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      Tannen Minden sat cross-legged in the cavern deep beneath the ground. Heat pressed on him, but he ignored it, as he ignored most heat. The draasin crawled around his shoulders—still thinking himself small but already much larger than he’d been a month ago, before nestling in and resting around Tan’s neck like some sort of necklace.

      “Are you finished?” he asked.

      He didn’t expect an answer, not even through the fire bond. The draasin sat within the fire bond, but not strongly enough—not yet, at least—for him to be able to answer.

      With a shaping of fire cupped in his hand, Tan surveyed the cavern. The other draasin, the second hatchling, rested along the wall. She wasn’t nearly as rambunctious as the first hatchling, at least not with Tan.

      Most of the remaining eggs lay dormant. Tan hadn’t attempted to hatch them, not until he knew whether he had the capacity to sustain them. His hesitance was more than that, though. Sashari claimed the draasin were tied to the land, and he didn’t know which egg belonged where. More than that, hatching one of the draasin required strength and commitment from the fire bond, and each time that he attempted the hatching, he feared sacrificing too much strength.

      A distant laughter rolled through his mind. Fire does not end, Maelen. It merely changes form.

      The bond can be weakened, he said to Asgar. The draasin remained near the tower in Par, mostly to keep watch over Amia. Tan felt protective toward her, and always had, ever since the shaped bond that she’d placed on him demanded it, but now… now there was another reason for him to be protective of her.

      And more reason to fear what might be coming.

      That was the reason that he had come to this place. Studying the ancient Seal, he hoped to glean some understanding from the Records of Par, but so far found nothing but confusion. The runes were helpful but required him to decipher them slowly. What he really needed was a way to simply understand them, but Honl had been gone for too long and Tan didn’t know when he would return. As far as he knew, the wind elemental might not return, at least not anytime soon.

      Tan understood Honl’s need to complete whatever quest he’d taken. Honl sought understanding, and given the new challenge they faced, what else could they do? They didn’t understand what had motivated Marin, but Tan had a growing suspicion that the Utu Tonah had come to Par for something other than conquest. And not necessarily power; at least, not at first. Still, he hadn’t managed to determine why the Utu Tonah had come.

      The draasin jumped from his shoulders and slithered to one of the eggs. With a streamer of fire—now strong enough to melt stone—he focused his attention on one. This was green, with streaks of red.

      “Again?” he asked.

      Asgar chuckled again in his mind.

      Maybe he would not be given the choice of when the draasin would hatch. Maybe the draasin would choose.

      Fire calls to fire, Asgar said.

      You’re starting to sound like him, Tan sent.

      I consider that a compliment.

      You should.

      Asboel—Tan’s first bond—had been a powerful and wise elemental, and had sacrificed himself so that the other elementals might survive. Most days, Tan missed him, but some days were worse than others, leaving an aching within him. Watching the young draasin had helped, but it would not—and could not—take away the pain of his lost friend.

      The egg began to glow a bright orange, filled with the heat and flame from the first hatchling. Tan focused on the egg and added a shaping of his own to what the draasin did, pulling strength from the fire bond, feeding the fledgling flame from the draasin. Within the egg, he sensed the growing connection, the awakening, as the draasin started to stir.

      The second hatchling crawled away from the wall and shook her head. The light from the flames in the cavern played off her spikes, leaving a silvery reflection. She coughed, and a weak finger of fire sputtered from her before adding to the others.

      “You want to help?” Tan asked.

      He lifted the hatchling and she curled her tail around his arm, pinching with her claws. She made a soft growling sound deep in her throat, one that he had at first thought was some kind of warning, but had learned that it was more of a contented sound. This time, he thought it more a sign of the effort she exerted.

      The egg continued to heat. Brilliant green flashed and the red streaks along the side glowed darker than the rest. Inside the egg, the draasin began to move with even more agitation, pressing on the shell. The soft shell began to bulge, and then, slowly, a claw poked through.

      Tan didn’t help pull the draasin from the egg. Something within the fire bond—maybe his faded connection to Asboel—told him that the draasin had to emerge on its own. If it did not, fire might reclaim it. Even hatched, it was still possible to be reclaimed.

      Now that the draasin began to poke its way free, Tan shifted his shaping, feeding no longer into the egg but into the draasin itself. As he did, he felt the growing connection within the fire bond. This little draasin—another female—clawed and stumbled toward it. Tan surged power and flame, shining a path. When the draasin joined the bond, there came a flash of light, and then the draasin began to feed on the fire bond without his help.

      He sighed.

      The second hatchling growled again, and her tiny wings unfurled and flapped. She wasn’t large enough—or strong enough—to fly quite yet. Tan hadn’t learned how long it would be before she managed flight. But she still tried.

      “A girl,” he said.

      He fought the urge to name the draasin. With the first hatchling, it had been easy, but with the second and now the third, he had a strange desire to place a name on them, but refrained. Names had power, especially to the elementals. Tan had named Asgar, but that had been at a time of need. Asgar’s sister still hadn’t claimed a name.

      The draasin crawled free from the egg and staggered before falling to the stone.

      Tan frowned. Neither the first or the second hatchling had done that.

      The fire bond had told him that he couldn’t help the draasin from the egg, but once free? How could he leave her if there might be something he could do to help?

      He set the second hatchling down. She growled and spat fire at him; it washed harmlessly over him. The first hatchling licked at the newest with a long, rough tongue, but the third hatchling didn’t move.

      Tan lifted her and cradled her against his chest. Life fluttered within her, but with less of the strength than he remembered when the other two hatched.

      Asgar?

      Hatching does not always succeed, Maelen. Tan recognized the sadness in his tone, and knew that Asgar thought this hatchling would fail.

      Is there anything that can be done?

      The draasin would not. Sashari, Asboel’s mate and Asgar’s mother, spoke to him through the fire bond, her voice growing more distinct with each word.

      But me?

      You are Maelen, she answered.

      What does that mean?

      It means that I do not know.

      Tan ran his hand along the draasin’s back, feeling each of the spikes. Heat attempted to surge from her, but it was weak, and even with the fire bond feeding the draasin, there was not the same connection that he’d detected with the others.

      He couldn’t do nothing. Tan cared too much for the elementals, too much for the draasin in particular, to watch as one failed and died. Seeing one draasin die was enough for him.

      Using spirit and water, mixing fire within it, Tan sent the shaping through the hatchling. First, he sensed for the injury the draasin had sustained, and then building the shaping and using that as he attempted to heal the failing connection to the fire bond.

      Fire and spirit told him that the draasin sat on the edge of the fire bond but the connection was fractured and injured. Luckily for the hatchling, he had experience repairing connections to the bond.

      But it took calling on strength from the fire bond itself.

      With the draasin feeding on the bond, pulling more strength from it strained him. Tan pulled as much as he could and then drew on his own shaping strength, avoiding the fire bond. Taking more from the bond, especially as the hatchling fed, ran the risk of the hatchling not having enough to feed upon.

      Tan felt the fracture within the draasin. It wasn’t new, as if it had been present when the draasin had been little more than an egg. Could it be that this draasin was not meant to survive?

      Tan used fire and spirit and attempted to seal the fracture.

      Nothing happened.

      He pulled on more fire, but that ultimately drew from the fire bond. Tan had wound so tightly within the fire bond that he drew upon it without intending to do so. Releasing that connection, he shifted to the other elements. Spirit called to him the most strongly, and he recognized that spirit would be necessary to heal this draasin.

      But he didn’t have enough strength pulling only on spirit.

      Combining the elements, though, could increase his strength. Normally, he would have pulled through his connection to Amia and draw strength in spirit from her, but in her current state, he had no interest in weakening her any further. And he didn’t know what effect that might have if he were to pull on spirit from her. Probably nothing. Amia would know if there was an issue and would prevent him from taking too much. But what if he was unable to control what he drew?

      So he combined each of the elements, melding them as he had when first learning to shape spirit. A surge of spirit came from him, and Tan pressed this into the draasin, separating out a mix of fire. Would it be enough? Could he actually heal the draasin? Or would this be one who failed to survive the hatching?

      The draasin shivered.

      And then spoke within the fire bond.

      Maelen.

      The voice was soft, weak and thready, but there was no doubting that she was there within the bond, more fully than either of the other two hatchlings. Had Tan’s healing sealed it more tightly to the fire bond? Had he done something that the Great Mother would not have approved of?

      But the draasin lived. Tan felt that life, that energy, as it fed upon the fire bond. It was a raw sense, and full of strength and potential. Alive. That was enough.

      You should not be here so strongly, he said to her.

      The draasin crawled to him and attempted to spit fire, but failed. Thin wings unfurled, and the draasin shook. There are so many here.

      Where?

      In this place. In fire.

      Tan wondered what the draasin might mean, but realized that he must be referring to the fire bond. You hear the others within the bond. There are many other elementals.

      Not elementals. Like me.

      Draasin?

      The newest hatchling reached Tan’s feet and circled around them before sinking her claws into Tan’s leg and starting to climb. As she reached Tan’s waist, and the claws began to pierce his skin, Tan scooped her up and held her so that he could look upon her. Pale yellow eyes stared back at him with more insight than Tan would have expected.

      You hear the other draasin?

      They are quiet, but they are here with me. Most would like to awaken.

      Tan looked around at the other eggs. Did this hatchling imply that she could reach the other draasin? But they were still dormant, still waiting for the right time.

      You are Maelen. What am I?

      The question surprised Tan. Neither of the other draasin had questioned him about a name. Either they hadn’t cared whether they had a name or they didn’t understand that they did not. Tan would not be the reason that they suddenly questioned.

      But this one, she already asked.

      He used a sensing of fire and spirit and sent it through her. As he did, he realized there was a connection within her to more than fire. Much like with Honl, spirit had lodged within her, almost as if the healing from the fracture had required the placement of spirit.

      Had Tan fused spirit to her? Doing so would change something about her. That much he had seen with Honl, and had seen with what the Utu Tonah had done with the hybrid elementals. Tan hadn’t wanted to change her. He had only wanted to heal her, but hadn’t been able to do that with only fire.

      You are too young to have taken a name, he finally answered.

      You will give the name?

      I have before. The draasin can also choose the name.

      The newest hatchling attempted to spit, and a surge of fire, but also something that felt like a pulse of spirit, came from her. What name should I choose?

      Tan smiled. Regardless of her change, this one was precocious. There was something about that that he appreciated. You should choose whatever is fitting. You will know.

      And if I have you choose?

      What would he do if she asked him to choose? Would he agree? Normally, he would say that she was too young for him to assign a name, but if she were to choose on her own, why would he not?

      I would help, Tan said, but there is someone you should meet before you decide.

      Amia would know whether there was a connection to spirit that he needed to account for, though Tan already suspected that there was enough of a connection from what it had taken for him to heal her. And if that were the case, would she change as much as Honl had, becoming something as different from a draasin and fire as Honl now was to ashi and wind?

      Then I will wait.

      The draasin squirmed in his arms until he set her back down. Once on the ground, she approached the others and sniffed. Each snorted, sending steam and flames, but there was no communication in the fire bond, not as there would be when they were older. All he heard was the third hatchling in the bond, trying to reach them—and failing.

      After a few attempts, she looked up at Tan, the question clear in her eyes: what was she? You are draasin, he said, but other than that, Tan had no answers.
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      On a shaping of wind and fire, Tan returned to the estate in Par he shared with Amia, holding tightly to the newest hatchling. Through the bond, Amia already knew that he had something to show her, but he wasn’t sure that she fully understood what had happened. And her agitated state told him that she had something to share with him.

      Lowering to the ground, he swept into the estate, keeping the youngest hatchling tucked under his cloak. He would have to return for the other two later. For now, he had left them in the cavern overlooking the other eggs. They needed little other than food, and the cavern had served as something of a nest for them, almost as much of one as the nest Asboel and the others had used in the kingdoms.

      Maclin, the servant of the house and a faithful of Par, nodded to him as he entered. “You return sooner than the last time you disappeared like this.”

      Tan smiled. Maclin suspected where Tan went, but didn’t know for certain. Most who had known about the cavern thought that it had been lost during the attack. Only Tan and Amia knew that it remained. Eventually he would need to share its existence with others. Elanne, as Mistress of Bonds, deserved to know. He had once wondered about her allegiance, but no longer. Not since she and the Bond Wardens had helped him during the battle with Marin.

      “Is she still here?”

      Maclin nodded, seemingly unperturbed by the fact that Tan didn’t answer the question. “She is. And she is not alone.”

      Tan frowned and reached through earth and spirit to understand. As he did, he recognized the source of Amia’s agitation, though he still didn’t understand it completely. “I presume the other draasin—”

      “Remains with the large one. They roost atop the tower.”

      Tan suppressed a smile. How would Sashari and Asgar react to the comment that they roosted, as if they were nothing more than birds? Already, Asgar teased him when Tan asked the draasin to allow the students to ride. Traveling with the draasin gave them a respect for the creatures that they couldn’t otherwise gain. Most wanted nothing to do with the draasin, but at least they had no interest in hunting them. But Asgar made a point of reminding Tan each time that he asked that he was no horse. Still, Tan suspected that the draasin enjoyed the opportunity to show off.

      “They are in the library, Utu Tonah,” Maclin said.

      Tan stopped and turned to Maclin. “I think it is time that title disappears, don’t you, Maclin?”

      “What would you be called? The people need a leader, and you, surprisingly, have proven as capable as we could have hoped.”

      Tan sniffed at the comment. “If you won’t call me Tan, you may call me the same as the elementals. To them, I am Maelen.”

      Maclin’s brow furrowed as he frowned. “Maelen is no sort of title.”

      “It would be for me.”

      With that, he left Maclin and reached the library, pausing with his hand on the door. What sort of conversation would he find within? Amia had never cared for Cianna. She understood that she served the elementals, and she recognized that Cianna had no real appeal to Tan, but fire burned seductively within her.

      But he heard nothing that indicated an argument. Through earth and spirit sensing, he sensed nothing that would tell him there was an argument. In fact, there was nothing.

      Only the simmering sense of agitation that came through the bond with Amia.

      Tan pushed the door open and found Amia and Cianna sitting across from each other in front of the wide hearth. Books and journals filled the stacks of shelves on either side of the hearth. When they had first taken over the estate, Tan had hoped to find something that would help him understand the Utu Tonah, but had only found texts that reminded him of what was in the archives in Ethea. It wasn’t until he discovered the Utu Tonah’s private work room that he found what he sought. Still, he suspected that there was more that he hadn’t discovered.

      Amia wore a slim striped dress with yellow and green cascading down each side. To Tan, the growing bump in her belly was visible through the dress, but he wondered how many others would even notice. Cianna was dressed as she often was, in a shimmering shirt that clung to her skin, this of a burnt orange that matched her hair. A faint haze of heat radiated from her; likely she wasn’t even aware that she shaped as strongly as she did.

      Cianna stood when he entered, but Amia did not. Her eyes went to his cloak and he shook his head slightly.

      “Athan,” she said.

      Tan grunted. “Not Athan, I think,” he told her. “Not since I came to Par.”

      Cianna frowned. “You’ve abandoned the kingdoms after everything that you did to save them?”

      How long had it been since he’d been back? A month? Possibly two? Tan had begun to lose track. Long enough that he knew Roine would have growing frustration that his Athan had essentially abandoned his assignment. But then, Tan had never served as Athan in a traditional way. Tan was more like Roine in that, doing what he knew needed done, regardless of what the king—or in the case of Roine, the King Regent—thought he needed.

      “I have not abandoned the kingdoms, Cianna. Is that why you’ve come? You fear why I’ve been gone?”

      She shook her head. “Roine hasn’t said how long you’ll be gone. Zephra… well, Zephra seems unconcerned as well. It’s almost as if everything changed for them.”

      Tan sniffed and stopped behind Amia, resting his hand on her shoulders. The draasin squirmed briefly beneath his cloak and then settled. Did Cianna’s gaze drift to his cloak or was that his imagination?

      “Everything has changed for them,” Tan said. No longer did they fear Incendin attacking. No longer did Par-shon threaten the shores. They had found peace, something Tan wanted, and thought that he had found, but coming to Par-shon had changed his desires. He had a title that required a different type of responsibility than he had before, one that made him sympathize with Roine. What would his friend say about that when they saw each other next?

      “But not for you? You trade one battle for another, it seems,” Cianna said.

      “I continue to serve as I always have. The elementals need my assistance.” And there was much that he didn’t understand yet about what had happened here. A bond had been nearly forced upon Amia by an ancient entity, but one that Tan did not understand. What he needed to learn about that strange entity was beyond him at the moment, so he focused on what he could accomplish, with the draasin and trying to rebuild Par.

      Cianna crossed her arms over her chest. “Are you going to show me?” she asked.

      Tan smiled. “You know?”

      “Know? Sashari practically forced me here!”

      “That’s why you came?” Tan asked. When he’d heard her voice growing louder, he thought that his connection to her had strengthened, but that hadn’t been it at all. She had been on her way to Par.

      “The draasin don’t often get excited, but something happened where Sashari got excited. I still don’t know what it is, only that you’re a part of it.”

      You didn’t share? he asked Sashari.

      The draasin snorted, a harsh buzzing sound in his mind. The hatching of a draasin is to be shared by the brood. It was not mine to share.

      But it is mine?

      Maelen, you are responsible for these draasin. I hope that you recognize what that means.

      Tan sighed. All too well.

      It meant that he had another thing to fear. As hatchlings, the draasin were small and, in many ways, helpless. They needed him and they needed protection. Asgar remained in Par and served some of that role, but Tan was the reason these draasin had returned, and Tan had an obligation to see that they survived.

      “There’s a good reason that Sashari brought you here,” Tan said. He pulled his cloak open, and the draasin clinging to him looked up and spat smoke and that something else that reminded him of spirit, but different.

      Cianna gasped. “That… that is a draasin!”

      Tan nodded. “This is the third hatchling.”

      “Third?”

      Tan nodded. “There are nearly two dozen eggs. Three have hatched.”

      Her eyes widened again. “Three?”

      “She didn’t know?” Amia asked him.

      Cianna approached and reached hesitantly toward the draasin. “May I… May I hold her?”

      Tan pulled the draasin from him and looked down at her. Do you mind?

      She is draasin bonded.

      She is.

      There was a pause. Sashari, the hatchling said.

      That the hatchling knew Sashari’s name meant that she was more solidly in the fire bond than before, unless there was another reason related to spirit that he didn’t know. That is her bond, he acknowledged.

      Cianna took the draasin and let her crawl onto her arm. The draasin dug claws into her flesh and wrapped her tail around Cianna for stability. The fire shaper peered at her and touched the spikes upon the draasin’s back, smiling as the hatchling unfurled her thin wings and beat uselessly at the air. She whispered something and a shaping built from her that washed over the draasin before dissipating.

      “She is not what I expected,” Cianna said.

      “What did you expect?”

      “I… I do not know. Only that there is something about her that strikes me as different than the other hatchlings when they were smaller.”

      What did it mean that Cianna was aware of the difference with the draasin as well? How would the connection to spirit change over time? Given what he’d seen with Honl, he expected that it would change, even if those changes were subtle at first. And what he witnessed with this draasin was not subtle.

      Tan glanced at Amia. She sat, watching him, but the bond didn’t share what was going on behind her eyes. Since the pregnancy, the bond had been different, if only subtly so. He could still speak to Amia, but not with the same easy connection that they once shared. Then again, he wondered how much of that had to do with what had nearly happened to her. The attack had taken much out of her, leaving her shaken. It was a wonder that the pregnancy had survived.

      “She is different,” Tan said, pulling his attention off the draasin. “When she hatched, she nearly died.” Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Amia sit upright. Had she not detected that? Maybe that was the source of her agitation rather than at Cianna. “I had to heal her.”

      “You are connected to the fire bond, Maelen,” Cianna said. She traced her finger along the tiny draasin’s spikes, running along the scaled surface, before smiling again and looking up. “I think the Great Mother intended for you to find these eggs.”

      Tan couldn’t argue with that. Either he had been meant to find them, or the time simply had come. If he believed that his connection to the elementals meant anything, then he had to believe that he had been meant to find the eggs. More than the eggs, though, he had found the Records of Par. Within those records were the Great Seals, Marks of the Mother. Tan had yet to understand what they were, only that Marin had been willing to destroy much of Par to get to them. And she still had managed to evade him.

      “It was more than the fire bond,” he explained. “When the draasin hatch, they must feed on the fire bond. It strengthens their connection and brings them closer to fire. With the first two hatchlings, I barely had to do anything for them to join the bond and begin feeding.” With the first hatchling, he hadn’t known anything about what was needed for the draasin, and sensing the strength that was required for the draasin to feed on the bond had surprised him. Tan almost hadn’t the necessary strength to help guide the draasin to feed on the bond. “Only, once they’ve finished feeding on the fire bond, they need to eat.”

      Cianna patted the draasin, smiling again as she growled softly and attempted to spit fire. This time, she found more success, and a small puff of smoke escaped her nostrils. Within the fire bond, Tan detected a contented satisfaction.

      You will grow stronger.

      The draasin twisted her neck and met his eyes. You will guide me?

      As much as I can, little one. I am not draasin.

      But you are Maelen. You are within the bond.

      I am, he agreed.

      “You said something went wrong with this hatching?”

      Tan nodded. “I don’t know what happened, only that her connection to the fire bond was tenuous at first. Weaker than the other draasin when they hatched.”

      The hatchling looked over at him, and Tan sensed a curiosity at how he would describe the healing. He shouldn’t feel anything like that from the draasin, and certainly not with any strength. Only once the draasin claimed a name—and a bond—would he be able to recognize the draasin emotions. Even with Asgar and Sashari, and he had known them a long time, he didn’t always know what they felt.

      “For the draasin to live, I had to heal her.”

      Cianna nodded. “Like you did with the lisincend? Did you bring her to the fire bond in the same way?”

      “Not the same,” he said slowly. With the lisincend, there had been the need for spirit, but that mostly had to do with reaching them and understanding that they did not want to be twisted outside the bond. What had been required with them had taken him more understanding than anything, an attempt to reach them, to bring them back into the bond. And the lisincend had been easier than what the hounds had required. With the hounds, there had been the need to add earth. That was more like what he had done with this hatchling, but if that was the case, had he somehow created a different elemental? If he did, how was he any better than the ancient warriors who experimented on the elementals, forcing otherwise unnatural crossings?

      “You’ve gone silent, Athan,” Cianna said.

      Tan shook his head, trying to push away the ongoing concerns about what happened when he intervened on behalf of the elementals. Did he really help, or did he somehow twist what the Great Mother intended, using the gifts given to him as an excuse?

      “Healing the draasin required spirit,” he said. “And now… now she is within the fire bond sooner than she should be.” He looked over to Amia, who sat with hands folded in her lap, saying nothing. “And there is more awareness than I would expect. The healing… it changed her.”

      Amia didn’t need him to compare it to Honl. And he sensed her concern through the bond, and shared it. The elementals were part of the oldest power of the land. When they changed—when he changed them—he impacted that power, using what the Great Mother had intended to be used in ways that he was not convinced were intended.

      Cianna didn’t see the problem with what he’d said. She only nodded, her eyes still focused on the draasin. “Well, you managed to heal her. That is enough, don’t you think? Another draasin! Not only one, but three!” She shook her head and looked up. “When will you return and share with Theondar?”

      Tan hadn’t considered when he would return to Ethea. Roine—the warrior once known as Theondar—understood that the draasin had helped, especially with everything that had happened with Incendin, but that didn’t mean that he trusted the draasin’s return. More than anything, Roine still held onto some of the ancient beliefs about the draasin, as if they might terrorize cities, attacking as if for sport. From Tan’s connection to them, he knew there was nothing about hunting man that the draasin would find enjoyable. The risks from attacking shapers simply weren’t worth it.

      “As I’ve said,” he started, but the hatchling squawked until he reached for her and took her back. He cradled her and caught Amia suppressing a smile. “There is much that I must do here before I can return.”

      Cianna crossed her arms and faced him. “Are the rumors true, then?”

      Tan blinked. “What rumors?”

      She looked around the library and swept her hand around the room in a wide gesture. “You. Par-shon. This place. There are rumors about you, and Theondar has done nothing to tamp them down.”

      “Cianna, I still don’t know what you mean.”

      “No? Then you haven’t decided to abandon the kingdoms? You haven’t ignored the peace that you have created? You haven’t decided that you are the Utu Tonah?”

      Tan opened his mouth to answer, but he didn’t need to. Maclin spoke from the back of the room, his voice a deep, accented tone.

      “Not the Utu Tonah. The Maelen rules in Par now. And he is needed to help us find the same peace you describe.”

      Cianna stared at Maclin a moment before turning her attention to Tan. Through Sashari, she knew the title the elementals had given Tan. “Be that as it may, the Athan has been summoned back to the kingdoms.”

      He looked at his hand, where the ring of the Athan remained. He still wore it, though no longer felt the same sense of responsibility, not when he had so much more that he was responsible for.

      “Why?”

      “Must you ask?”

      Tan glanced at Maclin. The old servant set down a pitcher of water and then bowed before departing.

      “Given everything that I’ve been through, I think I need to ask.”

      Cianna laughed. “Theondar thought that you’d want to be present for the ceremony.”

      “Ceremony? What ceremony?” As he asked, he remembered what Roine had told him when he’d seen him last, and suddenly understood. He glanced down at the draasin, wishing the timing were better, but how could he not return to the kingdoms to attend his mother’s—and his friend’s—wedding?
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      “What do you mean asking if we need to do this?” Amia asked, looking back over her shoulder at Tan. One hand gripped her long blond hair and the other pulled her cloak around her waist, protecting her stomach from the wind. “This was your idea!”

      Tan fought the grin threatening to spread across his face. Warm wind whipped past him, filled with the heated mist that spread around Asgar’s spikes as they flew, soaring over Par. Tan could simply have shaped them, but there was a different kind of peace found riding on the draasin. And with Amia’s pregnancy, he didn’t know how the shaping would affect her.

      She patted his hand. “You worry too much. Anything that I can tolerate, the baby can as well.”

      Tan wrapped his arms more tightly around her waist, cradling her against him. “I know what happened. Or nearly happened. Can’t I be a little protective?”

      “Not when it makes no sense,” Amia said. “And we don’t have to return. It seems the Utu Tonah is busy enough.” She offered a playful smile.

      “Even were there not the ceremony, we have to return, if only for a little while. Roine deserves to know what happened to us. And I need to determine if there’s anything to Honl’s claim that the convergence in Ethea needs protecting.” Even if those were the only reasons, he would still need to return.

      “That’s the only reason?”

      Tan smiled and shrugged. “I suppose we could tell my mother as well.”

      Amia elbowed him and he smiled. “She’ll be happy for you, you know, as you should be for her.”

      “I am happy for her. Plus, she’ll be happy for both of us.”

      Amia’s smile faltered.

      “Your mother would be pleased as well,” Tan said softly.

      “I… I know that she would. I would give anything for her to know what we’ve survived, what you’ve accomplished. I think she saw something in you when we first met.”

      “What we accomplished,” Tan said. “I could have done none of this without you. The Great Mother knows I might never have learned what I could do if not for you!”

      Asgar tilted, his wings flapping hard against the wind. The draasin hatchling tucked beneath Tan’s cloak squirmed and crawled free. He released his tight grip on Amia and slipped a hand around the draasin, fearing that she might fall from Asgar’s back. The hatchling turned her head and seemed to glare at him, attempting to spit fire at him. She’d already learned how useless the fire she could generate was against him.

      You haven’t learned to fly, he reminded her.

      And you forget that I’m draasin.

      She nestled into the spikes on Asgar’s back, as if she were meant to fit there.

      Through the fire bond, he sensed Asgar’s amusement.

      This one has a different fire, Maelen.

      That’s what I’m afraid of, he said but looked down at the hatchling with amusement. There was something about her precociousness that he appreciated. In some ways, she reminded him of Asboel and his casual arrogance, but in others, she reminded him of Honl, and the way that he had changed since healed by spirit. That change had brought the two of them closer together as well. Maybe the spirit connection reminded him of Amia, and that was why he appreciated it.

      What of the other hatchlings? Asgar asked.

      They are in their den. I left nearly an entire hog with them.

      That will last two days. And then what will become of them?

      Tan laughed. The first two hatchlings had taken to eating everything that the butcher Balsun brought. Eventually, he figured he would need to share with the butcher the reason behind his strange requests, but for now, the butcher simply provided anything that Tan requested.

      Then they will simply waste away, Tan answered.

      Asgar chuckled until the hatchling nipped at one of his spikes. He twisted his long neck and looked at her with his bright golden eyes. The hatchling stared back, an amusing defiance in her refusal to back down.

      This one pleases the Mother, I think. I understand why you were able to heal her.

      Tan wished that he understood why he was allowed to heal the hatchling, but that wasn’t an answer that he possessed.

      They crossed beyond the ocean and over Incendin. There was a time when simply flying over Incendin would have made him nervous, when he would have feared the lisincend, or the hounds, or any of the strange and terrifying life that existed in Incendin, but like so much else since the Utu Tonah had been defeated, Incendin had changed. No longer did wide swaths of brown and broken rock stretch around below him. Now there were patches of green, as life began to return. How much of that had to do with the changed shaping that burned atop the fire fortress, and how much had to do with the fact that the kingdoms no longer held the barrier in place? It was even possible that the healing of the lisincend had been the greatest change. Regardless of what had caused it, the change made Incendin appear less intimidating.

      These lands have started to heal, Asgar said as if reading his thoughts.

      I see that, but don’t know why.

      Everything you have done has allowed healing. In time, these lands will return to the way the Mother intended.

      Tan sat back, settling into the spikes on Asgar’s back. Incendin healed. Peace, at least as far as Cianna had said. And yet, he chased a new battle.

      Couldn’t he remain in the kingdoms and simply enjoy the peace that would be found there? Why did he feel compelled to find a new battle, and a new threat?

      Then again, had he not, would these draasin have returned?

      The hatchling growled at him, and he patted her on the head. She attempted to nip at his finger, but without the same ferocity as she had attacked Asgar’s spikes.

      When they passed the border between Incendin and Nara, the southernmost of the four ancient realms that had united into what were simply known now as the kingdoms, there was no tingling sense as there once had been, nothing that hinted at the barrier remaining. The realization made him smile.

      They streaked north and passed a caravan of brightly colored wagons. He pointed to them and leaned into Amia. “Would you like me to leave you with them?”

      She shook her head. “The First Mother does not need to be ever present.”

      “When did that change?”

      She shot him a look. “When the People were trying to recover after the attacks, I needed to remain with them, but some families have begun to wander again. The Aeta will heal, as they always have.”

      “I never questioned whether they would,” Tan said.

      “I did.” She sighed. “And eventually, I will need to call a Gathering. I do not think I’ll hold the gathering in the same place as it was before.”

      “I’m sure Roine would allow the Gathering near Ethea.”

      “Probably,” she said softly, “but there is something about hosting a Gathering that requires it not to be so open.”

      They flew on, soaring through Ter. In the distance, Ethea rose up from the plains. Much about the city had changed in the time after he first arrived. The university had been rebuilt. Parts of the palace had changed. And much of the city had been destroyed and then reborn, repaired over time following both a forced draasin attack, and that of Incendin.

      And now he flew to the city on one of the draasin.

      We should enter through the tunnels, he suggested to Asgar.

      Of course, Maelen.

      Tan sensed a hint of frustration from the draasin. They wanted to fly free and not fear the reception the draasin would receive, which was the same thing Tan wanted for them, but there was still the need for them to remain somewhat hidden. The time would come soon enough when the draasin would fly freely, especially if he managed to hatch the remaining eggs in the cavern in Par.

      They reached the tunnels, and Asgar dropped them outside the den. Tan felt a pang of sadness as he saw it. Once, he had come to the den regularly as he visited Asboel. Now it held nothing but memories.

      I don’t intend to stay long, Asgar.

      Then I will not, either.

      Tan reached toward the draasin and touched him gently on his long, sharp snout. You do not have to remain with me if you don’t want to.

      Asgar sniffed a breath of steam. I would not remain if I did not choose to do so.

      Even though he had no bond to Asgar, his presence helped put Tan at ease. Not because he was nearly a fully grown draasin, something that others might find intimidating—useful as he sorted through his role in Par—but because he was a friend.

      As are you, Maelen.

      Tan smiled and patted Asgar again. The hatchling nipped at him from beneath his cloak, and Asgar practically smiled, if one of the draasin could smile.

      Hunt well, Asgar.

      Always, Maelen.
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* * *

      They reached the palace via the tunnels, passing through the lower section where the warriors once kept their quarters. Tan knew that Roine once kept a room here, as did his mother, but he found the rooms emptied. Only the furniture remained.

      He looked over to Amia. “Where would they have gone?”

      “He is the King Regent. And she is his betrothed.”

      “You think they would have claimed different quarters?”

      Amia shrugged. “Seeing as how they aren’t sure who else could take the throne, I don’t see how he can remain King Regent for much longer.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You know what it means, even if he has refused to acknowledge it. It means Roine will be king.”

      Tan shook his head and laughed as they took the wide stair leading up from this level.

      “What is that reaction about?” she asked.

      “You thought my mother was bad enough when she was simply Zephra. Wait until she’s the queen.”

      Amia covered her mouth and laughed.

      The draasin continued to squirm as they made their way up the stairs, but Tan forced her back under his cloak. He hoped she didn’t bulge out too much and make it obvious that he smuggled a draasin into the palace, but he didn’t want to carry her openly and hadn’t felt comfortable leaving her in Par, especially since she had only recently been born.

      At the top of the stairs, he hesitated, taking in the sight of servants scurrying around, a few shapers pacing the halls, and a general sense of activity that had not been here before. The palace was more decorated than it had been the last time he’d been here, with colorful banners, and streamers hanging from the arched ceiling over the door into the palace. He recognized only a few of the shapers standing guard. Seanan nodded to him and then focused his eyes ahead, standing at the doorway. He leaned in to whisper something to the other shaper, a young woman with pudgy cheeks and the wide frame that reminded him of Wallyn. Tan wondered if she might be a water shaper as well.

      “Where do you think we’ll find them?” Amia asked.

      Focusing on ara, he sent the question. Where is Zephra?

      After a moment, the wind gusted, pulling him gently down the corridor, leading him to a private hall where Roine kept his office. Tan shut the door behind them, sealing off the commotion from the servants, and made his way to the office. He paused at the door, using earth sensing to determine if anyone was inside.

      “You can enter, Tannen,” his mother’s sharp voice called from the other side.

      Tan glanced at Amia before opening the door. Inside, Roine sat leaning against the wall. His mother sat across from him, and the irritation on her face evoked an emotion Tan had known all too well over the years.

      “So Cianna found you, it seems,” his mother said without looking up.

      Tan nodded. “She did. I didn’t realize that the ceremony was to be held so soon.”

      “You would, if you would ever return to the kingdoms.”

      Tan blinked at the sharpness to the tone. “I think we’ve established that I have other responsibilities, haven’t we, Mother?”

      She sighed and looked over, dragging her irritated gaze away from Roine. Roine gave Tan something of a look of thanks. “You have been in Par-shon for far too long, Tannen. It’s time that you return to the kingdoms and your responsibilities here.”

      “My responsibilities extend to Par.”

      She cocked her head. “Par. Not Par-shon?”

      Tan nodded. “There is much for me to share with you, but it can wait.”

      “What can wait, Tan?” Roine asked. He sounded as if he appreciated the interruption, and Tan wondered what had happened.

      “You know why I went to Par? That they named me the Utu Tonah?”

      “You can’t really intend to rule there,” his mother said.

      He didn’t answer that question. It was one that he wasn’t entirely prepared to answer. Tan hadn’t decided what his intentions were with Par. First, he needed to help stabilize whatever had happened with the destruction of the bonds. Then he had to understand why the Utu Tonah had come to Par. With each passing day, he felt knowing the answer was the key to something greater. And then, he had to understand why Marin would intend to destroy the Records of Par. What did she think to hide? Beyond that, he had to understand the strange elemental force that had attacked Amia.

      But none of that mattered, at least not yet.

      He wouldn’t burden Roine and his mother with those concerns, not when they should be focused on a happier time, so he chose a different answer.

      Opening his cloak, he pulled the draasin out from underneath.

      The hatchling clung to him, with none of the same eagerness that she had shown in going to Cianna. Was it the bond to the draasin that made her trust Cianna more? Likely the connection to spirit was the reason that she was fine with Amia as well. But she crawled up his arm and settled around his neck, digging her sharp claws into his neck.

      His mother sucked in a breath. “There is another creature of fire.”

      Tan nodded.

      Roine rose and reached toward the hatchling but jerked his hand back when she attempted to nip at him.

      Easy, he admonished.

      “Another draasin?” Roine asked.

      “This is the reason why I remain in Par,” Tan said.

      “For one of the draasin? But you have the others here,” his mother said. Her tone had changed, the sharp irritation fading. Tan wondered again what she and Roine had been arguing about before he entered.

      “She is not the only one I found. There are others. Many others.”

      Roine glanced to Zephra. She shook her head. “No, Theondar.”

      “No?” Tan asked.

      Roine met his eyes. For a fleeting moment, there was something of concern, an expression that Tan hadn’t seen from him for many months, but then it passed and Roine forced a smile. The suddenness of the change was almost enough for Tan to want to use spirit sensing to know what he missed, but he let it drop. Today was not a day for arguments with his mother and Roine. Today was a day that he should celebrate.

      His mother stood and took his hand. “Thank you for being here for us, Tannen.”

      “Where else would I be?” he asked.

      Zephra glanced briefly at Roine, making Tan wonder what they hid from him, before turning her attention back to him and squeezing his hand. “Thank you,” was all she said.
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      Tan sat with Amia in the small home that they had acquired during their time in Ethea. Even though they hadn’t lived in it for long, there were memories in the home. The strongest memory was of the First Mother, and the lessons that she’d offered Amia, but then he also recalled her death, and his planning of the attack on the Utu Tonah, and nearly losing Amia.

      He stood at the open window, listening to the sound of the bells ringing through the city. “Maybe we should move from here,” he said softly.

      Amia touched his arm. “Where would you have us stay in Ethea? The palace?”

      Tan sighed. “Not here.”

      “We can’t change what has happened in the past.”

      “I’m not sure that I would even want to if we could,” he said. “Only that this place holds too many hard memories.”

      “The hard memories are the ones we need to hold closest to us,” she said. “They are the ones we can learn the most from.”

      He turned away from the window. “I don’t have a problem with my mother and Roine.”

      “I never said that you did.”

      “It’s just…” He ran his hand through his hair, pushing it back from his forehead. “It’s just that had none of this happened, I would never have lost him.”

      Most of the time, he barely thought about his father anymore. Not that he didn’t miss him—Tan felt his absence as much as he felt Asboel’s—but time and experience had allowed him to find a measure of healing. But today, with his mother planning the next stage of her life without his father, he felt the pain more acutely once more.

      And yet, he wanted her to be happy. With everything that they had all gone through, what they had survived, she deserved to be happy. There were times when he wondered what would have become of him had his father lived, and had they remained in Galen and his village of Nor.

      Had they remained there, he would have been nothing more than a skilled woodsman. Perhaps he would eventually discover his ability to shape, though he was a bit old even when he did learn. Would he have learned of his connection to the elementals? Would he ever have discovered the draasin and formed the bond that would ultimately lead to him rescuing the remaining fire elementals?

      “You linger too long in the past,” she said.

      “How do you do it? You’ve suffered more than me. You’ve lost your entire family, nearly your entire people…”

      She pulled him toward her and kissed him gently. “I think about the past and what happened, but I need to stay in the present if we’re to have a future.” Amia stepped away from him and touched her stomach, cradling herself protectively. “You didn’t tell her. I thought… I thought that you would share with her the news.”

      “I don’t think it was the right time. And besides, I think that my mother is keeping something from me.”

      She laughed and tipped her head a moment before heading to the door. She paused with her hand on the knob. “She is Zephra. She always keeps something from you.”

      With that, she pulled open the door.

      His mother stood on the other side, hand raised to knock. Her graying hair hung loose around her shoulders, and flowers were woven into it. She smiled, and the wrinkles around her eyes deepened.

      “Tannen,” she said, looking him over and eyeing his formal attire. It felt strange dressing with such pomp, but as Athan—and son of the future queen—it was expected of him. “Are you ready?”

      He glanced over at Amia before nodding. Hopefully his mother didn’t see his hesitation.

      They left the small home and, using a shaping of wind mixed with fire, he carried both his mother and Amia with him, reaching the palace garden. Within the garden were the kingdoms’ dozens of shapers. Most he recognized, though there were a few that he did not. Gathered behind Ferran were nearly thirty children of various ages. They were the children of Althem, his legacy, if they could be called that, and a better legacy than he deserved. Most were sensers, and might never learn anything more, but there were some with shaping potential. Ferran even thought that two could become warrior shapers.

      In addition to the dignitaries of the kingdoms, the Supreme Leader of Chenir stood off to the side, flanked by seven of his shapers. When they saw Tan, they all nodded to him. Tan hadn’t seen them since they defeated the Utu Tonah, but he knew that the lands of Chenir had returned, the damage inflicted by the shaping that withdrew the elementals no longer harming the land.

      Elle and Vel from Doma stood near those from Chenir. His cousin held hands with the boy Tan had seen when he went and freed Falsheim. A few others wore the bold Doman blue, and Tan was pleased to see them, too.

      There was no presence from Incendin.

      He remained in the air, hovering just above the ground. “Mother—”

      “Before you say anything about Incendin, know that we considered it. Theondar thought the wounds of Ethea were too fresh to invite anyone into the city.”

      “We fought alongside them,” Tan said. “We would not have been able to defeat Par-shon were it not for Incendin.”

      “Tannen,” she said, “can you not do this today? Let this be my day.”

      As Amia squeezed his hand, he took a deep breath and lowered them to the ground. “I… I’m sorry. You’re right. This is your day.”

      She hugged him and then turned to Amia, pulling her into a hug as well. As she did, she hesitated and then stepped back. “When were you going to tell me?” she whispered to Amia.

      Amia looked at him, and he felt a flush come to his cheeks.

      “Well,” Zephra said, “it seems we have more to talk about than I realized.” She squeezed Amia’s arm, and then Tan’s, before a smile spread across her face. “And more to celebrate.”

      With that, she swept away from him on a shaping of wind, landing next to Roine.

      Amia’s mouth puckered in sharp concentration as she stared after his mother. “There is something she conceals from us.”

      “As you said, there’s always something that she keeps from us.”

      Amia frowned. “This… this is different. I can almost detect what she hides.” A shaping built from her, and Tan shook his head.

      “Don’t. She’ll grow angry if she knows that we shaped her, especially today. Besides, I think she knows how to shield herself from spirit.”

      Amia sighed. “Since I discovered it, my ability has changed. It’s… more potent in some ways, but less controlled, if that makes any sense. I’m not sure how to explain it any differently. But I’ve found that certain things I would not have managed before I do without difficulty. I think that’s how I survived what happened on the tower.”

      “Have you noticed that our connection is different?” He had been meaning to ask about that but something seemed to come up whenever he thought about saying anything.

      “Our connection is different,” she said. “But I don’t know how much it’s due to the pregnancy.”

      “What else would have changed?”

      She patted his hand. “You, Tan. You have changed. And I think that is why the bond has shifted.” She smiled. “Don’t worry. We still share a connection. I think we always will share that, regardless of what happens.”

      “You make it sound like something will happen to us.”

      She smiled, but it was forced. “The only one who knows what will happen is the Great Mother.”

      As the music started, signaling the beginning of the celebration, Tan couldn’t help but think that not only his mother, but also Amia held something back from him.
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* * *

      “Congratulations,” he said to Roine. Now that the ceremony was over, Tan thought he might have a chance to talk to both Roine and his mother, but they were both preoccupied with everyone around them, all clamoring to reach them to congratulate them. When Tan managed to reach Roine, he couldn’t think of anything else to say other than congratulations.

      “Tan,” Roine said with a smile, guiding him to a quiet corner in the massive banquet hall, a place Tan had never been in all the time that he’d been in the palace, “there’s something that I’ve wanted to ask you since… well, since you knew about Zephra and I.” When Tan didn’t say anything and waited, Roine took a breath and nodded, as if steeling himself for what he might say next. “You and I have always shared a unique connection. Ever since I came to Nor searching for the artifact, I’ve felt as if I had been destined to mentor you, much like you were destined to help save me.”

      “Roine—”

      Roine raised his hand. “No. You did help me. Without you, and without what you have done for me, and the kingdoms, I don’t know where I would be. Perhaps no place different than I am now, but I think that without you, I would never have learned what Althem… what Althem intended. How he used me. I would have returned to the Great Mother thinking that Lacertin was a traitor. And I would never have known the extent of our connection to the elementals. You have taught me that, and you saved me.”

      Roine slipped an arm around Tan’s shoulders. “But what worries me is the friendship that we have. I don’t want my marriage to your mother to change that. I value your friendship more than I have valued any in my life.”

      Tan swallowed. “I feel the same way, Roine. You don’t have to fear that changing.”

      Relief washed over Roine’s face as he took a deep breath. “Good.”

      “Is that what you’ve been hiding from me?” Tan asked.

      “I’ve not been hiding… Were you using spirit—”

      “Roine, I know you well enough that I don’t need to use spirit to know when you’re hiding something from me.”

      The old warrior nodded. “You do at that, I suppose.”

      “Then what was it? What are you keeping from me?”

      Roine glanced over his shoulder and seemed to look around the hall, before turning his attention back to Tan. “When you came back from Par-shon—”

      “It’s just Par now. Par-shon was the creation of the Utu Tonah.”

      Roine frowned. “Well, when you returned from Par, you started asking questions and searching for answers in the archives.”

      “And?”

      “I’ve learned to trust your instinct, Tan. If nothing else, you’ve shown me that my first reaction might not be the right one. So when you returned, I realized that I had to better understand what we possessed in the archives. All of the archives.”

      Tan understood the implication. Roine meant the lower archives, the place the archivists had once kept secret and only for them. “You studied the archives?” When Roine didn’t answer, realization dawned on him. “You didn’t study in the archives.”

      Roine shook his head.

      “But you sent someone else.” Why would Roine keep that from him? The lower archives weren’t his, as much as he might feel that way. After the archivists had been expelled from the city, there hadn’t been anyone else able to access them, at least the area where spirit shaping was involved.

      “I sent someone else,” Roine agreed.

      “Who? Why would it matter that you sent someone else?”

      Roine sighed. “I thought Amia would have told you.”

      Tan looked over his shoulder at Amia. She stood off to the side of the hall and spoke to Elle. One hand went to her stomach every so often, and Elle met his eyes across the distance, a smile on her face. She knew. Of course a water shaper would know, especially one as skilled as Elle.

      “What would Amia have told me?”

      “To access the archives, we need someone able to shape spirit.”

      Tan jerked his head around. “You can’t be serious, Roine. You asked her for the Aeta help?”

      He shook his head. “Not exactly.”

      “How not exactly? How else would you access the archives if not for the…” His eyes widened. “Wait, you don’t mean to tell me that you welcomed the archivists back!”

      Roine nodded slowly. “It was a difficult decision, but we needed someone with knowledge of Ishthin. Other than the archivists—and you—who knows Ishthin well enough for what we need?”

      “Don’t you remember what they did?”

      “I remember as well as any, Tan. I was here for it, much like you. And I experienced it firsthand.”

      “Well?” he asked.

      “Well what?”

      “Since you allowed them back into the archives, did they find anything?”

      “You should know that I set very specific requirements on their return. The archives will not be closed as they were. And the lower level can be accessed by anyone with the ability to use spirit.”

      Tan doubted that the archivists would be able to exclude him from the archives were they to want to, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t attempt to hide something, especially if they had the ability to shape spirit. They would never really know. Spirit would protect them.

      “They must have found something, or you wouldn’t make a point of telling me what you’ve done,” Tan said.

      “They found something. And then when you came here, with that draasin, I knew that it might be more important than I had even thought.”

      “What is it?”

      “When you mentioned the draasin, and how you found eggs.” Tan nodded. “Within one of the volumes in the archives, we found something similar, a reference to dormant elementals.”

      “Dormant? The elementals don’t simply remain dormant.”

      Roine shrugged. “What do we really know about the elementals?”

      “I know more than anyone,” Tan said.

      “You do. Now. But there was a time when our people knew much about the elementals. It was in one of these journals, one that Assan thinks is nearly twelve hundred years old. In it, the journal describes collections of elementals. Assan thought it only a passing reference, but now that we don’t have to focus on the barrier, and on defeating Incendin, I thought it time to focus on the elementals again, and use it as an opportunity to try to understand them better.”

      “You went looking for these dormant elementals?”

      Roine nodded. “In Vatten,” Roine said. “Assan went—that’s why he’s not here—and has been sending reports.”

      Tan suppressed the irritation surging within him. Roine had every right to try to understand the elementals, but it bothered Tan that he would choose one of the archivists to help with the search. Then again, Tan had been in Par, focusing on what happened there. Why should he blame Roine for finding someone else to help him?

      “What kind of reports?” Tan asked.

      “The kind that tell me there really was something to the journal that he found in the archives. The kind where I would have asked my Athan to go…”

      “You could have asked.”

      “Could I? Your focus is on Par now. You don’t need to deny it, even if I don’t fully understand. But I could use my Athan to go, if he would, and see what this means.”

      This was what he had walked in on when they had returned to Ethea. And Tan was tempted to refuse. He might be Athan, but he had a role to play in Par as well, one that he couldn’t do if he remained in Ethea. He also had an obligation to the elementals. If there were dormant elementals, wasn’t he the person who needed to go, to see what there might be, and what they might mean?

      With a reluctant sigh, he said, “I will go.”
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      Vatten was a wide expanse of land intersected by countless waterways, all leading to the sea. Tan hadn’t spent nearly as much time in Vatten as he had in other places throughout the kingdoms, but enough to know that the people were mostly fishermen and traders.

      He traveled on a shaping without spirit. With spirit, he had to know where he went, but for this shaping, he simply had to guide himself along. In some ways, it was better, if not less controlled, than what he managed when traveling with spirit.

      A familiar cool wind whistled past him, guiding him as he made his way. He traveled alone, having left Amia in Ethea under the guise of her needing to check on the Aeta, but she had been annoyed at his suggestion that she remain behind. It was hard enough convincing her of what he needed to do to help Par, but at least there, she saw the eggs and knew that he had a responsibility to help them. Here—and especially after he questioned her role in helping Roine gather the remaining archivists—she felt that he needed to let others handle it regardless of the fact that he was Athan and there weren’t any others who should take care of it.

      Trailing the summoning rune on the coin that Roine used to connect to Assan, he found himself drawn almost to the sea. The air shifted, gaining some of the salt and even more cool than was found in Galen. Clouds filtered the bright sun, and the stink of fish cloyed in the air.

      When he landed, Tan looked around, not sure what to expect. There was nothing here that would indicate dormant elementals. His connection to the other elementals around him didn’t share anything that indicated some hidden stores, either. Had it not been for the fact that Tan knew Roine knew how to protect his mind from shaping—and that Tan had checked to see if he had been shaped—he might have worried that Roine had been shaped.

      Voices drifted over the hillside, and he made his way toward them. He kept his hand on his warrior sword, mostly for reassurance. The sword helped him stabilize his shaping and draw more than he could otherwise, but also helped connect him to the elementals more strongly. Tan had learned how to use a sword as a weapon, though he was not yet as skilled as others.

      When he crested the rise of the hill, he paused. An excavation of sorts took place here, with nearly a dozen muscular men digging, all under the guidance of a young, thin man with a shorn head. He wore a dark robe, much like the archivists before him, tied with a belt of red silk. That, at least, was different. Still, Tan despised him on sight.

      The archivists had nearly destroyed the kingdoms. They had abducted Amia. And they had shown a willingness to use her—one of the People—in a sacrifice for Incendin to become even more powerful.

      The man—Assan, he presumed—worked with another person, a younger girl, with raven black hair that she tied behind her head with a length of indigo ribbon. She wore dark pants and had a matching shirt that flowed over her hips. She looked up as Tan approached.

      “This is a closed site,” she said. “Here on work of the king.”

      King? Did he bother correcting her and telling her that the kingdoms had no king? Roine served as the King Regent, and so far didn’t appear to have pressed for any more power than that, though maybe he had, especially if he moved his quarters to those Althem had once claimed.

      Tan partially unsheathed his sword with one hand and made a point of displaying the ring on the finger of his other. “As am I.”

      The woman—girl, really—widened her eyes. “Athan?”

      Tan nodded.

      Assan straightened and turned to face Tan. Tan didn’t recognize the man, and thought that he should have. If Assan were one of the old archivists returned to power, wouldn’t he have been among those who returned to the Aeta seeking protection?

      “The kingdoms have no Athan,” Assan said. He had a deep voice and a deliberate manner of speaking, as if ensuring that he was heard.

      “The same way they have no archivists?” Tan asked. “It seems to me, the last time I encountered any of the archivists, I was forced to expel them from the kingdoms. At least, those who survived.” He shrugged. A shaping built and Tan smiled darkly at Assan. “I will warn you against attempting to shape me, archivist. I shape spirit, and probably more strongly than you.”

      Assan’s eyes narrowed and Tan realized that he should have been less forthright with how he felt about the archivists. Had this man done anything to him? Tan didn’t recognize him, so doubted that he had, but he was still one of the archivists. They had wanted power for the sake of power and had been willing to do anything to gain it. In that way, they were worse than Incendin. Incendin, at least, had only wanted power to protect their people.

      “I have heard of a man with such strength. He is said to have abandoned the kingdoms.”

      Tan sniffed. “Then you heard wrong.”

      “About which part?”

      “I’m here, aren’t I?” Tan asked.

      Was this really what Roine wanted him to see? Roine should have known what would happen when Tan encountered the archivist. And Tan should have known how he would react. Maybe it would have been better not to have come, or at least to have brought Amia with him. She was First Mother, and that was a title even the archivist would have to understand.

      “So you are he,” Assan said.

      Tan nodded.

      “Where is the First?”

      Tan suppressed a smile. So he did know who Tan was. Had Assan tested him? What would that serve… other than to learn of Tan’s irritation? Assan might not be able to shape him and use spirit to know him, but he had found out enough simply by pressing him. In some ways, Tan found that even more impressive.

      “She remains with the People.”

      “You are said to be… connected… at all times. Is that true?”

      Tan smiled, thinking of his connection to Amia and wishing that it hadn’t changed with the pregnancy, and then nodded.

      “You will pay my respects to her?”

      “Respects?”

      Assan clasped his hands in front of his waist and nodded. “She ensured that I be allowed to serve. Without her, I do not think the king would have entrusted me with this.”

      It seemed that Amia had been more instrumental than Tan had known. But why had she hidden that fact from him… unless she knew how he would react.

      Tan sighed. “Tell me, Assan, what exactly is this?”

      Assan glanced at the woman and then nodded. “Come with me, Athan.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They sat in a wide tent out of the wind and the steady drizzle that had fallen since he arrived in Vatten. Assan sat on a high stool, his legs straddling either side of it, with a thin leather bound book folded open on his lap. His finger trailed along the page as he read, and then he stopped, turning the book around so that Tan could look at the page.

      “This is why King Theondar sent me,” Assan said.

      Hearing Roine referred to as king sounded less strange the more he heard it, Tan decided as he scanned the page. It was all in Ishthin, and it took him a moment to decipher what was written. When he did, he understood why Roine would believe that there was something to find, if not why they thought to search here. What was in Vatten that made them think there would be dormant elementals? And why dig? There would be other ways to reach the elementals that didn’t involve digging through the ground and trying to pull these dormant elementals free.

      “How did you decide to come to Vatten?” Tan asked.

      Assan stared at the woman. She sat tending to the small fire, moving the logs so that smoke curled up from within and drifted toward a hole cut in the ceiling of the tent. “Sani has provided guidance.”

      Tan looked over at the woman and studied her—really studied her—for the first time. She had high cheekbones and full lips, with a complexion darker than most in this part of the kingdoms, almost dark enough that she could be from Incendin, or at least from Nara. Her simple pants and flowing shirt didn’t give him any more clue as to where she called home.

      “Sani, I presume?” When she nodded, he asked, “What sort of guidance?”

      “There are places of power,” Assan began, sounding as if he lectured to students in the university, “places were the elementals gather. This should be one of them.”

      Did he mean a place of convergence? There was such a place in Ethea, and in the mountains of Galen, but he had long suspected that such places had more to do with where they were situated within the land. It was the reason the place of convergence within the mountains had shifted, drawn away when the ancient shapers had pulled the rest of the kingdoms from the water. That had given Ethea greater importance. Tan suspected that was the reason the kingdoms had always been so flush with shapers.

      But why would there be such a place here?

      Another question came to him, one that was tied to what had happened to him in Par. If this had been a place of convergence, had that shifted when Ethea rose from the water?

      Tan turned to Sani. If she thought this should be a place of convergence, then she likely knew something more than him. “What does he mean that this should be such a place?”

      She didn’t look up, only continued to work with the logs, pushing them around the fire.

      “You know of such places?” Assan asked.

      “You mean convergences? Yes, I know of them.”

      Assan smiled widely and patted the book. “Yes, convergences. Such a strange name for what they are, but it is the only one in our tongue that really fits, isn’t it? In ancient Ishthin, they had another term for them, one that in some ways is more fitting.” Assan shrugged. “I digress. You don’t like care about such things, Athan.”

      “You might be surprised what I care about,” he said.

      Assan’s mouth pulled into a tight smile. “Perhaps you are right. You are connected to the First Mother. I have never heard of such a thing, but then, there hasn’t been anyone like you in some time, has there?”

      Tan only offered a placating smile. “Why here, Assan?”

      “Why? Because this was all once part of Vathansa, of course.”

      Vathansa. Tan hadn’t heard that term before, but then, he still hadn’t taken the time that he wished he had to fully understand the ancient shapers. After learning about how they misused and mistreated the elementals, his interest in understanding them had waned. But then he’d discovered Par, and the way that their ancestors had created a record and used that as a way to help protect the draasin. There was respect for the elementals there.

      “Explain Vathansa to me,” Tan said.

      Assan glanced over to Sani, and she nodded once.

      Tan thought that Assan had been the one to lead this expedition, but what if he’d misread? Could it be that Sani was the one who guided?

      Assan turned back to Tan, and a forced smile crossed his face. “Yes, Vathansa. A place lost many years ago, so long ago that most have forgotten about it. Honestly, had it not been for…” He shook his head, and his smiled faltered. “Anyway, had I not discovered this,” he said, hopping from the stool and making his way to a trunk.

      He flipped open the lid and rifled around inside for a moment before pulling out a roll of parchment nearly as long as his arm. He waved Tan over and unrolled it, setting the book on one end to hold it open. “Do you see here?” he asked, pointing toward the bottom.

      It was a map, but so old that much of the ink had faded. The parchment itself had started to crack, and he sensed a water and earth shaping within it, used to fortify the page. Someone had taken the time to restore it as much as they could, and the shaping that had been used—what residual that Tan could sense—was a skilled one.

      “Rens,” he said.

      Assan looked up and considered Tan for a moment. “You know of Rens?”

      “Nara and Incendin were once a part of Rens. The split happened hundreds of years ago, but Incendin still wishes to unite ancient Rens.” Or they had, until recently. He didn’t know if Incendin would still pursue reunification, but given what Tan had done, and how he had brought the lisincend and the hounds back into fire, he hoped they would be given a little more time before those old squabbles returned. Incendin and the kingdoms had worked together. That had to mean something.

      “Correct.”

      “And this,” Tan said, pointing to the map, “would be Doma.” At that time, Doma had been much larger than it was today, jutting much farther out into the water. Over time, land that once had been Doma had been lost to the sea.

      “Domajt,” Assan said, using a strange lilt to the word. “Over time, they shortened it. Or the kingdoms shortened it. Now it’s known as Doma.”

      Tan hadn’t known. Did Elle?

      “What is the purpose of this, Assan?” he asked. It couldn’t be that the archivist simply wanted to provide Tan with a geography lesson.

      “You asked for understanding, Athan. I am trying to provide you with what I can.” He smiled and pointed to the northernmost part of the map.

      The ink here must not have been easy to restore because this portion of the map was even more difficult to make out. Tan thought that he saw a series of shapes, something like what he would expect to have been islands. “These islands?” he asked.

      Assan nodded. “Vathansa. When the ancients did… whatever that they did… the islands were pulled together and became what we know today as Vatten.”

      Tan frowned as he studied the map. He had known that the ancients had reclaimed much of the western part of the kingdoms from the sea. That was part of the reason that water flowed deep beneath Ethea, even though it was separated from the ocean by leagues of land. That connection, and that water, had allowed Ethea to become a place of convergence, a place of power where the elementals came together.

      And if the place of convergence had shifted from the Gholund Mountains, why couldn’t there have been another place of convergence in old Vathansa?

      “You think Vathansa had a place of convergence of its own?”

      “We are in the heart of Vathansa,” Assan said, tapping on the map. “What would have been the largest island of hundreds. Most were pulled together, drawn from the sea to join the rest of the kingdoms, but some of the islands remain just off the coast. Others were lost, sunk or covered by water as those ancient people changed the face of the land.”

      Tan couldn’t imagine how they had reshaped the surface of the land. No, that wasn’t quite true. He could imagine, and had held the power needed for something like that, but he couldn’t imagine believing that such a thing was necessary, or right. How many had lost homes because of such a shaping? How many had lost their lives because of the shaping?

      Such arrogance. He couldn’t imagine believing that they knew so much, that they had to shift the balance of power in the world. That was what they would have done, especially if they had intended to move the places of convergences.

      “So you think to find the ancient place of convergence?”

      Assan tapped a long finger on the map. “That is what we will find here. I am certain of it.”

      Tan thought about what he knew about places of convergence. The one in the mountains had remained, even after Ethea had shifted the power, but then, hadn’t it been held in place? That had to have something to do with why it remained. But why would they think there were dormant elementals here? Why would the journal that Assan possessed reference such dormancy? The elementals would simply have departed, not been trapped and hibernate in some way.

      “I can see that you do not believe,” Assan said.

      “I don’t disagree that there are places of convergence. And I don’t disagree that such places can move over time. I have seen it myself. But I have a connection to the elementals and cannot fathom why they would go dormant as this”—he tapped on the book—“describes.”

      Assan smiled broadly. “And that is what we are here to discover! Think of it, Athan. We have spent so much time fighting and trying to keep the kingdoms safe that we have ignored learning, and studying, and trying to understand the world around us!”

      Tan couldn’t disagree with him. He had felt much the same way—and still did. So much effort had been spent by kingdoms’ shapers on trying to fortify the barrier and find a way to keep Incendin out that few had the time to study and try to understand the elementals.

      Why, then, did it trouble Tan so much that Assan and Sani wanted to learn? Why did it bother him that there might be dormant elementals? What didn’t he know about the elementals?

      Assan watched him as if waiting for an answer or approval.

      Tan didn’t know what to say, but he couldn’t think of any reason why Assan shouldn’t continue to search, especially if they might find something that would help him understand the elementals better. And wasn’t that what Tan wanted?

      It still didn’t change the uneasy sensation he had, or the anxious gnawing in the pit of his stomach that he had as he looked from Assan over to Sani, who still made no attempt to meet his eyes.
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      Tan’s shaping took him high above Vatten, high enough that he soared above clouds drizzling a fine mist to the ground. Wind whipped around him, tossing his cloak violently, but he ignored it. Something that Assan had said troubled him.

      Could there still be islands scattered around Vatten, a remnant of Vathansa? He knew little of the current geography in this part of the kingdoms, but given his shaping ability, that was something that he could rectify. The ancient geography presented a different sort of challenge, one that he hoped the lower level archives would be able to answer. Tan wondered if there was more that he missed. And if there was, what it might mean.

      Up here, the green land below faded to almost nothing. The wispy clouds filtered his ability to see clearly, and far below, he caught sight of vast expanses of blue. Occasional white caps from cresting waves marred the pure blue sheet. He searched for other land, shaping water in such a way that it would magnify his vision, again missing the draasin sight that he’d been able to access when bound to Asboel. Through this shaping, he finally caught sight of a few small islands. Dozens of them were scattered off the shore. How many were populated, and how many simply were ancient remnants of what had once been Vathansa?

      You would hunt, Maelen?

      Asgar pressed into his awareness, and Tan detected that he flew nearby. He wouldn’t put it past the draasin to have followed him. Since Asboel’s death, Asgar had taken on a particular interest in Tan, almost as if he owed it to his father to watch over him. But then, maybe the connection was simpler than that. Tan had been the one to name Asgar. With the naming, there was bound to be a unique bond formed between them.

      I would understand these lands, he said.

      Asgar neared and Tan shaped to him on a bolt of lightning, crashing down onto Asgar’s back. He could maintain a shaping, but there really was nothing quite like soaring with the draasin to really survey the land below.

      What would you understand? These are places to hunt.

      They have not always been the same, Tan said. There have been changes over time, and that is what I would understand.

      The Mother changes much. Think of all that has changed in the time that you have known me. Much has changed.

      Tan smiled at the thought as Asgar banked and soared out over the water. Tan used his connection to the fire bond and wondered if he might be able to borrow from Asgar’s sight. When he used to borrow from Asboel, there had been much he had been able to see. Looking at the world the way that the draasin did, through shades of red, orange, and yellow, provided a unique perspective.

      Asgar seemed to recognize what Tan wanted and allowed him to reach through and watch the land below.

      What he saw as a deep spread of blue from the ocean when he looked upon it with his own eyes came through the draasin sight as a deep maroon. Waves appeared a lighter shade, almost violet, with ripples of deeper orange that moved through. Occasionally, he would see flashes of darker color that Tan suspected were fish or other larger creatures.

      I could show them to you, Asgar suggested.

      You would swim?

      Asgar chuckled. You may not enjoy it quite as much as you do the hunt.

      With that, Asgar dove, streaking toward the water. The cool wind sent mist spraying from his back that Tan now knew to be the masyn elemental. Elle had bonded masyn, and Tan had learned that he could use the power of masyn as well, even if he could not speak to it quite as well as Elle did.

      They struck the water above one of the surges of color.

      Tan held his breath and clung to Asgar, shaping a bubble of air around himself as they dove. Asgar grabbed at the fish and spun, flapping his great wings against the water as they crashed free and took to the air. An enormous fish hung from his jaws, thrashing for freedom until Asgar bit twice and swallowed.

      Thanks for that, Tan said.

      You should know that water does not slow the draasin.

      I never would have expected water to slow the draasin, Tan said. I’ve known you and your father well enough to know that little slows you.

      Asgar chuckled again. The reminder is useful. I would also show you that the draasin can hunt in water as well, not only land.

      Tan patted Asgar on his sides, appreciative of the reminder. There were many things that he didn’t know, not only about where the draasin could hunt, but about the world of the elementals. For him to succeed, for him to help protect the hatchlings and help them thrive, he would have to learn. Was that the lesson that Asgar would show him?

      They continued north, leaving sight of land. Far below, Tan saw a few other islands, some larger than others, and many with signs of life. He would need to find a map, or ask Roine about how many of these islands belonged to the kingdoms. Maybe none, or Roine would likely have needed help to protect them when Par-shon had attacked, but if they did not belong to the kingdoms, then were they independent lands, like the Xsa Isles, or ancient Vathansa?

      Asgar turned and moved east. The air turned colder, biting through Tan’s cloak, but had nothing on the heat radiating from the draasin’s back or the fire that burned within Tan through the fire bond.

      Where do we go? Tan asked.

      You wanted to learn about these lands. You know only a portion of the land, Maelen. There are many places you have not seen. Many places man has not seen.

      Tan settled in, enjoying the flight. Riding with the draasin was a peaceful experience. He enjoyed the heat from the draasin’s body, the wind playing off his wings, and even the mist that sprayed off him. All of it reminded Tan of Asboel, only different. With Asboel, there was the bond, the connection between them that had given both a greater understanding. With Asgar, he had no direct bond, but the connection to the fire bond joined them in some ways.

      Would you choose to bond? Tan asked after a while.

      Eventually. Father believed the bond beneficial for both bonded.

      Tan smiled. There had been a time when Asboel had believed the bond only benefited the shaper. It had taken time for him to understand the benefits that he gained from it as well.

      What of you, Maelen?

      I have bonded fire differently.

      The fire bond is not the same. You are connected to earth, yet bound to the hound. You share a connection to water, but bond the nymid. And wind, though much has changed with that one.

      Thinking of Honl sent Tan questing for the connection. Where had Honl gone? He had no limitations on where he could travel, and took whatever form he chose, and now that he had solidified his strange connection to spirit, he spoke as if he were no different than any other man. In some ways, Tan had lost that bond as well, though he still could sense Honl deep within his mind. Honl could still grant strength, but at what cost? Tan would not ask that of him, not when he suspected that Honl still searched to understand himself. Tan only wished that Honl would be around to help him understand what he needed to do.

      Fire is different for me, he said to Asgar.

      Only because you choose it to be. Each of the elements can be the same. I do not connect to water, but how can the bond not be the same? Water is life, much as fire is life, and air, and earth.

      Tan laughed. Do you know that you’re the first elemental to acknowledge that the other elementals might also be important for life?

      Maybe it is the time I spend with you. Sashari thinks I should hunt more. Sister isn’t curious enough for me, not with what she has been through. But I find you intriguing, Maelen. They continued making their way north, Asgar flying as fast as Tan had ever traveled with one of the draasin. Besides, how can I deny what the Mother has made clear through you? I was there when each of the elementals joined together, when the bond of your lands surged, creating a connection to the Mother. There can be no questioning after such an experience.

      The bond of each land had been the only way that he’d been able to defeat the Utu Tonah. When he thought about what they had done, and how they had stopped him, Tan sometimes couldn’t believe that they had succeeded. The Utu Tonah had possessed so many bonds, and connected to so many elementals, that he should have been able to draw as much power as Tan had managed to secure, but there was something about the freedom in the bond, in the choice, that he had overlooked.

      There can be no questioning, Tan agreed. The only questions that remained for him were about what he needed to do now that he’d stopped the Utu Tonah. And now that he had secured Par. There were draasin to hatch, but even that seemed insignificant.

      Tan had wanted peace. That had been all that he had wanted from the moment he first encountered the lisincend and, with Amia, faced them, but now that he had found peace, he discovered that he searched for something else. Or maybe that he simply didn’t know how to be at peace. Had their experiences changed him so much?

      In the distance, there was a massive swell of white. Snow or ice loomed enormous. Mixed within was a pressure, a presence, and he sat more upright upon Asgar. The presence was shaped. And not just shaped, but there was something about the shaping that was familiar, as if he’d seen it before.

      The closer they came, the more the shaped presence pushed upon him.

      I will not be able to pass, Maelen.

      You can’t pass? As he asked, he understood the reason that the shaping was familiar. He had sensed something similar for years along the border between Incendin and the kingdoms. This was a barrier.

      What is this place? Tan asked.

      I do not know. There is nothing beyond here for me.

      Tan reached for a connection to earth and spirit and probed at the barrier, but detected nothing. He couldn’t be certain that his probing even managed to push past the barrier. Whoever had shaped it had made it stouter than even what the kingdoms had managed.

      Asgar followed the edge. The shaping was enormous, and the land contained within was equally enormous. From the shoreline that they followed, it was easily the size of his home continent, and possibly larger.

      Do you see an end?

      Asgar continued flying along the edge of the land until it began to make its way north. Beneath him, the sea had turned to ice, but the barrier ignored the ice. Asgar banked and started south again, shaking off ice that started forming on his wings, and shot a streamer of flames from his mouth.

      Tan turned so that he could watch the land behind him fade into the distance. What was this place? And why would they have isolated themselves?

      More questions that had no answer.

      He could return to the archives in the kingdoms, but doing that meant that he would share space with the archivists now. When it had only been him, he had enjoyed the privacy of the archives, and would often go there simply to have a place to think. Now that was gone.

      And he didn’t know if answers would be found within the archives anyway. The books and journals within the archive were old, some nearly a thousand years old, but the Records of Par were much older than even that. If he wanted to find answers, shouldn’t he go where he would be more likely to find an answer?

      They continued south. More land popped above the ocean before disappearing. He thought he recognized the Xsa Isles, though had never visited. Xsa was comprised of a series of a dozen islands, all forming something of a ring. A few other isolated islands appeared, but then they, too, faded into nothing. Farther to the south would be Par, larger than he once had known.

      How many lands are there, do you think? Tan asked.

      I do not know how many places the Mother created.

      The Mother might have created the land and set the people within, but then the shapers had changed what she had made. And he still didn’t know why. What reason would there be to pull Vathansa from the water and to shift the place of convergence? What reason would there be to have the arrogance that man could do more than the Great Mother? For some reason, that bothered him in the same way that he had been upset when learning of the ways the ancients had used the elementals. How much of what the Great Mother intended had been modified by those ancient shapers and turned into something less than what it should have been?

      He tried to focus on the journey, and enjoying the flight back to Ethea with Asgar, but his mind kept going back to the troubled thoughts.
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      Shadows loomed over the tower in Par. Tan returned with the draasin hatchling on a bolt of lightning, traveling by his shaping and leaving Amia in Ethea with a promise to return for her. Now that he ruled in Par, he didn’t feel comfortable leaving the city for extended periods of time.

      When he returned this time, he felt the emptiness left by her absence. Normally, he would be able to use the connection between them, and through that, he would know everything that she felt, sharing a connection that others without a bond would not understand. But that connection was faded. He sensed her there, but she was distant, much like his connection to Honl was distant. Even the connection to Kota had shifted, though now that he was back in Par, he could feel her once again, a bright awareness in his mind.

      Asgar remained behind in Ethea as well. Maybe that was another reason that he felt the strange hollow emptiness that he did. Since coming to Par and choosing to accept the title of Utu Tonah, he had always had the sense of the draasin nearby, a protective sort of presence, even if Asgar would never really do much other than observe. Tan had used Asgar as an example and had drawn on his connection to the fire bond, and through that to Asgar, to encourage the young shapers of Par as he taught them.

      With a sigh, he strode into the tower and was met almost immediately by Tolman. Tan kept the draasin hatchling beneath his cloak, and for once she remained quiet, seemingly asleep. The older man—an earth shaper who had retained his ability since losing his bond—looked particularly upset today.

      “What is it, Tolman?”

      “You have been gone for too long, Utu Tonah.”

      Tan shot him a look and he flushed.

      “Yes, I’m sorry. You prefer a different title.”

      Tan glanced down the hall and saw a pair of students chasing each other. One of them worked with a shaping—likely wind, from the gust billowing through here. Tan struggled to reach the wind elemental of Par, though wyln had recently been more accommodating to him.

      “I would prefer a different sort of rule than what preceded me,” Tan answered.

      Tolman bobbed his head in a quick bow. “Of course. You would be the Maelen.”

      Tan smiled. Hearing others say it always brought a smile to his face. Mostly because Asboel had given him the name as something as a slight, but Tan had embraced it. The alternative had been letting Asboel continue calling him Little Warrior. In some ways, that was worse.

      “Why have I been gone too long, Tolman?”

      “Several reasons, Maelen. First, the students require your attention. There are several making progress, but only a few shapers remain in Par-shon.”

      “Par,” Tan corrected.

      Tolman frowned.

      Tan nodded. “I will not continue to refer to this land as Par-shon. That name belonged to the Utu Tonah. I would have Par-shon die with him, and Par be reborn.”

      A troubled expression flickered across Tolman’s face, but he said nothing.

      “Out with it, Tolman. I see that something bothers you.”

      Tolman inhaled deeply. “Only that… only that Par was ruled by a council.” He flushed and looked up at Tan with wide eyes. “I do not mean to imply that you have no right to rule, Maelen, but if you speak of your intention to have Par reborn. If that’s the case, you should know that others will remember how Par was ruled, as well.”

      Tan nodded. “You have given me something to consider.”

      Tolman blinked. “You would consider returning the rule to the council?”

      Tan shrugged, adjusting the position of the hatchling beneath his cloak. Did Tolman realize that he carried one with him? “I never wanted to rule in Par-shon… or in Par. It was thrust upon me and I took it out of necessity when I thought all the people of these lands thought as the Utu Tonah did. Learning about Par, and learning of those beliefs, that there are others who would not have tormented the elementals as the Utu Tonah did, and who would not have forced the bonds as the Utu Tonah did, I wonder if perhaps Par shouldn’t rule itself.”

      Not to mention that Tan had no interest in ruling. That was for men like Roine, not him. He was a warrior and gifted with abilities by the Great Mother so that he could reach the elementals and use that connection to serve them.

      “You… you are an interesting man, Maelen.”

      Tan smiled. “Should I take that as a compliment?”

      A slow grin spread across Tolman’s face. “I think that you should.”

      Tan looked down the hall and back to the students, and the reason that Tolman wanted him to return. “You mentioned the students as one reason. We have earth and water shapers in Par, correct?”

      Tolman nodded. “That is what we have so far. None of fire, and none of wind. We had shapers, but…”

      He didn’t need to explain. They were lost during the attack on the kingdoms.

      “I will work with them,” he said. Only, he couldn’t be with the students constantly, and to learn, they needed instructors who would be able to continue their education and to guide them in the knowledge of the element. More than that, Tan might not even be the best equipped to instruct. Were it not for his connection to the elementals, he might not have learned how to shape the other elements. Earth had eluded him for a long time, only coming to him after working with Ferran, but he was a kingdoms’ shaper. Tan didn’t want to send Par’s best shapers away. Doing so felt like forcing something on them, the same as what the Utu Tonah had done. But he still wanted them to have an understanding and appreciation for the elementals.

      The thought gave him an idea. It was one he would need to work through in detail later, after he had more time to consider how it would work.

      “Good, Maelen. They always appreciate the time that you give them. Any time, really.”

      “You mentioned the students, and then other reasons as well. What else?”

      Tolman shifted his feet. “It is the council,” he finally managed to say. “I hesitate to say anything, especially after my previous comments, but after losing the Mistress of Souls, there are some who feel the council is underrepresented.”

      “They do understand that she essentially attacked Par, right?” Tan asked.

      Tolman flushed again. “They understand that is the way that you saw it—”

      “And Elanne. The Mistress of Bonds saw it as well.”

      Tolman nodded quickly. “Yes. That is what you both say.”

      Tan fought against the urge to laugh. Doing so would only upset Tolman, but he couldn’t believe that he would have to convince the others about what had happened with Marin. She and her followers had nearly destroyed much of the Records. Wouldn’t the council want to know?

      “Then I will meet with the council. They deserve a formal explanation.”

      Relief washed across his face. “That would be wise, Maelen.”

      “And what else?” Tan asked.

      Tolman looked at him askance. “Maelen?”

      “You said there were several things you needed to see me about. You mentioned the students, and now the council.” Tan raised two fingers, thinking that trying to squeeze time for both would be challenging, and wondered if he even wanted to bother with it, but he was now Maelen and he owed it to Par to rule as best he could until he either passed the rule back to the council or gave it up to someone else. “Had there only been two, I think you would have said that.”

      “Well, that is true. It’s a minor thing, but probably important to you. One of our local merchants, a butcher by the name of Balsun—”

      At the mention of the butcher, the hatchling began to move, wriggling around his waist, wrapping her tail tightly around him, as if intending to constrict. Tan pushed back with a combination of earth and fire, preventing her from moving too much. Had she actually recognized Balsun by name?

      “I know Balsun,” Tan said.

      Tolman nodded. “That is good, because he has been coming to the tower and asking about the Utu Tonah. Some thought that his mind had gone. Enough have that problem in Par, and it’s something that even water shaping doesn’t heal. But he seemed quite lucid the last time that I spoke with him.”

      “What did he want?”

      “He spoke of a delivery, and his supplies. It was all very strange, Maelen.”

      Tan made a vow to himself that he would go to Balsun and find out what the man needed. Having a butcher like him who could help with the draasin had been valuable. He didn’t want to lose that access.

      But something else about what Tolman mentioned troubled him. “What problem do you have in Par?”

      “Ahh, that is nothing you will need to fear, Maelen. It is something that afflicts only those born to Par, never outsiders.”

      “What is it?”

      Tolman shrugged. “Few understand it. Men and women will be perfectly well one day, and then the next, they are unable to speak clearly, or wander aimlessly, sometimes to the point of wandering from town. Most think their mind has strayed, but none of our healers have found a way to cure it.”

      That was another thing he would have to look into. As a water shaper, Garza would know about such things, but that involved Tan finding the time to reach her.

      “I did not mention it to upset you, Maelen,” Tolman said.

      “You didn’t upset me. It’s that I realize how little I know about Par. If I am to remain here, I should learn as much as I can. If we can find time, would you share with me what you can of your history?”

      “I… I would like that, Maelen.”

      Tan nodded and pushed on the draasin to keep her from wriggling too much. “Now. I need to find Molly.”

      “Molly? Why is that?”

      “There is something that she’s been helping me with.”

      “Ahh, that explains much.”

      “Explains?”

      Tolman nodded down the hall and waited for Tan to go with him. “She has been very preoccupied, but I haven’t been able to get anything out of her. Neither have any of the other students. Some feared…”

      “What did they fear?”

      “They feared that she had attempted to bind fire. She would not have been the first since you defeated the Utu Tonah, but with the Mistress of Bonds now tasked with preventing such attempts, we have stopped most.”

      Tan found that interesting. And surprising. He hadn’t realized that Elanne had stopped bonds to the elementals, but was pleased to hear it. Tan had thought her a potential adversary in Par-shon, but she had proven to be his staunchest ally, even if it had taken time for that to develop.

      “I doubt that she would have forced a bond without me knowing,” Tan said, but maybe that wasn’t true. Would he know if any of the elementals were forced into a bond, or would the bond prevent him from discovering?

      Tolman took the stairs carefully, guiding them up a level. “That is good to know, Maelen.” Surprisingly, his voice didn’t sound as if it fit what he said. “Especially with Molly. She can be precocious, and when rumors started to spread…”

      “What did you do, Tolman?”

      “I had to know whether they were true, Maelen. You have made your feeling on harnessing elementals quite well known. I would not have her endanger herself unnecessarily.”

      They stopped at a narrow door. A wide bar of metal blocked it closed. The edges of the door were singed, as if the person inside had attempted to burn their way out—or shape. Which, if it were Molly, she very well could have.

      “You locked her in here?” Tan asked.

      Tolman paled before straightening his spine. “I would not have Molly harm herself.”

      Tan suppressed a groan. Here he had thought that by asking her to help him with the draasin, he had been giving her a position where she could learn more about fire, but maybe he’d only caused her more trouble. Saa viewed her as having potential with fire, and coming from saa, especially in these lands, that was high praise. That had been the reason that Tan had thought he could ask her to help with the draasin.

      “Neither would I,” Tan said. With a shaping of earth and wind, he tore the bar from the wall and pulled the door open.

      Inside the room, Molly sat curled against the corner of the wall, a frightened expression on her face, much like it had been when he first met her. At least then, she hadn’t known what happened to her and didn’t know what it meant that she could call to saa. Since that time, and since Tan had taken a special interest, she knew fire better than anyone else in Par other than himself.

      “Maelen,” she whispered, starting to stand, but then seeing Tolman, she cowered back against the wall. The corners of Tolman’s eyes sagged in a distraught expression.

      “It’s okay, Molly,” Tan said.

      “He… they think that I’m hurting them, Maelen.”

      “I know. And I’ll fix this.”

      She shook her head and tried to crawl even farther against the wall.

      This was Tan’s fault. He had left her here, in the tower, but had assigned her a task that would draw attention. He had to make it right, even if it meant revealing to Tolman more than he intended.

      “Molly,” Tan said, settling to the ground across from her. “I still need your help. Fire still needs your help.”

      “They won’t let me, Maelen.”

      “I’ll fix that too,” Tan said. “But look.” He pulled open his cloak and the hatchling uncurled herself from him and stretched. Behind him, Tolman gasped softly. Tan ignored him, keeping his attention on Molly. Will you help me with her? he asked the draasin.

      She seeks fire?

      Seeks, but has not bonded. Saa sees much potential in her.

      The draasin crawled forward a few steps and then sniffed. The spikes on her neck appeared to flex, something Tan had never seen one of the draasin do before. Something like a shaping built, and then faded. Tan realized that it wasn’t a shaping—not really—but instead came from the draasin’s connection to fire. And maybe spirit.

      She reaches fire now.

      Tan frowned. Was Molly shaping, and he didn’t know? She speaks to the elementals?

      Not elementals. She uses fire. Shapes. Like you, but different.

      Tan scooted forward, more interested. How would Molly be shaping but he didn’t know? With shaping, there was a sense from the shaper, a recognizable pressure that he felt within his head, when someone shaped near him. He sensed none of that with her.

      “Do you see her?” he asked Molly.

      She hadn’t taken her eyes off the draasin from the moment the hatchling crawled out from beneath Tan’s cloak. She reached a hand out. The draasin sniffed at it and then lunged forward as if to bite. When Molly didn’t draw her hand away, the hatchling twisted her long neck and glanced back at him, amusement glittering in her golden eyes.

      “She’s beautiful,” Molly said, “but she’s different than the others.”

      “Others?” Tolman asked.

      Tan ignored him. “She’s different. I’m not sure how, just yet, but you’re right. When she hatched, she was sick. I had to heal her to allow her to survive.”

      “You healed one of the elementals?” Tolman asked.

      Tan looked back at him and nodded tightly before turning his attention back to Molly and the draasin. The hatchling looked from Tan to Molly before crawling back to Tan and settling onto his lap. She nipped at his hand, but did so with a half-hearted sort of effort.

      You don’t scare me, he told her.

      And I can’t eat you if you really did save me.

      You don’t think I did?

      The hatchling snorted fire at him and then dropped her head onto his lap. I think I would have been fine.

      Tan touched her spines. They were softer than they had been, and bent back, almost like Kota’s stiff fur. He stroked them, petting the draasin. If only Asboel could see him now. What would his friend think of one of the draasin allowing him to pet them?

      He would think you need to rub her chin.

      Tan suppressed a laugh before realizing that the hatchling had known what he’d been thinking without him trying to speak to her through the fire bond. Only his bonds should be able to do that.

      He scratched at the draasin’s chin as she asked. You are too young to bond. And I am bonded to fire.

      You reach the fire bond. You are not bonded to it. They are different.

      Molly moved forward and watched him with the draasin. “The others wouldn’t let me do that,” she said.

      “No. The big one would probably try to eat your fingers. And the other would probably crawl away if you tried.”

      Molly smiled. “The big one doesn’t scare me nearly as much as he wants to.”

      Tan grinned. “In time, he’ll get much larger, especially if the other draasin are right about him.” He paused. “Molly… I still need your help, if you’d be willing.”

      She looked over his shoulder at Tolman. “What about them?”

      “Don’t worry about them. Tolman knows how you help me now. But I’m not sure that staying here is the best place for you with your connection to the elementals. Tolman can teach you shaping, but he and the other instructors can’t guide you on the connection to the elementals.”

      Molly tore her gaze off the draasin. “You’d… you’d send me away? Where will I go?”

      Tan smiled and reached for her. “You’d stay with me, and I’d teach you.”

      The draasin lifted her head and snorted a trail of steam before lowering her head again as if the answer was decided. And maybe, to her, it was.
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      The plains of Par had changed in the time that Tan had come here. Tall, flowering grasses grew across the plains, spilling their perfumes into the air. Strange silver trees sprouted in clumps that followed a narrow stream running all the way toward the sea. Far below, he spied the rocky cliff where he would find the cavern housing the draasin eggs. The other two draasin were there and well fed, at least for now. He sensed no real stress from them, nor a need for him to bring them back out. With Molly now working with the newest hatchling, she was distracted anyway.

      You are distracted as well, Maelen.

      Tan pulled his attention away from the rocks and the distant sense through the fire bond of the draasin in the cavern, and looked at his bonded hound. Kota stood nearly to his shoulder, large enough for him to ride was there the need, and surveyed the land with a keen intelligence, much like Asboel had when he still lived.

      Distracted?

      You jump from task to task. That is unlike you.

      He took a deep breath, letting the scent of the flowers around him fill his senses. I don’t know what I need to be doing, he admitted.

      Finding Marin and learning what she had been after was on his list, but so too was understanding the draasin eggs hidden in the cavern. Now there was the question of the dormant elementals, and try as he might, he couldn’t leave that for the kingdoms to sort out. On top of that, he had given himself the challenge of trying to rule Par on top of everything else. Maybe he should have handed the rule of Par back to the council as he had suggested to Tolman, but he wasn’t convinced that Par was ready.

      Kota loosed a low howl that sounded nothing like the Incendin hounds once did. This was a low, steady rumbling sound, like that of a mudslide, or the earth settling beneath a great weight, and one that he felt deep within his bones. Her ears swiveled as she looked around. Tan considered reaching through her sight—much like Asboel, Kota never seemed to mind—but what was there for him to learn looking through her eyes?

      You can always learn by looking at another perspective, Kota said. But none of that is what bothers you, Maelen. This is about your woman.

      Amia?

      Kota’s ears twitched and the hair on her back stood a little taller. Since you learned of your cub, you have been different.

      The bond is different.

      Are you so certain? What if the bond is the same, but the bonded are different? Your roles have changed, and now you will be a father. There is responsibility in that.

      Tan grinned at the comment. I don’t think I’ve ever run from responsibility.

      You have embraced the role the Mother has called you to serve. Much as you must embrace this one. Do you not feel fit to be the cub’s father?

      Child, Kota. Humans have children.

      Kota flared her lip and offered him a flash of her sharp fangs. You are the Maelen. You will have a cub. I smell greatness already growing within her.

      You can’t smell that, Tan said, settling his hand on Kota’s fur and stroking her. The hound’s fur was coarse but slick as well, letting his hand slide over her. Hard muscles rippled beneath her fur, almost as if she readied to leap at any moment. Perhaps she did.

      No?

      Tan laughed, but Kota didn’t join him. She couldn’t really smell anything about his child, could she? Imagining the hound able to smell inside Amia left him feeling… he wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

      I already worry about so many, Tan said after they stood in silence for a while longer.

      You are Maelen.

      Does that mean I’m meant to worry?

      It means that you’re meant to care. You did not have to free the draasin, but you did. You did not have to save the elementals, but you did. You did not have to return the hounds to fire, but you did. Much of what you have done has been at risk to yourself. It will be the same with your cub.

      What if… what if I’m not strong enough to protect them?

      Kota pressed against him. You are never alone, Maelen. And you will not be in this, either.

      They continued to stand, Tan holding his hand on Kota’s fur and Kota staying otherwise still, for long moments.

      After a while, he sighed and reached through the fire bond, listening for Asgar. That was the reason that he’d come here today. Amia was to have returned, riding with Asgar. The draasin had agreed to fly her back from Ethea, happy to return to Par. Using his bond to Amia, and his connection to the draasin through the fire bond, he’d been able to coordinate the connection, but wished that Amia had some way to reach the draasin directly. With their baby on the way, having the draasin as a protector of sorts would come in handy.

      Kota’s ears twitched, as if she knew all of this in an instant. Likely, connected as they were, she did.

      Distantly, he sensed Asgar.

      And realized that something was wrong.

      What is it, Maelen?

      I don’t know.

      Had it been Amia, wouldn’t she have reached through the bond to tell him? But he wasn’t sure that she could.

      Go. I will watch from below.

      Tan tapped Kota on the back and pulled a shaping twisted of each of the elements together, drawing him toward the sky on a bolt of lightning. He streaked toward the place he detected Asgar, appearing in an explosion of light and holding himself steady on the wind.

      He found Asgar, twisting through the air. Amia clung to his back but barely held on.

      Asgar!

      The draasin tried to respond. He pulled his head back and his talons flexed, but that was all. Then he bent back over, twisting in the air once more.

      What happened to Asgar?

      He would have to understand later. For now, he had a different focus. He needed to rescue Amia from the draasin’s back. Whatever had gotten into Asgar, whether it was some sort of attack or something else, would have to be dealt with after he saved her.

      With a shaping of fire and wind, he reached her just as Asgar started to roll again. As Tan wrapped himself around her, Amia’s eyes widened and then she started to shake, convulsing much as she had when he had rescued her from the tower and the strange bond there.

      Tan quickly probed her, reaching with spirit and water, but found nothing wrong within her mind. Her body seemed healthy as well. Was this tied to whatever happened to Asgar? Had the draasin somehow been attacked?

      Drawing on a shaping of each element, he streaked back to Par, and to Kota.

      When he landed, the hound bounded over, sniffing at Amia.

      Watch her. The draasin needs me.

      Kota started to respond, but Tan didn’t take the time to wait.

      With a shaping of lightning, he reached Asgar again.

      This time, he could see how Asgar curled around, his long, spiked back bent over and his wings attempting to flap but succeeding only every few seconds. His upper lip peeled back and flames spurted from him but struck his belly, as if he were battling himself. The spiked end of his tail swung wildly, sending him spinning through the air.

      The draasin began to sink toward the water below. If Tan did nothing, Asgar would hit the water. Rolling like this, he doubted that Asgar would be able to swim like he had when they had hunted off the Vatten coast.

      Using a shaping of wind, Tan called to the ashi elemental. Ashi was strongest in Incendin, but he felt the warm presence of the elemental as it gusted through the air. Had Honl remained near him, he would have been able to ask him to help, but Tan would have to do this without him.

      Asgar! What is this?

      This time, Asgar managed to pull his head back. Through snarling teeth, he hissed steam at Tan and then spit flames. Tan ignored the heat billowing off Asgar and the strangeness of the attack.

      You have to fight this. Whatever it is, Tan urged.

      Asgar continued to fall, dropping lower. Tan’s shaping propped him up, holding him aloft, but it would only manage to do so for a little while longer. Whatever Asgar fought affected the way wind supported him, as if twisting it.

      Tan needed to help him, but how? The draasin wouldn’t respond, not as he should.

      Reaching for the fire bond, and through that to Asgar, he called out the draasin’s name with all the force that he could summon. Using the name in this way tightened the connection between them. It was not a bond. Tan didn’t need a bond to Asgar to reach him. But the connection was there.

      Asgar!

      This time, Asgar’s eyes widened.

      Maelen. You. Must. Go.

      No. What is this?

      Before Asgar could attempt to answer, flames streaked from his mouth, this time touching Tan’s skin. For the first time in ages, the heat burned. Tan used water and earth to ignore the pain and pushed back on fire, drawing from the fire bond for strength, careful not to borrow from Asgar. Whatever happened with him, he needed all of his strength to fight.

      Faintly, and through the fire bond, Tan sensed a strange shadow.

      As soon as he was aware of it, the sense disappeared.

      Tan pressed with fire, pushing harder against Asgar, reaching through the fire bond, through spirit, so that he could reach him.

      It was there again.

      Suddenly, Tan understood. Asgar fought this, whatever it was. Something like a shadow, but darker, and malevolent, and similar to what Tan had faced when saving Amia.

      What could Tan do to help? Would he be able to push back the darkness?

      He did the only thing that he could think of: combined each of the elements and poured through the fire bond, using that connection to help Asgar, offering his strength and his shaping for his friend.

      At first, nothing happened. Nothing changed.

      Then Asgar roared. His back flexed. Sharp talons scraped at his body, as if trying to peel his flesh. Something like a black cloud ripped free and writhed in the air.

      Asgar breathed angry fire at it.

      Tan shifted his focus, shaping the same combined elements at this cloud as well.

      Between the two of them, the cloud stopped writhing and burst apart, quickly fading into nothing, as if it had never been there.

      Asgar lifted his head wearily and fixed him with a hollow gaze. Maelen…

      Then he started to fall.

      Tan reached him on a shaping of fire and pulled on wind to hold the draasin in the air. He mixed fire into it and ultimately added earth and water shaping as well, all the elements needed to keep Asgar from crashing to the ground.

      Dragging him to Par on the warrior shaping was more difficult than Tan would have imagined. Asgar didn’t help, almost as if he couldn’t help, leaving Tan to carry him.

      When he reached Par, he practically dropped Asgar to the ground next to Amia and Kota. Amia had sat up and leaned against Kota’s side. She had two massive paws draped around her, making it appear as if Amia wore Kota like some sort of protective cloak.

      Kota slowly pulled away from Amia and sniffed at her a moment before coming to crouch next to Tan. This one has suffered.

      Tan tried reaching Asgar through the fire bond, but failed. The draasin was there, but the connection was weak and he dared not press, not after what Asgar had been through.

      There was some kind of dark cloud that attacked him. Do you know anything like that? Is it tied to what happened to me?

      Kota sniffed, nudging Asgar with her nose, pushing against him and then pawing at his wings. He is unharmed now. Whatever you did must have healed him.

      I don’t think I healed him. All that I did was halt the attack.

      This is not anything that I have heard before, but we are young. You would need to ask one of the Old Ones.

      Tan made his way around Asgar, searching for injuries, but finding none. Whatever had happened to the draasin had left him mostly unharmed, only weakened. Who are the Old Ones?

      They are the elementals who came before. The draasin. Wyln. Udilm. Golud. Nobelas.

      Tan had heard of each of the others, but not the last. Were Asboel still with him, he might be able to find answers, but then, he felt that way frequently. So often, he felt as if he were fumbling along without his friend to guide him.

      Looking at Asgar, Tan realized that he needed to understand what had happened. What kind of creature had attacked the draasin and nearly destroyed him? He had no idea where he might find answers, but there was one who might be able to help him, if only Honl would answer.

      Rest, friend, Tan told Asgar. And we will watch over you.

      The draasin twitched his tail, the first movement he had done on his own since the attack. Tan took that as a positive sign.
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      “He still hasn’t woken,” Tan said with a whisper, studying Asgar with a worried eye. The draasin was in a massive cave on the rocky cliff not far from the cavern holding the draasin eggs. Tan hadn’t wanted to put him in the same cavern, not until he knew what had happened to Asgar, but at least this way, he was close enough that Tan could monitor him.

      “He’s been awake,” Amia countered. She leaned on him for support. The attack had taken something out of her as well, though she wouldn’t let Tan see it. And he hadn’t been able to find anything wrong with her, only the weakness and unsteadiness.

      “Not for longer than a few moments. He looks up at me with fear and sadness in his eyes, but he won’t speak to me.”

      “Tan—”

      Tan shook his head. “I need to know what happened to him and find out if there’s anything that I can do to help him.”

      Amia rested her hand on Asgar’s side. The massive draasin took deep, laboring breaths and occasionally hissed steam, but more rarely than he should. His leathery wings were folded against his side, lying there as if now useless.

      “Kota thinks that the old elementals might know what attacked him, but with all that Honl has studied, I figured he was the best resource I had.”

      “But he hasn’t answered.”

      He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Not yet.” That troubled him. Had his connection changed so much that he could no longer even reach the wind elemental? Or was there another reason? He didn’t think that something had happened to the wind elemental—he still sensed a distant awareness of him—they couldn’t speak, which meant Tan couldn’t ask Honl to come and help.

      “What will you do if he doesn’t? What if Sashari doesn’t know anything more?”

      When Honl hadn’t answered, Tan went to the only other Old One that he thought might be able to help. Sashari made her way to them now.

      “Then it will be up to me.”

      “The Records—”

      “None know how to read the Records, not really,” he said. “Or if they do, they’re not sharing with me. Besides that, many of those ancient runes were damaged.” He’d tried reaching Elanne, but the Mistress of Bonds had not answered. Either she ignored him—which was possible—or she hadn’t gotten the message that he wanted to speak with her.

      Amia pulled her hand from Asgar’s side as a dark shadow filled the mouth of the cave.

      Tan spun, readying a shaping, but saw only Sashari ducking her head inside. Cianna walked next to her, eyes squinting to adjust to the darkness within.

      Can you reach him? Tan asked Sashari.

      He is within the bond, Maelen, if that is what you fear.

      Tan wasn’t sure exactly what he had feared. Only that he hadn’t been able to reach Asgar and feared that something had pulled the draasin from the fire bond. If that happened, he wondered if he would be strong enough to push him back, or if he would always remain separated, as if torn from the bond.

      Do you know what happened to him? He sent an image of the attack, and what Tan and Asgar had needed to do to free him from it. Tan had refrained sending the image to Sashari sooner. The distance made sending through the bond more difficult. At least for him, through the fire bond, proximity mattered.

      I have not seen this before, Sashari said.

      Would Asboel have known?

      Maelen…

      Would he?

      He was the eldest of us, but even he might not have known. The draasin had nearly faded from the world when you brought us back. You serve the Mother returning the draasin, but even in our time, there were not many remaining.

      Why?

      I do not remember. The time… time has changed my memories. They are faded. I remember Asboel and Enya, but that is because we remained together. I remember the connection to the Mother, and the cold suppressing our connection to the fire bond. But there is nothing else, Maelen, until you released us.

      The draasin rarely spoke of the time they had spent frozen in the lake. Tan was surprised that Sashari had mentioned it now. From Asboel, he knew that the draasin had suffered, though even that had been muted by time, as if the thawing had melted some of their memories of what they experienced while frozen within the lake. But he had thought that the draasin maintained more memories of the time before they were frozen. And maybe they had, once. Hadn’t Asboel mentioned that their memories had changed over time? Could that have been the bond?

      Whatever attacked, Tan said, was nearly able to destroy him. You will need to be careful.

      You defeated it, Maelen.

      This time. What if it returns? What if it wasn’t the only one?

      That had kept Tan awake during the nights that he had remained by Asgar’s side, hoping and praying that he would awaken once more. If there was something in the world that would attack one of the draasin, that could attack one of the draasin, they needed to fear it. But more than that, they needed to understand it. Only then could he know what happened.

      Will you remain with him? Tan asked.

      That is why I have come.

      What of his sister?

      Sashari lowered her head and her lip pulled back in something like a smile. She has claimed a name, Maelen. It is fitting for her. And she has asked you to fly with her before she will share it.

      Tan actually smiled. That was good news. For the hatchling to claim a name meant that she decided that she was no longer a hatchling, she was draasin. She might continue to grow—the Great Mother knew that Enya had grown in the months since she had bonded to Cora—but she was no longer a child.

      I would like that.

      Sashari hissed steam and flames at him. Tan flinched, but they didn’t harm him. Sashari eyed him strangely. Perhaps you should wait until you understand this darkness you have seen.

      Sashari curled up next to Asgar. The way that she did, with her tail wrapping around him and one wing propped up over his back, almost as if she draped an arm over him, reminded Tan too much of how she had lain with Asboel during his final days. At least this time, the draasin wouldn’t die from the attack, but what about the next time? What if one of the weaker draasin were attacked? Asgar had grown strong and had faced other threats during his life. Would Sashari’s other hatchling manage as well? What of the hatchlings in the cavern nearby, or the precocious one who pulled at his heart in the estate in Par?

      Maybe Kota was right. Would he never stop worrying? Would there always be something more, some other attack for him to worry about? And if that were the case, what were he and Amia thinking by bringing another life into this world?

      “You should rest, Tan,” Cianna said, crossing her arms over her chest as she looked over at Asgar. A frown creased her brow and she drummed the fingers of one hand across her forearm. “You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe it has been days, but I can’t lose another one,” he said.

      “Draasin? They’re powerful, but they’re not immortal. From Sashari, I sense they are aware of that, and comfortable with it. There’s only so much you can do, and I would be the first to tell you that you’ve done enough already.”

      He shook his head. “Not just the draasin.”

      “What then?”

      Tan sighed. “I can’t lose another friend. Asgar is a friend. It hasn’t gotten any easier losing another.”

      Cianna’s frown softened and she turned to him. “As it shouldn’t. Otherwise, it means that you’ve stopped caring. If that happens, you’re no longer the Athan or the Utu Tonah or the elemental whisperer that everyone is drawn to. You are the reason many of us continued to fight, Tan. You are the reason the elementals continued to fight.” When he shook his head, Cianna raised a hand to stop him. “Think about it. Would the elementals have resumed bonding were it not for you? Would the draasin have bonded not once, but twice more, and by choice? I do not think it’s coincidence. You bring… I don’t know… something like light to us, Tan.”

      She patted his arm. “Get some rest. And then you can go after what you intend to do next. Whatever it is. From the look on your face, you already have something in mind.”

      Tan studied Amia. She sat crouched near the entrance to the cave, staring out into the daylight. What would he do? The draasin didn’t have the answer he needed, and Honl wouldn’t answer. That left discovering it on his own.

      If he couldn’t find Elanne, was there another he could ask?
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* * *

      “You could have remained behind,” Tan said as they floated to the ground in Vatten. The change to the air, the humid and salty change, was stark compared to the dry, hot air of Par.

      Amia held tightly to his hand and shook her head. “You left me the last time you came here.”

      “Because you didn’t tell me what you’d done.”

      “You would have been upset.”

      “I am upset!”

      She patted his hand. “See? It looks like I made the right decision.”

      Tan sighed. “Why did you keep the return of the archivists from me?” He had refrained asking up until now, not wanting to upset her, but now that they had returned to Vatten, and now that he would depend on what she had done—helping Roine return the archivists to their place of knowledge—a few answers were needed.

      “Because we were leaving the kingdoms,” she said softly. When he looked at her askance, she went on. “We went to Par, and I saw how you had a purpose. When we remained in the kingdoms, after you stopped him, that was gone. You don’t see that in yourself, but I did.” She met his eyes and he saw her concern for him reflected there. Only a hint of it came through the bond between them, not as it once would have. “You needed to go. You needed to find what you were meant to do in Par-shon. And I needed to support you.”

      “You used searching for the elementals to push me,” he realized.

      When they had left Ethea, Amia had encouraged him to help find the elementals that needed him, and seek them out so that he could understand just what the Utu Tonah had done to them. She had encouraged him to understand the hybrid elementals that the Utu Tonah had created, and learn if there was anything that he needed to help them. And so far, Tan had only found a few. There were others—when he’d held spirit while defeating the Utu Tonah, he had felt them—but he had not found them again. And maybe that was for the best. After what the elementals had been through, after what was forced upon them, they deserved their solitude. In time, as they developed and connected more fully with the elements, they would come more fully into the world, but for now, they would be left alone.

      “Like I said, you needed to go.”

      Tan looked away. Had he been that difficult after they stopped the Utu Tonah? He hadn’t thought so, but then, he hadn’t really had much sense of purpose. Since learning that he could shape, he first wanted to learn enough to stop Incendin, and then, after learning of Par-shon, he wanted to do whatever he could to defeat them as well. Once he had… then he might have been somewhat despondent. Strange, considering all he thought he wanted was peace.

      “Where are they?” Amia asked.

      He had brought them to the same place where he’d found Assan when in Vatten before, but there was no sign of the archivist. “This was where they were,” Tan said.

      Amia closed her eyes and a soft shaping built from her, with none of the pressure that he usually associated with her shapings. “Some remain,” she said, opening her eyes and pointing to the north.

      Tan used earth and spirit sensing and detected what Amia had sensed. He should have done so on his own, without Amia needing to prompt him. With a shaping of wind and fire, he pulled them along toward the people they sensed.

      The excavation had moved.

      Nearly a dozen men worked, each digging at the ground, working under the guidance of Sani. Her dark hair hung loose today, cascading down her back. She motioned to several of the men to move, and they began working at the earth where she indicated, digging through the rock and dirt.

      As they approached, Sani looked back. Her eyes narrowed. “Athan,” she said with only a slight nod to Tan. “And you must be the First Mother.”

      “I am,” Amia answered.

      “Where is Assan?”

      Irritation flashed across Sani’s eyes. “The king summoned the archivist back to Ethea,” she said, the annoyance in her voice matching what crossed her eyes.

      Tan glanced at Amia, and she shrugged. She’d been in Ethea more recently than Tan, but she’d been focused on the Aeta, serving in her role of First Mother.

      “Why was he summoned back?”

      “Storms! Do I look like I know the mind of the king?”

      “You look like the person who’s directing this work,” Tan said carefully, not wanting to anger her further. “And if that’s the case, then I would think that Assan would share with you why he had to return.”

      Sani’s expression changed and became unreadable. Tan was tempted to use spirit to find out what she might know, but decided against it. Spirit shapers using their ability like that were the reason the Aeta had been forced to wander all the years that they did. With them now open with their abilities—and with most knowing of Tan’s abilities—it wouldn’t do for him to spoil all the work that had gone into rebuilding the reputation of spirit shapers.

      “You would be incorrect, Athan. I work under the archivist’s guidance.”

      “But you’re not of the kingdoms,” Amia said. “You’re from Xsa.”

      Xsa? Tan had thought that she looked and dressed differently than most within the kingdoms, but then, he’d spent precious little time in Vatten. She had an accent that he hadn’t managed to place, and now, that made more sense. If she were from Xsa, of course she would have an accent. But why would she be here and working with Assan?

      Sani shrugged. “Does it matter where I’m from?”

      “It matters when one of the People are involved,” Amia said. “It matters for the Athan when the kingdoms are involved.”

      Sani glanced at the men excavating, and Tan realized that most of them shared features with Sani. Were they all from Xsa?

      If that was the case, what were they trying to find here? Assan claimed that this had to do with dormant elementals and was tied to ancient Vathansa, but why would Xsa be interested in that?

      “We search for relics,” Sani answered, “and your archivist searches for the same.”

      “Why here?” Amia asked. “You’re from Xsa.”

      “Xsa now. But our people came from Vathansa. When these lands were claimed, our people moved, migrating as we often did.” She pulled herself up and locked her hands behind her back. “As Aeta, surely you understand what that means.”

      Amia nodded. “We are the Wandering People. We understand.”

      “What are you expecting to find?” Tan asked.

      Some of Sani’s confidence faded. “I do not know. This place was once the heart of Vathansa. The great Temple of Storms had been here. There are many relics that would have been here, lost to time.”

      Amia glanced over at him, and he knew what she was thinking. Could he somehow find what Sani sought?

      Tan focused on earth, using his connection to sense deep below the surface, pressing through the rock and dirt to see if he could find anything that might be a lost temple, but detecting anything other than the rock and depths of the earth wasn’t easy.

      Would the elementals be able to help?

      With a rumbling connection, he reached for golud, sending a request. No answer came.

      Tan shook his head. Golud might be the prominent elemental in the kingdoms, but wasn’t found everywhere. And might not even be found in Vatten, especially if it had once been Vathansa and a place of convergence of its own.

      “Why do you search here?” he asked. “How do you know this is where you’ll find the remains of your temple?”

      “You aren’t the only one with abilities, Athan,” Sani said.

      He waited for her to explain more, but she didn’t.

      “What is it about your temple that you want to find?” Amia asked. “Why did you imply that you would find dormant elementals?”

      “I made no implication,” Sani answered. She tugged on her hair, pushing it back over her shoulder. “And the temple holds the history of the Vathansa people, a history of a time before we migrated and settled the Isles.”

      “And the king knows that you search?” Tan asked.

      “Your king knows what your archivist seeks. Does it matter if they are the same? Should we not work together? My people lost so much. Finding the temple and the records that we stored…”

      Wasn’t that the same reason that he’d come here? He needed to understand what might have attacked Asgar, and Kota suggested asking the Old Ones, but Sashari didn’t know and the nymid weren’t old enough. He could ask udilm, but the water elemental could be fickle with him. Besides, even udilm might not know what had attacked. But if they could find something from a time before, maybe there would be something there that would help.

      Tan took a deep breath. “What can I do to help?”
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      The ground had been heaped to each side, revealing a massive pit. The dozen Xsa excavators worked inside the pit, moving rock to the side that Tan then shaped to the surface, pulling it out and leaving a gaping wound behind. Sani had asked that he shape carefully, not wanting to harm the temple remains.

      He still didn’t know why she was convinced that the lost temple would even be found buried here, but the more that he worked, and the longer that Amia talked with her—always off to the side and out of his earshot—the more that he believed that she knew something.

      In the two days that they had been here, the hole had grown wider and deeper. A pack of hounds, seven in total, had come to watch, startling the workers until Tan reassured them that he shared a connection to them. Having the hounds nearby bolstered his connection to earth, which was likely the exact reason that Kota had sent them to him. She would have sensed the effort that he exerted and wanted to help, but he’d left her in Par, watching over Asgar so that he could have updates.

      Overhead, the bright sun burned down and Tan wiped a bead of sweat off his face. “How much deeper does she think that we need to dig?” he asked Amia as she approached.

      She had grown stronger in the last two days, no longer needing to lean on him for support as she had in the day or two following the shadow attack on Asgar. One hand rested across her stomach and she smiled at him.

      “She does not know.”

      “And she’s certain this is the right place?”

      Amia nodded.

      “How does she know?”

      “Can’t there be any mysteries in the world, Tannen?” Amia asked.

      He grunted. “It seems like every time there’s some sort of mystery, I end up pulled into it.”

      “And it seems to me that you like the fact that you’re pulled into every mystery that arises.” She smiled. “But your connection to the elementals and our ability to shape aren’t the only forces in the world. The people of Xsa have other talents, ones they have honed over the years.”

      “Different than the elements?”

      “I’m not able to explain it, and Sani does not share.”

      Tan glanced over at the woman, who was bent over the pit. She kept her feet away from the edge and one hand gripped her hair in a tight fist.

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

      Tan sighed, pulling a shaping of earth to the surface. A huge mound of rock and loose soil spilled onto the growing pile as he released the shaping. “I don’t know that I’ll find anything. I’m not convinced that there’s anything below here, but I’m willing to search.”

      “Because you think that a temple might help you uncover other secrets?” Amia asked.

      “Something like that.”

      “You’ve given up on understanding the Records?”

      He shook his head. “Not the Records, but I need Elanne.” He paused and focused on his connection to the elementals. “No. What I really need is to find Honl. The last time he was here, he knew about something that had changed. And with how he changed, I think he might be the only one able to help us understand the Records and how they tie into the archives, and maybe into whatever might be found in this temple. If we find it.”

      One of the excavators shouted from deep in the pit, and Tan hurried forward. Amia remained back, intentionally staying away. For that, he was thankful. He didn’t want to risk anything happening to her while she stared over the edge. Even Sani, as she peered into the growing depths they dug free, made him nervous.

      At the edge of the pit, Tan shaped himself into the air. With all the digging that they had done over the last few days—with his help—they had managed to dig nearly twenty feet down, and dozens of paces in circumference. Had Tan not been here, he wouldn’t have thought that it would have been possible to move so much earth without shaping it away. But then, he had been shaping some of it away.

      “What is it?” Amia asked.

      Tan couldn’t see anything in the darkness. He lowered himself and noted that Sani had flung a rope over the edge and slid down it, moving nearly as quickly as he shaped, reminding him in some ways of a sailor moving along lines of a ship.

      “Mistress,” one of the excavators said as they reached the bottom of the pit.

      “What did you find, Benjan?” she asked.

      He pointed to a place on the ground near his feet. Tan leaned close, pushing between the other men clustered around Sani, ignoring their stares. A single piece of pure white stone protruded from the ground.

      “Could be coral,” Sani said. She pulled her hair behind her head and leaned toward the white stone, tracing a finger over it.

      “Or Alast,” Benjan said. “Pure white, it is. Just like the texts claim.”

      “Not Alast. This is probably marble,” another man said, leaning near. He wore a single hoop in one ear and his hair was shorn close, revealing a jagged scar atop his head. “Too cold for Alast, mistress. This is probably nothing more than ornament, not the temple. You know how that—”

      She cut him off with a glance.

      “How it what?” Tan asked. “What is Alast?”

      Sani clasped her hands behind her back as she stood and motioned for the men around them to give her space. Her eyes remained fixed on the ground, staring at the piece of stone protruding from the ground, freed from the surrounding dirt.

      Tan used earth sensing to probe how deep this piece of stone went, but it seemed to resist his attempts. Hounds? he asked.

      Three of them came to the edge of the pit and stared down. Tan heard the ground rumble slightly from the effort of the hounds before falling silent once more. He didn’t know what they did, but there was a mixture of earth and fire to it.

      This resists us, the nearest hound told him. He was a large creature, nearly as large as Kota, and she was the largest hound that Tan had encountered. Dark black circles ringed his eyes, giving them a haunted appearance, and streaks of black went down his back.

      Resists? Tan repeated, turning back to the stone. How would something resist the elementals, especially elementals of earth?

      “This is what you search for, isn’t it?” Tan asked.

      “I… I do not know,” Sani said.

      “You don’t know, or you don’t want to tell me? What was—is—the Alast Temple?”

      Sani looked over Tan’s shoulder to the excavators of Xsa before pulling her attention back to him. “Little is known about the temple,” she said.

      “You seem to know something. Your men seem to know something.”

      “They know as much as I do. The Alast Temple was lost to Vathansa over a thousand years ago. Only the memory of its existence remains, but even that has faded over time. The people of Xsa, those who descend from ancient Vathansa, know of the temple. It was a place of power. That much is remembered. As is the stone. Pure white, and warm throughout the year, as if heated by the sun.”

      Sani leaned to the white protruding from the ground and ran her hand over it. She shook her head slightly. “This… this is cool. This is not Alast.”

      Tan crouched next to her and shaped the earth away from the white stone. As he did, more of it became clear. He touched the surface and found it cool as she suggested. “Maybe centuries in the earth have weakened its power,” Tan suggested. “Maybe there was never any real heat to it at all, only that which would have been reflected.”

      Sani’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps it is as you say, Athan, and that is all there is to it. Or maybe Jenis is right, and this is nothing more than a lost sculpture. There would be value in even that relic.” She stood and dusted her hands on her dark pants. “We will continue to clear the stone and see what we find. Will you continue to help?”

      Tan stared at the white stone, his hope for what they might find fading. Maybe there would be nothing here, and his time would be wasted. From his connection to the fire bond and to Kota, he knew that Asgar grew stronger. Soon he would need to return and find what the elemental knew, or at least remembered about what had happened to him.

      But, seeing Sani’s face, for now, he would remain in Vatten. He nodded.
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* * *

      The pit stretched deeper than before, and Tan still stood near the base, shaping as he went, pushing earth up and over the edge of the pit, drawing on the strength of the hounds to help. By now, a dozen hounds had gathered, each standing at the edge, watching as he shaped. They lent their strength and Tan shamelessly pulled from it, able to shape much more than he would have otherwise.

      The excavators, those men from Xsa, worked with him, but now that the white stone continued to emerge from the ground, he needed less and less of their cautious approach. Sani had wanted the men of Xsa to begin the process, fearing that Tan might shape wildly and without any real focus, potentially damaging anything that they found, but he remained careful as he went, using the strange absence of sense within the earth to guide him as he pulled dirt and stone away.

      Amia stood upon the edge, one of the hounds nearby, blocking her from getting too close. Tan smiled at that. He hadn’t even asked the hounds to help keep her safe, though he suspected Kota had. They chose to protect her at the same time as they lent him their strength. What he sensed of her through the bond told him that she understood and didn’t resent the effort.

      Assan had returned from Ethea and now stood next to Sani, too close to the emerging white stone for Tan to work easily. He’d already asked them to step aside nearly a dozen times, but they continued to get closer, especially once the shape of the temple began to emerge from the rock.

      Tan no longer doubted that this was the temple that Sani sought. And with the strange resistance to shaping that he and the hounds detected, he understood that there was something more to it. Maybe it was only the power that Sani suspected. Or maybe there was more to it.

      “Could you move back?” Tan asked again.

      Sani pulled her hand back from the wall of the temple and shuffled a few steps toward him. When Assan didn’t move, Tan pulled him back on a shaping of earth, sliding him across the ground.

      Tan hadn’t known what to expect when Sani had mentioned trying to find a temple. What emerged was nothing like he would have expected. Shaped like a pyramid, the sides sloped outward, forcing him to expand the pit as they went. Thankfully, there were no cities in this part of Vatten. There were barely any other people here, which surprised Tan, given how close they were to the shore.

      With each shaping, he had to step back as well. The hounds aided the shaping, no longer needing his guidance, understanding what he intended. Even when Tan’s shaping eased, the hounds continued to move earth, pulling it aside. Always there was the strange absence of any elemental energy as he neared the temple. At least he understood why he hadn’t been able to detect the elementals when he’d first come here.

      And now the temple towered over him, easily fifty feet or more over his head. The walls of the pit sloped away, letting more and more sunlight into the pit, so that the white stone of Alast caught the fading light of the sun, making the temple itself almost seem to glow.

      “Has the stone warmed at all?” he asked Sani.

      She shook her head. “It is the same.”

      “How much deeper do you think we have to go?” Tan asked.

      Sani frowned. “Already this is more than I would have imagined. This temple… this is magnificent. And so well preserved.”

      “There is no way to enter,” Assan remarked.

      “The way will come,” she said.

      Tan wondered how deep he would have to dig to reveal a way into the temple. A part of him wanted to shape his way in, but given the way the stone resisted shaping, he wasn’t sure that he would even be able to do that. Curiosity as much as anything continued to spur him onward.

      The other men of Xsa worked to clear stone away from the edge of the temple, running their shovels along the sloped walls of the pyramid. As they did this, Tan thought that maybe it was unnecessary, that he would be able to shape the stone away from the wall, but he found it simpler to use the leading edge they created and pull the earth away from the temple.

      One of the men on the far side of the pit shouted.

      Tan stopped his shaping and followed Assan and Sani as they made their way around to the other side of the temple. With the massive pyramid emerging from the earth, he considered shaping himself over and carrying the others with him, but he needed to conserve his energy. How much longer would he need to shape before they managed to find either the lowest part of the temple or some way to access the inside?

      When they came around the edge and Tan saw the other excavators, he realized that they had found the way in. Where the rest of the temple appeared carved from a single piece of this pure white stone, a long, perfectly straight line ran where the excavators worked.

      “Could this be the doorway?” Assan asked.

      Sani ran her finger along it. “It is possible,” she said. Looking to Tan, she asked, “Could you focus your shaping here, Athan?”

      Tan sent the image to the hounds, showing what he needed of them. The ground groaned in response.

      “Have your men step back,” Tan instructed.

      When they did, he began his shaping, pulling earth and rock away from the temple. Every time that his shaping came too close to the white stone, he felt the strange emptiness, a void of shaping. The more that he sensed it, the more that it unsettled him.

      Slowly, the door to the temple began to emerge. At first, it was only the topmost part of the door, but then long, dark lines ran perpendicular to the first, spaced nearly twenty paces apart. Other than that, there was no change to the stone or the temple, and there still seemed no entrance.

      They reached the bottom of the doorway, and, it seemed, the bottom of the temple. No more white stone appeared, only more black earth.

      Tan sagged back against the wall of the pit, looking up at what they had uncovered. In the fading light of the sun, shadows slipped along the edge of the temple, almost shimmering. A cool wind gusted from above, and Tan shivered.

      “You will stop?” Sani asked.

      “I think this is all of it.”

      “But we have not found a way to enter.”

      “I don’t know that I can help with that,” Tan said. “I uncovered the temple, but more than that…” He shook his head. “More than that might be beyond me, at least right now. This shaping has exhausted me.”

      Sani opened her mouth as if to say something more before clamping it closed again.

      Assan made his way to Tan. “You have served well, Athan. Much more than King Theondar promised.”

      “I’m not sure that he should have promised anything.”

      “Only that you would do what you could to help.”

      “What now?” Tan asked.

      Assan looked at Sani and then at the temple. “Now? Now we must study and see what we can learn from the ancient texts. This is a great find, Athan. Thank you for what you have done.”

      Assan returned to Sani and they pulled their heads together, talking quietly.

      Tan shaped himself to the surface and stood next to Amia and the dark-eyed hound.

      “You’ve finished?” she asked.

      “For now.”

      “You don’t sound pleased.”

      “I… I’m not sure what to feel. Sani spoke of the temple having power, and seeming to be heated by the sun. There is no heat, but I don’t deny that there is some power to it. Within the stone, there’s an absence of elemental energy.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what it means.”

      “Nothing that will help you understand what you came here for.”

      “No,” he said with a sigh.

      “Then we should return. Check on Asgar. And you have a nation to rule.”

      Tan laughed.

      After he thanked the hounds, they departed, disappearing in a flash of brown fur, moving more quickly than Tan could believe possible. He pulled a traveling shaping, drawing Amia to him, and readied to depart. As he did, he cast one more glance at the temple, trying to understand the uneasy way that it made him feel, but came up with nothing.

      He sighed and then shaped them back to Par.
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      The cavern was dark when they returned, and Tan shaped fire into existence in order to see. Saa swarmed to the shaping and took control, holding fire in something like a tightly controlled ball of light, pushing back the darkness.

      Asgar lay along the back wall of the cavern, though he had moved since the last time Tan had seen him. One wing rolled underneath him, and the other was folded against his side. His chest rose and fell regularly. Heat shimmered around him, more than had been there before. From that alone, Tan knew that he would be alright.

      “He’s awoken a few times,” Cianna said, stepping into the light. Her red hair stood wildly on her head, and soot stained her forehead. Tan doubted that she’d left the cavern in the time that they’d been gone.

      “Where is Sashari? And the hound?” Tan doubted that Sashari had revealed Kota’s name to Cianna, but didn’t actually know whether Sashari even knew it. The connection to the fire bond would let her know much about the hounds, but the hounds were more of earth than of fire.

      “They hunt.”

      “Together?” Tan asked.

      Cianna shrugged. “Don’t ask me. They disappeared and Sashari told me that I was not needed for this hunt.” She couldn’t hide the hurt in her voice.

      That was strange, but he would need to focus on understanding that later.

      For now, his attention was all for Asgar. He approached the elemental and rested a hand on the draasin’s side. Heat radiated reassuringly from him once more. Asgar. Tan reached for him gently, not wanting to disturb his rest but needing to know that he would be well.

      The draasin moved, dragging his head across the stone of the cavern, and propped open one eye. Maelen. You have returned.

      I have returned.

      You left.

      You were with Sashari. With Kota. I went to search for answers.

      Asgar blinked his eyes closed and pulled his head back, looking away from Tan. What did you find?

      Only more questions. He made his way around to Asgar’s head and stood near his friend. Do you remember what happened?

      I remember falling. Something caught me.

      That was me.

      You should not have needed to catch me. If I cannot fly, what will I become?

      You will recover. There is nothing wrong with your body.

      No. Asgar folded his wings over himself, as if trying to hide from Tan.

      What else do you remember?

      Darkness. Hatred. Cold.

      What was it?

      I do not know. Asgar opened his eyes and fixed Tan with a golden-eyed stare. Had you not been there, Maelen, I do not know what would have happened. I fought as long as I could, but the darkness… it wanted to come inside of me. It would have changed me. I felt its desire.

      Tan would have thought that impossible, but then, he had seen how elementals could be changed. Hadn’t he been responsible for changes that happened to Honl and other elementals? Hadn’t he brought the hounds back into the fire bond? Hadn’t he brought kaas back into the fire bond? If he could change the elementals, then what stopped another creature from doing the same?

      I will discover what this was, Tan said.

      You should not.

      If it can attack the draasin, it can attack other elementals.

      Asgar sniffed out a streamer of heat laced with only a hint of flame. Then it can also attack Maelen. The draasin are strong, but we are fire only. You, Maelen, you would be a greater prize.

      Tan shivered.

      He patted Asgar. Rest, friend. We will hunt together soon.

      Asgar’s tail twitched once and then fell still.

      Tan turned back to Cianna and Amia. They spoke quietly to each other, and Amia looked up when he approached.

      “Did you find anything?” she asked.

      “Only another thing to fear.” When Cianna frowned, Tan explained, “He says that whatever attacked him attempted to work its way into him. It would change him.”

      “Can that happen?” Cianna asked.

      Amia covered her mouth with one hand and rested her other on her stomach. “Given what Tan has done with the elementals, and the look on his face, it seems that he thinks the answer is yes.”

      “I… changed the wind elemental. I added spirit to him, and that turned him into something more than simply wind. Now,” he thought of Honl, sending another request for his bonded elemental to join him, “he is different. A combination of spirit and wind. An elemental that did not exist before. And may not exist again.” Tan sighed. “So, yes. I think that it can happen.”

      “Would you be able to change them back?” Cianna asked, looking toward the opening in the cavern. Tan suspected that she called to Sashari as she did.

      “I don’t know.”

      That bothered him the most. Both the not knowing and the possibility that the elementals could be changed and influenced by whatever that darkness was.

      And why now? Why had they not seen it before? What had changed?

      If anything, the elementals should be safer. He had rescued the draasin, had helped hatch three new of the fire elementals, and he had prevented the other elementals of Par from being forcibly bonded. Even in the kingdoms, the elementals had begun to return and bind to shapers once more. Wasn’t that a good thing? Shouldn’t the shapers be able to keep the elementals safe?

      But if the draasin could be attacked, others could be as well. And if it wanted to change him, if it wanted to turn the draasin into something else, Tan couldn’t allow that, could he?

      He looked at Amia, thinking to ask her the same, but she stared into the distance, her hands wrapped around her stomach.
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      “Are you certain that you should have brought her back here?” Amia asked Tan.

      She had been mostly quiet since they returned to Par. Even knowing that Asgar would recover hadn’t brightened her spirits. Strangely, she had been spending time with Cianna, someone she had always made a point of avoiding.

      “She speaks to the elementals,” Tan said, looking at Molly, who sat near the fire in the library at the estate. The flames bent toward her, though Tan could feel no shaping and sensed no communication with saa. The youngest hatchling crawled across her lap, jumping after the plump chicken leg that Molly held in the air, forcing the draasin to jump. Every so often, the hatchling would flap her wings and nearly had enough force behind the attempt to fly. When she did, Molly giggled and handed the meat to the draasin as a reward. “She’s the only one that I’ve found so far. I think I needed to bring her back here.”

      Amia stared at the fire, a troubled expression on her face. Tan wished the connection between them hadn’t changed and that he would be able to understand what she was thinking. For now, she was closed to him. Would that bond recover after the pregnancy?

      “There’s another reason, Tannen. I may not have the same connection to you since this,” she patted her stomach, “happened, but I like to think that I understand you well enough.”

      Tan sighed. “There is another reason,” he admitted. He pulled one of the chairs away from the wall and offered it to Amia, waiting for her to sit. “There’s many, actually, especially with what’s going on around us, but this is mostly about her. She shapes—the draasin tells me that she shapes and I can see it in the flames,” he said, pointing to the fire, “but I can’t feel it, not as I can when you shape, or others.”

      “Is it something that’s changed for you?” Amia asked.

      “Not for me, and not with others when they shape.” He had the same question and had worried at first that something had changed within him. Knowing when shaping took place around him was valuable, so if that suddenly went missing, he would be weaker for it. He could feel the pressure in his head from Amia, who was currently attempting to shape. “This is something that she does. I don’t think she’s even aware of what she’s doing,” Tan said. “But the shapings… the shapings have potential.”

      “So you want to teach her.”

      “And learn from her.” Only, he didn’t have time to learn, not if he intended to understand this darkness that had attacked Asgar, the temple that Sani had uncovered, and also try to learn where Marin had gone.

      “Are you certain that you’re the best teacher for her? You can reach fire, but you’ve always been a bit… different with your connection to it. Even now, you’re connected to the fire bond, which helps you shape.”

      “I’ve thought about that,” Tan said. “I’m not sure that I can teach her as much about shaping as others could, but that’s not why I brought her here. I think that I can teach her about the elementals. Maybe I should have focused on that when I first met her.”

      A knock at the door interrupted them.

      Maclin stood on the other side of the door and glanced over at Molly, the draasin cradled in her lap. He nodded to Tan. “The Mistress of Bonds awaits you, Maelen.”

      Tan let out a breath. “About time,” he muttered. “Will you remain here with Molly?” he asked Maclin.

      “Of course, Maelen.” He studied her for a moment and then smiled. “She has a way with that creature, does she not?”

      Tan sniffed. “I wonder if maybe it’s not the other way around.”

      The draasin looked over at him with a sparkle in her eyes. She snorted, letting out a small streamer of smoke and flame, before jumping after the bone Molly held above her again.

      Maclin laughed.

      “Amia?” Tan asked.

      She grabbed his hand and they made their way down the hall to the main entrance. Elanne waited for him there. She was dressed in a long brown cloak that had droplets of water falling from it, leaving a small puddle on the floor. Tan pushed the puddle away with a shaping and wrung the rest of the water from her cloak. Elanne looked up as he approached and nodded to him.

      “Maelen. You have summoned me?”

      “Nearly a week ago,” Tan said.

      She frowned. “A week? I would have answered had I known. Are you certain that you sent the message?”

      Tan had asked both Tolman and Maclin to help him find Elanne. Neither had managed it. But then, during that time, he had been gone as well. “Where have you been?” he started before noting the ink staining her fingers. Then he thought that he understood. “You’ve been studying the Records.”

      Her cheeks reddened. “I know that I should be restoring bonds, and that I’m the Mistress of Bonds, but the Records… they have been lost for so long that I only thought—”

      Tan raised his hand. “I think it’s good that you’ve been studying them. That’s actually why I asked you to come. There are questions that I have about the Records that only someone who knows them well can answer.”

      She frowned and glanced around the hall. “What questions about the Records?”

      “The kind that can help explain what happened to us with Marin. I still don’t understand why she attacked and what she was doing with the bonds. Until I do, it puts me in an uncomfortable position of trying to catch up.” These days, with everything else that was happening, he felt that he was trying to catch up to what happened around him far too often.

      “The Records are incomplete, Maelen. Even if you manage to decipher some of what is there…”

      “They’re runes, right?” Amia asked.

      Elanne glanced at Amia and bowed her head. “They are runes, but describing them only as runes is too basic. They are much more than simply runes. There are entire histories scrawled on those stones, hidden by the Seals. That is why the Records were valued. Even the Utu Tonah understood that.”

      Tan tensed at the mention of the Utu Tonah but realized that he shouldn’t. “They’re incomplete,” Tan agreed. “Or were.”

      “Were? What do you mean?”

      “I think it’s time I show you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They stood in the entrance to the cavern, a faint wind gusting down into the lower reaches. The air from above was cool, but below, he sensed the warmth of the draasin and the draw of fire.

      “What is this?” Elanne asked.

      “This is the secret that Par hid,” Tan answered.

      He carried her into the cavern. Amia had remained behind with Molly, choosing to watch over her. Tan strained to connect to Amia, using the spirit bond between them, but felt her only as a vague sense in his mind. That sense diminished with each passing day. Soon, he suspected, it would disappear altogether, as if the baby absorbed their bond.

      Tan shook away that thought. Now was not the time to worry about the nature of his relationship. Amia and he were still connected, and with their coming child, they shared a lasting connection.

      “What secret? What does this have to do with the Records?” Elanne asked.

      Tan lowered them to the ground on a shaping of wind. Using fire, and with saa drawn to it, eagerly claiming the flame Tan shaped into existence, he lit the cavern.

      The two draasin rested amongst the eggs. The larger of the two, the first hatchling, had grown even over the last few days and now propped his head on top of one of the eggs. As Tan appeared, he lifted his head and snorted fire. The other draasin wrapped her tail around another egg and barely moved when he entered. A pile of bones and the remaining meat that Balsun had acquired for the draasin lay nearby. In that, the cavern had already begun to remind Tan of the draasin den in Ethea.

      Elanne gasped. “What is this place?”

      Tan approached the draasin but Elanne remained back, standing near the entrance to the cavern. “This is the fourth Seal,” he said.

      She looked around before focusing on Tan—or rather, the draasin—again. “I see nothing of the Seal.”

      Tan stopped in the middle of the draasin eggs. The eggs circled the Seal, as if creating a barrier around them. “Nothing?”

      She shook her head.

      The first hatchling stood and jumped at Tan. Elanne gasped as he wrapped himself around Tan’s shoulders and then rested his head on top of Tan’s. With the draasin growing as he did, it became less and less comfortable for him to do this. Soon the hatchling wouldn’t be able to ride him as he did. There was a part of Tan that realized he would miss those times. He hadn’t been around Asgar and his sister much when they were little. After hatching, and then getting abducted by Incendin, the hatchlings had been much larger by the time that Asboel had allowed Tan around them much. But these draasin were still small, though they wouldn’t remain that way for much longer.

      “When I first found this place, I thought the eggs were the only reason that it was protected,” Tan said. “Tolman brought me here and showed me the secret of Par. I don’t think that he expected me to be able to reach it,” he said with a laugh. “But there is a connection here, one I think I was meant to find.”

      Elanne managed to come forward a few steps. “There are so many!”

      “Nearly two dozen,” Tan said. “I didn’t realize there were any eggs remaining. Hatching them has been… interesting.”

      “And two have hatched?”

      “Three.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Three draasin of Par. Had he found them…”

      Tan nodded. That was what he had feared, but then, now he wasn’t sure that the Utu Tonah had been entirely after the draasin. He had wanted to bond the draasin, but there seemed another reason for his coming to Par, one that wasn’t completely about the draasin and the bonds. Maybe Tan would never understand, and maybe he wasn’t meant to, but he suspected that the Utu Tonah viewed the Records as nearly as valuable as the draasin eggs.

      “Here,” Tan said, stepping aside so that Elanne could see the Seal.

      She approached slowly, lowering her eyes when the first hatchling hissed at her and pushing with a wind shaping as he sent steam her way. Tan touched the top of his head, trying to soothe him. The draasin growled low in his throat and nipped at Tan’s finger.

      When Elanne reached him, she stared at the seal and gasped again. She dropped to her knees and started running her hands over it.

      “How did you find it?” she asked. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Tan shook his head. “I found it when I found the draasin. I didn’t know what it was at first. Then you helped me with the others, and we managed to stop Marin. But there is something about this Seal that makes it more important. The draasin here tell me that the ancients of Par viewed this Seal differently than the others.”

      “That makes it even more essential that the Mistress of Bonds have access, Maelen.”

      “I wanted to see if there was anything that I could learn about it first. I needed to know if there was anything dangerous here.”

      She sighed and then stood, dusting her hands off. “And what did you find, Maelen? Were you able to uncover the secrets of Par? Were you able to decipher some danger from our Records that you thought to hide from the people who should possess them?”

      “I haven’t been able to figure out anything,” Tan admitted. “And that’s the problem. I need answers, Elanne. Something is happening that I think the ancients knew about, something that I fear Marin might be connected to.” He hadn’t told Amia that yet, but then, he wanted to protect her as much as possible from whatever he could. Maybe he shouldn’t even have brought her to Vatten. The archivist might be one of the Aeta, but if he were anything like the other archivists, he might serve a different master. Tan hoped that he truly was committed to Roine, and at least this time, the King Regent knew about spirit shaping and could protect himself from it, but that didn’t mean that Tan had completely forgiven them for all that had happened because of their desire for power.

      “What kind of things?” she asked.

      He told her about what happened to Asgar, and how the darkness had seemed like it was something alive, and he shared with her his concern that the darkness wanted to change the elementals.

      “You are the Maelen. You will protect them,” she said.

      “I will do what I can to protect them,” Tan agreed, “but I need to understand. Have you found anything in the Records?”

      Elanne glanced down again at the Seal. “Are there any others that you’re hiding from me?”

      Tan shook his head. “I should not have. I should have trusted you. Without you, and your Bond Wardens, I’m not sure that we would have fended off whatever Marin attempted the last time.”

      Elanne looked at the draasin curled around his neck and then shook her head. “And I should not remain angry with you, Maelen. You have done nothing but serve the people of Par since your return. I… I think that surprises me most of all.”

      He stuck out his hand. “Work together?”

      Elanne nodded and took his hand. “I would like that.”

      “Good.” He turned and swept his gaze around the room. “Now, I need your help to understand not only these Seals, but what else might be stored in the Records. Do you think you can help with that?” She nodded. “If you find reference to an Alast Temple, that would be helpful as well.”

      Her breath caught. “Temple?” When he nodded, she said, “I might be able to help with that. Come with me, Maelen.”

      They landed near the Seal in the middle of the city, where Tan had first discovered Marin hiding. Sunlight streamed through gaps in the buildings and burned down on his neck. He shifted his loose cloak, feeling too warm for it. Elanne, dressed in a thin wrap that she draped around her neck, didn’t seem bothered by the heat of the day.

      Voices from the city called around them. Many came from children running through the streets, and Tan heard the sound of dogs barking, and even a few cats. Other, more exotic animals moved along the streets as well, often carrying people as they went, but they were silent. Tan realized that he would need to spend more time in Par to understand the people, especially if he remained committed to leading here.

      “When you mentioned that,” Elanne said, grabbing his arm and pulling him along, as if she forgot that he was the Utu Tonah and that she should fear him, “there is something here. It is faded, barely more than a reference.” She paused at the runes marked along the walls and then tapped on one. “Here. This is what I remembered seeing. The rune here, you see this?” she asked.

      Tan leaned forward, studying the mark as well as he could but saw nothing but a series of faded lines that made little sense to him. His knowledge of runes was a combination of knowledge gained working with the First Mother and knowledge that he’d taken when using a spirit shaping on a rune master when they thought to attack in the kingdoms. But that knowledge was not enough to help him decipher what had been lost to time. Elanne, though, seemed to be able to work through it.

      “What does it say?”

      She tapped the runes and traced her fingers along them. “You mentioned a temple by name.”

      “Alast,” Tan said. He still couldn’t shake the uneasy sense that he had from the temple itself, the way that the bright white stone seemed to push back shapings, as if refusing to acknowledge the elemental power that surged around it.

      Elanne frowned and leaned forward. “This does not say anything about a particular name,” she said. “This speaks of temples of power. Light and dark. But…” She sighed. “I thought that perhaps I might have something of use to you.”

      Tan studied the runes that she had pointed to. “Light and dark?”

      She nodded. “It is… vague. The language of that time is different than what we use. Their terms for light and dark are not the same as ours. It could mean many things.”

      Tan couldn’t help but notice the connection to what Honl had told him. There had been comments about how he would have to be the light. That, combined with what he’d seen attacking Asgar, left him wondering if they were all tied together. But if that was the case, what did it mean?

      He stepped back and surveyed the runes arrayed around him. “You have this place protected now?” he asked.

      “I am the Mistress of Bonds. These are the most sacred bonds that our people possess.” Tan glanced at her. “Yes, Maelen, I have these bonds protected. The Wardens see to it that none enter here. These will not fall into any further disarray. If I can, I will restore them to what they were before.”

      With as faded as most of these were, Tan wondered if that would be possible. Some of the runes were cracked, and whatever intent had been behind them had been lost to time. Others he thought might be able to be restored, but they would take enormous amounts of time. And if there was something more taking place, if there really was darkness coming, Tan didn’t know if he had the time to wait.

      It was even more reason that he wanted Honl to arrive. The elemental could sweep through here and would likely be able to interpret everything within the records within moments. With him gone… without his connection to the evolved wind elemental, Tan would somehow have to find the answers on his own.

      “Search the Records,” Tan said. “See what you can find that might help.”

      “I will do what I can, Maelen.”
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      Tan sat in a small room within the tower, legs crossed in front of him and Molly opposite him. The hearth next to them was dark and cold. He tried to keep his mind on the task in front of him, but his mind wandered.

      The third hatchling crawled along the wall behind them both, sniffing along the cracks, and occasionally would lick the wall, running her tongue along the stone. Where she did, the stone was left blackened and, with what he could tell from earth sensing, changed.

      What do you do to the stone?

      This girl will be reckless until she learns control, the stunted hatchling said.

      Tan noted again how mature the draasin seemed, much more than she should be given that she was barely more than a few weeks old. That had to be from the spirit shaping that had been required to keep her alive, but he still marveled at the difference between her and the other two hatchlings. Whereas they wanted nothing more than to eat and remain in the den, content to grow and chew on bones and stay with the eggs, this hatchling preferred company and sampling the world around her.

      How will what you do prevent her from being reckless?

      The draasin snorted at him, producing more flame that she had before. Not prevent. Protect. With that, she continued to make her way along the wall, running her tongue as she did. Power radiated from the small draasin, surging into the stone and blackening the walls.

      Tan also noted that she hadn’t changed size in the last week, not as the other hatchlings had. She had fed, but her appetite was different.

      How unlike the other draasin would she be? What effect would his adding spirit to her be? And in doing that, how was what he had done that much different than what the darkness had intended for Asgar?

      He pulled his attention back to Molly, needing to work with her. That was what he had promised by bringing her here. But he couldn’t shake the concern that he felt, or the dark thoughts that rolled through his mind.

      That sought to change him so that he could be used. Your intention is to help. The Mother sees the difference, even if you do not.

      Tan glanced back at the hatchling. She sat on her back legs, watching him. Her tiny eyes practically glowed. You know what happened?

      I do not know more than you. Asgar hides from the fire bond. He fears reconnecting.

      Tan hadn’t shared the draasin’s name with her before, he was certain of that. And he didn’t think that the draasin shared their names in the bond with the hatchlings, at least not until they were ready.

      What can you tell me? Tan asked. He hadn’t considered this draasin as a resource, but she was bonded with spirit, and in that way would be more like Honl than the others. She might be able to help him understand what had happened.

      I do not know. I have not been aware for long.

      Tan laughed and Molly glanced over at him. “Keep trying to reach fire,” he said. “Feel it burning and call to it.”

      She smiled and nodded.

      Tan returned his attention to the hatchling. Were you aware when Asgar was attacked?

      Aware, but not. I don’t know how to explain it better than that. When the attack came, Asgar pulled away from the bond.

      That would explain why Tan lost the connection to him. Why would he pull away from the bond?

      He thought to protect it.

      Tan wondered if the attack on Asgar could even have reached into the fire bond. Would the darkness have managed to penetrate it? And if it had, what could have happened?

      I need to understand the darkness, Tan said.

      Yes, Maelen, you do.

      I have asked others for help, but there is only so much that they know. The others, the Mistress of Bonds and the archivist, do not have the same appreciation for the elementals.

      The draasin snorted. There are few with your understanding, Maelen. The Mother chose well when she laid her hand upon you.

      Can you help?

      It felt strange asking a hatchling draasin for help, but she was more than a hatchling. Tan could see that already. In some ways, she appeared little more than a hatchling, but it others… in others, she seemed wise beyond what she should, as if the bond with spirit granted her an understanding. And maybe it did. Honl had gained understanding through the connection with spirit, enough that he became even more aware than the typical elemental, if such a thing were even possible.

      That is why I am here, she answered.

      The comment seemed to carry a great implication than her answer, but Tan didn’t have the chance to question more.

      Molly drew his attention by laughing as a smolder of flame began in the hearth.

      As it took hold, saa leapt toward it, joining with the smoldering beginning and building it quickly into something more. Once burning brightly, the flames leaned toward Molly, as if they wanted to touch her.

      Tan pushed back on them, tamping them somewhat. Molly might have potential, and would be able to speak to the elemental, but he wasn’t sure that she would be immune to flame yet. In time, much as Tan had become immune to fire, he suspected she would gain that ability. But not now.

      “Excellent,” he said. “What did you do differently?”

      He tried thinking of how he had learned to shape fire, but his connection to it had always been different. First through the draasin, and then through the fire bond. Would he even know how to reach fire as a mere shaper?

      Molly lowered her eyes and turned away from him. “You don’t want to know.”

      “I asked, didn’t I?”

      “I… I got mad at it. When it didn’t work, I got mad.”

      Tan laughed. “Fire can be different than other elements,” he said. “It responds to emotion, and induces emotion, where the other elements might not.” He thought of Cianna and the way she oozed something like seduction. And he thought of the anger that had burned in him when he had nearly turned into one of the lisincend. There had been nothing but emotion then.

      “It’s okay that I got mad at it?” she asked.

      Tan smiled. “I think you have to reach fire whatever way you can. Once you make the connection, and once you can reach it easily, every time that you want to, then you’ll be able to figure out which way is the best for you.”

      “How do you do it? Do you get mad at it?”

      Tan studied the fire and pulled on it with a shaping. As he did, he focused on how he shaped fire. It came through him, burning within him, but he also pulled on the elementals around him, often without even realizing that was what he was doing. Even now, he drew upon saa and the hatchling, surprisingly enough.

      “Not mad,” he said. “But I have a bond to fire that is different than what you will reach. You will either speak to the elementals or you will master fire. I spoke to fire first and learned to shape second.”

      “But you bonded the draasin.” She fixed the hatchling with a longing expression.

      “I did, and it’s possible that you will too. Or maybe you will bond with saa. Here, in Par, saa is a very powerful elemental.” He thought saa more likely for Molly, especially with the way the elemental had commented on her potential.

      “It is?”

      Tan nodded. “Think of how quickly the fire took hold, with nothing more than a spark. In the kingdoms, saa might be there, but saa wouldn’t be drawn quite the same.”

      “I… I only managed to spark it a little,” Molly said.

      “And from a tiny spark can come a great flame.” He pulled fire away, directing it down and into the stone. As he did, he realized that the hatchling pulled on the connection to fire and drew it from the stone and into her. Tan sent a flicker, barely more than that, into the hearth, and held it there. “See how the spark glows? Watch it. And know that this can become much more.”

      He released the spark and saa raced to the flame, filling the hearth with the glow from the fire.

      “When you begin to accept the control, you’ll be able to accomplish much more. You can start with this,” he said, reducing flame to almost nothing, “and make it into this,” he said, pushing power and shaping into the fire, leading to the heat surging and the flames leaping bright.

      Molly gasped and laughed. The flames bent again, this time faster than Tan could react.

      They touched her, wrapping around her. She screamed.

      Tan pulled on the fire and drew away the flames, afraid that she had been burned.

      The draasin leapt onto her lap and ran her tongue across the girl.

      But Molly had been unharmed.

      She looked up at Tan, a question in her eyes. Her clothes were signed, but not as much as they should have been with the way that fire had just burned her. None of her skin had been harmed, leaving her no more injured than she had been before the shaping.

      “I’m sorry, Molly,” Tan said. “That shouldn’t have happened. It was my fault.”

      His—but then, Molly had influenced the flames as well. Her joyful clapping had caused the flames to fold toward her, and thankfully she hadn’t been harmed. Maybe she really was better connected to fire than he realized.

      Saa protected her, the hatchling said.

      Saa?

      Saa wanted to show its strength. That’s why the fire changed as it did. But saa can be overly eager. This one will be potent in these lands, Maelen, but she will need guidance or fire will pull her too strongly.

      Tan had wondered whether Molly would be able to bond the draasin, or whether her connection tied her to saa, and this answered the question.

      Molly watched him, waiting for him to say something more. He forced a smile, not certain what it meant that she would be so potently connected to saa but determined to understand. What did it matter if it was one more thing for him to worry about?

      “Let’s try again,” he said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Standing atop the tower gave Tan a clear vista of all of surrounding Par. The city spread outward around the tower, with all roads leading toward it. In that way, Tan knew that the tower had preceded even the Utu Tonah and represented the oldest of Par.

      Runes worked onto the sides of the tower had been left by those ancient people. Those runes—or bonds, as the Par people called them—were tied to the Records. Tan was certain of that, only he didn’t know quite how they were tied. More questions.

      Wind whistled around his head, sending his hair flying wildly. It needed cut, having grown too long with a beard to match, but the length as well as the beard fit in here in Par. Not in the kingdoms. There, clean-shaven was the norm.

      It felt strange not to have Asgar sitting next to him atop the tower. The draasin had claimed this space as a way to watch over Par for Tan, and the bones resting in the corner were proof. With a shaping of fire and pressing earth, he pulverized the bones, leaving them as nothing more than dust to float into the air.

      Tan’s connection to the fire bond told him that Asgar was awake and moved more than he had in days. Sashari remained with him, though he sensed a growing unease from her about remaining in these lands too long. She was more like Asboel in preferring her home. Asgar didn’t mind the change and welcomed the challenge within Par.

      The hatchlings in the cavern touched on the fire bond as well. They were fed and full, nestling around the eggs. Surprisingly, Tan recognized a hint of something from the eggs as well. Should they touch on the fire bond already? He had expected them to need to hatch first, but there was the lightest touch, barely anything. Had he not been so attuned to the fire bond, he doubted that he would even detect it.

      Maybe he’d have to work with the other eggs sooner than he realized. The idea of hatching too many too soon worried him. Each hatchling had to feed on the fire bond, and he worried that it would weaken the bond. With so many eggs remaining, what would happen to the bond if they all fed at the same time?

      Probably nothing. The fire bond represented the purest connection to Fire, and it would not allow the draasin to consume Fire, but Tan still worried.

      Then there was the third hatchling. She rested on his shoulder today, her claws digging into his shoulders and her tail pressed down his shirt and along his spine. Since the end of their work with Molly the previous day, the hatchling had refused to leave his side. Had it been either of the other two hatchlings, he might have simply left her in the cavern and been done with it. That was how Asboel and Sashari had raised Asgar and his sister. But this hatchling was different.

      She looked at him and ran her tongue along his face. Where it touched, a thick, sticky saliva clung to him and dried quickly.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      Her tail twitched.

      She remained tightly entwined in the fire bond, but had not changed in size. At first, he thought that imagined, but the longer the draasin remained with him, the more certain of it that he was. She ate, but not with the same eagerness that the other draasin possessed.

      Do not worry for me, Maelen.

      You should be larger by now.

      She snorted and stuck her tongue out, running it across her lips. Her thin wings unfolded and then curled back against her body, as if she decided against using them. Perhaps. Or perhaps I am as the Mother intended.

      Tan patted her on the head, wondering if it had more to do with the Mother or what Tan had done. By healing her, by using spirit as he had with Honl, he had changed her. There would be consequences. With the elementals, there were always consequences when things were changed.

      Why are you here, Maelen?

      To clear my head.

      You would have it emptied?

      Tan frowned as a pressure built, and he felt something working through his mind. Spirit, he had no doubt, and coming from the draasin. As a spirit shaper himself, he should not be influenced by spirit, but then the draasin was nothing like she should be.

      Unless she was everything that she was meant to be.

      She licked his face again.

      Tan wiped it away and shifted her so that she didn’t dig so deeply into his shoulder. He kept expecting to bleed where the draasin sat on him, but he never did.

      I need to take care of some of these problems, Tan said to the hatchling. And I can do them only one at a time.

      He thought about the different issues that he had to understand. There was finding Marin and learning whether she remained a threat. There was the buried temple in Vatten that made him uncomfortable. There was the darkness that had attacked Asgar and posed a risk to the elementals. And then there were the draasin eggs. On top of that, he had to figure out how to rule in Par while working through each of these issues, and find a way to reconnect with Amia. The pregnancy should have brought them closer together, but instead, it only seemed to push them slowly, and steadily, apart.

      He needed guidance but no longer had anyone to guide him. Once it would have been Roine, and then, after their bond strengthened, it had been Asboel. Normally he would think to go to Amia, but she had worries of her own, worries that had grown stronger since Asgar’s attack. Tan didn’t need to have the spirit bond connection to know that she worried about their unborn child and what it meant to bring a child into such a dangerous world. After defeating the Utu Tonah, it was supposed to be easier. They were supposed to have peace. But now… now they had nothing of the sort, only more uncertainty.

      The wind shifted, carrying a hint of the sea. Tan stood more upright, looking into the distance, but he saw nothing.

      What do you expect to find? the hatchling asked.

      When would Honl return? Eventually, he suspected the wind elemental would need to come back to him, or at least, would want to come back, but he hadn’t been able to even reach Honl well enough to ask for his help.

      A friend, he answered, still hopeful that Honl would appear, but the wind shifted again, bringing only the scents of Par, and nothing more.
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          Master of Wind

        

      

    
    
      Tan stood in the open room that had housed the Utu Tonah when Tan had first come to Par-shon. Unlike when he had first arrived, when there had been dozens of bonded shapers, each currying favor with the Utu Tonah, now the men and women before him had a different purpose. Tan intended for them to rule, but he wanted them to do so as they once would have in Par, not under his hand as Par-shon.

      Tolman stood behind Tan, clutching a roll of paper. “They have all come as you requested.”

      The assembled council was missing one person since the last time he had convened them, but then, when he had done that, he had made a point of destroying the bonds they possessed before he understood the purpose of them. At least that was one mistake he would not—and probably could not—make again.

      Without Marin, there was a void, one that the others seemed to sense as well as Tan. Almost as if missing the Mistress of Souls left a gap. Given how she had served, Tan wasn’t sure that filling her post made sense. Did he dare risk another trying to claim the same level of authority? The Mistress of Souls had more weight with the people of Par than most, in some ways more than even Tan would manage. Did he risk another?

      Elanne stepped forward and tipped her head in a deep bow. The others copied her, and one—Leon, the Master of Coin—bobbed his head so low that he almost fell over. Elanne stifled a smile.

      “Please stand,” Tan said.

      “Yes, Utu Tonah,” most of the assembled council said at once.

      Not Elanne. She had said nothing, and watched him with a curious expression. She knew what he intended, but Elanne had made it clear that she wasn’t certain how well it would be received. She worried that the others might think him insincere, warning that there had been enough danger with the Utu Tonah playing his council and favored bonded off each other.

      “I have asked the council to join me to discuss the rule of Par.”

      He paused, letting the words sink in.

      “Par-shon is yours to rule,” Helles, the Master of Trade, said. He was a thin man, with intelligent eyes that stared out from behind thick spectacles.

      “Par-shon, perhaps,” Tan said. “But I would see Par returned.” A soft murmuring started between a few of the council representatives standing toward the back. “I have learned much of your people in my time in these lands. Par was not Par-shon. And I would see Par returned.”

      Tan glanced at Tolman. He hadn’t shared the next part with him, but it was the part that made the most sense, especially after what he had learned.

      “The council once guided Par,” Leon said.

      Tan nodded. “The council did. And before the Utu Tonah came to these lands, they offered their guidance, leading the people wisely. Do you think that you can serve as your predecessors once did?”

      “What of you?” Elanne asked. Tan suppressed a smile. She was always so blunt. That made her more valuable than she realized, and much like him in some ways.

      “Me?”

      The others of the council all nodded.

      “You have right of Utu Tonah,” Leon said. “You have claimed his estate. You have ruled in Par-shon.”

      “I have wanted nothing more than to guide the people of Par toward an understanding of the elementals and the power that we share with them when we shape.”

      “That is the role of the Mistress of Bonds,” Ifrin said. She was a wide woman, and Tan had learned that she was the Mistress of Learning. In some ways, he wondered why she didn’t work with Tolman to help with the students in the tower.

      “The Mistress of Bonds still serves in that role, but she is preoccupied these days now that she has recovered the Records of Par.”

      That had the desired effect. Everyone began talking and turned to Elanne. She shot him an annoyed look, and he shrugged. At least the council had turned away from him.

      “The Records?” someone said. Tan couldn’t hear who it was, but recognized the sense of awe in their voice.

      “They have been found. They will require work to restore.”

      “How?” Helles asked. “They have been lost for…” He frowned, almost as if trying to count the years. “Centuries. They have been gone for centuries.”

      “And here the entire time,” Elanne said. “That is why there is no Mistress of Souls. Marin hid them and used something of the power of the Records to try to harm the Utu Tonah.”

      The others on the council turned to Tan. He shook his head. “Not the Utu Tonah any longer,” he said. “As part of this, I would claim a different title. I do not yet know what it means. I will still lead the council, but would like regular meetings. I would ask your input. And, in time, the council will be allowed to rule as it once had.”

      That was as much as he could offer for now. Not more than that because he didn’t know whether he could trust the councilors to rule wisely. Not yet. They were still tied to tightly to Par-shon and had not regained the understanding that they served the people of Par.

      “What title?” Helles asked.

      “Maelen,” Elanne said. “He would have us call him Maelen.”

      The council turned to him at the announcement, but it was brief. They almost immediately resumed talking quickly and quietly.

      Tan smiled and turned away, but not before seeing Elanne watching him, shaking her head as she did.

      Leaving the room, he made his way through the tower. Tolman hurried to keep up with him, falling into stride when he did.

      “You really intend to do this,” Tolman said.

      Tan nodded. “More than that. I intend to name a new Master of Souls.”

      Tolman nearly stumbled. “Master? No, Maelen,” he said, his tongue stumbling over the title almost as much as his feet stumbled on the tile, “there has only ever been a Mistress of Souls. The people expect to follow her. I understand that you have reservations after what Marin had done, but you would change too much.”

      Tan wanted to allow Par to return to what it had been, but if Marin and those who had come before her were tied together, there was a risk that he would be forced to face her again. Using a Master of Souls would help circumvent that. He hoped.

      “Besides, who would you choose?” Tolman asked.

      Tan paused. At least Tolman was willing to give the idea a chance, even if he didn’t want to admit that was what he did. “Maclin.”

      Tolman sucked in a sharp breath. “That… that might work,” he said softly, and mostly to himself. “He is known to most within the faith, and he is well respected. Enough so that others would not think he was forced upon them, at least not too much.”

      That had been what Tan hoped. Maclin had provided Tan with guidance since arriving in Par, and he hoped that the man would be willing to serve, but then, he hadn’t asked. He had needed to work out what he would do with the council first.

      One problem at a time. Now that he had asked the council to reconvene, he would need to approach Maclin as well.

      At least, if this worked, he would have less to worry about with ruling in Par. He could focus on the other issues that he had at hand and begin to work through them one at a time. That was the only way that he would be able to find a solution. And some, like the darkness that had attacked Asgar, didn’t have a solution that he could find just yet.

      “Where now?” Tolman asked.

      They stopped on the students’ level and Tan hurried forward. “Now is back to teaching. The people of Par deserve to have their shapers learn.”

      “You have time to teach?”

      He didn’t, and wasn’t sure that his request would be answered, but he had to try. “Some. I’ve been working with Molly,” he said. And she had continued to show promise. Now she could spark easily, and with her connection to saa, the sparks quickly turned to flames. Dangerous, especially if he wasn’t there to assist, and though he didn’t think that saa would harm her, he didn’t know what she might do to others were she unleashed. So he had asked her to refrain from shaping without him present and had made a request to saa to avoid joining the fire when she called it. At least for now. The only problem was that Tan wasn’t sure that either would listen.

      “You cannot provide such dedicated time to each student, Maelen. I have seen the way you work with the draasin, and I know that there are other issues that trouble you, though I do not know what they might be. There is only so much of you to go around.”

      Tan took a deep breath and nodded. That was the same concern that Amia had, worrying that he would stretch himself too thin and worrying that he attempted to do too much, in spite of the fact that she had been the one who had pushed him to return to Par and who had wanted him to take on this challenge. Without her urging, he would have left Par-shon alone. And what would have happened if he had? What would Marin had done in his absence?

      When he opened the door, he was surprised to hear a familiar voice.

      Zephra glanced over at him when he entered. “Now you will practice,” she said to the gathered students.

      They each nodded.

      Zephra came over to him, her gaze lingering on Tolman before she turned her attention back to Tan. “You summoned and left this,” she said, pulling the summoning rune coin from a pocket and handing it back to him, “on the table there.”

      “I thought that I might be able to get here before you,” he said.

      “Before me,” she said and gazed at the students.

      They were of varying ages, and from what Tan had determined, the students had varying levels of connection to the elements. None were quite as strong as what he’d detected with Molly, and he suddenly wondered if maybe she had the potential to become a warrior. Before Tan, there hadn’t been a warrior in many years. He had been the first since Roine, or maybe Cora. Tan still didn’t know when she had developed her abilities, only that she was younger than Roine.

      But this group was what Par had to offer. Willing students, and those who Tan had worked to encourage to understand what could be learned when you didn’t force the elementals to bind.

      “You intended for me to teach?” she asked.

      “I had hoped that you would be willing,” Tan said. “I would like to have the others as well. I think these students could learn much from our shapers.”

      His mother frowned, the corner of her mouth wrinkling with the motion. “But Tannen, you could send them to the university. They would learn all that they need there. That is how training shapers has always been done.”

      Tan shook his head. That had been his plan at first, but then he realized that could not be. Not if he wanted to give Par a chance for a future free of him, and free of the kingdoms. Shaping was not something confined to the kingdoms. They were skilled, but no less so than the shapers of Chenir, or those he had discovered in Doma, and even the fire shapers of Incendin.

      Besides, his mother should know better than most what happened when shapers were trained outside their homeland. Coming from Doma, she had no ties to the kingdoms when she had come to learn. But learning came with a requirement of service. Even if Roine waived it, and Tan suspected that he would, the Par student’s time in the kingdoms would change them. Living and learning in Ethea had changed him, and he had only come from the surrounding countryside. How much would these children, the hope of Par, be changed? And how many would choose not to return, simply to remain in the kingdoms?

      “Par needs her shapers here,” Tan said.

      “And what?” his mother asked. “You would have our shapers come here to teach?”

      “Not only ours,” he said. When he had summoned his mother, he had sent out a request to Cora and to Elle, and in time, he intended to bring shapers from Chenir as well. He would make this a place of learning and understanding, a place where shapers understood and appreciated the elementals. A place where others would want to come.

      But first, they had to learn to shape.

      “Is that wise, Tannen?” She leaned in and her voice dropped to a whisper. It took a shaping of wind to carry the words to him clearly. “These people were our enemies all of a few months ago. You would teach them the power of shaping?” She caught his eye. “By coming to the kingdoms, they will learn to appreciate our shapers; they will come to know our skills. We can have Chenir come to the university as well. I know that Ferran would like the same. And if you really want it, we will have Elle or Vel come from Doma.”

      “And Incendin?” Tan asked. “Will you welcome Incendin into the university to teach?”

      His mother tensed. “You know what you ask. Much as you already know my answer.”

      Tan nodded and glanced at Tolman who was attempting to make it seem like he didn’t listen, but Tan noted the attention that he gave to the wall. “I am trying to create something better here. These students, these children, have done nothing. Most of Par did nothing. It was the bonded shapers, those the Utu Tonah had forced and coerced into helping. And they are gone.”

      She watched him for a moment and shook her head. “You have become a stubborn man, Tannen.”

      Tan laughed. “I wonder where I got that from.”

      “Yes. I wonder.” She took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “I will do this. I cannot promise how Theondar will react, but perhaps I will not tell him right away.”

      Tan smiled. “He should know.”

      “Yes. He should know,” she agreed. “Now. When I am done with this, where will I find you?”

      Tan pointed to one of the taller students, a boy by the name of Henrak. Asgar had given him a scare when Tan first decided to teach and work with the students of Par, and he had become much more obliging. “Henrak will show you to me.”

      Zephra nodded and turned back to the class.

      As Tan stepped from the room, he heard her lesson continue, and smiled. Maybe this would work. He could get the council more authority, and he would be able to find teachers for the students of Par. That left him with fewer tasks on his plate, and less to worry about.

      “She speaks sharply to you, Maelen,” Tolman said as they walked through the tower. “Do all in the kingdoms speak to you in the same way?”

      Tan laughed and shook his head. “Not all. Only my mother.”

      Tolman gasped softly. “Mother. Then that would make her Zephra.”

      He nodded.

      “I thought… I thought that she did not survive the separation.”

      Tan stopped and caught Tolman by the arm. “You were there?”

      Tolman hesitated before nodding.

      “You probably should not ever tell her that,” Tan said. “I would not want to be there when she learned.”

      Tolman’s eyes widened. “Of course, Maelen. But if I may ask, how was it that she survived?”

      “I healed her.”

      As Tan said it, Tolman stumbled again and had to hurry to keep up.
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          A Request of Maelen

        

      

    
    
      Tan settled into his seat near the fire in the library. Amia sat across from him, flipping through the pages of one of the books she’d pulled from the shelves, attempting to appear as if she really had interest in anything that she saw on the page. Tan simply stared at the flames, occasionally shaping them, but for the most part letting the fire flicker as it chose.

      The draasin settled on his lap. She shifted, lifting her head before moving in a tight circle to find a comfortable spot, and then set her head down on his legs. Tan patted her on the top of the head, noting the softness of her spikes. They had softened in the time since she’d been born. What else would change with her? How much change could she handle before she became something other than a draasin?

      She unfolded her wings—wings that were so small and stunted for her body—and flicked them at him. Not so much to attempt to fly, but more out of something like annoyance as she tried to smack him.

      Tan chuckled and patted her again.

      Amia looked up, folding the book down in her lap. “When did you intend to tell me that you’d summoned them?”

      Tan sighed and rested his hands on the draasin. She pressed through his steepled hands, thrusting her snout so that she could see. “I should have.”

      Amia nodded. “You think to unburden yourself.”

      Tan nodded. “That, and more.”

      Amia flicked her eyes to the draasin and frowned. She stared at the hatchling for a moment and then turned her attention back to Tan. “She is more… aware… than I would have expected.”

      Tan glanced at the hatchling. She licked her lips and then started running her tongue over him as well, leaving a sticky residue that he’d discovered didn’t come off easily. Most of the time, he wiped it on his cloak, but he’d taken that off when coming into the library, so he wiped it on his pants and his shirt.

      “She is,” Tan agreed. “And each day she grows even more so.”

      “Was it like that with Honl?”

      “Honl made a point of disappearing for a while,” Tan said. Really, he’d made a point of disappearing all the time, but Tan couldn’t blame him for that. Honl had needed to understand what he was meant to be, and that required that he learn what spirit had in store for him. How much longer would he remain away? And how much would he have changed by the time he eventually made it back? Tan had little doubt that his bonded wind elemental would eventually make his way back, but when? What would it take for him to decide to return?

      “This one… I can sense something about her.”

      “Spirit,” Tan said. “She connects to it. Or shapes it. I’m not sure which it is, only that I’m aware of when she does.”

      Does it matter which, Maelen? Is the end result not the same?

      I can shape, and I can connect to the elementals to access their strength. I think that is different, at least when it comes to the power of the Mother.

      You reach the fire bond. That is no different than the draasin.

      Are you saying that there is a bond for the other elements? None of the elementals had ever implied that there was such a bond, but then, Tan had never been as tightly bound to the other elementals as he was to fire. Maybe that was the difference.

      “I can almost hear her,” Amia said.

      “I think,” Tan said, patting the draasin’s head, “that she would not let you if she did not intend for you to hear her.”

      “You can’t really believe that she’s already so powerful as to choose who she connects to.”

      As if to answer, the hatching pressed her head forward toward Amia and breathed out a streamer of smoke and the slightest hint of flame. Then she licked Tan’s hand.

      He shook his head and wiped his hand on his clothes again. You have to stop doing that.

      You should thank me.

      For trying to eat me?

      You don’t taste nearly so good as you think that you do, Maelen.

      Tan looked over to Amia and shrugged. “I think she understands exactly what she’s doing. Maybe not so much the why, but she’s certainly aware enough to choose.”

      Amia studied the hatchling. Shaping built from her, but Tan sensed it differently, muted in some ways. When it eased, Amia only frowned. “I… I don’t sense anything like I did.”

      Tan leaned forward, ignoring the quiet protests from the draasin as he did, and reached for Amia’s hand. “Was it like that for other shapers? Have you asked any others of the People?”

      “Who could I ask? There hasn’t been anyone else with a bond like we share, Tan. What happened between us… I think it’s a reflection of your ability with spirit, but the bond that formed, that is nothing like any of the People have ever experienced.”

      Tan wished that she had more answers than that. Losing the connection between them was bad enough, but he would like to know whether it was temporary or whether the pregnancy had forever altered something between them. And if it had, was there anything that they could do to restore it?

      “When will she visit us?” Amia asked.

      “Probably soon. She was working with the students, and I left her there. I don’t know how long she will stay.” Thinking of his mother teaching left conflicting emotions within him. She had only taught him after he had demonstrated that he would be able to shape each of the elements, and even then, she had not been a willing instructor. But at the same time, he wanted her to have the opportunity to work with the students. They could learn much from a shaper like her.

      Amia nodded and turned her attention to the book on her lap.

      There had been a time—not that long ago—when he would have known immediately what she was reading and why. Now he didn’t have that knowledge and had to rely on reading her body language. At least he had known her for long enough that he could do that, but it was not the same as knowing her mood and sharing in it.

      He sighed and petted the draasin as he stared at the fire. There was so much that he needed to be doing, but he couldn’t get himself motivated to start. Other than checking on Asgar and the other two hatchlings, everything else required that he travel away from Par, and Tan didn’t want to do that while his mother was here, at least until he had the chance to speak with her. He could imagine all too well how Zephra would react if he did.

      But sitting here, staring at the flames, helped him feel connected in some way. Tan couldn’t explain what it was, but over the last few weeks, he had felt a growing disconnect to each of the elementals, not only to Honl. Kota ranged throughout Par, searching for the hybrid elementals and studying them on his behalf. His connection to the nymid was different here. Muted, much like his connection to Amia. And then fire. With everything that had been happening, he had been working within the fire bond, but he had not taken the time to simply be in it.

      There was a peace to staying within fire. And Tan needed that peace right now. He needed the centering. Were he honest with himself, what he really needed was a way to reach Asboel, if only the memory of Asboel. The one time that he had, Tan had been given something like understanding. Not enlightenment, but a sort of knowledge about what Fire really meant. And that had given him peace.

      When the knock on the door came, it pulled him from his reverie. Fire seemed to bend toward him briefly, almost as if in a bow, and then crackled freely in the hearth once more.

      Tan stood and answered the door. Maclin stood on the other side, barricading an agitated Zephra from entering.

      “Maelen, this one demands to see you. I have tried to tell her that the Maelen does not take all visitors, but she was most adamant. And rude, if you ask me. For a visitor to your home, I would expect better behavior.”

      Behind him, Zephra flushed. Tan didn’t give her the chance to say anything, fearing what she might do to Maclin. “I will see her.”

      “Are you certain? Even with her wind, I think I could ensure that she doesn’t get past you.” He stood even taller, and if possible, more imposing. Tan had the vaguest sense of shaping, but didn’t think he detected anything other than what came from his mother.

      The comment made him wonder again at what connection Maclin shared with the elements, and likely with the elementals. There was some, though Tan had not managed to do so much as determine exactly what Maclin possessed. Since his arrival, Maclin had been a willing servant, and Tan had learned that he was knowledgeable as well, at least when it came to old Par. But knowledge did not equate to shaping ability, and Tan was certain that he had no forced bonds on him. At least he had not, when Tan first returned to Par.

      “I think my mother would give you a handful,” Tan said.

      Maclin actually smiled. “Indeed. I hear the famous Zephra would truly be a threat to someone who didn’t expect her.” He stepped to the side, nothing more, and Zephra surged forward so that Tan had to catch her.

      She looked over to him, eyes calculating, before she laughed as well. “Interesting servants that you have here, Tannen,” she said, shaking him off and standing on her own.

      “Maclin is something more than a servant,” Tan said.

      Maclin frowned, but didn’t say anything.

      “Really? I would be interested in learning what more he might be other than a servant.”

      “That is business of Par, Mother.” Tan winked at Maclin, who only nodded and closed the door as he backed away.

      She stared at the closed door for a moment before turning on him. “This is what you have your mother do? First you summon me to this place with a demand that I teach, and then you treat me with discourtesy?”

      “From the sounds of it, you were the one treating me with discourtesy, at least if I am to believe Maclin.” Which he most certainly was. His mother had a temper, and was known to have a temper. Even her time with Roine had not softened that one bit.

      “Fine. Let’s say that I might have tried pushing my way into the estate after Henrak brought me here. He has no small bit of potential, by the way. I think that with the right training”—it was clear from the way that she said right that she meant training at the university—“he would be able to be quite strong with wind.”

      “There are instructors here who can continue to work with him if you will not,” Tan assured her.

      “Me? You think that I would stay and work with your students? Tannen, think about what you have already asked! Theondar does not know that I’m gone. When he discovers that I am, and the reason why, don’t you think he’ll at least make a visit here himself?”

      Tan had considered that before planning the summons. “I hope that he does. There is much that Theondar could teach.”

      His mother threw her hands up and shook her head. “If you really think that Theondar will teach in Par-shon, then you do not know him as well as you think you do.”

      “I think Roine will teach in Par,” Tan said, emphasizing both differences. “He will remember who was responsible for the defeat of the Utu Tonah, and he will appreciate that the request came from me.”

      His mother let out a long sigh. “You… you have changed much, Tannen.”

      “I have had to.”

      “I suppose that you have,” she said. She swept her eyes around the room, taking in the opulent library, the fire burning in the hearth, and even the hatchling draasin before her gaze stopped on Amia. “And how is my grandchild?” she asked. “After the ceremony, I expected you to at least tell me a little bit more, but you flew off on something that was much more important than sharing such news with your mother.”

      “I rushed off because Roine hid the fact that you have the archivists working for the kingdoms again.”

      “They work under the guidance of the First Mother,” she said, “and we know what they are capable of doing.”

      “And do you know that Roine has assisted a delegation from Xsa in excavating in Vatten?” Tan should have returned to share that with Roine before now, but there had been so much else that had been going on that he simply had not taken the necessary time.

      “Vatten?” she asked. “And Xsa? Why would Xsa have any interest in Vatten? They’re farther south than even Par-shon!”

      “Par,” he corrected. “But the isles were not always their home. From what I discovered—and from the archivist that you claim is working with you—they are descended from ancient Vathansa. There was a temple buried within Vatten, in what had once been the heart of Vathansa. That was what they were looking for.”

      Maybe his mother could take on the responsibility for understanding the temple. What did it matter that there was an ancient temple buried in part of the kingdoms? And what did it really matter if that temple had a strange resistance to the elements?

      “No. They sought dormant elementals,” she said. “Like the draasin that you have discovered, I suspect, though we won’t know for certain until they find them.” She pulled her attention away from the draasin and to Tan. “Wait, you said that there was a temple? You know this with certainty?”

      “I helped them dig it out,” he said.

      She tucked a loose strand of gray hair behind her ear and rubbed the back of her neck. “You helped? I thought that you would not be able to…”

      “To what? To look past the fact that the archivists nearly destroyed the kingdoms? That they nearly killed the woman that I would eventually marry? And that they would help to twist the lisincend even further away from fire?”

      “Well, yes.”

      “I’m not sure that I can,” he said. “But Amia can.”

      It was the reverse for them with Incendin. Tan had been able to see the reason behind why Incendin fire shapers had embraced fire, and why they had attempted to become something more. They had wanted to help their people and were willing to do whatever it took in order to do it, even if that meant become something so deadly that the people of Incendin feared them. Without the lisincend, would Incendin have managed to withstand Par-shon all the years that they had? Would they have kept Par-shon from the shores for as long as they had?

      “We should not have kept that from you, then.” She clasped her hands behind her back and looked over at Amia. “Will she talk to me about this?” she asked with a whisper sent on a shaping of air.

      Tan chuckled. “I think you’ll find Amia more forgiving than you realize.”

      Zephra approached Amia, and there came another knock on the door.

      Pulling it open, he saw Maclin again on the other side. “I’m sorry, Maelen, but he came telling me that he could not wait any longer to see you.”

      “Who?”

      Maclin stepped to the side and revealed Tolman standing there, wringing his hands together. “Maelen. I know that you task me with the shapers, but there is something…”

      Tan frowned. “Say it, Tolman.”

      “Something that I would ask of you.”

      “What is it?” Tan tried thinking of all the things that Tolman might ask, but couldn’t come up with anything. Was it something with the students? Did he want Tan present more? Or even less?

      But he had another request altogether, one that had nothing to do with the students.

      “Maelen. It… It is my wife. I would ask that you heal her.”
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      Tan leaned over a cot in a small room. Candles burned incense at either end of the bed, and medicine soak rags rested on the forehead of a frail woman with stringy dark hair. Other than the candles, there was no other light in the room, leaving strange and swirling shadows. Garza stood against the far wall, watching him with unreadable eyes.

      He should not have been surprised to see Garza here, but he was.

      “When did she lose her bond?” Tan asked.

      Tolman hadn’t wanted to tell him what happened, preferring to lead him to his wife in spite of Tan protesting that another might be better suited to help. “It has been many years, Maelen.” He brushed back her hair, pushing it off her forehead.

      “Before the Utu Tonah came?” Tan asked. He looked from Garza and then to Tolman.

      “The Utu Tonah was here for nearly fifty years,” Garza said. “She would not survive such separation.”

      Nor was she old enough to be even fifty, not if she was Tolman’s wife. But Tan also hadn’t realized that the Utu Tonah had been here as long as he had. Fifty years under his rule. Tan had not been able to get a clear answer before, mostly because none were willing to speak of any time before the Utu Tonah, as if they feared even the hope of Par. Now that Tan had spoken of it openly, at least to those of the council, and to Tolman and Garza, there was a different openness about what might return. Maybe Tan might finally get some real answers about the Utu Tonah.

      “How long?” Tan asked.

      Tolman glanced at Garza, and she shook her head. What passed between them? What did Garza fear Tolman sharing with Tan?

      “She… she was a Servant of Souls,” Tolman said. “The Utu Tonah did not particularly care for the Servants, preferring that the people follow his religion and worship his power and that which he could do with the bonds. Most followed, if only out of fear of what the Utu Tonah might do. Only the Servants, and the Mistress, remained.”

      Why would they not have feared revealing themselves to him? Marin had willingly admitted that she was the Mistress of Souls. Tan had no idea what that meant, only that she seemed to have the people’s interest in mind.

      “So he separated those who already had bonds of their own?” Tan asked.

      Tolman nodded. “Those who would bond were allowed to rejoin through the Utu Tonah, but never to the same bonded.”

      Tan stared at Tolman’s wife, thinking of the horror that had been in Par-shon. Learning things like this made him ever more pleased that he had managed to defeat the Utu Tonah.

      “The Servants are spirit shapers, Tolman. Can your wife shape spirit?”

      His eyes widened. “Spirit shapers?”

      “That was how Marin managed to keep her secret as long as she did. There were others with her, also spirit shapers. I would imagine that all Servants would be.”

      “But she was not!”

      Tan sighed, “What would you ask of me?”

      Tolman shifted his feet uncomfortably. “You said that you healed Zephra. I would ask that you try with Reyelle.”

      “I don’t know if there’s anything that I can do. The separation was so long ago, and the repair for Zephra required summoning her bond back to her. If the elemental has fled,” and considering all that had happened in the time since the Utu Tonah had been defeated, that was a very real possibility, “then I will not be able to reach her.”

      There might be another way to heal her, the same that he had done with Cora, but that had involved practically sealing her off from being able to reach the elementals again. That fate was nearly as bad as what had already happened to Reyelle, and with no guarantee that it would even work.

      “Please, Maelen. I would ask that you try.”

      “This is foolishness, Tolman,” Garza said. “As I’ve told you. There is nothing that anyone, even the Utu Tonah, can do to help her.” The large water shaper stepped forward and rested her hand on Tolman’s arm in an attempt to soothe him. “Take solace in the fact that you have done everything that you can to try.”

      “No, Garza. Not everything. Not if the Maelen can do this.”

      “Tolman… I have said that I don’t think that I can. I might be able to help her find comfort, and maybe let her rest more easily,” he said, but wasn’t sure that was true, “but reaching her and restoring her bond might be more than I can do.”

      “But you will try?”

      Tan sighed. He had already decided that he would try, but still doubted that it would work. “I will try.”

      He moved to the side of the bed, ignoring Garza’s protests. She retreated to the back wall, huffing as she did. Tan glanced at Tolman. To help—if he could help—would require searching for her bond, which meant that he would need to find her bonded. “What type of shaper was she?” Tan asked.

      “She… she shaped wind, Maelen. She bonded wind.”

      Tan breathed out another sigh. Of course it would be wind. Not that he was weak with wind—his bond to Honl was testament to that, as well as the fact that he could speak to ara—but wyln, which he suspected she would have bonded here in Par—was a different challenge altogether. Tan had spoken to wyln, but he had rarely managed the same connection that he established when speaking with the other elementals.

      Not only did he have to know what she shaped, but he would need to know the name of the elemental. And that, he suspected, she would not have shared with Tolman.

      “Did you know her bonded’s name?”

      Tolman shook his head.

      He focused on the only other way that he might be able to learn the name of the bonded elemental and used a shaping of spirit, drawing on pure spirit, to layer it over Reyelle’s mind. The shaping reached a cold sensation, something that should not be, and there was a strange resistance. Tan pushed through, needing to draw upon the combined shaping from each of the elements, and added that to spirit.

      He pushed this onto Reyelle’s mind. This was not an attempt to heal, and not an attempt to do anything other than discover information, but he found it more difficult than he would have expected. Had the time separated from her bond truly damaged her so much? His mother had spoken to him of how she wanted to die when she lost her first bond, and he had seen the way that others had been affected when they lost their bonds, not only Cora, but Vel. And Tan knew the pain of a lost bond personally. It would have been nearly enough to destroy him had he not managed to recover the bond to Asboel.

      He pushed, surging his connection through Reyelle’s mind. The resistance fluttered and then faded, as if he pushed it aside.

      Her memories came through the spirit connection. Shaping this way was an incredible invasion, one that he should have clarified with Tolman before beginning, but now that he was here, he didn’t dare withdraw, not if there was something that he could do.

      He sorted through her memories. There were happy memories, like those of her marriage, and the day that she discovered that she was pregnant. There were sad memories, like when she discovered that she lost the pregnancy. And then there were mixed memories, those that Tan didn’t really know how to interpret, such as her time in Par-shon, serving under the Mistress of Souls, while also under the Utu Tonah’s rule.

      He pressed through all of them, searching for an answer, trying to discover her bonded elemental’s name. He found nothing easily, as if she held that secret most tightly to her. And likely she did. Tan would have fought to restrict his bonded elemental’s names as well. Once those names were discovered, there was a different level of control over the elementals.

      But if he didn’t find the name, he wouldn’t be able to help her. And Tan believed that he should try. Not only for Tolman, but judging by some of the memories that he’d glimpsed of her time working with the Mistress of Souls, he thought there might be something that he could learn from her that might help him understand what Marin might attempt next.

      So he pushed.

      Spirit flowed from him, raging through Reyelle in a torrent. Tan sorted through the different memories that he encountered, finally finding something that might work. There was a hint of excitement, but deeply buried. Through this, he realized that she hid more than her excitement, but she hid the reason for her excitement.

      Tan expected that she hid those memories from the Utu Tonah, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Reyelle hoped that she could serve Par-shon, that she would help Tolman rise in standings with the Utu Tonah through her bonding, but someone else worried her. It took more searching for him to realize that she feared the Mistress of Souls discovering her bonding.

      Had Reyelle known?

      Tan focused on Reyelle’s hidden memories. There was the bond to wyln, a special time when she finally heard the wind and reached it, calling its name in a way that she never would have thought possible for herself. As he found this memory, Tan found the secret that she hid, and discovered the name: Yawla.

      He receded from her mind, and as he did, he detected that same resistance that he’d encountered when he first probed her and attempted to reach into her mind to steal her secrets. Tan turned his attention to this resistance, but it faded, disappearing again as soon as he turned his attention to it.

      Then he withdrew.

      He took a deep breath and Tolman stared at him with hope in his eyes.

      Tan shook his head. “I managed the first step,” he said. “The next will be harder.”

      “The first step?” Tolman asked.

      Garza seemed to glare at Tan from the back wall, though he wasn’t sure why she would be so irritated with him for attempting to help.

      “She has been separated from her bond for too long to do this easily,” Tan said. “I could either attempt to seal off the injury that occurred when the bond was broken, or I can attempt to restore the bond. Restoring the bond is more difficult, but I’m not even certain that if I attempted to seal off the bond that she would recover.”

      Garza stepped away and looked down at Reyelle. “You sound as if you have healed more than one separated from their bond.”

      “My mother,” Tan began, “though that was a recent separation and close enough that I was able to restore her without much difficulty. And then another, though healing her required sealing off the wound formed by the loss of her bond. She nearly died when I attempted that. Had it not been for spirit shaping stronger than what I can manage…”

      “Then do that, Maelen,” Tolman said. “If that is a way to ensure that she lives, do what you can to heal her.”

      “Accomplishing that would require another who is no longer able to shape spirit in the same manner,” Tan said. What would Amia say about him implying that her ability with spirit had weakened? But he didn’t want to risk her shaping that much spirit, especially on a shaping that might not succeed, with her ability to shape altered by the pregnancy. “Which means that I must attempt to restore her bond,” he finished.

      “And you can do such a thing after so much time separated?” Garza asked. “Or do you simply give Tolman hope that will fade when you fail?”

      Tan turned his attention to her and sighed. “It’s possible that I will fail,” he admitted. “Even knowing the name of her bonded, it’s possible that I won’t be able to reach the elemental. And if I do, it’s possible that the bond cannot be reformed. But if I can, if I can reach her elemental, and if I can summon the bond back to her, then she should be restored to what she was before.” And then he would have questions for her. He would tell Tolman that later, after he managed to heal his wife. If he couldn’t, then would he attempt to seal off the spirit injury on his own, using the shaping that he’d seen Amia and the First Mother using as they healed Cora, or would he ask Amia for help, and accept the risk to her—and their baby—if something went wrong with their shaping?

      Tan didn’t know, which meant that he needed to continue to try to reach the wind elemental.

      Tolman stared at his wife. “Do what you can, Maelen,” he said softly.

      Tan nodded, fixing Garza with a firm gaze. “I will.”
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* * *

      Wind gusted around the top of the tower as he listened. The hatchling clung to his shoulder again, though this time, Tan suspected that she understood why he had come and what he wanted to attempt. What was more, the draasin seemed interested in helping.

      She licked his cheek and he wiped it off, smearing it across his cloak. She’d done it often enough that his cloak had something of a glistening crust. Eventually he would need to wash the cloak. Or convince the draasin to stop licking him, though he suspected that she found it more amusing than anything to keep doing it.

      Do you think that you can reach the elemental? the draasin asked.

      Tan shook his head, uncertain. I struggle with wyln more than the others of wind.

      Wyln is strong in these lands, Maelen. Connect to wind as you do to fire and you would reach the elemental.

      He grunted. I don’t think that I can connect to wind the same way that I do to fire. With fire, I share the fire bond.

      You have made this objection in the past, Maelen.

      And you claim that there is a wind connection that I doubt exists.

      Why would fire be different than any of the other elements? You know of fire, and the fire bond, but that doesn’t mean that another bond does not exist.

      Without Honl, he wondered if he would be able to even reach wind well enough to ask the question. He could attempt to reach ashi, or ara, or even wyln, but would any of the elementals help him understand if there was a greater connection as there was with fire?

      But to find a particular elemental, especially one of wyln so that he could help heal Reyelle, he needed to reach a connection with wind.

      Tan sighed and focused on the breath leaving his body.

      That was the first lesson that his mother had ever offered him of wind shaping, guiding him to understand wind by recognizing what air blew through him first of all. Grounded to the wind, then he would be able to reach beyond himself and stretch for the elementals.

      Currents of wind pulled at his hair, his cloak, and even slipped beneath his clothes to tug at his skin. Tan focused on these currents, on the way that the wind worked around him, before shifting his attention toward the gusts in the distance. That wind blew with much more force than the swirls around him. Tan reached through that connection, stretching his focus, straining to try and understand the wind, but he could not.

      I need to reach Yawla, he sent into that stronger wind that pulled around the tower, straining into wyln as he searched to connect to it.

      The wind answered, but only by gusting more strongly.

      Tan listened again, focusing on the connection to wyln. With ara, he was able to reach the elemental fairly easily, though not as easily as he managed with ashi. With wyln, it had always been a quiet elemental, as if it didn’t know what to do with Tan. But for him to succeed and to be able to help Reyelle, he would need to reach wyln. Not only reach it, but he would need to reach a particular elemental within the wind.

      Yawla, Tan called into the wind, Reyelle needs for you to return.

      The wind gusted again, and then fell silent.

      This isn’t working, he told the draasin.

      Because you have chosen not to reach beyond your bond.

      Honl has disappeared. And I can reach the other elementals, but it’s not the same as when I reach through the bond.

      Not only the bond to the elementals, but the bond to fire.

      You think they are so different?

      Tan sighed. What he needed was someone with more experience with wind than he had. He was willing to listen, but would Zephra be willing to answer questions?

      Ara, send word to Zephra to join me here.

      He stood and waited, but didn’t have to wait for long.

      Zephra arrived on a shaping of wind augmented by her elemental, Aric. “You continue to summon, Tannen?” she asked. She glanced at the draasin. “Interesting place that you would call me.”

      “This is a place I like to come,” he said. He enjoyed coming here even after what had happened to Amia up here. There was a certain clarity of sight, an awareness of watching over the city.

      “What did you need me for?”

      “I need your expertise with wind.”

      She snorted. “I think that you have proven as capable as me with wind.”

      “Maybe as capable, but you have experience that I do not.”

      She smiled and tucked the loose strands of gray hair behind her ears. “Is that your way of reminding me that I’m getting old? I can assure you, Tannen, I do not need any reminders.”

      “Not that,” he said, smiling at the more lighthearted version of his mother. Having her make jokes was unusual, as was her not lecturing him every chance that she got. “I’ve told you about how I’m connected to fire?”

      She nodded to the draasin draped around his neck. The hatchling took that moment to lick his cheek again, and Tan wiped it away, smearing it on his shirt. “I think that we can see that quite clearly, don’t you?”

      He patted the draasin’s head gently and turned his attention back to his mother. “There is something called the fire bond. All fire elementals are connected to it. Since bonding to the draasin, I have learned to reach the fire bond.”

      She nodded. “That would answer a few questions.”

      “Is there… is there anything like that with wind?”

      Zephra sighed and created a swirling wind around her before releasing the shaping. “How many shapers are able to reach this fire bond?”

      “There are no other shapers able to reach it,” Tan said.

      “That’s what I suspected. With wind, the different elementals are connected. They have to be, given the way that wind flows through everything. Ashi blows through Incendin but gives way to ara. Each of the elementals comes together, sharing the same breath. They interact, but I do not think there is the same bond as you’ve discovered with fire.”

      “Could there be and you simply don’t know of it?”

      Her face contorted in a way that told him the answer. “Anything is possible, Tannen. When you’re dealing with the elementals, there is much that I do not know. Much that I simply can’t know. I am not of the elementals. I can speak to ara, and have bonded to them, but knowing them… that is more than any shaper can ask.” She pulled on a tight shaping of wind and reached him. “What is this about? What makes you question whether there is a wind bond as there is with fire?”

      Tan focused on his sense of Reyelle, lying on the cot. Using spirit and earth, he detected Garza with her. The water shaper had done much to try and help Reyelle, enough that Tan wondered if her objection to him coming and attempting to heal was more about fear of her failing than about Tan succeeding. If he managed to succeed, he would have to remain aware of that potential issue.

      “This is about a bonded shaper who has lost her bond,” he said.

      “But to heal such a bond, you would have to know… But you do, don’t you? You would have used spirit to find out the name. And now you think that if there were some sort of wind bond that you would be able to find this elemental.”

      Tan nodded.

      She patted his arm and sighed. “I commend you for even trying. The Great Mother knows how painful it can be when separated from the bond. But what you are suggesting means that you will try to tie them together once more. That you think that you can heal her and restore her to the shaper that she was before. Why, when you have shown with Cora that you can heal in spite of reuniting the bonded?”

      “Because I don’t want to ask that of Amia.”

      She frowned. “You wouldn’t? She is the First Mother, and her spirit shaping is… Ah. I understand now. How much has it changed?”

      “You know that it would change?”

      She smiled. “When I was pregnant with you, my connection to the wind changed as well. I… I thought that I had lost it, and can admit now that I was pleased when the pregnancy was over so that I could reconnect with the wind. It’s the reason many shapers will only have one child. Losing that connection, even if briefly, is difficult for even the weakest of shapers. And Amia, well, she is a very strong shaper, isn’t she?”

      Tan nodded. “What of Father? Did anything change for him while you were pregnant?”

      An amused smile played across her lips. “Fathers do many things, Tannen, but they are not affected the same as mothers. It’s interesting that you ask.”

      Then the changed connection between he and Amia would have more to do with her shaping changing during the pregnancy than about anything that happened between them. That was good to know, as well as knowing that it would pass when the pregnancy was over.

      “Will you tell her?”

      Zephra smiled. “I will tell her. Perhaps we can find a bit more in common than our affection for you.”

      If nothing else, that would be a good change.

      Zephra smiled and patted his hand again. “Now, when you’re done up here, perhaps you and I can sit and talk. I think that it has been too long since we’ve had any time together, where it is only the two of us.”

      Tan reached for the hatchling and rubbed his hand across the top of her head. The draasin clawed at him and then made a contented noise deep in her throat. “I think that would be nice.”

      Zephra arched a brow at him. “From your tone, I take it that you are not going to leave the top of the tower anytime soon.” He shook his head. “And I do not think that you will share with me the name of this elemental.” He shook his head again. “Then I will return to your… estate, I think I heard it called, and visit more with Amia. As you have said, I think there are some hints I can give her about being a pregnant shaper.”

      She took off on a shaping of wind.

      When she was gone, Tan focused again on wyln, calling for Yawla, but no answer came.
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      The cavern was darkened and stunk of the draasin and their food, that of rotting meat and decay. The pale whites of the bones stacked in the corner caught the faint light that Tan shaped, not wanting to make it too bright in the cavern. Asgar moved along the back wall but stayed there, not coming forward as Tan entered.

      Through the fire bond, he knew that Sashari circled high overhead outside the cavern as she hunted. Cianna was with her, whatever difference there had been between them now repaired. Kota prowled along the valley that ran beneath the cave. Tan still hadn’t learned where she had gone with Sashari, but didn’t think it mattered. Having her gone gave Tan the opportunity to speak to Asgar alone.

      Tan approached the draasin slowly, holding the connection to the fire bond as he did. Through it, he could tell that Asgar remained present, but faded somewhat. Reserved. The draasin feared what had happened to him and that it might happen again.

      You do not need to continue to check in on me, Asgar said.

      I don’t continue to check in on you.

      Asgar snorted. He managed a strong streamer of fire, much more than Tan had seen from him in many days. You reach through the fire bond for me. I know it when you do.

      Call me concerned for my friend.

      Asgar snorted again. I would say that the draasin do not need your concern, but that seemingly is not true, now is it?

      You fear what might happen to the bond.

      I know what happened, Maelen.

      Tan wondered just how much of what had happened that Asgar really remembered. Did he remember that together he and Tan had pushed back the darkness, or had he thought that Tan alone had managed to do that?

      What were you feeling when you were attacked? Tan asked.

      I felt… cold. As if a shadow settled across the sun. I feared what would happen if that shadow reached through me, and what would happen to the other elementals of fire if I allowed that to happen. Asgar shook his head and fixed Tan with his bright yellow eyes. Whatever attacked me will return, Maelen. That much I am able to remember.

      Tan reached for Asgar at the same time that the hatchling crawled off his neck and jumped to the floor of the cavern. She ran her tongue along Asgar’s feet and made her way to his stomach, but she wasn’t tall enough to reach.

      What are you doing?

      What must be done, she answered.

      Asgar regarded her with amusement and then flicked his tail. She is no longer draasin, but you know that, don’t you, Maelen?

      Tan studied the hatchling. In the last few days, it seemed as if her wings had shrunk. She had grown no larger, and her legs carried her low to the ground, more like a common lizard than what the draasin should be. She is still fire.

      Asgar snorted. She is still fire, he agreed, but no longer the same. What will she become?

      Tan didn’t know, and the hatchling didn’t seem inclined to share, if even she knew. Whatever she was becoming was something more than only fire, and more than even spirit. Her insight had grown, now rivaling Asboel before his death, as if she absorbed the knowledge of those around her…

      Is that what you do? he asked her.

      Maelen, you ask questions but forget that I am barely more than a few weeks hatched. How could I have answers if you do not?

      That was no answer, and Tan could tell that the draasin knew it. What was more, if she did absorb knowledge of those around her, then she was more like Honl. The wind elemental had been able to simply know the knowledge within the archives by passing through it. That was the reason that Tan had wanted Honl to return. If he could find answers to the questions he had, then he might be able to understand what he needed to do next.

      And yet, if the hatchling were able to absorb knowledge, albeit in a different way, drawing on those around her, then could he use her connection in much the same way?

      Making that suggestion diminishes your capabilities, Maelen. That is what I keep trying to tell you.

      You tell me that there are bonds to the other elements, much like there is with fire. Zephra would know if that were the case, and she does not think that possible.

      Then Zephra cannot be your guide.

      The draasin—or whatever she was becoming—didn’t offer him any other suggestions as to how to guide him into reaching the other bonds. And Tan wasn’t sure that there even was anything else to reach. Part of him knew as the draasin did, that she was young, perhaps too young to understand whether other elements had the same sort of bonds that fire possessed.

      I hear her, Maelen, only I do not, Asgar said, still staring at the hatchling. He studied her with a curiosity.

      As large as Asgar might be, the hatchling still exuded confidence that intimidated the large draasin. Gone was the playfulness that he’d seen when she worked with Molly, if it ever had really been there rather than something that had been meant to placate the young girl. Now, she had a confidence belied by her size, and something of the same arrogance that he’d known from Asboel. In some ways, he wondered if she might be a reincarnation of Asboel, knowing how Asboel had told him that fire did not extinguish, that it instead burned anew in another, but Asboel had been pure fire, and this hatchling… she was something else entirely. For her, he hoped that she was an elemental of her own, not recycled power that had been changed, modified to fit into another creature.

      I think… I think she is spirit as much as fire, Tan said to Asgar. She exists in the fire bond when she chooses, and only then, I suspect.

      The small draasin jumped and reached Asgar’s belly to lick at him again.

      This time, Asgar did bat at her and sent her skidding back to Tan. Spirit should have taught her manners, then. I would think that with the connection to Mother, she would know what she risks by trying to play with me.

      She does the same to me, Tan said. He shook his cloak for emphasis. Rather than becoming something sticky or hard, the places Tan had wiped her saliva had turned into almost a soft film. Curiosity more than anything had him leave it on his cloak. What would happen when he had completely coated his cloak with her saliva? Would she still lick him?

      The hatchling snorted at him, sending a streamer of fire and a shaping of spirit at him. Tan tensed and pushed back against the spirit instinctively. She had already proven adept at passing beyond what he thought she should be able to manage. He didn’t want to risk her pushing past his natural barriers as well.

      You fear the wrong things, Maelen.

      Then help me understand what I should fear. With your connection to spirit, help me understand!

      In time. You will understand in time.

      And if we don’t have the necessary time?

      Then I will expedite what must be done.

      Tan wasn’t sure what to make of that comment. From another, it would have the sound of a threat, but then, he had never felt threatened by the hatchling.

      What of the others? Asgar asked, oblivious to what had passed between Tan and the hatchling.

      They will need guidance. I had hoped that you—

      No. Not with what happened. If I’m not strong enough to stop it once…

      You will at least recognize what happened. You can do more than you realize, Asgar.

      The draasin shuffled against the wall and came eye to eye with the third hatchling. Given her rapid development, Tan expected her to claim a name any time, but so far either she had not or she had chosen not to share. From the way that she twitched her tail, he wondered if maybe she had.

      The hatchling stared at Asgar, and something passed through the fire bond between them. Without forcing himself between it, he wasn’t able to know what they shared, only that something passed between them.

      I will work with these hatchlings, Asgar finally said.

      Thank you.

      He snorted and then settled back against the wall, turning his head away from Tan.

      What did you say to him? he asked the third hatchling.

      Only what was needed, Maelen. Much as I fear I will need to do with you.

      I have never shown an unwillingness to do what is needed.

      Good. Because I fear you will be challenged in the days to come.
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* * *

      When Tan arrived in the draasin cavern to bring the other two hatchlings to Asgar, he found Elanne sitting in the middle of the floor, staring at the walls. Wind whistled around her and her lips moved, as if she were speaking to herself. She glanced up as he appeared, and stood.

      “Maelen,” she said, a flush coming to her cheeks. “I didn’t expect to see you here. I… I am sorry if I intrude.”

      The draasin along the back wall seemed bored by her presence. The first hatchling had grown even larger in the last few days, as if he devoured all of the food that had been brought and was keeping the other hatchling from having any, but she seemed to have grown nearly as much. Their long tails curled around the eggs, leaving the tips of the barbed ends only barely visible.

      “This is one of the four Records of Par. They don’t belong to me.” This one he felt a certain possessiveness toward, if only because he wanted to protect the draasin eggs. Were other Bond Wardens to come here, he feared whether they would have the same respect for the draasin as Tan. In this state, the eggs were more fragile.

      “I would not intend for any others to come,” she said, stepping toward him. “You do not need to fear that I will reveal this place before you are ready. I,” she hesitated, looking back at the draasin, “I understand what it is that you protect, Maelen.”

      “Thank you.” Tan looked at the runes worked into the walls of the cavern. Unlike the other Records, those on the walls here were not damaged, at least not in the same way that the others had been. Some had degraded over time, and a few appeared as if the draasin had attempted to chew through them, but most were intact. “Have you found anything here?”

      “About the temple?”

      He nodded.

      “There is nothing about a temple in the Records that I have found. I think… it’s possible that searching longer may yield more, but what you ask is very specific, and these runes are ancient. It is difficult for me to interpret many of them.”

      He sighed, but had known that would be the case. The Records were remnants of ancient Par, and he didn’t even know what they would consider important. It was possible that those ancients would not have recorded anything that didn’t pertain to Par, and Vathansa was far enough to the north that it was possible the two did not interact.

      “What have you found?”

      She made her way to the nearest wall, her eyes slipping to the draasin. From the way that she did, Tan suspected that she’d grown accustomed to watching out for them, as if either afraid that they might attack—and Tan didn’t think they had matured enough to hunt on their own, and would certainly not hunt people—or ready to move out of their way.

      “These runes are all ancient. As you know, they come from Par, and even when Par last existed, the Records were considered old. I think these are hundreds, if not thousands, of years old.”

      “And?”

      “And these records are not clear. Many detail the politics of the time, the laws to counting grain, and how land would be passed on.”

      “So not much useful.”

      “On the contrary, it’s all incredibly useful. Everything that is here tells about the people of Par from that time, if only indirectly.”

      Her excitement made him suppress a smile. When he had first met Elanne, he had thought she would be the one most likely to oppose him in Par-shon. That she was one of his strongest allies still amused him, but not nearly as much as seeing her passion for the histories of Par.

      “Is there anything that you’ve found about the elementals?”

      She pressed her lips into a line. “Not about the elementals. And not even about shaping. I would think that these ancients did not know much about the elementals if not for the fact that—”

      “That we found the Records in a cavern full of draasin eggs?”

      She smiled and nodded. “That’s about it.”

      Tan turned in place slowly, surveying the walls around him. If the Records really gave no clue about anything more than the politics of Par, then there had to be another answer, but what would that be?

      He stopped at the Great Seal, the Mark of the Mother. In this place, it was spirit and bound to fire, much like in the other places it was the other elements, tied to spirit in each place. That told him that those ancient shapers of Par knew much more than the Records had so far revealed.

      The problem now was finding it.

      The Seal here had not required anything on his part to restore it, not like those elsewhere in Par. Because of that, Tan had not shaped into this Seal. With the others, he had shaped, but had done so to restore them. What would happen if he shaped into them simply to understand?

      He sighed. Probably nothing.

      Tan traced his fingers across the Seal and felt it tingle beneath his fingertips. The sensation was much like the others had given off when he touched them. There had been a level of guidance necessary for him to repair them, and with this one… he had assumed that it was intact. What if it was not?

      Tan pulled on a shaping of fire and combined the rest of the elements to join into the shaping. He took that connection and let it surge into the Seal. As it did, there was a sense of resistance. Had it been there before with the other Seals? He didn’t remember. Pushing more of his shaping into the Seal, he felt a surge, mostly of spirit, that then pushed back against him.

      Nothing changed. There was no sense of anything else from this Seal, which meant that it was likely intact, as he had believed. Not that it would be anything else. The cavern had been undisturbed when he found it, hidden and buried for countless years. But the Seal, and the runes along the wall, meant that it had not always been that way.

      And Tan suspected that the Utu Tonah had known about the cavern, at least enough to search for it. Had not those of Par been steadfast, he might have discovered it. Would he have been able to hatch the eggs? Even if he had reached the lost Record, Tan doubted that he would have been connected enough to fire to hatch the eggs. Bonded to saa, or any of the other elementals didn’t mean that he would have been able to reach deep enough to help guide the hatchlings, but how could he have known that? The Utu Tonah had been primarily about obtaining power, hadn’t he?

      Yet it troubled him that the person who seemed most intent on destabilizing these Seals had not been the Utu Tonah, but Marin, the Mistress of Souls.

      “What is it?” Elanne asked.

      “Probably nothing.” At least, he hoped it was nothing, but he had a growing concern that he needed to know more about what had brought the Utu Tonah to Par in the first place, and why he had sought power as he did.

      “I will continue to study the Records,” Elanne said. “If I find anything…”

      “Please come for me if you do,” he said.

      He left her studying the runes on the walls and turned to the draasin. First, he would bring them to the cavern with Asgar. Let that be their den. It would serve them better as they grew anyway, with better access to the outside and easier hunting for them as they grew. With them gone, he would need to find a way to keep this cavern protected, but he thought that he had a way to accomplish that—if Kota would agree to serve as something like his guard dog until he came up with a better solution. Leaving the eggs here for much longer, especially if he wasn’t able to see them hatched immediately, placed them in danger.

      But those were concerns for later. For now, he needed to return to the estate and see if there might be something that he could discover from the journals the Utu Tonah kept. And maybe, if there might be more that Tan could learn from others who had served around the Utu Tonah.
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      Tan sat at a small table tucked away in one corner of the room he shared with Amia. This place, the one that he’d dubbed the Utu Tonah’s workspace, had a space where he’d discovered the journals from the Utu Tonah. From those, he had discovered that the man he had grown to fear had come to Par with a different agenda, but one that was not all that clear from his writing.

      The small draasin curled underneath the table. She rested her head on his feet and occasionally would wake to lick him. Tan had given up on wiping away her saliva. Let her win whatever game she played with him.

      He left the two journals that he had discovered propped open, flipping through the oldest of the two, searching for answers as to why the Utu Tonah had come to Par. That was the secret he had to discover. The Utu Tonah had sought power, but he had sought it with a purpose. Tan needed to learn why.

      Only, so far, there had been nothing in the journals that explain the reason that he had. The second journal had as detailed a description of the elementals as any Tan had ever seen, from names and types to ways to force the bond. In the wrong hands, something like this would be dangerous. Tan could not allow anyone else access to it. Though, in Par, there were enough who had lived through the Utu Tonah’s regime who would also know his method of bonding the elementals that it likely didn’t matter.

      The clinical way that he described the elementals appalled Tan, but at the same time, he had actually learned something that he would not have found otherwise. Names for elementals that he had only known as hints or suggestions. Now he had names for earth in Par—that would be eylan—among the other names that he had never learned. Holding onto spirit when he had defeated the Utu Tonah had given Tan a glimpse of that knowledge, but he had not possessed it directly. The Utu Tonah had collected the knowledge in the same way that the ancient scholars had detailed their studies, documenting it much the way that he’d found in Ethea’s archives.

      But Tan still didn’t know why he had come to Par. Was it simply because there were elementals that were not found in his homeland, wherever that might be? Or was there another reason?

      If he thought that he might come to understand, the journals so far had provided no clues.

      A knock at the door drew his attention away from the journals. He closed them and tucked them away in a drawer, careful to keep them hidden. There weren’t many even able to read the Ishthin they were written in, but the contents of the Utu Tonah’s journals were potentially dangerous.

      The draasin didn’t move as he stood, but she gave an annoyed snort that he dared to shift her head. He shook his head in amusement as he went to the door.

      Maclin waited for him. “Brenna said that I should find you, Maelen.”

      Tan nodded. Brenna had been the only servant of the estate that he’d been able to find when he returned from the caverns, and she wasn’t the one who Tan needed to speak to. Maclin had the quiet understanding, and the observant eye, that he sought.

      “Good. Come in.”

      Maclin’s eyes narrowed. “Here, Maelen?”

      Tan hurried back to the workspace, pulling the two chairs with him. “Here. We could go to the library if you would be more comfortable, but here is fine for me.”

      In the library, he would have to contend with Amia listening in to the conversation, as well as possibly his mother. So far, she remained in Par, apparently determined to stay as long as necessary to see that Amia had the help she needed.

      “Then this will be fine for me as well.” Maclin took a seat and sat with a rigid back. He held his hands cupped in his lap and at first stared at the walls before turning his attention to Tan. “What is it that you need from me?”

      Tan cursed himself softly for making such a show with Maclin. He could simply have asked him while standing, and then taken a seat if it were necessary. Doing things this way only created formality when he had not wanted any.

      “You served the Utu Tonah,” Tan began.

      Maclin’s eyes twitched slightly. “You know that I did.”

      “How long did you serve?”

      Maclin closed his eyes briefly. “The Utu Tonah was in Par for many years before I was offered a position in his household.”

      Then he hadn’t been here the entire time that Utu Tonah had been in Par, but hopefully long enough that Maclin knew more about the Utu Tonah than most. “You were head of his household?”

      “Not the entire time.” Maclin pressed his hands together until the knuckles turned white. “What is this about, Maelen? If you are dissatisfied with my service, then I will see that another can take my place.”

      Tan suppressed a smile. “Not dissatisfied. I think that without you, I wouldn’t have known the extent of Par, and the efforts that went into maintaining the connection to ancient Par while the Utu Tonah ruled.”

      “If you are asking whether I was placed—”

      “I suspect that you were placed, but that’s not what I’m asking about.”

      “Then what?”

      “I would know how much you were able to learn about the Utu Tonah in the time that you served here. Where was he from prior to coming to Par? What did he want by coming here? Was there anything other than the draasin eggs that he sought?”

      Maclin took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “When you live near enough to a man to serve him, you come to know him in a sense,” he started. “What he wanted was clear the moment that he came to Par. He wanted power. I cannot say what else he might have wanted, because he was careful not to discuss that in my presence, or with anyone that I had ever seen. As to where he was from…” Maclin shook his head. “There are things that we were not to speak of, Maelen, and that was one of them. Tell me, what is your interest in the Utu Tonah? He is defeated. There is nothing more to learn from him.”

      Defeated, yes, but was there really nothing more that he could learn from the Utu Tonah?

      “The man had an understanding of the elementals that had allowed him to bond to countless numbers of them. Without that understanding, he wouldn’t have been nearly the threat that he was. And he wouldn’t have managed to subdue Par so easily.”

      “That’s why you ask?”

      “No. I only wanted to understand why he came here,” he said.

      “I thought you’ve said that you’re interested in keeping Par free.”

      “That is what I’m interested in,” Tan said, “but there is still much that I could learn from him.” Especially if it had anything to do with what Marin did, and the strange attack that he’d experienced and the rune that had been atop the tower. Without knowing that, would he be able to find a way to keep her from attempting it again? Would he know what he could do to stop this entity that he’d detected?

      He didn’t know.

      And from watching Maclin and the reaction he had to Tan’s request, it was obvious that he worried about Tan’s intentions toward trying to understand the Utu Tonah. Not that Tan could blame him. The Utu Tonah had destroyed Par and had turned their heritage into something else, twisted, as they forced the bonds and pulled away those who could shape. A generation, maybe two, had been lost.

      “I haven’t told you what happened when I discovered the Records,” he said. Maclin stiffened at the mention of the Records. Most who were loyal to Par had felt a certain protectiveness about the Records and seemed to fear that Tan might attempt to destroy them.

      “You are said to have restored the Great Seals,” Maclin said carefully.

      “I restored the Seals,” Tan agreed. “My connection to the elements and to the elementals allowed me the ability to understand how the Seals had been formed, and I could use that to restore them.”

      “Maelen, I know this. That is why the faithful of Par do not deny your rule.”

      Tan leaned forward. “The Utu Tonah did not destroy the Records either.”

      Maclin frowned. “I have not said that he did.”

      “No. But from what I have been able to determine, the Utu Tonah wanted to destroy as much of Par culture as he could, only he never went after the Records. Why do you think that was?”

      “The Records were protected by the Mistress of Souls.”

      Tan shook his head. “The Mistress of Souls attempted to destroy them. She was only able to succeed after he… after I defeated him. Marin is the reason that the Records were damaged and that I had to restore them.”

      Maclin stared ahead, blinking slowly as he worked through what Tan had told him. “I had not considered that. If true, then much of what many of us know is faulty.” He turned to Tan. “The Mistress of Souls served to guide us and to offer words of advice. In that way, she served as something of a way for us to resist what the Utu Tonah did to Par, and how he turned our people against themselves. At least… at least, that is what I always believed.”

      Tan formed a shaping of spirit and layered it gently over Maclin, but found no evidence of a spirit shaping buried within him. He had checked before, but there remained the concern that she might have returned and that she might have attempted to shape those around him. If that happened, who would Tan be able to trust?

      “There is no Mistress of Souls, Maclin. That is the other reason that I wanted to speak to you. The people need someone that they can trust, someone who they feel represents them. You are the first person that I thought of.”

      Maclin smiled. “Then you would be making a mistake. There has never been a Master of Souls, only the Mistress.”

      “So Tolman has told me.”

      “Then he must also have told you that none would support such a change. Doing so would only invite questions, and are you willing to answer those questions?”

      “My wife was attacked on top of the tower because of a shaping I suspect Marin responsible for creating. Had I not managed to shift the shaping to myself, I don’t know that she would have survived. As it was, something powerful was nearly released, or might have been released.” He hoped the attack on Asgar was not related to what had happened to him on the tower, but he had a feeling that it was and that not only had he not truly defeated whatever Marin had set to unleash, he might have given it entrance into the world. “That is what must be discussed, at least within the council of Par. And I would have you serve in that role.”

      Maclin stared at his hands a moment, slowly shaking his hands as he drew in soft breaths. “I… I will think on it, Maelen. That is all that I can promise.”

      He stood and stopped at the door. “You are not at all what I expected when you returned to Par.”

      Tan decided to take the comment as a compliment. “If you think of anything that might help me understand the Utu Tonah, please tell me.”

      “Of course, Maelen.”

      He closed the door behind him, leaving Tan sitting, wondering if he would ever find the answers that he needed, and whether it even mattered.
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      The draasin nibbling on his toe woke him. Tan’s head rested on the desk, the two journals spread in front of him. The longer that he studied them, the more he suspected there had to be additional volumes. The first that he’d found detailed some of the earliest days in Par, but not the earliest days. And the other volume was a document of more recent events. There was nothing in between, and nothing prior to the first.

      He looked down at the draasin and pushed her with his foot. Where do you think he hid the others?

      I’m hungry.

      I’ll get you food, but where do you think he might have hidden the others?

      Ask the other. There is more that he knows but does not share.

      The other? Maclin?

      Not him. The other.

      Tan frowned, pulling the draasin so that she sat on his lap. As he did, he realized that her wings truly did seem to be shrinking, as if a lack of food or whatever changes occurred to her not only stunted her growth but were causing real physical change. Even her tail had changed, the spikes on it receding.

      Does the change hurt? His concerns could wait. He needed to know if the draasin—or whatever she had become—suffered.

      She licked his hand as he tried to rest it on her back, rubbing along the soft spikes. They were smaller than they had been, though Tan knew that could be only his imagination. He grinned as she licked him, and he wiped his hand on his pants.

      Does it hurt when you grow?

      Tan laughed. When I grow? You’re not growing, you’re changing.

      They are much the same, Maelen. You cannot grow without change.

      He patted her on her back. Then it doesn’t hurt.

      No more than any change. She unfurled her wings and flapped them for effect.

      A part of Tan felt sadness watching her attempt to fly. If her wings continued to shrink, she would never take to the air and never hunt as the draasin should.

      Do not pity me. This form is what the Mother asks of me.

      Tan met her eyes, and she stared back at him with something like understanding and peace. It took a moment for Tan to realize that she pressed spirit on him, and he didn’t fight it as she did. They shared a connection in that way.

      Which other did you mean?

      The other. The one you have helped.

      Tan wished for a connection like he had with Asboel, where he could share images so that he would know who she meant. It would make understanding easier.

      With the thought, the draasin pressed another shaping onto him. This time, it came with a memory, one of his, and he realized who she meant.

      Tolman?

      She licked his hand.

      Why would Tolman hide things about the Utu Tonah from him? Tan had attempted nothing more than to work with Tolman, and had placed him in a position of authority because of it, but if there were things that he kept to himself, he might need to rethink his plan.

      Unless there was another reason that Tolman hid from him.

      Tan stood and carried the draasin with him as he left the estate and shaped himself to the tower. Inside, he hurried through the halls, stopping along each floor as he went. There were the students, but Tan found no signs of the earth shaper.

      Reaching the top level and the wide, open room that had once housed the Utu Tonah when he ruled, he found it empty as well.

      Where is he?

      The draasin licked his hand. You have forgotten how to search for another so soon?

      He frowned and stepped out to the top of the tower. From there, he glanced at the ruins of the rune that had nearly harmed both he and Amia, and then focused into the city, using spirit and earth together as he did, reaching out with a powerful sensing.

      You have not forgotten.

      Tan sniffed. I have not forgotten.

      The draasin licked his neck.

      In the city, he found Tolman. Tan should have known where to find him, but had thought that he would have been in the tower. Instead, he was with his wife, standing by her side, with another. Likely Garza, though Tan couldn’t tell that from here.

      With a shaping of wind, he lowered himself to the ground outside the small home where Reyelle rested. Tan knocked, deciding it was best not to come raging into the room, and waited.

      When the door opened, redness ringed Tolman’s eyes.

      “What happened?”

      He shook his head. “Maelen. I… I’m sorry I was not with the students today. I couldn’t leave… not when she’s like this.”

      “What happened?” Tan asked again.

      “Her condition has worsened. We don’t know why.” Tolman stepped to the side, letting Tan into the room. “She barely breathes. Garza does all that she can, but…”

      Tan stopped in front of the bed where Reyelle rested. Garza glanced over at him, clenching her jaw.

      “You could have left her,” she said softly. Tolman stood on the other side of Tan and wouldn’t be able to hear. “This is what you did.”

      “I only tried to help.”

      “Help? All that I saw was you trying to bind her with spirit. She had been stable for so long before you came. And now… now I am barely able to hold her here.”

      There was a certain passion to her words that made Tan wonder just why Garza would care so much. She was a water shaper and a healer, but that didn’t explain the anger that she expressed.

      Layering a faint spirit sensing over Garza, Tan reached into her mind. Doing this felt less of a violation than it once had, and when the draasin licked his neck again, he decided that he at least had her support, whatever that meant. With spirit, he traced through Garza’s emotions, using the lightest touch that he could manage. After all the time spent working with Amia and observing her training with the First Mother, he had a very light touch with spirit.

      Through the connection, he detected a source for her irritation, one that was tied to a relationship. Garza seemed to recognize that he was there and started to shield her mind, but not before Tan recognized the connection.

      “Sisters,” he said, looking from Garza to Reyelle. They looked nothing alike.

      “You could have asked,” she said.

      “Would you have said anything?”

      Garza looked down at Reyelle. “I only wanted to protect her. That’s all that I’ve ever wanted.”

      Tan hadn’t remained in Garza’s mind long enough to gauge much more of the connection. Doing so would have required him to push more aggressively and be more present in her mind, which he wasn’t willing to do. He had found what he needed and did not need to push any more than that.

      “That’s why you’re so angry. You haven’t been able to save her.”

      “And after what you did to her, I cannot.”

      “Garza,” Tan said, touching her arm, “I did nothing more than what I just did to you. Reaching into her with spirit sensing would not have changed the illness. All I needed was to know the name of her bonded. That’s the only way that I can help her.”

      “She would have protected that. Taking the name of her bond would have pained her.”

      Tan frowned. It was possible that even weakened, she had managed to protect her mind so that she wouldn’t reveal the name of her bonded, much as it was possible that he had pushed harder than needed to even enter her mind. And if that were the case, then maybe Tan had been the reason that something changed.

      The draasin crawled along his shoulders and jumped, landing atop Reyelle. She began licking at the woman’s face, moving her rough tongue across each cheek and then over her forehead.

      Reyelle sucked in a breath of air.

      Garza gasped. “What is that… thing… doing to her?”

      Tolman clapped his hands together and reached for the draasin, but she looked up at him and hissed. He stepped back and made a face.

      What are you doing?

      What you should have done, Maelen.

      Garza tried to push past Tan and started shaping water, but the draasin looked over at her. A shaping built, one that had strength and carried with it barely more than the hint of spirit. Garza staggered away, her eyes going wide, nodding slowly.

      What should I have done?

      She is harmed.

      I know. Separated from her bonded. She suffers because of that.

      That is not the only harm.

      Tan frowned and shaped spirit, mixing with it water and letting this work through Reyelle. As before, there was a resistance, but it was more solid than before, as if it had taken a deeper hold.

      This was the reason that her health failed, not what Tan had done to her, and… and not because of the separation of the bond.

      What is it?

      You will have to help her, Maelen. There is only so much that I can yet do.

      How much time does she have?

      She is failing.

      I see that.

      I am not certain that you do.

      Tan pulled on more shaping strength, drawing from the elementals around him to bolster his strength. Through the elementals, he could draw even more than he could alone, and they helped prevent him from weakening as he shaped. Normally, he had Amia to help with the connection to spirit, and without her, it was the one connection that he lacked, leaving him feeling helpless.

      Tolman watched Tan and eyed the draasin, helplessness on his face.

      Tan pushed.

      The shaping forced into the resistance he detected, pressing through it, but it moved slowly, as if oozing away from him. Reyelle’s mind was there, but almost sealed apart from him. For a moment, he wondered if this were something that Marin had done. Had she discovered that he had come before and intended to help heal her? This was not the attack of spirit. This… this was something else.

      Yet familiar.

      Tan recognized the resistance as the same as when he’d helped Amia. Unlike with Amia, there was no bond that had formed, and he didn’t share the connection with her to help her. He wouldn’t be able to assume the bond like he had with Amia, even if he wanted to.

      Another can strengthen her, the draasin said.

      Her bonded. I have tried to reach for her bonded, but failed.

      You have tried speaking to the wind, but not to the bond.

      They are the same.

      Maelen, you continue to see limits that do not exist. You will fail all of us if you continue.

      Limits. The draasin believed there was a wind bond, much like there was with fire, and that if he could reach that, he might be able to reach Yawla. But even Zephra, the greatest wind shaper that Tan knew, and twice bonded to ara, did not know of a wind bond. If she didn’t know of it, then how could such a thing be real?

      Do you think that you serve the Mother the same as Zephra?

      I think that we serve the elementals the same.

      That is not the question, Maelen.

      Tan strained for wyln, reaching again for the wind while continuing to press through the resistance around Reyelle’s mind. As had as he pushed, he couldn’t squeeze past this thing that attacked her, for it was an attack.

      A gust of wind fluttered through an open window, swirling around him, but then fell still. The wind—at least, wyln—would not answer.

      That is not how you will reach the bond.

      Tan didn’t know how he could reach a wind bond, if it existed. He couldn’t even reach his own bonded elemental anymore. And wasn’t that how he had first learned to reach the fire bond? Hadn’t he reached through Asboel?

      But… he hadn’t. The first time that he’d learned to reach the fire bond had come when Asgar lay dying. Then, he had learned to reach inside himself, to use his own connection to fire to reach the bond. As Asboel had said, he had always been a part of the fire bond; he had only learned to reach it when striving to save Asgar.

      Now he would need to reach another bond, if it existed, and again because he wanted to save someone.

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

      Focusing inward, he listened for the wind. His mother had taught him some of the earliest lessons on reaching it, on focusing on his breathing and the way that it swirled around him. He needed this connection to help him reach for it.

      At first, he sensed nothing more than his ability to shape, but then he pushed deeper, straining as he had when he first learned to shape spirit. As he did, he noted something like a soft breath that gusted as soon as he reached for it. It recognized him, and as he touched upon it, questing through it as he’d learned to do with spirit that pooled within him, he felt a recognition.

      Much like with fire, there was a bond to wind. That was how he shaped, pulling through that bond, drawing from each breath that he possessed and joining with all of the wind.

      Tan used that steady sense deep within him and listened. There was something so very much like the earth sensing that his father had long ago taught him. Wind circled all around, and he let himself be drawn to it.

      He could sense it swirling around him, the wind spiraling around Reyelle in ways that he had not noticed before, something translucent and clear, but definitely real, as if wyln intended to save her, cradling her as well as the elemental could. Each breath he breathed, and Tolman and Garza, had a similar translucent swirling, much like he had once seen when he first learned of Honl.

      Beyond the elementals and the breaths coming from everyone around Reyelle, there was wind everywhere around him, even if it didn’t swirl and move. At first it was a vague sense, but the more that he focused, the more that he recognized touches of elemental power, elementals different than even wyln, or ara, or ashi. Had he more time and less urgency, Tan suspected that he could reach for each of the elementals, perhaps finally speak to them as he did to the others.

      And he understood. All of wind was connected. He saw how his breath breathed out while Garza breathed in, each interconnected. The wind that touched him also touched Reyelle, and Tolman, and even the hatchling. This was the connection of wind. This was the bond.

      Tan pressed through this.

      Awareness of wind whipped through him. He touched it upon wyln as it swirled around Reyelle, and understanding of the elemental surged in his mind. Wind was everywhere. Wind was life. And, Tan knew, there was no doubting that the wind bond existed.

      Finally, you see the truth, the draasin said.

      Tan breathed out. Connected as he was, he could see the swirling from each breath. He could see the individual elementals that made up the wind as they spiraled around Reyelle.

      But one in particular most strongly.

      This elemental stayed closest. Others helped, forcing their way into Reyelle’s mouth, as if aiding her as she breathed, but one of the elementals remained the most attuned to her.

      Yawla, Tan sighed to her.

      He knew her name, and through the wind bond, he knew her. There was no mistaking that this wyln elemental was she. And he thought that the separated bond had drawn the elemental away, tearing the connection so that the elemental would not know how to find Reyelle, but she had been with her this entire time.

      Why have you remained apart?

      The elemental spun, drifting away from Reyelle, before allowing herself to be drawn back. Not apart. Never apart.

      She needs you.

      She has always needed me, Maelen.

      Tan sighed again as the elemental recognized him. The bond. We must restore the bond.

      The elemental moved with more agitation. The bond is formed by both, Maelen. She cannot solidify the bond.

      Somehow, in order to help Reyelle, Tan would have to help her recognize the wind elemental? How was he supposed to do that?

      Reyelle gasped again.

      You have little time left, Maelen, the draasin said.

      Tan pulled on the connection to each of the elementals that he could, drawing most strongly from the wind, and added a little more of fire, pulling from saa and the strength present in Par, and pressed this combined connection into spirit and onto Reyelle.

      At first, he didn’t think that anything would change. There was the resistance that he’d detected before, and the more that Tan pushed, the greater the resistance became. He used the connection to the elementals, particularly the familiarity that came from the connection to Yawla, and sent this into Reyelle.

      The resistance eased.

      But only barely. Tan had a sense of urgency. If he didn’t work fast enough, he wouldn’t be able to continue past whatever harmed her. Or if he did, he might be trapped with her.

      Using spirit, Tan pressed into Reyelle’s mind. There, faintly, he detected a trace of alertness that he wasn’t sure had been there before. You must wake. You must reach for your bond.

      Reyelle didn’t react.

      Yawla awaits. Call to the wind or you will fall.

      When she finally answered, it came from a distant place. Who… who speaks?

      One who knows the elementals and would help. I am the one they call Maelen.

      There was no answer for long moments. The pressure on Tan increased, almost painfully now. He fought, drawing even more on the shaping and the elementals, simply to remain connected to Reyelle. Much longer and his strength would fade.

      Maelen, Reyelle breathed out. The wind…

      Yawla awaits, Tan said again.

      There came another sigh, and this time she carried with it Yawla’s name.

      A surge of wind flooded into Reyelle, and a flash of spirit.

      Tan receded, and as he did, he helped pull the conscious part of Reyelle with him. Another helped, a connection that he suspected came from her bonded elemental, and together they were able to push, driving the resistance from Reyelle’s mind until it shattered completely.

      With that, Tan staggered back.

      The hatchling jumped from Reyelle with more agility than he would have expected and landed on his shoulders, curling around until she was settled.

      Reyelle breathed, no longer aided by the elementals.

      Tolman took a hopeful step forward, reaching for his wife as he looked at Tan. “Maelen?” he said.

      “Give her time,” Tan said. “The bond has been restored, but she will need time to recover.”

      Garza started toward her as well, all the anger faded from her face, though Tan wondered how much of it was from what he had done and how much from the shaping done by the draasin. She took one of Reyelle’s hands while Tolman took the other.

      No one spoke, but the wind around her was less agitated and Reyelle herself seemed more at peace. Moments passed in silence.

      And then, finally, Reyelle opened her eyes.
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      Making his way back toward the estate, carrying Reyelle on a cushion of wind shaping, Tan tried sending a message to Amia so that she would know he was on his way. Before the pregnancy, it would have been a simple matter to send such a message, but now… now it was a faded communication that he no longer knew if it even arrived. When she met him at the door, at least he knew that they still shared some connection, though it might not be what it once had been.

      She nodded as Tan and Reyelle filed through, with Tolman and Garza following close behind. Her brow furrowed and a soft shaping built that she pressed onto each person, likely with a lighter touch that Tan had managed when attempting with Garza.

      I’ve already checked whether a spirit shaping exists, Tan sent, pushing with as much strength as he could. Another time, an earlier time, it would have seemed as if he were shouting. Now, he saw her tip her head as if straining to listen before nodding.

      Tan walked them back to the library, choosing it as the best place to congregate and where Tan could have a chance to understand what Reyelle remembered. Tolman refused to leave her side, not that Tan would have asked that of him, and neither did Garza. He suspected they both would have been more comfortable in the tower rather than in the estate, but this place would be better for Reyelle, especially as she recovered. More than that, after what had been required to heal her, Tan felt an urge to oversee her recovery.

      Amia brought three oversized pillows into the room, clutching them against her chest as she carried them, before spreading them along the floor. Tan lowered Reyelle onto the pillows and knelt next to her to check for the strength of her heartbeat, noting that Garza did the same.

      “She is stable,” Garza determined.

      “She is. Thank you for allowing her to come here,” Tan said. Garza had been reluctant to move her, but either Tan’s refusal or something the draasin had done had changed her mind. He wondered how much of it was really from the draasin rather than him.

      As if in answer, the draasin licked his cheek.

      Why do you do that?

      She didn’t answer, only licked him again.

      Tan stood and wiped the saliva from his cheek onto his shirt. There weren’t many places on his clothing that weren’t covered now. “How are you?” he asked Amia.

      She took his hand. “Better. I could sense that something had changed for you. You were… lost… for a while.”

      He leaned toward her and let out a soft breath, reaching toward the wind bond to see if he still could, and was pleased to see the connections all around him. Wyln remained strong around Reyelle, and likely would be until she fully recovered. “I discovered the wind bond,” he said softly.

      “Honl? Where has he been?”

      He shook his head. “Not Honl. The wind bond.”

      Her eyes widened. “I thought that you said there was no such thing.”

      The draasin lifted her head and snorted. A shaping built and Tan knew that she spoke to Amia. It seemed so strange that the draasin could speak to whoever she chose, rather than requiring a bond, but then she was strange.

      This time, she squeezed him with her tail.

      “That’s what I thought, but there was another who seemed convinced otherwise. Because of the wind bond, I was able to reach Reyelle’s bonded, and helped them reunite.”

      Amia nodded. “That’s… that’s wonderful. But that’s not all that happened, or you wouldn’t have been lost to me.”

      “Not all.” He described what he had been forced to do in order to reach Reyelle, and what he had detected when he had.

      Amia gasped. “That sounds the same as what happened to me, doesn’t it?”

      And if he hadn’t managed to save Amia, would she have languished much like Reyelle had? How many years would have passed before she lost her mind? Or would she have even lasted that long?

      “It does. And I think… I think that it’s the same thing that attacked Asgar.”

      He still didn’t know what that was. With Asgar, there had been a nebulous sort of darkness that had attacked him, and when Tan had assumed Amia’s connection with that entity, he had detected a distinct and very real strength. If they were connected, and if the entity that had attacked Amia—and probably Reyelle—had a way to manifest itself physically, they were in much more danger than he had realized before.

      Tan began to understand why Honl had disappeared.

      Where would he have gone? Could Tan use the connection to the wind bond to find him? Now that he had discovered a different way to reach the elementals, there had to be a way to reach through the wind bond to find Honl.

      “She awakens,” Tolman said.

      The draasin jumped from his shoulders and made her way to the fire, where she curled along the stone surrounding the hearth. Tan sensed a relaxation come through the fire bond, and recognized that she slept.

      Tan and Amia turned to Reyelle, lying on the three pillows. Not only had she awaken again—her time initially had been brief, lasting long enough to look up at Tolman before she settled her eyes closed again—but she started to sit.

      Garza slipped an arm around her shoulders and tried to lean her back, but Reyelle resisted. “Easy, Rey,” Garza said, trying to soothe her sister. “You’ve been sick for a long time. Just give yourself a chance to recover before you try to push too hard.”

      Reyelle looked from Garza and then to Tolman. Wrinkles in the corners of her eyes softened as she gazed at him. “Where am I?” Her voice was a soft, almost breathy, whisper.

      “You’re safe, Reyelle. Thank the Stormbringer that you’re safe.”

      Tan glanced to Amia and mouthed a question. “Stormbringer?”

      She shook her head, but a troubled look clouded her face.

      “Safe. How? How is it that I can reach her again?”

      “Reach who?” Garza asked.

      Tan knew, though. Reyelle didn’t know how it was possible that she could reach Yawla. Did she know that the elemental had kept watch over her during the time that she was sick? Not only Yawla, but other wyln elementals, all working together to keep her safe, and all on the behalf of Yawla.

      “She never left you,” Tan said, stepping forward.

      Reyelle looked up at him. “Who are you?”

      Tolman glanced from Tan to Reyelle. “He is the one who saved you. Without the Maelen, you would have been lost.”

      Even Garza nodded, and Tan wondered how much it pained her to agree that Tan had helped her sister. He no longer had the sense that she resented him, but there was a strange disconnect with her.

      “Maelen? You?”

      Tan nodded.

      “How can that be? I thought the Maelen was…” She shook her head, as if trying to clear the confusion from years spent unaware, years where she had been fed by a reed down her throat, able to breathe, but not much else. “How can you be the Maelen?”

      Tan lowered himself so that he sat near her, and reached toward the wind bond. Much like with the fire bond, the more often he reached for it, the easier it became to connect. Through the wind bond, he saw the translucent shape of Yawla that he couldn’t make out when he was not connected. Other elementals swirled around the room, mixing with each breath taken. Elementals even worked in with the flames, mingling with saa in a strange, and surprising, dance.

      How much more would he see if he could connect to the earth bond, or water? Knowing that there was one of wind much like fire meant that there had to be one for the other elements, didn’t it?

      As I have said, the draasin told him.

      Tan resisted the urge to glance back at her, knowing that she had curled up along the hearth. As you have said, he agreed.

      “You are connected. She never left you. It is because of your bond that you still live,” Tan said.

      Reyelle tipped her head as if listening, and then nodded.

      “What happened?” Tan asked softly.

      Garza shot him an annoyed look. “What do you mean? You know what happened. You said so yourself! The Utu Tonah tore the bond from her—”

      Tan shook his head. “Not the Utu Tonah, and her bond wasn’t torn from her.” That had been the most troubling to him. He had assumed that her bond had been stolen, but that hadn’t been the case at all. Had the bond been stolen, would Yawla have remained so close by? She would have been forced onto another, and possibly wandered free after Tan separated the bonds when he defeated the Utu Tonah, but that wasn’t what the elemental had done at all. She had remained near Reyelle, and had even brought other elementals in for support. “This wasn’t the Utu Tonah.”

      “Maelen,” Tolman said, “you told me the bond was taken from her.”

      “I was wrong.”

      Reyelle glanced from Tolman and then to Tan before surveying the room. Her eyes widened slowly. “What happened to him? Where is the Utu Tonah?”

      “Gone,” Tan said.

      “How? He had claimed so many bonds! How could anyone have managed to… You did it, didn’t you, Maelen?”

      Tan nodded. “He had forced bonds, but they did not serve him as he had hoped when he faced someone naturally connected to the elementals. He has been gone for months.”

      Her eyes widened even further. “But he was all that stood between what she intended!”

      Amia wore the same troubled expression that Tan felt. “You knew what Marin intended?”

      Reyelle shifted on the pillow, trying to sit up even more. She had to shake Garza off as she attempted to lay her back down. “I’m fine, Garry, really, I am.” When she managed to sit, she looked around the library, eyes skimming slowly before settling.

      “You’ve been here before, haven’t you?” Tan asked.

      Reyelle glanced at Tolman before nodding.

      “What? You were with the Utu Tonah? But you were a Servant!”

      Reyelle made a point of keeping her eyes on Tan, not looking at her husband. “My task was to infiltrate the Servants,” she said carefully. “I was wind bonded. The Utu Tonah thought that I should take other bonds, but I refused, knowing that I would be detected if I did. The Mistress of Souls was known to have a keen eye for reading others, and I feared risking myself by taking on additional bonds.”

      “Why would he want to infiltrate the Servants?” Tan asked.

      Reyelle sighed. “I think… I think that he recognized that they opposed him. Perhaps it was more than that, but he was a difficult man to understand.”

      The tone in her voice made Tan pause. “You respected him.”

      “I recognized the need for strength,” she said. “Even more so when I joined the Servants.”

      “Why? What did you learn?” Tan asked. Had he taken the time to sort through her memories when he had been using spirit on her, he wouldn’t have needed to ask these questions. But the first time, he had assumed that the bond had been separated and he went searching for the name of the elemental. The second time, he simply wanted to reach deeply enough in her mind to help draw her out.

      “The Mistress hid much,” Reyelle said. “It took a long time before I was close enough to her for me to learn anything useful. Most of the time was spent walking the streets and offering prayers. After a while, she allowed me closer access.” Her voice grew stronger the longer that she talked, losing the breathy quality and taking on the tone of giving a report.

      Tan suspected that she had done that many times with the Utu Tonah. Without a connection to spirit, she wouldn’t have been able to simply send a message the same way that Tan could speak to the elementals and to Amia before the pregnancy.

      “When I got closer to her, I realized that she served a master of her own. She never allowed me to learn who, and when I attempted to discover…”

      “That was when you were attacked,” Tan finished for her.

      She nodded.

      He knew that Marin had served another purpose, a different master, as Reyelle had put it, but who would that master be? Something powerful, if the connection that he’d detected atop the tower were any indication, and something with the strength to attack—and nearly subdue—one of the elementals.

      “You never learned more than that?” he asked.

      “I learned that the Utu Tonah opposed whatever she planned. Enough so that she already planned a way to remove him from Par-shon. She knew the reason he claimed he had come to our lands.” Tolman’s face pulled in a sad frown, likely at how little he had known of his wife. Reyelle swallowed and turned back to Tan. “The Mistress decided the best way to remove him was to fill his head with ideas of claiming another bond, one lost for a thousand years, a way to make him even stronger. It… distracted him, I think, enough that she was able to continue whatever she worked on.”

      Tan leaned back on his heels. “Was that lost bond to the draasin?”

      Reyelle’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”

      “How long was she sick?”

      “We told you, Maelen, that it had been several years,” Tolman answered.

      Several years. In that time, Tan had released the draasin from the ice, and they had flown freely enough that the Utu Tonah had discovered their presence and thought to bond them. He had attacked Incendin for years, but had never fully attacked until after the draasin were freed. Could Marin really have set him on that path?

      But why? And what had brought the Utu Tonah to Par? Something that opposed what Marin intended, which made Tan wonder if maybe defeating the Utu Tonah had more consequences than he had imagined.

      “The draasin have returned,” Tan told her. “I bonded one, but now there are others. Many others.”

      “If they were real, and he had managed to bond them—”

      “I would not let him bond them,” Tan said.

      “But then the Mistress will have won.”

      “She hasn’t won yet,” Tan said. Yet he had to wonder if Marin had really been defeated the last time, or had she simply retreated to buy the time needed to complete whatever else she had planned?
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      “I need to know what Marin had planned,” Tan said, pacing the library now that the others had left. Only Amia remained with him, and the draasin by the hearth. They had moved Reyelle to a private room, where she could remain with Tolman. Garza had objected, wanting to return together, but Tan had remained firm that Reyelle stay near him. There had to be something more that she knew.

      “Tan—” Amia started.

      He paused and turned to her. “She attacked you, Amia. And then whatever this thing is that she serves, it attacked Asgar.” And probably Reyelle as well, but that would mean that Marin had control of this entity for far longer than he had realized.

      “She didn’t attack me,” Amia said softly.

      No blinked. No, she had attacked him. The attack on Amia had been happenstance. Tan knew that now. The rune that Marin had placed on the top of the tower had been intended for him. And probably placed as soon as he had defeated the Utu Tonah. Had she expected that he would return sooner?

      How much more had she learned about him? Because he was a spirit shaper himself, she should not have been able to get into his mind, but if she had access to some greater power, then he needed to fear what she might have managed to do.

      “There’s so much that I don’t understand,” he told her. “I stopped the Utu Tonah because I thought that it was the right thing—”

      “It was the right thing.”

      “What if it wasn’t? What if the Utu Tonah was the only person between whatever she intended and what we now face?”

      “Then you must be the person who stands between her,” Amia said.

      Tan stepped over to her and slipped his arms around her. How long had it been since they had time alone like this? A week? More? After defeating the Utu Tonah, they were supposed to have time together. They were supposed to have peace. And now… now there was anything but peace. Worse, they were bringing another into it.

      “I feel the same way,” she whispered against his chest.

      He smiled sadly. Here he had thought their connection weakened, but it wasn’t. They might be separated and the bond more distant, but they would never lose the connection that they shared.

      Tan brushed her hair back from her cheeks and tucked it behind her ears before kissing her. They stood like that for a moment, holding each other, neither wanting to move.

      They had come to Par because she thought that he needed to, and with Marin here and whatever she had planned, it seemed that had been true—much like the Utu Tonah had come to Par. Though whether the Utu Tonah had done it because he thought he needed to or because he simply wanted power, Tan didn’t know.

      “Why Par?” he asked.

      Amia shrugged.

      “No. Why here? Why these lands rather than some other?” Tan asked. “If he intended to conquer by claiming elementals, why had he come here, when there were other shapers that he would need to defeat? There have to be lands where there aren’t shapers who would have opposed him.”

      And then there were the words that the Utu Tonah had said to him before Tan managed to defeat him. He claimed that he returned to the lands of his ancestors. If that were the case, had the Utu Tonah come from the kingdoms? Or had he meant Incendin? Given the way that he attacked Incendin, that seemed unlikely. As did the way that he treated Doma and Chenir.

      But had he come from the kingdoms, especially with the shaping power that he possessed—a warrior in his own right—wouldn’t he have been a known warrior?

      He sent a summons through the rune coin in his pocket. Perhaps his mother knew who the Utu Tonah might have been. “There are two questions I need to understand. Who was the Utu Tonah, and why did he choose Par?”

      This is a place of power, the draasin said, sitting up and swishing her tail slightly. Unlike her wings, which seemed even more stunted than before, her tail had grown thicker, and perhaps longer.

      A place of convergence. I know that.

      Not only a place of convergence, Maelen. Perhaps now, with what has been done here, but this land is a place of binding.

      “Binding?”

      “What do you mean about binding?” Amia asked.

      Tan shook his head. “The draasin tells me that Par is a place of binding.”

      “How can she know that?”

      He shrugged and looked down at the draasin. “How can she know half of what she does?”

      There are other such places, the draasin said.

      Why are you only telling me this now?

      I did not know before.

      And how do you know now?

      Much changes for me, the draasin said. Each passing day, I am able to discover more.

      Discover? Who around you would have known about a place of binding?

      You think I can only learn from man?

      Tan thought her ability was confined to connecting to others with spirit. If she could also connect to the elementals, especially knowing how long some elementals survived, it was possible that she would be able to learn even more than Honl would manage.

      How many places are there?

      Three that I have discovered. Two were lost.

      Were?

      The draasin didn’t respond. And maybe she didn’t know the answer.

      Why did Par remain, then?

      It has been protected. Always protected.

      How had it been protected?

      Maelen, you should not play at ignorance. It suits you better than you realize.

      Amia laughed.

      “You heard that?” he asked.

      “I’ve heard most of it. I think she wants me to hear. And I think she’s talking about those Seals. The Mark of the Mother.”

      The draasin swished her tail as if in agreement.

      If that were the case, if this place of binding was protected by the Great Seals, and he knew that Marin had intended to destroy the Seals, what would happen if the Seals failed? What would happen if they weren’t able to protect the place of binding?

      I do not know, Maelen, but the bindings contain great power. You must learn why, and what you can do.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Tan found Elanne in the middle of the city, working to repair the runes that had been lost. She glanced up as he appeared on a shaping of wind and quickly turned her attention back to her work.

      “You will have to give me a chance to finish this, Maelen. These Records have been damaged, and I thought that maybe I could find something about that temple you were looking for.”

      Tan left her, not wanting to interrupt, knowing how delicate the work could be. He looked around the room, stopping first at the Seal along the post. This one had been wind, and the first that he had repaired. When he had been here then, he hadn’t noted the detail of the runes around him, or the way that they glowed now that the Seal was repaired. Elanne, and the other Bond Wardens, had worked diligently to repair them and had managed to get much more accomplished than he would have expected.

      She set the long, slender rod down and sighed. “I haven’t found what you seek, if that’s why you came.”

      He shook his head. “How many Bond Wardens do you have working with you?”

      She followed the direction of his gaze, sweeping it around the room. “A dozen here, and a dozen more at each of the other sites.” She shrugged. “I told you, it will take much time for us to fully repair these bonds.”

      “Do you need others to help?”

      She stood and dusted her hands on the thin wrap that she wore. “Do you need my help in ruling Par?”

      Tan smiled. “Yes.”

      Elanne sniffed. “Be that as it may, we can manage, Maelen. I will take your help if we find a particularly difficult stretch. Perhaps your ability to simply… shape… these bonds would be useful then. Otherwise, this is the way that these bonds have been maintained for all of Par, and we will continue to maintain them.”

      She picked up her rod and slipped it into her pocket. “But that can’t be why you’ve come here. You wouldn’t have made a trip here simply to ask how you can help.”

      “Actually, I would have.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “No.” His eyes swept over the runes once more. So many were still difficult for him to read, and so many were difficult for him to translate, even knowing what he did of the ancient runes. Were he able, he might take the time to study here himself, to find what he could from the runes and see what secrets that Par had hidden. But he didn’t have the luxury of time. He never had. “You’ve spent time looking for signs of a temple, but now I need to ask you another favor.”

      She frowned. “In addition to the temple? Maelen, searching these runes is tedious, and I’m not sure that we will even find anything. Given enough time, and enough support, I will eventually be able to tell you everything that is stored in the Records.” She said that last with an edge of pride and glanced at a stack of paper that Tan hadn’t seen before, but understood. She was recording the runes as she worked, probably translating them. At least that way, it would be less likely that the Records would be lost again.

      “Have you seen anything about a place of binding?” he asked carefully. The draasin seemed convinced, but it was a phrase that Tan had never heard before.

      She frowned. “Binding?”

      “Apparently, all of this,” he said, sweeping his hand around the room and motioning toward the runes, “these Seals, are part of the place of binding.”

      Elanne stopped in front of the Seal and crouched, tracing her finger across the rune that Tan had repaired. “Binding,” she repeated.

      Tan nodded.

      “You came to me with this?”

      He laughed. “Who else knows as much about the Records?”

      “I would answer that you might, Maelen.” She stood and walked away from the Seal, leaving the room. Her eyes drifted to the sky, and a shaping of wind lifted her.

      Connected to the wind bond as he now was, he saw the streamer of elemental power working with her, the almost translucent energy that came from it, and wondered whether it would grant him knowledge of the elemental’s names, much like the fire bond did. Not all elementals had claimed a name, though, and maybe the fire bond was different in that way.

      Tan leapt to the wind, following on a shaping of his own that carried him quickly after her. Once in the air, he caught up to her. “Where are we going?”

      “You said binding, Maelen.”

      “I did.”

      “That term. It can’t be a coincidence.”

      She continued higher, and Tan wondered if she was leading him to one of the other Seals, or somewhere else. Maybe even the tower. She didn’t stop, only continued higher.

      “Elanne?” he called, adding a shaping of wind to his words.

      “A little higher, Maelen.”

      They floated high above the ground on a cloudless day. This high, the currents of air contained dozens, maybe hundreds, of elementals of wind. Some streamed within the currents, as if creating them, while others drifted lazily, different but no less than the others. Tan had never appreciated—truly appreciated—the variations in the wind. In that way, it was much like the variations within fire, or within water.

      She stopped and pointed to the ground below.

      “What are you trying to show me?” Tan asked, studying the city. It sprawled away from the tower, with the tower somewhat to the middle of the city, though not entirely. Tan had been this high above the city before, both shaping and while riding with Asgar, but had never taken the time to study the ground below, at least, not with much detail.

      “Tell me what you see.”

      “Is this a test?”

      “No test, but tell me what you see.”

      He sighed. There were so many more things that he needed to be doing right now, most more important than floating above the city and staring down at it. But he had come to Elanne looking for her help, and if placating her by doing what she asked was the way that he would convince her to help, then he would.

      “I see the tower,” he said. “And the city. Beyond that, wide swaths of green land.” That had changed in the time since the Utu Tonah had been defeated. Drawing the elementals from the land changed it in some ways. It hadn’t destroyed it, not if Par-shon had survived for fifty years under the rule of the Utu Tonah, but it did alter it in some ways. Much like Incendin and what they had done.

      “Focus on the tower, and around it.”

      Tan did what she asked. From here, the top of the tower appeared like little more than a circle, almost like a point in one of the runes…

      He glanced over, but she still stared down.

      Was that what had prompted her to bring him here? Had she wanted him to see how the top of the tower looked like one of the runes? Even the older parts of the city, those made out of the darker stone that he knew to carry the bonds that the Bond Wardens protected, arced away from the tower, almost as if parts of the same pattern.

      His breath caught.

      That had to be what she wanted him to see.

      He followed the pattern and noted that it spiraled away from the tower. Four separate arms, each stretching toward what he knew to be the location of the Seals. Not symmetrical in any way, but the older stone mostly flowed together, with some gaps present that were likely obscured under newer construction, as if flowing away from the tower… or toward it. And he knew that runes were set into the side of the tower that marked each of the elements, runes that he now realized matched the Seals.

      Great Mother.

      This was the binding.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I had not known. But you recognize the rune?”

      He hadn’t, but had seen enough to tell him that this was what he’d sought.

      “Jhabing,” she said, speaking a word from ancient Ishthin.

      Tan recognized the word, though doubted it had been spoken aloud in a long time. The language was still written, but only by scholars. “Binding,” he said. “This is it.”

      “Yes, but what is it?”

      Tan shook his head. It was clear that it was a binding, but for what? A rune this size, and on this scale, tied to a Mark of the Mother? That retained enormous power and would have required immense skill to create. And at the heart of the rune, at its center, was the tower, tying together each of the elements.

      It was no coincidence that the Utu Tonah had claimed the tower, but he had not stayed there. He had gone to the estate, which, now that Tan studied the rune, was part of the pattern, or at least covered part of the rune.

      And knowing what he did of the Utu Tonah, there had to have been a reason.

      Now Tan only had to find out what it might be.
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      The estate had no additional floors, at least none that he could find.

      When he realized that the estate was part of the rune, he knew that the Utu Tonah must have hidden something, especially if he knew of the rune. Given everything else, how could he not have discovered it?

      Elanne followed him into the estate, likely with many of the same questions that he had before she brought him to the aerial view. “What do you think to find, Maelen?”

      Tan shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe nothing.”

      “But you saw something here that you think is part of this… this binding?”

      Tan stopped at the end of a hall. From here, he would find the rooms he claimed, along with the hidden workspace that he knew the Utu Tonah had used. Could there be something else there?

      “There has to be. The Utu Tonah chose the estate to stay in, not the tower.”

      Her soft gasp told him that she understood. “This is an old home, Maelen, one of the oldest and largest in Par. Most thought he simply wanted to be near the tower.”

      Tan nodded. “He probably did, but what if there is more to it?”

      He considered searching the other end of the home, but instead stopped and focused on earth. He could use earth sensing to help him know if there might be something more hidden here. Considering that he had chosen to remain here, to sleep in the estate, he should have done this at the very beginning.

      As soon as he reached through earth, he realized that there was more. An emptiness, a void of sorts, buried beneath the estate.

      But not buried. Using his connection to earth, he recognized that it came off the library, not the workspace, as he had assumed.

      Tan hurried down the hall and into the library. Amia looked up as he entered, frowning. “What is it?” she asked, looking from him to Elanne.

      “The Maelen thinks that he has discovered something,” Elanne answered.

      “I think the answer has been here all along,” Tan said.

      He started feeling his way along the walls, sensing for a hidden access, but there was nothing. Tan closed his eyes, reaching through his connection to earth as he sensed for the hidden area that he detected. Within the room, he could tell that the other level was near, but something made it difficult for him to reach, for him to access.

      Kota, he sent, surging through his connection to the earth elemental. He’d been so focused on everything else that he had left her to prowl and hunt. I have need of your connection to earth.

      There came a soft rumble in response. I will come, Maelen.

      While waiting for her, he continued to make his way around the room, questing. Do you sense anything? he asked the draasin.

      She lay near the hearth, resting with her head partly on the stones and partly on the wood planks. Where she rested, the planks had blackened, but a clear crust from her licking coated them as well. This is earth. I am not of earth.

      Amia came to him and slipped her hand into his. “What is this about?”

      “It’s about the binding,” Tan said, nodding to the draasin. “As she suggested. Not a place of binding, but a rune binding.” He went to the hearth and pulled one of the logs from the fire, not minding the flames still racing along it. Elanne gasped as he did. “Fire doesn’t burn me,” he said absently. Or it hadn’t, until the darkness that he’d detected had attacked Asgar. “This is what I saw.”

      He used the charred end of the log to make the pattern on the stone near the hearth, drawing it as best as he could remember. The image seemed etched into his mind. He made a point of carefully noting the location of the Records as he went, and drew the spiraling arms as they came off the tower.

      “Jhabing,” Amia said.

      Tan nodded. “A rune of binding.”

      “I… I have seen this before,” Amia said, tapping the pattern. “This is a powerful rune, Tan.”

      “Where have you seen it?” The draasin had said there were other places of binding. Could it be that Amia had seen it during her travels with the Aeta?

      She hurried from the room, leaving Tan staring at Elanne with a mixture of confusion and worry. Amia wasn’t gone long and when she returned, she had a silver band that Tan had seen before. This was wide, and thick, and named her as the First Mother. Amia preferred to wear the narrower gold band that Roine had given her as a token of thanks for serving the kingdoms.

      “I didn’t know that you kept that with you,” he said.

      “If I don’t, and another thinks to claim it and wear it…” She didn’t need to finish. Amia was the First Mother, a title and position within the Aeta that she had only reluctantly agreed to take, but when she handed over the title to another, she wanted to be certain they were the right person for the position. She would not simply hand over the title without that knowledge.

      She stood next to Tan and held out the silver band, turning it over.

      Tan had never studied the necklace before. It had either been on her neck, or not. The surface that was visible was simple. Plain silver with no signs of any markings on it. The other side, when she turned it over, had a rune much like what he had drawn.

      It was slightly different, with the pattern at the center more oblong than the circular tower, and the arms spreading away in a slightly wider spread, but otherwise, it was the same pattern. Jhabing.

      “This is the mark of the First Mother,” Amia explained. Elanne had nudged closer and leaned over, peering at the necklace. Her eyes widened. “A reminder for the First Mother to bind the people together. The Aeta, we… we are wanderers. That is the role of the First Mother, the responsibility that had been granted to me. And this is a reminder of that. I am to be Jhabing.”

      Was it simply a coincidence that the Aeta First Mother used the same pattern for binding? Possibly. “Are there other runes for binding?” he asked.

      “Maelen, there are many patterns that mean much the same,” Elanne answered. “That is the power of the ancient runes. They are tied to the ancient language in that way, which also has many words that mean much the same.”

      That much, Tan had seen himself. Ishthin was a complex language, one that he probably would not have managed to learn if not for the gift of understanding that Amia had granted him.

      “Then why this pattern?” he asked.

      The same pattern that was used to create a place of binding. The same pattern that Marin—another spirit shaper—intended to destroy. Could that be a coincidence?

      A rumbling told him that Kota neared.

      The door slammed open and the hound stalked in. She had shifted her form again, shrinking so that she could more easily fit through the halls of the estate, looking no different than any other dog that would be seen in Par. In that way, she reminded Tan more of the hound she once had been, before he had restored them to the fire bond, before he had known that the hounds were elementals.

      I prefer the other form, he said.

      She shook and quickly grew larger. As do I. What did you need from me, Maelen?

      Before searching for the other level, he wondered if Kota might know anything about the binding. Have you seen this pattern before? He pointed to the drawing that he’d made on the hearth.

      The draasin nipped at Kota, who absently swiped a paw at the draasin. The little draasin somehow managed to jump quickly enough that Kota wasn’t able to connect.

      This mark is within this city, Kota said. You have seen it.

      I have?

      Where the Mark of the Mother is found.

      Tan didn’t remember seeing the binding rune there, but didn’t doubt that Kota was right.

      What is it?

      That’s what I need your help to determine. There is a place beneath this building but I cannot reach it. Something blocks me.

      Kota pawed at the ground, and a low rumble echoed up as she did. Tan listened, searching for what she did, trying to understand what obstructed his ability to sense whatever was hidden beneath the estate, but could not.

      The hound growled and then pawed at the ground again.

      This time, there was a deeper rumble, one that shook the estate.

      Elanne gasped and shaped the wind. Amia grabbed his arm. The draasin licked at the floor.

      When the rumbling stopped, the obstruction was gone.

      What did you do?

      There was a… bond of sorts. It prevented access to earth in a way. Not completely, but enough that it pushed against me. I have never seen anything like it before.

      Pushed?

      Kota pawed at the ground more softly this time, and it shook slightly in response. Pushed. There was emptiness, but not emptiness. As I said, I have not seen anything like it before.

      An emptiness. That reminded Tan of the buried temple in a way, but also of the barrier that used to exist between the kingdoms and Incendin. Even with the barrier?

      The barrier that your people created was different in some ways. I do not know how else to explain.

      Can you help me find what might be below here?

      It is already done, Maelen.

      Kota nudged him toward the hearth, and he realized that the stone around it had sunk. The hatchling—he would have to think of some other way to consider her, now that she was both no longer a hatchling and may not even be draasin—curled along the wooden planks at the edge of the sunken hearth.

      “This has been here?” Amia asked.

      “Apparently the whole time,” Tan said. He couldn’t believe that it had been here, or that he hadn’t sensed it before, but then, he had never taken the time to focus on what might be beneath the estate.

      They stopped at the edge, and he looked down. The flames in the hearth remained, still crackling and casting a dancing light on what appeared to be steps leading down and away.

      “What are you going to do?” Elanne asked.

      “I need to understand why he chose here,” Tan said. “The answer has to be beneath us.”

      Why a place of binding, and why had the Utu Tonah chosen Par to invade when others would have been easier?

      The more that he learned, the more that he knew that he hadn’t understood enough about the Utu Tonah. Not nearly enough.

      “Amia…”

      She smiled and patted his arm. “I will stay above ground, I think.”

      “I will work with the Maelen, if you will permit it,” Elanne said to Amia.

      Amia smiled. “I would appreciate that.” Kota growled, and Amia petted her. “Of course you will go with him.”

      The Daughter is wise, Maelen.

      Tan chuckled. She is wise. He looked at the draasin and wondered if he should bring her with him or whether she should remain above ground.

      The draasin didn’t give him a chance to answer. She hopped to his shoulder in a single leap and curled around his neck.

      I guess that means that you will be coming with me.

      I think that I must, Maelen.

      Did you know this was here? he asked, looking at the wood she had licked, and how her tongue had left something like a charred surface behind. Thankfully, she didn’t do the same with his cheek.

      There was something here. I was not certain what it was.

      And licking? Does that help you understand?

      There are different ways of experiencing the world, Maelen. Not all of them are yours.

      He patted her on the head, hugged Amia, and then jumped down next to the hearth. Heat from the flames pressed on him and he pushed them back, not wanting to burn Elanne. The others with him all shared his immunity to fire.

      Once there, he stared at the steps that led down beneath the estate. They were widely cut, and smooth, and appeared to have been well maintained. Either they were shaped into place… or they had elemental infusion within them. Tan started down, with Elanne at his side.

      Earth is strong here, Kota agreed. That is why I should not have been excluded.

      He sensed how much that troubled her. Has earth changed for you recently?

      Earth is no different. She hesitated again, and Tan wondered why.

      And the elementals? he asked.

      Kota looked up to him, pawing the ground as she did. Most are unchanged.

      Most?

      I should have shared with you, Maelen. There has been a change. The elder draasin sensed it as well, but we have not managed to determine what it is.

      Now he understood why they hunted together. Cianna had been upset that she had been excluded, but there had been a reason for it. What of water?

      I am not connected to water, Maelen.

      Or wind, but Sashari was. And Tan could now reach the wind bond. Had he noticed anything? Had Elanne?

      What did you find?

      Nothing. The elder draasin thinks that it is because the elementals of this place were forced to bond. They are trying to establish themselves again.

      But you aren’t as certain.

      I do not know, Maelen. And with earth… refusing me. Now I do not know.

      As they reached the bottom of the stair, a worried chill worked up his back. What else might he be missing?
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      At the bottom of the stair, a wide open area greeted them. Tan shaped a tiny spark of fire, expecting that saa would be drawn to it, as was usual in Par. The elemental did, but came with much strength, almost too much, flooding the room with light, forcing Tan to tamp back the shaping.

      You are too powerful here, he sent to saa through the fire bond as way of apology.

      Let me help, the draasin said, jumping from his shoulders. A shaping of sorts built from her, something, Tan realized, that he had never noticed from other elementals, and her entire body started to glow with a soft white light. This intensified, growing stronger, and pushed away the shadows in the space below.

      You continue to have new tricks, don’t you?

      I continue to change.

      When will you be done growing?

      Are you done growing?

      Tan almost laughed, but remembered their conversation about change and growth. Maybe he wasn’t quite done growing. His body might no longer change, but his understanding and his abilities continued to, as did his knowledge of the world and the elementals. Would he ever be done?

      Where does this lead? he asked Kota.

      The hound had modified her form again, shrinking somewhat, almost becoming more compact. There are many paths from here, Maelen.

      “Where would you have us go?” Elanne asked. “Wyln tells me that this opens in multiple directions.”

      “As does the hound.”

      Earth sensing gave him an understanding of where this opening went, but he wondered how much more he might learn from the wind. Tan focused on his connection to the wind and reached the wind bond, noting how it gusted softly through the room. Corridors or tunnels led off in many directions. Tan closed his eyes, thinking about the way that they moved, and realized that the tunnels followed the shape of the pattern he saw from above.

      “We should go toward the tower,” he said.

      “How do you know this can reach the tower?”

      “Listen to your connection to the wind and form the pattern in your mind. You will see that they match.”

      “Maelen, I am not strong enough with wind to use it in that way.” She turned to him, her brow creased. “Can you?”

      He nodded slowly. “The wind. Earth. They work together for me. Through the combination, I can see how this stretches away from here.”

      Elanne cocked her head to the side as she considered him. “I understand how he was no match for you.”

      Tan had started forward and reached the opening leading away from the estate, which he suspected he would be able to follow until it reached the tower. “He was more than a match for me. But when I faced him, it wasn’t only about me. It was about everything, and everyone, I connect to.”

      Tan started into the tunnel, thinking that it would be much like what was found in Ethea. There, the wide tunnels were shaped deep beneath the city, and for a moment, he paused, thinking of the pattern that they formed, before deciding that it wasn’t anything like this. They were simply tunnels, a way to move through the city unseen – which the archivists had exploited ruthlessly. Now they were Tan’s preferred method of moving between the archives and the palace when in Ethea.

      This corridor looked less like it was shaped and more like a formal hallway. Timbers crossed overhead, creating a pattern in the smooth sheet of rock. Tan wondered if they were decorative or truly supportive. The walls were nearly as smooth. He expected to find lamps or shaper lanterns, but the walls were otherwise unadorned. Even the rock was nearly perfectly smooth, almost like a floor set in tile. This corridor was meant to be accessed.

      The estate can’t be the only access, Tan realized.

      I sense none others, Kota shared.

      He continued onward, the draasin moving quickly on one side, Kota on his other, and Elanne trailing behind them. She spoke little.

      The long corridor curved, matching the spiraling arms that he had seen from above. Tan knew that they neared the tower itself.

      They passed through another doorway and opened up into a wide space that matched what he expected would be the base of the tower. The ceiling now rose to nearly twenty feet, but remained perfectly smooth. The timbers in the ceiling took on more decorative shapes. The outer walls of the room matched where he expected the outer walls of the tower to have been.

      With the size of the room, even the light from the draasin was no longer enough to see all the way across.

      Tan again shaped a spark of fire, this time knowing that it would burst into brighter light and ready for the way saa raced to it, flooding the shaping with even more power. He held onto it, rather than releasing it and letting saa control it. He swept the shaping out and around him, careful to keep it from getting too close to the ceiling and risk damaging the thick wooden beams. They might be nothing more than decorative, but he didn’t want to take that risk. If the tower were to collapse on him, he didn’t think even his shaping, or his connection to the elementals, would be enough to save him.

      “This is the tower,” Elanne said.

      Tan looked around, searching for some reason why this would be hidden. Maybe even a way back up into the tower, but he saw nothing.

      That wasn’t quite right. A far wall wasn’t quite as smooth as the others. Tan shaped himself over on wind, followed by Elanne. The wall had a slightly lighter shade of gray than the rest, and the light from the flame reflected off it with a strange sheen.

      “There was something here,” he told her. “Look at the wall. I think these were stairs.”

      He looked up, but the ceiling appeared no different than the rest. Using his connection to earth, he detected the difference and the way that there was an opening above him that he could almost shape open, but like in the estate, there was something blocking him.

      “He prevented others from reaching this level,” Tan said.

      Elanne stared up toward the ceiling, unable to take her eyes off it. “Why would he have prevented others from reaching here?” she asked.

      Tan wondered if he feared someone discovering the rune, or if there was another reason. Did he hide something here? The binding rune could be seen from the sky, and he certainly hadn’t been afraid of his shapers taking to the air, so that made Tan wonder if maybe there was another reason.

      He doubted that the Utu Tonah had left other ways into this level. If he had gone to such pains to hide it, and had made a point of keeping his estate as the only way down, then it was unlikely that he’d ignored others.

      Tan frowned. Stairs wouldn’t be necessary, not to reach this level. A shaper would need to have access, which meant peeling back the doorway overhead, but stairs? Any of his shapers would have been able to shape themselves to the ground.

      Are other stairs removed like this one? he asked Kota.

      Kota pawed at the ground, and it trembled slightly beneath their feet. The hound tipped her head to the side and listened.

      The others remain.

      Tan reached toward the wall. If the others remained, that meant that he had removed the stairs here for a purpose, but what purpose would that be? Not to prevent others from reaching this level. He had already decided that whatever shaping the Utu Tonah used to obscure entrance to these caverns would do that well enough. And not to keep someone from simply walking down. Shapers, or anyone with a rope for that matter, would be able to reach here just as well.

      The Utu Tonah must have had a reason. Tan was sure that he had been the one to remove the stairs, much like he was sure that the Utu Tonah was the one who had sealed access to this level.

      Using a shaping of earth, he found the same resistance as there had been above. Now that Kota had mentioned it, Tan recognized it as well. It was different than what he’d seen with the Alast Temple. This was more like the barrier.

      At least the barrier was something that Tan had experience with. The shaping required binding each of the elements and twisting them in such a way that the effect caused a push back. In the kingdoms, it had been done by individual shapers, but Tan knew that Lacertin had been the one to originate the barrier.

      And had he seen it before?

      Tan would have to ask Roine about that the next time he saw him. Lacertin and Theondar had not been close, but they were both warriors and they had both served the king.

      This barrier was more complex in some ways, but connected to fire, and now to wind, he saw the individual patterns of the shaping mixed in, tying it to the stone. Using a steady shaping, Tan pulled the strands of fire and then wind away. As he did, the shaping unraveled with a burst of air.

      The wall suddenly changed.

      Where there had been a slightly different shade of gray, now there was a large slab of steel. A series of runes had been etched into the steel, some darker and others lighter than the surrounding door. Tan only recognized a few of them.

      “Can you read these?” he asked.

      Elanne shook her head. “Some. Most are complex, and… and I don’t think they are meant to say anything.”

      Runes of power, then. In the kingdoms, there were similar runes, though they were markers of the different elements. Tan used these type of runes to reach the archives, or to reach the draasin den.

      He stepped back, eyeing the door, but even the distance didn’t reveal enough for him to recognize anything. “I can’t see what they might be, either,” he said. Frustration seeped into his tone, and Tan wasn’t able to do anything to keep it away.

      Attempting a shaping met with resistance. Tan had expected that it would. Much like in the archives, shapers couldn’t simply pry open the doors to the lower level; they had to use the right rune and have the right kind of shaping. Without that, there was no access.

      But there, the walls were infused with elementals. That was the reason that he couldn’t simply shape past the stone.

      Are there elementals in the walls? Tan asked Kota.

      As I said before, earth is strong here.

      Only earth? Was it possible that he would be able to use fire or water or wind to get past? He hated the idea of damaging the walls and didn’t know how that might damage the binding rune, if at all, but what other options did he have to find what the Utu Tonah might have been hiding? Tan needed to understand the Utu Tonah. Par needed for him to understand the Utu Tonah.

      Search for yourself, Kota suggested. I think the others remain as well.

      A thought came to him. By choice?

      Kota pawed at the ground. I cannot tell.

      Could the Utu Tonah have forced the elementals to bond to the door here? If he did, how was that any different than what the ancient shapers of the kingdoms had done? They used bonds that tied the elementals to the archives, essentially holding them in place. With the rebuilding of the university, that had changed. Ferran had ensured that golud was treated differently, more welcoming, and they had willingly joined with the building. Tan doubted that the elementals would have willingly worked with the Utu Tonah, but then, he didn’t know for certain.

      He experimented with a shaping. At first, nothing seemed to work. Tan mixed fire and earth together, and felt as Kota added her influence, but they weren’t able to pierce through the door. Shifting his attention to the stone on the side of the door did no better. Adding water and wind shaping, pulling on the wind bond now that he understood that he could, and reaching for his distant connection to the nymid—in some ways the first, but still the most distant of the bonds that he had formed—and adding that to the shaping.

      Still there was nothing.

      Tan stepped back. How would he get through the door?

      “What is it, Maelen?”

      “Shaping doesn’t work. I’m not sure that I can do anything to open this.” If he couldn’t, did that mean that the Utu Tonah had finally won?

      The draasin crawled over to the door and stood on two legs. As she did, she stretched out her tongue, almost impossibly far, touching a series of different patterns on the door. As she did, her connection to fire and spirit surged. The patterns started to glow slightly.

      Then the door opened with a soft gust of air. As Tan entered, the draasin jumped onto his shoulders, still glowing brightly.

      The room on the other side of the door was small. Much smaller than Tan had expected, though he wasn’t sure what he should have expected. The walls were carved out of the earth, a lighter shade of gray than the stone of the tunnels but barely higher than the top of his head, and without any of the same polish that was evident in the rest of the lower level.

      A short table abutted one wall. Stacks of thin, leather-bound books rested on the top. A bottle of ink remained stoppered and pushed to the wall, and a pen rested on the table. One of the books lay partly open, resting on a chair, almost as if whoever had been here—likely the Utu Tonah—had left in something of a hurry.

      Other than that, a few shelves lined each wall, and books were stuffed into them. So many that Tan could scarcely believe that they were here. Why would he have brought them here? Why secure them in this way?

      Unless he feared others gaining access.

      He picked the journal off the chair and started to read. Written in Ishthin, the writing was more difficult for him to piece through, but as he did, he realized that this was one of the Utu Tonah’s journals. This one in particular might have been the earliest, as it mentioned leaving his home, searching for a way to prevent something that he called a dangerous force from returning. From his writings, he was clear that it was his destiny.

      “What have you found?” Elanne asked.

      “The Utu Tonah. Or what is left of him.”

      This was what Tan had been searching for. These were his journals, his records. And now Tan might finally understand what had brought the Utu Tonah to Par, and whether it had anything to do with what Marin represented.

      He glanced up at Elanne as the door closed.

      Her eyes widened. “Was that you?”

      Tan pushed on the door, using a shaping to try to surge past, but found that he couldn’t.

      Kota? The hound had remained outside the room. There hadn’t been enough space for her to enter, and she hadn’t wanted to crowd Tan anyway.

      She didn’t answer. It was almost as if she weren’t there.

      And Tan understood. Whatever shaping the Utu Tonah had placed on this room would prevent him from reaching out and reaching beyond. There was a barrier, but then there was another barrier, one placed on the room by the Utu Tonah when he placed the runes.

      “Maelen?”

      He shook his head. “I can’t open the door with shaping. And I can’t reach the elemental on the other side to help.”

      Elanne’s eyes widened slightly. “I can’t… I can’t reach the wind.”

      Even managing to find what he’d searched for, they were trapped.
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      “You are the Maelen. Can’t you do something to open the door?”

      Tan could shape, but it had no effect on the door.

      The draasin crawled from his shoulders and traced her tongue around the door. There is nothing from this side, Maelen.

      Did you sense something before the door closed?

      Tan hadn’t, but the draasin had proven to be more resourceful in some ways than him.

      There was nothing.

      As she said it, Tan became aware of a soft trembling.

      It started in the ground, like a steady vibration, and then began working from there. It was a familiar sense, and one that he associated with Kota’s ability to control earth. Was she trying to get past the door to them?

      He tried reaching her through their bond, but couldn’t. In some ways, it reminded him of his time in the room of separation, where the Utu Tonah had placed runes all around with the intention of separating him from his bond, but he was not completely separated. He could shape, and he could reach the draasin hatchling and communicate with her.

      The trembling became more. A shaking that filled the earth, leaving it groaning.

      This wasn’t Kota.

      What, then?

      The only thing that he could think was that they were under attack. But from who? Who would be able to get through the estate?

      Someone that they knew was the only answer he could come up with. And if he had been wrong about Marin, it was equally possible that he was wrong about someone else. Tan didn’t use spirit to sense everyone and search through their intentions, but maybe he should. And Amia’s ability had changed with the pregnancy, so her normal intuition was different.

      Was Amia in danger? If someone had reached them, it had to have been through the estate. She would have been there, alone, and if she had and someone had come for her, or come through attempting to reach him, then she might be in danger.

      Tan felt his anger begin to rise, and tamped it down. Getting angry was no way to help her. She had been through enough that she would know how to protect herself. Besides, she was not helpless. Even pregnant, her ability to shape spirit remained, if even weakened somewhat.

      He needed to find a way out from here.

      The shaking continued. Now the stone overhead began to crack.

      The binding. It fails.

      Tan looked between Elanne and the draasin, who licked the wall. How can it fail?

      I do not know. I cannot detect anything behind here, only that it is failing. That is what we feel.

      What would it take for the binding to fail? he asked. The Seals?

      That had been what Marin had been after before, but that hadn’t worked for her.

      There are other seals that would succeed, Maelen.

      As she reminded him, he knew that there would be. The massive runes on the sides of the tower would probably do it as well. Now that he understood that the tower was part of the place of binding, he could see how the runes on the side of the tower itself would be a part of it. If they failed, if those runes that represented the elements, and the connection to the Great Seals, somehow were damaged, the entire pattern would fall. It was possible that those runes were more important than any of the others, even the Great Seal.

      And Marin had gone after them before. With sudden understanding, he realized what Marin had been after. He had done nothing to bolster the defenses of the tower since then. He might have repaired the Great Seals, but that might not have been enough.

      This is her, isn’t it? Tan asked.

      I cannot tell. Whoever does this seeks to break the binding.

      Have you been able to determine what would happen if the binding fails?

      You have sensed the power that is trapped here, Maelen. I detected that from you very soon after my birth.

      That… entity? That’s what’s trapped here?

      The bindings. They are meant to restrain a power that grew too dangerous.

      And Marin?

      I do not know. She may think to control it. From the woman you healed, I sense that she was around someone who believed herself strong enough to not serve it, but control it.

      Tan looked over at the stack of journals. Is that why the Utu Tonah came to Par? Did he think to control it as well?

      He had begun to wonder if maybe the Utu Tonah had come to Par for a better reason, that it had at first been less about power that had gotten corrupted the longer he was here and the more bonds that he acquired, but what if he was wrong? Tan had seen firsthand how the Utu Tonah had used that power and the lengths that he had gone to maintain, and grow, his power. Why should he believe that he might have come here for any other reason?

      He still held a journal, and he threw it against the wall in frustration.

      “Maelen?”

      “I have been a fool,” he muttered. And now they were trapped here.

      The walls continued to shake, the trembling becoming violent. Much longer and the earth would split. Without a greater connection to earth, the most that Tan figured that he would be able to do would be to slow their death as the earth steadily crushed them.

      Could he have another connection to earth?

      He had reached the wind bond. Why could he not reach an earth bond?

      Earth was the element that he should know the best. His father had guided him toward earth, teaching him how to stretch his connection away from him, to use that to reach beyond himself. More than anything, Tan felt that connection, and in some ways, it was his remaining connection to his father.

      As with the other elements, he started by looking inside himself, reaching deep. First feeling for the way the stone felt beneath his feet, the steady rumbling that he felt, and then straining beyond that. Earth was life, much like wind, and fire, and water. And Tan connected to them all, first through shaping and then through his connection to the elementals.

      Tan continued to focus on the earth, on the way it shook his feet, on the solid way the walls rose up around him, even the pressure of Elanne on the ground, as well as the draasin. All of this connected, reaching the earth, touching the same center. As he focused, he could see the elementals in the walls, their willingness to hold the bond, but a willingness that sagged.

      Remain steady, Tan urged.

      He detected elementals in the ground beneath him, and from the traces of debris that fell from the ceiling, even the dust scattered across the Utu Tonah’s desk. All of this was earth, and each of these elementals was connected.

      Understanding of earth surged within him, greater than before. This was more than about shaping, and more than about the elementals. They were tied together, to the same source of power. Earth and elemental were one. A bond. An earth bond.

      He reached for the bond, and knowledge surged within him. He was meant to reach the earth bond, to know it, and to know the slow, steady movement of the earth and the power behind it.

      Through that power, he sensed a change.

      And he understood the reason why the walls and earth shook around him.

      Not only had the runes on the tower been attacked, but particular runes had been chosen. Earth first, though Tan did not know why. Connected to the bond, through the earth itself, he could crawl across the stone and trace the way the rune failed on the tower, the attack that had been done, intentionally trying to destroy the binding.

      Tan pressed more earth into place around the rune, holding it, but that would only sustain it, not prevent it from failing altogether. For that, he would need to get free from here, and he would need to find who attacked the runes.

      With the earth bond, and reaching for wind and fire, he pressed outward on the door.

      It resisted, but Tan drew from a different place of strength. Not only on the elementals, but on the connections shared between them, on the source of their strength, and added his own ability to shape. The Utu Tonah might have placed this door here, but he had never known the power of the bonds between the elementals.

      The door exploded outward.

      Kota leapt at him.

      Had Tan not been wrapped in earth, he might have been overwhelmed. Still, the attack surprised him.

      He pushed her back and probed quickly with spirit, knowing what he would find. There, trapped within her, was the same sort of darkness that had attacked Asgar. This time, Tan didn’t hesitate, pulling on the darkness, dragging it from Kota, using earth and fire and spirit. Kota thrashed and fought and tried to bite at him, but Tan kept her controlled, not wanting to harm her. Then the darkness was pulled away and he bound it in the air, preventing it from dissipating as it had before.

      What are you?

      If it was the same entity that Tan had connected to before, he knew that it would be able to answer, though not whether it would.

      The darkness strained against the barriers that Tan erected, almost making it free. Elanne screamed.

      Tan glanced over and saw her facing another creature, this one a long lizard like he had seen in the streets of Par. Fire surged from it, and Elanne did all that she could to keep back.

      With an angry twist, Tan forced the darkness toward the lizard and split his focus, reaching through the fire bond and adding earth and spirit and, this time, water to free the darkness within this lizard.

      Now two hazy shapes hung in the air.

      Tan mashed them together and bound them within each of the elements, holding tightly to the three element bonds that he knew.

      Water is here, Maelen.

      This came distantly, through the nymid, and Tan quickly reached through himself, questing deep into the earth and beyond, knowing that there would be a water bond, not needing proof this time and not fearing that he would fail. Like the others, it was there, powerful and swift, but also touched by a sense of healing calm. Water had always been there, coursing through his blood, and he flowed with it.

      Adding the water bond, he pushed with even more strength, sealing the dark cloud entirely.

      The lizard that had been attacking Elanne scampered off.

      There will be others, won’t there? he asked the draasin.

      For a moment, he feared that she might have been attacked as well. With her unique abilities, he feared what would happen were she to attack. She might be more than he could manage, especially with her capacity to influence spirit.

      There will be others. You do not need to fear for me, Maelen.

      I don’t?

      That is one advantage of my growth. There are things I am immune to.

      He pulled the dark cloud toward him and was nearly startled to see that something like a face had started to form in the darkness. What are you?

      I am the beginning and the end.

      Tan shook his head. That is no answer.

      That is all that you will get.

      I’ve stopped you once. This was the same entity that had gotten into his mind. This was the same entity that had attacked Amia, and had attempted to attack him. This was the same darkness that had attacked Asgar.

      Now I gain my freedom. You may contain this fragment, but there are others. Do you think that you can contain them all?

      You were bound away once, Tan said, finally understanding the reason for the place of binding.

      Bound by those who know much more than you can ever imagine. You will fail. If not now, then soon, much as the other bindings will fail.

      Tan pressed on his shaping out of frustration, but sensed only laughter from the darkness. You can be so easily influenced. All of your kind are the same.

      What do you mean?

      There came another peal of laughter. This one surged against the shaping that Tan held it with. Tan had to refocus on the element bonds and had to grab tightly to keep this thing from gaining its freedom. If it could control elementals, he had little doubt that it could control him.

      The laughter came again. Now you see.

      You haven’t been controlling me. I kept you from my mind.

      Did you, or did I allow you to think that you did?

      Tan had to push on the bond, squeezing with the shaping. As he did, the darkness began to compress, more and more, until suddenly, it disappeared with a pop.

      His shaping rebounded and nearly hit Elanne, but the wind surged and moved her to safety.

      “What was that?” she asked, settling back to the ground.

      “That,” Tan began, looking to Kota to check on his bonded elemental, “is nothing I have ever experienced before. But that is the reason the binding exists.”
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      Tan checked on Kota to ensure that she was truly freed from the dark creature. The earth elemental was unharmed. Weakened, but she drew strength from the earth much as Tan managed to pull strength from the elementals—and maybe now the bonds to the elements themselves—to restore herself.

      What happened? he asked.

      The darkness came, Maelen. I could do nothing.

      The finality of it made him shiver. Something about Kota still seemed off, as if she were tentative, with less of the confidence that he was accustomed to her possessing. She was an elemental of earth and was normally strong and solid. Looking at her now, Tan could see a hesitancy.

      She will recover, the draasin informed him. Not all are as resilient. You saw saldam’s response.

      Saldam. The lizard. Tan hadn’t realized that was what the fire elemental looked like. In Par, where saa was normally so strong, saldam was less common, unlike in Incendin, where it was the focal elemental of fire.

      The draasin jumped from his shoulder and scurried to Kota. She began licking at the hound’s feet, then climbed to her back. There, she continued to lick, running her tongue along her back before reaching her head. The hound didn’t seem to mind, though Tan wondered if they could communicate.

      “That is an unusual draasin,” Elanne said.

      “I’m not certain she’s a draasin anymore.”

      Elanne looked around. “What now?”

      The ground still rumbled. He felt the attempted fracture on the tower and knew what needed to be done, but would he be strong enough? If there were other elementals that had been attacked as these two had been, would he manage to keep himself safe and free them at the same time? Did he dare not try?

      “I need to save the binding,” he said. “That’s the purpose of the attack, possibly the reason that I am here.”

      “Do you think that you can?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Turning to the hound, he patted her head. You should remain here.

      I will not leave you, Maelen. Not if that darkness attacks. You will need help.

      Kota, I need you to watch the Daughter. Protect my child.

      Kota pawed at the ground and it trembled differently, briefly counteracting what happened above him. With every part of me.

      The earth bond. Did you know it existed?

      Earth is everything, Maelen. Earth is life. You should not have needed a bond to tell you that.

      Tan found himself smiling. Perhaps I shouldn’t. Go. I will share with you anything I might need.

      Kota bounded off.

      Tan looked at the ceiling, where the opening should be. Recognizing the barrier that the Utu Tonah had placed was easier this time, much as it was easier to unravel it now that he realized that he could reach for each of the different element bonds.

      A doorway opened, lifting above him and revealing a faintly lit space. Using wind, they flew into the tower, where Tan stopped. And frowned.

      “This is the main floor of the tower,” he said. No students ran through here, not as he would expect. Hopefully the shaking of the stone had scared them away and not that there was some other—possibly more sinister—explanation about where they would have gone.

      With a shaping, the elevated section of the floor lowered back down, sealing into place. The tiles across the floor covered the seams, making it appear no different.

      He considered going up and through the tower, but earth and spirit sensing didn’t reveal anyone to him. Outside was another matter.

      “You could stay here,” he suggested to Elanne.

      “I don’t claim to have your strength, Maelen, but it seems to me that you will need the help of all that you can.”

      He sighed. There was no doubting that, but could he do anything to protect her? With a shaping of spirit, he layered it carefully around her mind, speaking to wind—and to her bonded—a plea to protect her.

      Elanne sighed and then shivered. “What… what was that?”

      “I don’t know if it will make a difference, but I hope that it can keep you safe.”

      You are more resourceful than you realize, Maelen, the draasin said.

      Will it work?

      It should shield her. She will not be nearly as easy to attack.

      And if that were the case, at least she should have some protection. It would have to work.

      Tan led Elanne out of the tower. Elemental energy quickly assaulted them.

      Elanne pushed with shapings of wind, using her elemental to push back.

      Tan strode forward, reaching and connecting to each of the different element bonds, and began tying the connection together. With the first elemental he encountered—wyln, of course—he pressed spirit through, stripping the darkness that shrouded the elemental. With a faint peal of laughter, the darkness disappeared. Another elemental, this one of earth, reached for his feet, and Tan used another shaping, pressing through the earth bond. Onward and onward he went, stripping darkness from each elemental that he faced. There were dozens. Dozens upon dozens.

      And each time he succeeded, he felt the attack surge. Whatever this dark entity was, it gained strength. He would not be able to stop it unless he repaired the binding, and even then it might already be too late. It was almost as if the darkness seeped out of the binding, gradually getting free as the binding failed.

      Helping each of the elementals now would not be enough. They needed healing, and he wanted to help them, but this would not be enough. He had to focus on the binding.

      Taking to the air, he was attacked, this time from more than elementals.

      Shapers came at him, but not only shapers, some of the students as well.

      “Elanne!” he shouted, sending it on a shaping of wind.

      She reached him quickly as he held the other shapers away.

      “I need you to keep them off me while I focus on the binding. Don’t harm them.”

      “I will do what I can, Maelen.”

      As she spoke, the attack intensified, surging with shaping mixed with elementals. Not bonded—at least, he did not think that they were, but the attack came at him simultaneously, striking in such a way that Tan couldn’t stop his resistance. If he did, if he let up even a little, then he was forced back.

      They worked to prevent him from reaching the runes on the tower.

      “I can’t reach it,” he said.

      “And I can’t hold it alone,” Elanne told him.

      Tan didn’t even have an opportunity to focus on one individual shaper. The attacks came at him from each side, and he had no interest in harming anyone, not knowing how many were influenced.

      He needed help, but shapers would be in danger. Even elementals would be in danger.

      Asgar, he sent through the fire bond. Asgar was the only one that he thought might be able to help. The darkness had tainted him already, and Tan had healed him. Asgar should know enough to prevent it happening again, and maybe Tan’s shaping had been enough to protect him.

      Maelen.

      He sent an image of what he faced, and then added an image of what had happened with Kota and saldam.

      The darkness, Asgar said.

      I can’t do this without you, friend.

      I have failed once.

      You didn’t fail. And I think my healing should protect you. It has protected Elanne. All I need is for you to—

      He didn’t get the chance to finish.

      A particularly strong fire shaping struck him. Tan twisted, feeling the heat more strongly than usual, and realized that the flesh on his arm burned. He forced a shaping of water at it, not certain whether he could heal himself and hating that he had to divert any focus. What kind of fire attack had that been?

      Through the fire bond, he understood. Molly attacked.

      Not her. She should not be a part of this. She was young, and with so much potential, but she was not ready.

      But there she was, on the ground staring at him with flat, dark eyes, as if shooting hatred at him. He wanted to help her first, but he couldn’t. Another attack struck, sending him scrambling to the side.

      Let me help her, Maelen.

      With the comment, the draasin jumped from his shoulders.

      Tan wasn’t sure what to expect, but she stretched out her shrinking wings and slowly floated toward the ground. When she landed, Molly started to attack, but seeing the draasin, she hesitated.

      Tan didn’t get to see what she did next. He had to move around the tower, placing it in between him and Molly so as not to be struck by the next attack. Elanne came with him, pushing back.

      “We may have to harm them if we are to succeed,” Elanne said. “I see that you are withholding, and as one of Par, I appreciate your restraint, but if this will only get worse if we do nothing, you must fight back.”

      “Many of these are children,” he said. There was Molly, and how many others of the students, those with the ability to shape, even those who had not yet manifested it on their own but showed the potential?

      “If we don’t, we will lose Par.”

      “If we fail these children, there will not be a Par worth saving.”

      Elanne clenched her jaw and nodded. “So be it. Let us shape.”

      Tan didn’t think that last was for him. The wind fluttered around her, growing increasingly strong. He pulled on the element bonds and could hold back the attack, but anything more risked harming the others.

      And maybe his hesitation was what the dark entity wanted.

      Through the earth bond, he felt the rumbling return, a sign that the binding failed. Wind whipped violently in the bond as well. So far, water and fire remained, but for how much longer?

      A sudden shadow appeared overhead and dove, streaking toward the ground.

      Asgar appeared.

      Thank you, friend.

      Promise that you will come for me if you are wrong. Do not let me harm the fire bond.

      I promise.

      Asgar’s sudden appearance gave him a window, and Tan took it. He leapt on the wind, reaching the earth rune first. Whoever had been attacking it was gone, maybe shaken away by Asgar. Tan suspected he didn’t have much time, but all he needed to do was stabilize the bond. Reaching for it, he placed his hand on it and felt the damaged power of earth within. Using his memory of the rune, he sent a surge through it, adding spirit as he often did, and the bond reformed with a flash of white light and a cessation of the shaking.

      One repaired. That left wind.

      What he found near that rune nearly made him fall.

      Zephra shaped at the wind bond, striking at it with one hammering shaping after another, striking with an intensity that he would not have believed possible from another.

      “Mother!” he shouted over the whistling wind.

      She glanced over, and he saw nothing but darkness behind her eyes.

      Maelen. This will not hold much longer, Asgar sent.

      Asgar, they have attacked Zephra. Give me time.

      I will do what I can.

      His mother struck at him with wind.

      Tan had often seen his mother attack, but had never been subjected to it before. She had a fury and a strength that he struggled to resist, forcing him to pull on the wind bond. Doing that would not give him the chance to repair the bond, or save his mother.

      Maelen!

      Asgar didn’t have much time.

      “I’m sorry, Mother.”

      Tan wrapped her in a shaping of spirit so tight that it sealed her from shaping. She struggled, but he used the connection to spirit to force her into a sleep. Hopefully that would give him enough time to repair the rune.

      He reached into her and found the darkness. Like it had within Kota, it swirled, attacking her mind, in some ways no different than a spirit shaping.

      Using spirit and reaching with wind, he tore the darkness from her, and then used spirit to protect and hopefully heal her mind. He would have to worry about whether it worked later.

      She started to fall, and he lowered her to the ground on a shaping of wind.

      Then he turned back to the rune. Like the one with earth, it was damaged, but not quite as badly. Using wind and the connection to the wind bond, he added spirit, repairing it. The torrent of wind gusting around him eased.

      Tan checked the other runes, but they were intact.

      Now to see if he could help those who attacked.

      Elanne held back an earth shaper, and it took Tan a moment to realize that it was Tolman. Reaching through him with spirit and earth, he tore the darkness free and then sealed Tolman’s mind with spirit.

      Tolman started to drift, his shaping failing, and Elanne caught him.

      Tan reached the students and realized that the majority of the attack came from them. And he had thought bringing them to the tower to teach, so that they could learn in an environment where they had nothing but the chance to learn and instructors who could work with them, would be helpful, but maybe it had done nothing more than paint a target on them.

      Now that he knew how to remove the darkness, he stripped it from each person, flashing through them, ignoring the attacks as he went.

      Then he turned his attention to the elementals.

      Too many had been attacked, and he wasn’t sure that he would even be able to find each that had been injured, twisted as they had become. But he didn’t dare leave them wandering free, not if they might attack again.

      With his understanding of the element bonds, he had a way to reach them, but could he do it in such a way that protected them from something like this happening again? He used spirit on the shapers, but what would happen if he did that to the elementals? Maybe nothing. Kota and Asgar had been healed by his connection to the bond and with spirit, but Tan feared such a widespread change. Would he force something upon them that was not meant to occur?

      Maelen!

      This came from Sashari.

      He reached for her through the fire bond and realized that she was under attack.

      There was no more time to wait to consider. Now he had to act.

      Fire would be first. He would prevent Sashari from attack.

      He pressed through the fire bond, pushing as much of himself into the bond as he could. Within it, he sensed the trail of darkness, and the effect that this other had on the bond. It already had begun to be tainted. Tan traced the taint and found a focus. His heart raced. The eggs.

      Pressing fire through the bond, a cleansing surge of heat and flame and true Fire, he mixed spirit, pulling on his connection, on the thready remnants of the bond that he shared with Amia, and added spirit.

      It was not enough.

      Tan twisted his shapings, pulling on the elementals, reaching for spirit. But it only slowed the darkness.

      The bonds. He would need to join the bonds.

      Twisting his connection to the bonds together, he felt a sudden surge, a flood of spirit that reminded him of each time that he had stepped in the pool of the Mother. This flowed through him, and from him, as he added it first to the fire bond, sending that torrent raging along with his connection.

      The darkness burned away.

      Tan didn’t rest. He couldn’t rest.

      He shifted to wind, pulling himself into the wind bond much as he had done with fire. There he added the same connection to spirit, the same flood, as he pressed true Wind through the bond, letting it rage in a torrent, sweeping away all remnants of the darkness.

      Next he did the same with earth, and then water.

      It had worked. It had to have worked.

      Tan knew fatigue unlike anything that he’d ever experienced.

      His eyes drifted closed, and he fell.
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      When Tan awoke, he was lying on the pillows in the library. Garza pressed something to his forehead that smelled of bitter soap and mint. His throat felt dry and his head throbbed painfully.

      “You’re awake,” she said.

      “Awake, but beaten up.”

      “Better than some.”

      “The students?” he asked, sitting up quickly. His head swam and he lost the ability to focus.

      “They will be well. I have been to the tower and seen to them already.”

      Likely she saw to them first, Tan suspected. Which was just as well. He would prefer her to worry about the students. The elementals would watch over him.

      He looked around but didn’t see the draasin. Had she survived the attack? Had Molly, for that matter? “What of Elanne?”

      “The Mistress of Bonds was unharmed. She fought bravely, and with more compassion than most would have expected of her.” Garza pinched her lips together and fixed Tan with a frown. “That was you, I presume?”

      “I couldn’t have her harm the students. They are the future of Par.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Where are the others?”

      Garza patted his head and tried to send a surge of water shaping through him, but he resisted. “You should rest.”

      “Garza?”

      She still refused to answer.

      Elanne stopped in the door and looked at Tan with worried eyes. Garza nodded to her and then stepped away from him, as if eager to leave his side. “Do you know what happened?” Elanne asked.

      Tan sank back and stared up at the ceiling of the library. “The only thing that I can think is that the binding began to fail and whatever it restrained began to seep through. Not all of it, but enough that it managed to attack.”

      Elanne sighed. “The Records were unharmed.”

      “I don’t think the Records were the target. Marin realized the last time that it wouldn’t be enough.”

      “You were able to restore the bonds,” Elanne noted.

      Tan nodded. The runes on the side of the tower had been more difficult in some ways than those hidden with the Records. With the Great Seals, the challenge was in knowing which shape they should take, and adding enough shaped energy to it so that they were able to be restored. With the runes on the tower, it had required a connection to the element bond to repair them. Had he not found that connection… Tan didn’t want to think of what might have happened.

      “What was it?” Elanne asked.

      “I don’t know. Darkness. Power. When it first attacked Amia, I thought it an elemental bond. Then I pulled that connection onto myself and felt the power that surged through. What other than an elemental has strength like that?”

      The only similar thing that he had seen was the power within the element bond itself. And in some ways, what he had experienced was stronger than that. Keeping that power restrained had taken him pulling on each of the element bonds, tying them together, and reaching for the Mother.

      Could it be that whatever he had discovered rivaled the Mother in strength?

      Tan rested on the pillows. A physical fatigue still weighed on him, different than the weakness he once had known while shaping. All he wanted was to close his eyes and rest, but he couldn’t. He needed to find out what had happened to the rest of Par.

      And his mother.

      How had he forgotten about Zephra? Would she have any lasting problems from the attack, or had he managed to separate the darkness from her completely? Tan had worked quickly—he had needed to work quickly—but that didn’t mean that his spirit shaping had no effect on her.

      “Maelen, you should rest.”

      “I have to check on—”

      He didn’t need to finish. Through his improved connection to wind, he recognized both Zephra sweeping into the room and the effect of ara coming with her.

      “Tannen,” she said, dropping next to him. Tan wasn’t surprised to see that Roine came with her but remained back, taking in all of the estate. “You’re awake.”

      “How are you?”

      She took a deep breath. “Because of your shaping, I am fine. Spirit?”

      He nodded. “I don’t really know what that was, but I can keep it from influencing your mind with spirit.”

      Zephra sighed. “I was a fool. Working with those students as you asked and didn’t keep my guard up.”

      “I don’t think that you could. Not with that…” He didn’t know what to call it. Entity. Darkness. Those were terms he used for it, but they did not describe it well.

      “When she came into the tower, it was all that I could do to avoid her shaping. She was powerful. In some ways, she reminds me of the strength that Amia displays, only blunter.”

      When Zephra mentioned a shaper, Tan had expected it to have been one of the element shapers that had attacked him. But could Marin have attacked? Could that have been the reason that Zephra had attacked him?

      “I think her name is Marin. She the Mistress of Souls,” Tan said. When his mother frowned, he explained. “It is a religious title in Par, but one that I don’t fully understand. And she’s a spirit shaper.”

      “That would be who attacked me,” Zephra said. “And she forced something onto my mind.”

      “Is it gone?” Tan reached for his mother with a spirit sensing and stretched gently through the wind bond, expecting some resistance from her, but there was none. No traces of the darkness remained. Only his layer of spirit.

      “Gone. And whatever you did remains, Tannen.” She glanced at Roine. “I need… I need you to do the same for him.”

      “Zephra—”

      “Theondar, you don’t understand what it’s like.”

      “I have been shaped by Althem. I think I know exactly what it’s like.”

      Zephra shook her head. “This is different. This is something in your mind, filling it with thoughts that I still haven’t managed to shake.” She turned her attention to Tan. “The bond has changed. He says that Maelen sealed that as well. What does that mean?”

      “It means,” Tan said, slowly getting to his feet, “that there is a wind bond, much like there is a fire bond. And earth. And water. The attack on the elementals attempted to reach through the bond, but it is stopped.”

      “A wind bond? How could I not have known?” She closed her eyes and her lips moved without her saying anything.

      “I think that all shapers reach through these bonds,” Tan said. “I think that’s how we connect to our abilities. And to the elementals.”

      He didn’t know if the darkness that had attacked wanted to reach the bond or if there was another intent. Somehow, it had attacked and influenced the elementals. It had influenced shapers, some too young to understand. And it had wanted to destroy the binding. But why?

      Hatchling. Tan reached through the fire bond, pressing spirit through the connection as well, needing to reach the draasin. Where had she gone? Why hadn’t she been with him?

      Unless she hadn’t survived. Had Molly injured her?

      A flash of fire in the hearth surged and Tan looked over to see the hatchling come slithering out of the flames. Her body glowed for a moment, then faded. The wings on her back were even smaller than the last time he had seen them. Would they even hold her aloft if she attempted to float to the ground, as she had with Molly?

      She stopped next to him and licked at his hand. Tan hadn’t even thought about the burn that Molly gave him, and only now realized that the skin on his hand was pulled tight and shiny, a rough scar forming. Surprisingly, this faded as the draasin licked him.

      Roine back away from the draasin. Zephra stared at her.

      The binding. That entity. It wanted to escape.

      That is what it seeks, Maelen.

      And had I failed?

      One binding would have released. I suspect that it failed long enough for the part of it contained here to have freed.

      Tan leaned back. Part. That wasn’t even all of that entity?

      You have seen the extent, Maelen.

      The power rivals the Mother.

      Rivals, yes. I begin to see that there was a time when they battled. Light and dark.

      Light? Honl had told him that he was a part of the light before he had disappeared, but Tan hadn’t known what that meant. Did it mean that he would have to battle this entity?

      You already know the answer, Maelen.

      What happens if the other bindings fail?

      Then he returns to the world in full.

      And that is what Marin wanted, Tan said, thinking that he might understand.

      This place was the only known binding remaining.

      Was?

      Another has returned.

      Tan frowned, absently tracing a finger on the ground in the shape of the binding. When the binding formed, it flashed with a surge of light before fading again.

      “What was that?” Roine asked. He leaned toward the spot Tan had drawn the rune, but there was now nothing more than the stone of the floor, no mark even on that.

      “That is the binding that nearly failed,” Tan said tiredly. “Par is a place of binding.”

      “Binding?”

      Tan made the shape of the rune again, and it flashed again. Why would it do that each time that he traced it? “The tower is at the center, with these arms that spiral off,” he said, making it one more time.

      Roine looked over to Zephra, and Tan saw that she had paled, her eyes going wide.

      “Have you seen this before?” he asked. “There are two others, but they were supposedly lost.”

      “I had not,” Roine said. “Until recently. When Assan requested to excavate an ancient temple, one that held historical significance, I thought there could be no harm. If our ancestors were responsible for all that we have seen, the way that they used the elementals and forced them to bond, then we should understand. And when he said there was a dormant elemental…”

      Not an elemental, but something worse. Much worse.

      “The Alast Temple,” he said. “But it was only a single structure.”

      “That was all that you saw, but after you left, they began to find other parts, remnants of the city.” Roine motioned to the floor and the now-invisible run Tan had drawn. “The shape was much like that.”

      This is the other binding? he asked the draasin.

      The other had been lost. And now it has been found.

      What she didn’t say, and didn’t need to remind him, was that it had been found because of Tan. Had it not been for him, the temple, the lost binding, would have remained hidden.

      “Where is Amia?” he asked, starting to stand and search for her. She might not know anything more about the temple, but he needed to know what she might have learned from Assan. What reason had he given her as First Mother to search for the temple?

      “Maelen?” Elanne said, stepping toward him. “Did Garza not tell you?”

      He frowned, realizing that he hadn’t seen Kota, either. Where was the hound? “Tell me what?”

      “Your wife. She is gone.”
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          What Tan Must Do

        

      

    
    
      Tan paced in front of the hearth, the draasin sitting on his shoulders. Maclin and Elanne had known that Amia was gone—not dead, at least not that he could tell, as he had first feared—but had not shared that with him. Most expected that he knew. And, had his connection to her been intact, he should have known.

      Where is she?

      I cannot tell that, Maelen.

      Tan had hoped that the draasin and her connection to fire would have been able to help, but that she couldn’t reach Amia worried him. Why would they take her? Spirit should protect her.

      It is not her that they want.

      With growing terror, he understood.

      His child. Marin and that darkness wanted his child.

      Tan took a few breaths to suppress the anger that coursed through him.

      Kota? he sent, at the same time reaching through the earth bond. He ignored Elanne, his mother, and Roine talking quietly behind him.

      The earth elemental was not in the estate, but she was still in Par. Injured, but alive.

      Tan hurried from the room, ignoring his mother’s pleas.

      Outside, he took to the air and followed his connection to earth to reach Kota. She lay across rocks near the edge of Par, with nothing but the ocean spreading below. Her eyes were closed and her breathing sagged. Long, jagged wounds tore through her sides.

      Tan landed and quickly used water to heal her as much as he could. Pulling on his connection to earth, he reached for her and felt her stabilize, but she was weak and would need time to recover.

      Lifting her, he took her to the only other place that he thought she might be safe, and carried her to the cavern where Asgar had made a temporary den. He found Asgar and Sashari inside, tending to the hatchlings. When the hatchlings saw him, they bounded toward him and jumped, until realizing that he carried Kota. Then they backed away, snorting, with tails twitching in agitation.

      She was attacked. They have the Daughter.

      Asgar snorted and nudged Kota with his nose. This one will survive, Maelen.

      I know.

      What of the Daughter?

      I intend to recover her.

      Do you know where she has gone?

      Tan now knew where to find the second place of binding. If they had Amia, it was possible that they intended to bring her there, so that was where he intended to go.

      You should not do this alone, Asgar said.

      I can’t risk others getting attacked. They were able to influence Zephra, and the students. I cannot allow the same to happen again.

      But Maelen—

      Tan shook his head. Watch over her for me? She is strong, but she needs rest.

      You can’t go alone. You are strong, Maelen, but even you need help. Think of what help you needed when you stopped the Bonded One.

      I am thinking of that help, Asgar. If elementals come to help, or if other shapers come to help, they put themselves at risk with this darkness.

      You have protected them. You have saved them.

      Tan considered whether he could bring Elanne, or his mother, or even Roine, but worried that if he did, and if more of the entity escaped, they would be in danger.

      And then there was what the draasin said to him. That this was a battle between darkness and the light. If what Honl told him were true, and that he was meant to be the light, or at least a part of it, then he was the only one who could face this.

      You begin to see a different truth, the draasin said.

      Which is?

      There are some battles you truly must face alone.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The shaping carried him across the ocean on a bolt of lightning, streaking faster than thought, with nothing more than a sense of movement. The draasin remained on his shoulder, her elongating tail wrapping even more tightly around his neck to hold him. Somehow, she still managed to lick his face as they shaped.

      Coming out of the shaping, he floated above the ground, looking down at the excavation. He had been the reason that the ground had moved, revealing the temple. A place of binding. Had it not been for him, Par would have remained the only known place of binding.

      But was that true? Eventually Assan and Sani would have managed to move enough of the earth to expose the temple, but maybe had Tan not helped, he would have had the time to understand what he might be facing, and time to understand what Marin intended. Now… now he simply had to react.

      Then, had he not helped, would he have been pushed? Always the question came, a balance between growth and change, and having time to relax and reflect. He rarely had such relaxing time, but maybe… if he could find a way to stop whatever this was, he might have a chance. And for his unborn child, was that not what he wanted?

      From above, he saw the pale stone gleaming in the bright sunlight. The strange absence of elemental energy surrounded the temple, something that he realized was not present in Par. Either the binding was different or there was something else entirely. Could he be wrong? Could this not be a place of binding?

      But the shape… that was the same. Much as Roine had described, the shape of the rune sprawled across the ground, spiraling four different arms away from the central temple, much like they spread around the tower in Par.

      If he was right, Amia would be here. Somewhere.

      Tan reached deep within himself, reaching for the connection to spirit that pooled within him. Through that connection, he pressed, searching for the bond that he shared with Amia, knowing that it was there, if only he could find it.

      The sense came distantly, and faint, but there.

      Tan poured himself into that connection, straining for her, but found himself blocked.

      He snapped back and looked at the draasin. She is there.

      But she is not.

      Tan nodded. She is not. What does it mean?

      It means that you must find another way.

      Far below, the temple teemed with activity that he hadn’t seen when he’d been here before. There had been Assan, and Sani, and the other excavators from Xsa, but not the hundreds of people—all men, it seemed—working over the ground. And they strove to dig up the rest of the binding, freeing the Alast Temple from the ground.

      What if they succeed? he asked the draasin. Since the attack in Par, she had gained another level of understanding that she hadn’t possessed before. With the way that she absorbed knowledge from others, she was the only way that he would know how to find any answers. And still he wasn’t sure that together they would be enough. The draasin might claim immunity from an attack, and Tan hoped that his connections to the elements, and the bonds that flowed between them, would protect him, but would that be enough?

      As he remained in the air, a storm cloud started to close in.

      Tan ignored it at first. But it moved quickly, more quickly than any storm cloud should move.

      Not a storm cloud. The darkness he faced.

      How am I to defeat that?

      We must replace the bindings, Maelen. I do not fully understand this, but what I can tells me that we cannot allow this free in the world.

      But I have restored the binding in Par. This hasn’t failed.

      I am not so certain of that.

      Tan looked down at the surface again and realized what he had missed before. A long crack formed in the pale white stone, streaking up the sides and working around the face of the central part of the temple.

      The door was opened.

      He didn’t know if that mattered with the binding, but when he’d been here the last time, the door to the temple had been closed, and there had not been any obvious way for it to open. With the bond nearly failing in Par, he wouldn’t put it past Marin or whoever she worked with in Vatten to find a way to open the temple door.

      Tan took a deep breath. This was the reason that he’d come.

      And he plunged toward the ground on a shaping of lightning, letting it carry him down.

      He stepped from the shaping to find dozens of men from Xsa. They immediately began to form two separate circles around him. The inner circle moved in one direction while the outer circle moved in the other. As they moved, Tan felt a strange pull, a separation, that reminded him of when the Utu Tonah had attempted to separate him from the elementals.

      Tan didn’t pull on elemental shaping. Doing so risked drawing more elementals to this place and with the growing cloud of darkness overhead, he didn’t dare attempt that. Instead, he shaped, reaching through the bond he had discovered to each of the elements, and pulled on it, drawing strength forth.

      The two circles began to move more quickly.

      You must hurry, Maelen.

      Tan drew on the four element bonds and tied them together, forging spirit. With this, he sent out a massive spirit shaping, wanting only to slow the Xsa shapers.

      But they resisted the shaping, moving with more speed.

      Tan attempted to take to the air on a shaping of wind, but found that he couldn’t.

      What were the Xsa excavators doing? He had never seen something like this, almost as if they created a rune…

      Maybe that was exactly what they did.

      Tan charged at the nearest circle, dragging his feet as he did, unsheathing his sword in a single motion. He didn’t know if they were controlled or shaped by the darkness, but he needed to end whatever they attempted.

      But he bounced off an invisible barrier.

      Tan remained connected to the different bonds, pulling them together, drawing on as much shaped potential as he could alone, and twisted it in such a way that he would form a spirit connection.

      He had touched spirit deeply many times since learning to shape, and there had been several times where he had a sense of time stopping, always when he had reached into enormous pools of spirit. With as connected as he was, with the draw that he pulled through the bonds, Tan expected that he should be able to have a similar effect.

      Nothing happened.

      It was as if whatever these men of Xsa did countered everything that he attempted.

      Not a separation from the elements. He retained his connection to each of them and could shape them, but they nullified his ability to exert any influence beyond their pattern. In that way, it almost seemed as if they were forcing him into a void, one that reminded him of Alast Temple when he first discovered it.

      Tan glanced over at the temple, which now rose above ground level. They had removed massive amounts of earth around the temple and created huge trenches which revealed the spiraling arms that comprised the rest of the binding pattern. This close, he could feel that something of that pattern had changed. He realized that even though he had come, he was too late.

      He might not be able to shape outward, or up, but could he focus his attention downward? Would the earth allow him some sort of assistance?

      The draasin squeezed her tail around his neck, as if knowing what he thought.

      Tan shifted his focus to shaping below him. At first, the ground began to heave and to lift free, and he felt a surge of hope that he might be able to find a way out from this strange trap, but then he reached a different void, one that he should have recognized if not for the panic that had set in and the fear that he needed to find some way to freedom.

      The same pale white stone that comprised the temple formed a sheet beneath him. And, as he focused on it, he realized that the sheet grew larger. Not only larger, but it began to curl upward.

      His heart began to hammer.

      This was a trap, but one that he never could have imagined. They would trap him in the same type of stone that created the Alast Temple. And if they managed to do that, his ability to shape, his connection to the elementals, and his newly discovered ability to reach the element bonds, would mean nothing. He would be stuck and would waste away while the rest of the binding failed.
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          Shaper of Light

        

      

    
    
      Tan composed himself, forcing himself to try to think up a solution to his freedom. The longer he watched, the more that he became mesmerized by the movement of the Xsa men and the strange way that they stepped. The barrier that they created shimmered in the air now, and the dark cloud grew even closer.

      The draasin unfurled herself from his neck and jumped to the ground. You have not yet mastered what you need to succeed here, Maelen. I will help.

      What do I need to succeed?

      I do not know, only that you have not yet mastered it.

      And you can help? Tan attempted again and again to send shapings at the circle formed around him, but nothing happened. Each time, the shaping bounced back, as if striking an invisible wall, and one capable of containing one of the most impressive shapings that Tan had ever attempted. Had the Utu Tonah managed something like this, Tan doubted that he would have defeated him. Even tied to the bonds, he had no way of escaping. Shaping would not help him.

      Not in this form.

      Tan almost lost control of his shaping. What form?

      The draasin didn’t answer, simply curled up on the ground at his feet and began licking herself, running her tongue over her wings, her tail, and her legs. A thick, clear crust appeared where she did.

      The energy coming from the Xsa men began to hum.

      Tan made his way toward them. They were moving in such a way that they were practically a blur. He again attempted a shaping, but it failed. Hating the need, he swept his sword in an arc over his head, the technique learned when training with actual swordsmen, and swung at the inner circle. He hated the idea of killing, of harming someone this way, but this pattern that they made intended to close around him. Already, white stone rose to knee height and started pressing even more against him.

      The sword bounced off the barrier.

      Tan stepped back, staring helplessly. The draasin lay on the ground, now not moving. The dark cloud hung in the sky, hovering over the heart of the kingdoms. Amia was gone. His unborn child was gone.

      And there was nothing that he could do.

      How could the Mother have wanted this fate for him? How could she have wanted it for Amia? Hadn’t she wanted to see him to safety? Hadn’t she given him everything that he needed to succeed to this point?

      You still think that you can win.

      The dark voice thundered in his head, louder and stronger than he had heard before.

      Your Mother has failed you, Shaper of Light. You will fail. And soon I will have the vessel that I need in order to return.

      Tan didn’t trust himself to answer.

      An image of Amia, her belly full and swollen, came into his mind. This creature didn’t want Amia. It wanted their child.

      Dark laughter filled the air.

      Tan reached for shapings, going back to the only thing that he knew. Earth, wind, water, and fire. Shaping each of them first at the men circling him, and then at the stone that had risen above his head. Now it began to curl in. Soon the stone would encase him, trapping him.

      His shapings bounced harmlessly off the stone. Each one failed. His shaping failed.

      Tan tried again, knowing in his heart that it didn’t matter, that nothing that he would do mattered, as he reached for the connection to the bonds. The elements were there, strong as ever, and within his reach, but twisting them together did nothing. He could reach spirit, and he could reach the other elements, but he was not able to free himself with it.

      The draasin didn’t move.

      Tan sat, full of hopelessness.

      As he did, he reached deep into the well of spirit within him. If he would fall, if he would die here, let him at least do so connected to Amia. She was his bond, and he was hers. In that way, they served each other, strengthened each other. And he didn’t want her to suffer alone.

      Within the pool of spirit, Tan shifted the shaping that he created from the four separate bonds, tying them to give him the strength that he needed to reach into spirit. Using this, he drew it deeper toward him, delving into that well of spirit.

      A hint of the connection to Amia remained.

      Tan grasped for this, pulling on his forged shaping of spirit, and pulled.

      All he wanted was Amia.

      He felt a sense falling, as if he were losing himself within that pool of spirit within himself. And maybe that was what needed to happen. If he were to pass, maybe he could join one of the bonds much like Asboel had, and he could reach the Mother in that way.

      It is not your time, Maelen.

      The voice, like an echo of Asboel, came to him. Tan felt a deep sense of loss and sadness for his friend.

      It is fine, Asboel. I will see you soon. But I need to give strength to Amia.

      He pulled on the bonds, this time drawing them upon him, forcing himself into the sense of spirit.

      Distantly he was aware of the white walls of the stone creating a casing around him.

      Tan fell into the spirit.

      There was nothing. And then there was everything.

      Spirit, true Spirit, flooded him. It was nothing like the combination of his shapings, nothing like when he pulled each of the bonds together. This was like stepping into the pool of liquid spirit when he’d been at the place of convergence, but then swallowing it, having it erupt from him.

      Amia was there, and he surged toward her.

      The bond between them changed, and she was pulled into this pool, into this sense of power.

      How is this possible? she asked him.

      The Mother. It was the only answer that he had. And Tan didn’t know whether this was a dream, and whether he would awaken, but if he was with Amia, then he would be happy in this moment.

      Not a dream, Tan. She wants our child. It wants our child. They’re here. I can’t move. Tan!

      If he could reach this power, was there anything he could do to save her and their child? Could he use this connection to stop Marin and the darkness? How, when his other connections couldn’t free him?

      I will come for you!

      Tan pulled himself from the pool. As he did, he pulled the pool of spirit, that connection to true spirit, with him. Power surged through him unlike anything he’d ever held. Tan had thought that reaching through the element bonds had brought him strength and power, but they were nothing compared to this.

      He released the power onto the stone that had closed around him.

      The stone bulged, resisting for a moment, and then exploded.

      The Xsa continued to circle around him, and Tan released the energy on them as well. As one, they fell, dropping to the ground where they had circled.

      The force—shaping, or whatever it was that they had done which contained him—immediately dissipated.

      Tan readied a shaping of the spirit, the stream of power flowing through him so strongly that he wanted nothing more than to turn it on the darkness and restore the binding.

      But he couldn’t leave here while the draasin remained immobile.

      He tried reaching through spirit for the draasin, but he could not. Either she had separated from spirit and fire, or whatever transformation she claimed would take place happened in a way that he could not reach her.

      When he tried lifting her, he found that she was sealed to the ground.

      Tan unleashed a shaping of each of the elements, using them to create a barrier around her until her could return. With this, he added the barest hint of spirit, drawing from this enormous store that he could detect, and sealed her in place.

      Then he burst into the air.

      Powered as he was by spirit, he moved more easily than he ever had before. He reached the darkened entrance of the Alast Temple and strode inside. A wash of power surged over him, and he felt it as it threatened to seal around him, but he was tied to spirit, and to the other element bonds. He would not—could not—be pulled from his connection.

      Light burst around him from everywhere at once, and it took a moment for Tan to realize that it came from him, pouring from his skin, from his very pores, almost as it had from the draasin when she had led them into the space beneath Par.

      Tan stepped forward, holding onto the connection with Amia. Within steps, he reached her. Distance seemed to have flown by, but he was not aware of the travel.

      She lay atop a stone pillar, arms and legs bound in dark metal chains, her abdomen bared. Marin stood next to her, a curved knife in hand. A dozen others stood arrayed around her. So far, they were not aware of Tan’s presence.

      Tan hadn’t seen Marin in months. She appeared thinner, her cheeks more drawn, and there were lines on her face that had not been there before. Power practically surged from her, and through the connection he had with spirit, he saw it as something like a dark cloud.

      That cloud swirled and hovered over Amia’s stomach.

      But Amia didn’t move. Her eyes were closed and he didn’t know if she could move.

      The knife arced toward her.

      Tan unleashed the power he held.

      Spirit struck those around Marin, and they fell.

      Her gaze flickered toward the opening in the temple before starting her knife forward again.

      Using his connection to spirit, he unleashed it on the knife itself.

      It dissolved in her hand.

      Tan moved his focus, sending it to Amia, and freed her from the chains with a thought before lifting her, pulling her to him, faster than Marin could react.

      “You think that you can defeat him now? He has grown powerful. Two bindings were released, and now he is nearly free.”

      “The other binding is restored,” Tan said.

      “Restored, but too late!” She smiled at him. “And your child was to be the form that he takes when he returns. But now…”

      She tipped her head back and opened her mouth.

      Like a swarm of insects, the darkness flooded inside her.

      Tan unleashed spirit, reaching for the darkness to pull at it, to drag it away from Marin, but even connected as he was to spirit and the other bonds, he could not stop what she did.

      Marin closed her mouth. Dark power circled around her. And she smiled.

      “It was not to have been me. I was to shepherd this back into our world, but it was not to be me. You have chosen, Utu Tonah.”

      “I am not the Utu Tonah. I am the Maelen,” he said.

      Tan strained for spirit, for each of the other elements deep within himself, and pulled them around him in a shaping of power. Light erupted from him but met the darkness coming from Marin.

      She stepped toward him, the smile spreading across her face. “You are not prepared, Shaper of Light.” Her voice had changed, going deeper, more charged. She pressed that darkness outward, forcing it at him.

      Tan resisted, pushing back with all the strength that he could draw. He unleashed this on her, on the darkness. The two met in the middle. Light and dark, colliding.

      And light fell back.

      Under the strength of whatever control Marin possessed, she forced Tan back.

      He reached for more power, straining for a greater connection, but it did not come. Everything that he could access he already had.

      And it wasn’t enough.

      He glanced at Amia. Her eyes had opened and she pushed through his connection with spirit, adding what she could, but even with her connection to spirit, even as the Daughter, she was not able to add to what he already could draw.

      Darkness pushed forward again.

      Tan took Amia’s hand. Power surged as he did, but it was brief.

      The darkness moved forward.

      Now it was nearly upon them. Beyond the rim of light barely a pace away, he saw nothing, but could feel the power of this dark energy as it came at him. Try as he might, powered as much as he might be, he still didn’t have enough strength.

      How had this darkness ever been defeated before?

      It pressed in on him and he practically collapsed.

      Tan looked at Amia and kissed her, and mouthed words to her that were unneeded, not with the bond between them, but that he wanted to say regardless.

      As he felt the darkness approach, Tan had an awareness of something else.

      Light streaked into the temple, brighter than the sun, and surged past Tan and into the darkness. There was a sound of a scream, and then light exploded, leaving the darkness faded.

      In the afterimage of what happened, Tan blinked, trying to clear his vision, and saw a long, stout lizard with four legs sitting alone where Marin had been.

      Maelen.

      Tan blinked again. Hatchling?

      Not a hatchling, not any longer. I am Light.

      Light? Tan asked, confused.

      Power surged as a bond formed between them.
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      Much like when in the draasin form, Light had jumped onto Tan’s shoulders before they made their way out of the temple. Once back outside, Tan searched the sky for evidence of the dark cloud that had spread there, like some sort of coming storm. But he saw nothing other than a clear sky.

      “How did you find me?” Amia asked. She hadn’t released his hand, and Tan was loathe to allow her to, anyway. Now that he’d managed to get her back, he would not have her away from him.

      “Roine. After the attack in Par,” he started. “My mother. She was one of the attacked. Roine came to find her. He had seen the binding pattern before.” Tan took her other hand and turned her to face him. “They took you from me.”

      “They didn’t want me. They wanted…” She rubbed her stomach.

      He touched her stomach, sliding his hand across it, and was rewarded by a kick against his hand. Turning to the temple, he focused on the stone, and the doorway. Pulling on the connection to spirit, he shaped the door closed once more.

      It doesn’t matter, does it? Tan asked Light.

      The lizard looked up at him and ran a tongue across his face. At least that hadn’t changed. It matters. The binding failed, but it matters.

      Tan pulled himself and Amia away from the temple and pulled through the earth bond, smoothing the ground back over the temple. It would remain hidden for now. If he had the need, he could recover it again, but for now… now he would prefer to leave it buried.

      “Where is Assan? And Sani?”

      Amia looked around and closed her eyes. “I cannot tell where Assan went, if he still lives.”

      “Was he a part of this?”

      “I… I think spirit protects from whatever that is,” Amia said. “That’s why Marin could use it, and why she couldn’t force me against you like they did with the others. I saw what she did, how she used some of that power to augment her spirit shaping. I don’t think your mother or the others had a chance.”

      “I separated it from them,” Tan said.

      Amia tipped her head, waiting. When Tan didn’t say anything, she laughed. “Aren’t you going to tell me how you reached me? How you glowed?”

      “I don’t really know. I think I found the spirit bond.”

      As much as he wanted her to, Light didn’t answer.

      Tan had no idea what kind of creature she even was now. Not draasin, but she looked nothing like any other elemental that he had ever seen. She had bluish scaled skin, a blunted nose and a long tongue, but her golden eyes still remained, a remnant of the draasin that she had been.

      Did you stop it? Tan asked Light.

      For now. The bonds failed. Marin spoke truly. Enough escaped that he has a presence in the world again. He will try once more. If the third bond fails before you are ready…

      How can I ever be ready?

      Because you are the Shaper of Light.

      That’s what he called me, but what does that mean?

      You will learn. You have already reached more than I think they thought possible. I sensed that from Marin before.

      Before what?

      Before she was disappeared.

      Did you destroy her?

      In that form, I could not. She called too much inside.

      But I wasn’t strong enough to stop them. Why would she leave? Why would it leave?

      Because the darkness has a memory of the light and fears my coming.

      Why?

      Light licked his cheek. I don’t know.

      Tan sighed. “How much of that were you able to hear?” he asked Amia.

      “All of it.”

      “All?”

      “When you reached me while I was trapped, you changed our bond.”

      Did it harm her? he asked Light.

      No more than when you bond to other elementals.

      She is not an elemental.

      Light licked his face again. She is the Daughter.

      And I am the Shaper of Light?

      Now you understand.

      Tan shook his head, but he didn’t think that he was going to get any answers from Light. And right now, what he wanted, was to simply hold Amia. They would rest, recover, and then he would need to start his search for the third binding. Finding it was important, and he thought that he knew where to start.

      Somehow, the Utu Tonah had known about the bindings. And, if Tan’s suspicions were right, he had thought to protect the world from the same darkness that had nearly appeared.

      Had Tan destroying him allowed the darkness to break free of the bindings? Was it his fault?

      The Bonded One would never have been strong enough, Maelen.

      Why me? Why was I chosen?

      Because you chose to serve. You grow. You change. You cannot Shape the Light without change, Maelen.

      Tan waited for Light to explain more, but she didn’t.

      Amia squeezed his hand, and he squeezed back. When he didn’t turn toward her, she squeezed again.

      “What is it?”

      She smiled. “It’s time.”

      “Time?”

      She patted her stomach and smiled again. “Time.”

      Tan touched her stomach and felt a kick. It was time. The baby would come. But not here, not in this place so near the binding where they both had nearly died. And not where the darkness had almost been freed.

      “Where should I take you?”

      “Home.”

      Tan thought for a moment, wondering where they would call home. What, if anyplace, was where he could bring her that would be home?

      But then he knew.

      With a shaping that drew on all of the elements, and this time, spirit most strongly, he lifted her with him and carried her home.
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* * *

      The Cloud Warrior Saga will continue…

      Light of Fire, book 10 of the Cloud Warrior Saga, releases November 2016. Sign up here to find out more!
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* * *

      Check out Book 1 of The Shadow Accords trilogy: Shadow Blessed
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      The A'ras of Nyaesh have a terrifying reputation: skilled swordsmen, owners of powerful magic, and ruthless killers. When they kill her parents, Carth discovers her father has trained her for shadow magic she never knew she possessed.

      She must use those skills to stay alive, discover a way to find answers, and avenge her parents if she can. Only the discovery of a greater threat than the A'ras forces her to risk herself for new friends and a home she never wanted but now can’t imagine losing.
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* * *

      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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