And no activity,” he agreed. Now that the barrier around Norilan had been lowered, the draasin took turns monitoring the bindings and were able to share with him whether anything had changed. So far, nothing had. That didn’t make him feel any more comfortable, not since he knew that Marin had escaped.

      “I wasn’t there, but are you sure that she’ll return?” Amia asked.

      Tan watched as Alanna reached the collection of draasin eggs. A part of him feared another starting to hatch. If it did, he wasn’t sure that he had the strength needed to see it through the bonding with fire. But if he didn’t, the draasin wouldn’t survive.

      “She’s appeared twice now,” he said. “Each time more powerful than the time before. This time, I didn’t even stop her.” Had it not been for Light, and for the fact that she had jumped onto Marin’s back, Tan wasn’t sure that he would have managed to get away.

      Amia held up the book and pointed to a section. “I think you were right about the Utu Tonah. He left searching for power enough to stop Tenebeth. From what I can gather, he wanted to become a Shaper of Light.”

      Not a shaper, Tan knew, but the shaper. There was a prophesy that the Order possessed which made them think that the Utu Tonah would have been able to be this person. Instead, it had been Tan.

      Yet even as the Shaper of Light, he hadn’t been strong enough to stop Tenebeth and suppress him the same way that the bindings in Par and the Temple of Alast had been used. He hadn’t been able to place a third binding, one that would prevent Tenebeth from returning. All Tan had been able to do had been to bind him the same way that the Order had bound him, only using runes rather than the elementals and warriors.

      But he couldn’t get past the fact that the bindings that he had placed were not the same as the others. Were he to manage to place a true binding, it would communicate with the others, maybe with enough strength to suppress Tenebeth indefinitely.

      What he used was more of a temporary measure. He felt the pressure against the bindings as if he were bonded to them the same way that he was bonded to the elementals. Through that connection, he knew they would fail over time. Tan might be able to repair them, and would keep replacing the failings as they did fall, but what would happen if he were not there?

      As he watched Alanna, he knew he needed to find a more permanent solution. That meant returning to Norilan and studying the city left by the ancient warriors. For now, he would be content that the darkness had not escaped.

      Amia squeezed his hand, knowing his thoughts. Light looked up at him and licked his feet. Tan laughed softly. At least she hadn’t changed that much.

      Alanna touched the strange, multicolored egg and giggled.

      Tan stood and started toward her when she touched the egg again, this time tapping it with her little fist. The egg thumped and then tilted to the side.

      Alanna giggled again.

      Maelen, Light said, scrambling to her feet. She scurried to the egg and wrapped her stubby tail around it.

      What is it?

      It is time.

      For what?

      Light looked at him, and her lizard mouth almost appeared to smile. Do not ask what I don’t know, she said.

      Alanna tapped on the egg a third time and again giggled. This time, there was a flash of light from the egg, one that was so similar to…

      Did she bond? he asked Light.

      There was a bond, the lizard said.

      How? The creature hasn’t even hatched!

      Not hatched, but then they are both precocious it seems, Light said.

      Amia stood and knelt before the egg. Alanna giggled again, and Tan felt a shaping from his daughter, one more controlled than she should be able to perform at her age. The shaping layered over the egg, combining spirit but also pulling on each of the elements. She would be a warrior shaper, and powerful.

      The egg surged again with color, a flash of light that blinded him with intensity, and then it tipped to the side. A long crack formed in it.

      Alanna laughed, touching the egg, and rested her head on it. Shaping built from her with more power than he would have expected.

      No, Tan realized, that wasn’t quite right. Shaping came through her, but not from her. Rather, the shaping came from within the egg, perhaps given power by Alanna, but guided by whatever creature was about to hatch.

      Amia glanced at him, and he could only shrug.

      Alanna giggled again, the shaping surging before fading once more.

      Then the egg hatched.

      
* * *

      The Cloud Warrior Saga will continue…

      Light of Fire, book 11 of the Cloud Warrior Saga, releases Spring 2017. Sign up here to find out more!

      
* * *

      I’m excited to share with you book 1 of a new series, The Lost Prophecy: The Threat of Madness, available for preorder now!
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      The arrival of the mysterious Magi, along with their near invincible guardians, signals a change. For Jakob, apprentice historian and son of a priest longing for adventure, it begins an opportunity.

      When his home is attacked, Jakob ventures out with the his master, traveling alongside the Magi, beginning a journey that will take him far from home and everything he has ever known. As he travels, he gains surprising skill with the sword but begins to develop strange abilities, along with a growing fear that the madness which has claimed so many has come for him.

      With a strange darkness rising in the north, and powers long thought lost beginning to return, the key to survival is discovering the answer to a lost prophecy. Only a few remain with the ability to find it, and they begin to suspect that Jakob has a pivotal role to play.

      
* * *

      A Series set over a thousand years before events in the Cloud Warrior Saga, The Endless War: Journey of Fire and Night
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      A warrior who cannot die. A water seeker who wants only to save her people.

      Jasn, a warrior known as the Wrecker of Rens, seeks vengeance for the loss of his beloved to the deadly draasin during the Endless War, wanting nothing more than to sacrifice himself in the process. When an old friend offers a dangerous chance for him to finally succeed, the key to understanding what he finds requires him to abandon all that he believes.

      Ciara, a water seeker of Rens living on the edge of the arid waste, longs for the strength to help her people. When the great storms don't come to save her people, she will risk everything for her village on a deadly plan that could finally bring them to safety.

      As the Endless War continues, both have a part to play in finally stopping it, but Jasn must discover forgiveness and Ciara must find her inner strength if they are to succeed.
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