
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Alchemist Adept

      



    




The Alchemist Book 4

    

    




      
        Dan Michaelson

        D.K. Holmberg

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ASH Publishing]
          [image: ASH Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Series by Dan Michaelson

      

      
        Similar Series by D.K. Holmberg

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The steady drumming echoed through the city, a constant beating of drums that Sam had grown accustomed to over the last few weeks. It was a signal, a way for those who protected the city and defended against the threat of the Nighlan to ensure safety and stability. The drumming had been ongoing ever since the most recent attack and was an alchemy construct designed to alert others deeper in the city of a threat if one were to appear.

      Sam had come to feel that drumming deep within him.

      Tara tapped his arm, looking up at him. Her eyes narrowed, and he could see the question burning within them.

      “I don’t detect anything,” he said, keeping his voice soft. They stood outside of the Academy in a large courtyard framed by several different storefronts, not the least of which was Belianrash’s alchemy store. It was enormous. Its storefront loomed over everything else in this part of the city, a place that Sam had come to think of as helpful more than anything. At least for now. “You have to stop asking.”

      Tara performed a brief angulation, and the lines of the arcane arts pattern that she created flowed out from her. Sam could make out the distinct energy of the pattern and could even tell which way to nudge some of her lines so that they formed the pattern more easily. It wasn’t a difficult pattern for him to influence, which he suspected was part of the point. Tara likely intended for him to have that capability.

      “It’s just that when you look like that, it makes me think of what happened before,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper. There weren’t many people out in the streets, just enough that he suspected they both should be careful. Neither of them wanted to draw any unnecessary attention to themselves or what they had been doing. Sam held onto the silver vrandal, feeling the loops that wrapped around his middle three fingers with narrow bands that stretched to the circular piece in his palm while tapping into the source as he tested for any sign of Nighlan influence. Tara used her arcane arts in a similar manner, though with the complicated pattern that would be unlikely to be detected by anyone outside of the Academy. There were few inside of the Academy that would have any ability to detect what she was doing, either. “I know that we haven’t found anyone in the city in a while, it’s just…”

      Sam glanced over to her then. She was tugging at her simple gray cloak, not the typical robes the Academy students wore. Neither of them came out into the city dressed in those any longer. Not only would it draw attention, but it also made it harder for them to maneuver. That, and it would raise questions when they did return to the Academy. Sam didn’t need to have Havash questioning the reason that he and Tara spent so much time outside of the Academy.

      “Those within the Academy are watching for anyone else who might threaten to betray us,” Sam reminded her. It was also for his own benefit. The Academy was supposed to be safe. It was supposed to be a place where students could come and learn about the arcane arts, or alchemy, and do so without threat of any danger other than the inherent risks of their own magic. In the days since the Nighlan had made their presence known, there hadn’t been any way to ignore the other threat. The drumming was evidence of that. “Let’s just go into the shop. I’m not exactly sure what it is that Chasten called us for, but we probably shouldn’t keep him waiting.”

      “I don’t know. He seems to think that we would be able to sneak out of the Academy. Why should we prove that we can so that we end up getting into trouble?”

      “If he knows, then—”

      Sam cut himself off as the door to the shop opened and the owner stepped out. Chasten was an older man, thin but still fit. He saw them both, his gray eyes narrowing slightly, his wrinkled brow creasing deeply, before he glanced behind them toward the Academy and shook his head.

      “I do hope the two of you understand that you aren’t supposed to be out of the Academy today. There are protections around the Academy that are designed to ensure we don’t have any additional infiltration,” Chasten said.

      Sam glanced back. “Well, seeing as how I was the one who placed many of those protections, along with Tara, we thought that we were given implicit permission to leave. Besides, we only came to see your shop. As you requested.”

      Chasten regarded Sam with a dubious expression. “But you have left the Academy other times that I have not requested.”

      Sam’s mind raced. How much did Chasten know about what he and Tara had been doing? “We’ve just been ensuring the safety of the city. It’s not like we’ve been leaving very often.”

      “Had I not spent any time interacting with you, Samran, I think I might have actually bought that deception, but I know enough to tell when you’re trying to slip something past me.”

      Tara stepped forward and smiled widely. “We would never have tried to pull anything over you, Chasten. You’re the head of our tower, so we’d have to get your permission, wouldn’t we?”

      Chasten frowned. “I suppose you would.”

      “And if Sam and I wanted to leave the Academy to ensure that the alchemical protections around the city were stout enough, shouldn’t we be able to do that?”

      Chasten’s face remained neutral. “Under different circumstances, I would argue that there are any number of skilled alchemists who would have the necessary capability. Under the current circumstances, however, I’m afraid that we do need Sam and his unique understanding of alchemy in order for us to ensure the protections are as robust as they could be.” He glanced down the street. “I suppose an exception can be made. Sam, in his role within the alchemy tower, will need to investigate the protections. And perhaps he shouldn’t go unaccompanied.”

      Was that why Chasten had called them out here? Did he know what they had been doing and wanted to give them permission? That didn’t seem like something that he would do.

      “He doesn’t go unaccompanied,” Tara said.

      “I didn’t say you, Ms. Stone.”

      Tara stiffened. “I can work with him,” she said hurriedly. “You know that the almanac is meant for both of us. You know that I have been training with him, and I’ve been studying alchemy, trying to learn as much as I can, but—”

      Chasten raised his hand, cutting her off. Tara seemed to fold in upon herself, her shoulders slumping, and her neck ending ever so slightly. Sam hated seeing her like that.

      “I really do better with Tara,” Sam said. “She seems to anticipate what I need better than anybody else. Besides, I don’t fully understand the angulation patterns of arcane arts as well as she does.”

      Chasten watched them both. “You need to learn to lie better,” Chasten said, looking over to Sam. “As we both know that you understand the angulation patterns better than anyone below even Ms. Stone’s level. Perhaps more than most at her level. So I think your argument is invalid. Luckily for you both I am in a forgiving mood. We have gone several weeks without any evidence of pressure upon the protections, but that doesn’t mean that we don’t want to have them investigated for the possibility of another incursion.” He waved his hand. “The two of you may leave the Academy as you see fit. If you are caught by any other instructors, I will try to do my best to ensure that you aren’t sent out of the Academy for ignoring the rules.”

      “But you gave us permission,” Tara said.

      “You had better hope that I continue to give you permission.”

      “What do we have to do?” Sam asked.

      Chasten smiled at them, and as he did Sam realized that they had played into Chasten’s hands. All of this had been planned. He had known what they’d been doing and had called them out with some purpose.

      “For you to remain effective members of the alchemy tower, you are going to have to demonstrate more practical uses of alchemy than either of you have been attempting so far.” He waved his hand, then headed into the shop, leaving Sam frowning.

      “What is it?” Tara asked.

      Sam let out a heavy sigh. “He’s after something, though I don’t know what it is. And worse, I hadn’t even considered that part of serving in the alchemy tower.” He looked over to her. “There hasn’t been a first-year student allowed into the alchemy tower in a long time, but I’m going to be expected to perform the kind of alchemy that others who are in the tower understand. They can’t know about the almanac. They won’t have any way of using it. So I’m going to need to start demonstrating traditional alchemy, not the kind of alchemy that I’m learning within the almanac.”

      “I think you can manage,” Tara said.

      “I don’t know,” Sam said. “Traditional alchemy is basically an amalgam of arcane arts mixed with some elements of more complicated magic.” Not even magic, though. It was a mixture of different aspects of some of the more physical elements of their education. It involved drawing upon mathematics and biology and geology and many of the physical sciences. “I read about alchemy, but I haven’t invested any time in trying to perform that kind of alchemy.”

      Tara took his hand, squeezing it and shaking her head. “Trust me, Sam, this is something I think you can handle quite well. Besides, if there’s any part of that kind of alchemy that you can’t perform, you will have me there with you. Between the two of us, I’m entirely certain we can figure something out.”

      They headed into the store, with Sam following Tara. It was well lit. In any alchemy shop, lighting was one way to sell the product. Most of the lighting were alchemical creations. There were dozens of lanterns giving off different forms of light, though most of the light that radiated within the shop carried a soft orange or yellow hue to it, and none carried the greenish tinge that Sam had come to attribute to alchemy. Any greenish light came from the back of the shop, toward the work areas, where Chasten’s hired alchemists were employed.

      Sam found Chasten standing in front of a large cylindrical metallic object. He was tracing his hand along the surface of it. Chasten looked over to them.

      “What is that?” Sam asked, joining Tara and Chasten. There were markings along the surface of it that he recognized from many of the textbooks on alchemy that he’d read, and there was a significant runic pattern to them, which he had come to know was important. It seemed to be made of copper with some silver etched into the surface. The combination of the two metals was likely important for the creation as well. He traced his hand along the surface, finding it surprisingly warm.

      “A weapon,” Chasten said, shaking his head slightly. “Unfortunately, I have my shop producing far more of these than I ever thought that I would have to. There was a time when we only rarely made weapons.” He looked over to Sam. “The Academy provided the magical defense that was needed for all of Olway. With the Nighlan attack, though, even that isn’t going to be enough. We realize that we cannot be. We’ve been trying to increase our production, trying to ready additional defense since we know that the Nighlan have ways of undermining even the arcane arts.”

      “I’m not so sure that alchemy is going to be the answer,” Sam said. “Even if it is powerful like this.”

      “You can tell that it’s powerful?” Tara asked.

      “Well, these markings are from Thedel’s works, and he was known for many of his militaristic approaches to alchemy. The mixture of copper and silver would likely be for containment, and the overall shape suggests that it concentrates and augments that power into something more explosive.”

      Chasten snorted. “You have basically summarized some of my more complicated works. Do you know how many of my master alchemists that I have trained struggle with some of those concepts?”

      Sam shrugged. “I can see what you’ve created and can glean the intention behind it, but I can’t do much more than that. I don’t know that I have the creativity necessary to come up with anything like this.”

      Chasten nodded slowly. “That is one aspect of alchemy that many overlook. Within the arcane arts,” he said, glancing quickly around the shop, before seeming content that there was no one else there that might overhear, “there is something more regimented about the kinds of angulation that are taught. Learn this technique for this purpose, follow this pathway, algorithm, and you can perform various purposes. Alchemy is different. Inherently there is creativity to it. A rigid mind struggles. Oh, that’s not to say that somebody who is talented with alchemy won’t have the same ability to follow a recipe and create items. It’s just that to be a renowned alchemist, you need to have some flexibility, along with a desire for creativity.” He swept his hands around him briefly. “And, if I might add, a bit of flair. That’s how I managed to be successful.”

      That was Sam’s concern for himself. He had a quick mind and knew that he could memorize almost anything that he saw, but the challenge was finding answers for problems that arose. It involved creativity, and while Sam liked to believe that he had a certain fluidity of thought, he wasn’t sure that he was inherently creative.

      “What about this?” Chasten asked him, turning to one of the many tables that adorned his shop and lifting a small circular object that seemed to be levitating above a platform.

      The platform was made of stone, triangular in shape, and had carvings worked into the stone. Some of the carvings had pale white painted across them. As Sam brushed his fingers along it, he found it to be smooth. Bone, most likely. It was surrounded by stone and encased in a way that he wasn’t entirely sure how the alchemical creation had been created. There were no symbols, not like there were on the weapon, so he wasn’t sure how the circular orb levitated above it.

      “Magnetic,” Sam offered. “At least, it seems to be. I’m not exactly sure the purpose of the orb, though.” He reached for it and felt a hint of energy. To his eyes, it glowed with a soft greenish light. It was pale, barely bright enough that he could make out the hint of coloration, and it left him feeling slightly uneasy.

      Chasten tapped on his hand. “You won’t want to touch that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it is designed for a specific purpose. You might want to wear gloves when you handle it, as it is, unfortunately, another weapon. A very different kind of weapon. An emotional one.”

      Tara frowned. “You made an emotional weapon?”

      Chasten kept his face impassive. “How would you make one?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said, looking as if she were trying to figure it out.

      Sam frowned. It was an interesting puzzle. Emotions were not something that the arcane arts were designed to influence. The arcane arts were power that could be exerted upon the external world. The power came from inside of the user and could then be pressed outward so that power flowed to exert the intention of the user of the arcane arts.

      Sam had never thought about any sort of emotional influence. But as he stood near the orb, he was vaguely aware of the pressure upon him. It was unsettling. Why would it be that way? It was unsettling because of who he was. What he was.

      “Do you feel anything?” he asked Tara.

      Tara leaned toward it, getting her face close to the alchemical creation. Chasten shook his head slightly when she did. Angular lines began to form around Tara, a barrier that she intended to diffuse from her and toward the alchemical creation. As soon as she did, she jerked her head back, her jaw clenching, and her eyes narrowed.

      “That’s… awful.”

      “It can be,” Chasten said.

      “Why did you ask if I could feel anything?” Tara asked.

      Sam hadn’t tried any of his magic. He hadn’t tapped into the source, but he didn’t know that he needed to. At this point, he could feel the way that device pushed against him and detecting the slight unease that built within him as he thought about using the power from the source. “I can’t think of too many ways that emotional manipulation can work unless somebody or something is attuned to arcane arts or the source.” He studied the device, but even as he did Sam couldn’t make out anything that would help him explain how that even worked. “I can feel it, the same way you can, but not very strongly. I suspect that if we were to attempt to use too much power around it, we would find it incredibly unpleasant.”

      “Incredibly,” Chasten agreed. “And again, I am impressed you have identified it.”

      “I can feel it,” Sam said.

      “Without drawing upon the source?” Chasten asked.

      Sam nodded, and though he knew Chasten couldn’t use the power of the source, he and Chasten had talked about Sam’s ability enough that Chasten understood what it was that Sam did, even if he couldn’t draw upon the same kind of power. As far as Sam had been able to tell, none within the Academy could draw upon the same sort of power. The only ones who had been able to do so were gone.

      “I don’t need the source to feel that pressure. And I can feel it. Again, I don’t exactly know what it will do, but it’s almost as if the warning that I have tells me not to push too hard.” He shrugged. “I don’t know how to explain it any better than that.”

      “I think that is probably all the explanation you need. Now, if you can puzzle out how to create this, you will have my praise.”

      “Why do you want to create more of these?” Tara asked.

      Chasten turned to her. “Against the Nighlan, we need any advantage we can get. Unfortunately, we have not been able to replicate this.”

      “You didn’t create it?” Sam asked.

      Chasten shook his head. “No. This was created by an old alchemical master, and the secret to it has long been lost. Now, there might be something in that almanac of yours, but given the way that you’ve described the purpose of the almanac, I doubt that is where they documented the design.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything like that in the almanac,” Sam agreed.

      “Which is why I will give you the permission that you want, but in order for you to leave the Academy, you have to come here to work with my alchemists. And you have to help puzzle out how to make something like this.”

      Sam sighed. “If that’s what it’s going to take.”

      “What about me?”

      “Well, you might be necessary as well, Ms. Stone. I suspect there is a mixture of the arcane arts and alchemy within it, and given that you don’t have Sam’s brand of alchemy, and he does not have your strength with arcane arts, perhaps working together might provide some insight.” He smiled. “Now, I will compensate you for your time here, but I don’t want it to detract from your studies.”

      “I’m not worried about money,” Tara said. She glanced up at Chasten, and then over to Sam, stiffening. “Oh. I’m sorry. Of course we will take whatever compensation that you think is fair.”

      Sam appreciated her quick understanding of his own circumstance, but it wasn’t quite so dire now that he was within the Academy. He received a stipend, felt as if he were compensated reasonably, and certainly didn’t have to worry about food, but he wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity to make more money.

      “How often should we come?”

      “I would propose that you come daily, at least while we are still dealing with the threat of the Nighlan. Even if you can’t come up with how to create this device, there are others here who might.”

      Sam looked behind Chasten to the weapon. He wasn’t exactly sure how he felt about the idea of creating a weapon, but he understood the need. The Nighlan had to be stopped. He would still need to keep working with the almanac, trying to find a greater understanding of his own connection to the source, but perhaps working with alchemy would be beneficial as well.

      “What about the others in the alchemy tower? What will they think?”

      “You are going to have to keep up the pretenses there. I believe that you can manage?”

      Sam had hoped that he could, but then he had managed to keep up with other aspects of his Academy training while dealing with challenges. Why not add one more?

      Besides, this was what he wanted, wasn’t it? Learn about alchemy, and have a pathway to success after the Academy. If he could start here, then he wouldn’t have to worry about what he would be and what he would do after he left the Academy.
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      The drumming persisted when he stepped outside of the alchemy shop, and Sam turned his attention behind himself, looking back at the quiet energy that was within it, before shifting back to Tara.

      “I’m sorry about that,” she said. “I wasn’t going to keep you from having a chance to make extra money. I—”

      “I’m not worried about that,” Sam said, glancing back toward Chasten’s shop for a moment. He could almost imagine that he still felt that strange anxiety that was there and the anxiety that lingered from the alchemical device. It faded, though not entirely. He didn’t care for the sensation or for what Chasten asked of him. “He wants to use us. I don’t know how I feel about that, though.”

      “He’s offering you an opportunity to study with him in his alchemy shop. I think you should be thankful for that.”

      Sam started down the street with Tara hurrying after him. She frowned but said nothing about the fact that they were continuing away from the Academy. Since they had already left the Academy, Sam was in no rush to return, especially as Chasten had agreed to cover for them.

      “I’m thankful for the opportunity, and I agree that I need to understand how to perform alchemy better than I have, but I am concerned about what he’s asking of us.” He looked over to her. “Weapons. That’s what it is. And the kind of weapons that he’s asking of us can be used on anybody who can use the arcane arts more than alchemy.”

      “At least in that formulation,” Tara said.

      “I suppose,” he responded.

      Tara took his hand, squeezing. “You can always try figuring out a way to make the alchemy more specific. If that’s your concern, then I’m happy to work with you on that. We can find a way to figure out how that was created and come up with a strategy for ensuring that only those we want targeted can be.”

      He wasn’t exactly sure how that would work, but it was a puzzle to work through, and perhaps that was to his benefit. Figure out the answer to this puzzle, figure out some way to solve it, and at least be a part of the conversation. That more than anything mattered to him. He wanted to be a part of that conversation.

      Besides, he had fought the Nighlan. There weren’t that many within the Academy who could make that claim.

      “I just don’t like the idea of giving Olway some device that can indiscriminately attack those who have magic.”

      “It doesn’t have to be indiscriminate,” she said. “Think about what he’s asking. You’re a first-year student he wants to join some of his master alchemists. You wanted to learn as much about alchemy as you can, and you’ve been given an opportunity very few inside of the alchemy tower have been offered.”

      Sam glanced over to her. “You’re just saying that because you want to be included.”

      “So?”

      “Even if it means creating weapons?”

      “You don’t want to deal with the Nighlan threat?”

      They had stopped outside of a row of shops. There weren’t many people out, at least not in this part of the city, and with the steady drumming it sounded almost like thunder, reminding Sam a bit of the Barlands and the steady drumming energy that came from the constant storms.

      “The Nighlan need to be dealt with, but…”

      He wasn’t sure why it bothered him. It just did.

      They were creating something dangerous, and he didn’t like the idea of the way that could be used, or how it could be used against them so easily. He didn’t like the possibility that he could create something that might ultimately target himself or Tara.

      And as he looked over at her, he wasn’t exactly sure how to explain these thoughts to her in a way that didn’t come off sounding weak.

      “Just because he gave us permission to leave the Academy, I’m not sure that we should be heading all the way over here,” Tara said. “I mean, we’re almost to the river, and from there we know that the army surrounds the city.”

      “I just wanted to walk a little bit.”

      She looked over to him. Tara squeezed his hand, and they continued walking. “Does it have anything to do with your parents?”

      “Not really,” Sam admitted. “Other than my complete ignorance about what happened to them, where they disappeared, and how I might ever find a way of getting them back. It’s probably more about my sister. We came to the Academy so that she could study the arcane arts and find her place so that she could master her magic. It was never about me. I had only come with her so that I could provide her some emotional support.”

      “And now you don’t feel like you have been doing that.”

      Sam shrugged. “I haven’t been. Ever since we got to the Academy, I haven’t really been able to help her at all. At first it was because I didn’t feel like I could, feeling like who I was, and what I was, put her in a dangerous position, one that might end up with her having more difficulty in the Academy than I want. And now…”

      Sam stared off into the darkness. He could see the shadowy shapes of several of the towers stretching up through Tavran. There were only a few that were visible against the blanket of night, the Academy among them. They were older buildings—some of the oldest. Many of the buildings within the city had interesting architecture, at least in the daylight, and though Sam had never really studied the architecture, or the history of the city, he recognized that it had to be significant. The Academy itself was an old building, inter-worked with secret hallways, hidden aspects of the building itself, and even chambers that were secretly powerful. What if there were other places like that in the city?

      “There are ways of getting to your sister,” Tara said. Sam looked over to her. “That’s what you’re concerned about, after all. I know you’re worried she’s not going to make it past the first year.”

      He nodded. “You know, it was supposed to be me who wouldn’t make it past the first year. I was the one who had no ability with the arcane arts.” He kept his voice low, keeping it from carrying too far. “I wanted to learn as much as I could so that I could survive after that first year on my own while staying within Tavran. I had figured she would be fine.” Mia had been skilled when she had first come to the Academy. And she had an innate power that she had never struggled with. But coming to the Academy was different. The people here were different. The level of experience, and how hard they studied, were different than anything that she had known before. “Now I worry about her. If she doesn’t make it, I don’t know how I could stay.”

      Tara stepped away from him, looking him over. “Is that what you are concerned about?”

      “If she doesn’t stay within the Academy, I don’t know that I can. I came to help her, and I wouldn’t be helping her if I were here and she was wandering the streets somewhere else within Olway.”

      “You do realize that those who don’t make it past the first year are still given plenty of opportunities within Olway. They have knowledge and skill that can be used. Maybe not to become a true master of the arcane arts, but they can be useful.”

      “I think Mia would want to go back.”

      “Are you sure? After everything you’ve been through and everything you’ve seen, do you know that she would want to return to Erstan? More than that, would you even want her to go back? You know about the Nighlan threat there, and how that puts her in danger. So I can’t imagine that you would let her go back.”

      “Let her? She’s my sister, not my child.”

      “Then help her. Offer her the help that you promised, regardless of what she has told you. You can do more now for her than you could have before. With the connection you have to the source, you understand the arcane arts in ways that even I don’t.”

      He could tell it bothered Tara to say that. She was proud and accustomed to being the best at anything with the arcane arts.

      “I suppose maybe I can. If I can get her away from others of the sharan tower, maybe it will be easier. I might need your help with that.” And James. Now that James knew about Mia and knew more about Sam’s truth, Sam couldn’t help but feel as if he could use that. Perhaps James could be his connection.

      And if he couldn’t, then Sam wasn’t sure what he was going to have to do.

      “When we head back. We can go back to the alchemy tower so that you and I can show our faces. We need to be present there, especially as there are too many others who are trying to angle for the top spot in the tower,” Tara said, her mouth pressing into a frown as she did. “Besides, I really like seeing their faces when you are there.”

      “I don’t need to get into any argument with Gresham. I’m having enough difficulty within the Academy as it is, and I don’t need to add other elements to it.”

      “Well, the tower doesn’t really care about rank other than skill with alchemy. And seeing as how the others don’t have any advantage over you in that regard, and actually have a disadvantage with what you have come to learn, I think you don’t have anything to worry about. Me, on the other hand, have to worry about all of it. I don’t have any greater insight as to alchemy than any of the others.”

      “You have me.”

      Most of the students within the Academy had abandoned their study of alchemy following the attack, so there were not many who had any natural gifts with it. Not like Sam did. His own skill with alchemy was more than just having studied the almanac. It was about the time spent in the library, time spent studying as many of the books on alchemy as he could, trying to master them so that he would be well-versed and prepared for his time outside of the Academy.

      They started to turn when Sam noticed something with the drumming change. It was only a slight faltering, but it caught his attention. He turned back, focusing toward the distance.

      “Did you hear that? It sounded like the drumming shifted.”

      “I didn’t hear anything.”

      It had resumed its usual cadence and was now a steady beat, a rhythmic dance, so that Sam was left wondering if perhaps he had just missed heard it.

      But no. He remembered it. That drumming had faltered for just a moment.

      He started toward the edge of the city.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Tara asked.

      “I heard something. I know I did, and I’m not exactly sure what it is, but we can’t ignore it.”

      At least, Sam couldn’t ignore it. He wasn’t sure what he had heard, but he knew there had been something. The slight hesitation might be nothing, but given everything that he had learned about alchemy, and the dangers from the Nighlan, Sam couldn’t help but feel as if any irregularity needed to be looked into. Anything like that had the potential of added danger for them.

      When they reached the river, he slowed, looking across the surface of it. The faint tracing of the arcane arts still wove within the waterway. It traveled just above the surface, a latticework of figures and shapes that had been formed into a net like pattern, created by the masters. As it lingered over the surface of the river, Sam noticed his own addition to that. He had worked that protective pattern into something different, weaving some of his connection to the source amongst it, creating another surge of green energy through it. It bound within it, adding to it, and adding a layer of strength, along with something more. Sam could feel that something even as he approached, and could tell that there had been no disruption to it.

      He hurried across the bridge.

      The city changed the further he went. The outskirts of the city were mostly houses. Those deeper in the city were squished together, many two-and-three-story houses that squeezed as close together as possible. But the farther they went outside the city, the more it began to spread out, leaving a sprawling sense to the space. The drumming persisted all around him without any further pause.

      They reached the outskirts of the city where the row of houses ended, and the road changed, thinning out to nothing. There was no sign of anyone here. They had not passed anyone out of the city, either, which left him feeling like perhaps he had merely imagined the danger.

      He stood for a long moment, twisting the vrandal on the palm of his hand. Having learned the secret of it, Sam could take it off easily but tended to wear it, especially when he left the Academy, venturing into the city and into possible dangers. It was cool, though the more that he used it, the more the vrandal would start to change, the cold leaving it, replaced by a steady warmth. He saw nothing.

      “Maybe there isn’t anything out here,” he muttered.

      “Like I told you,” she said. “You don’t need to keep checking on the protections.”

      He breathed out slowly. “I just feel like there will come another danger. The Nighlan aren’t done with us yet. We both know that.”

      “But you aren’t responsible for all of this, either. There are others who can do it.”

      He smiled. She wasn’t wrong. And what was worse, he increasingly felt like he over-estimated his role. He might have added layers of protection within the Academy, but that didn’t mean that he was an essential part of the protection of the city. Even here, Sam could see the outline of the army, the unmistakable shape of their shadowy forms in the darkness. He could see an occasional lantern, an alchemical creation given the faint glow coming off of it, along with bursts of arcane arts that suggested there were masters of the arcane arts amongst the army. Anyone who attempted to get into the city would have to bypass all of that, which would be almost impossible. At least, almost impossible without raising some sort of signal. And the drumming hadn’t changed enough for him to believe there was anything else going on.

      Finally, he let out a sigh. “We should get back. It seems like we have some alchemists to impress within the tower.” And Sam was going to have to do some reading before he went and spent any time within Chasten’s shop. He didn’t want the master alchemists to think that he was unworthy of training with them, working with Chasten, and trying to create other alchemical devices.

      “And we can find your sister. I’m sure she would appreciate a visit.”

      Sam shrugged. “Well, I’m not quite certain ‘appreciate’ is the right word, but I am willing to try.”

      He started to turn, when he saw a slight tracing of a greenish energy.

      Greenish energy was alchemical light. And it came from along the border of the city, a trail that worked its way from out near the line the army formed around the city, back toward the city. He glanced over to Tara for a moment before turning his attention back to that line of light. She wouldn’t be able to see it. His ability to see the energies of magic used around him had been there since he was young, and Sam didn’t know what it meant, only that it was something that he could do, and something that he did not think others could.

      Tara pulled on his hand, and he resisted. “Not yet,” he said carefully. “I see something.”

      “You are always seeing something,” Tara said, but she stopped pulling on his hand.

      “There’s a faint tracing of alchemy. It’s subtle, but I can make it out. It’s working its way from the army, back toward the city.”

      “I’m sure they have alchemists there.”

      Sam glanced over to her, shaking his head. “There’s no point in having alchemists out with the army. They wouldn’t have the supplies they need to create anything of use. Most of the items the army has have been created within the city and brought up to them. Like Chasten’s shop.”

      “Then maybe it’s just some alchemy device.”

      The line of greenish light continued to make its way toward the city, and as Sam focused it seemed to grow brighter near the source.

      He glanced down at his hand. A vrandal. He was certain of it.

      Sam started along the edge of the city, making his way toward it.

      “Now what are we doing?”

      “We are going to have a look. I think there is another vrandal out there.”

      “You can’t know that from a distance.”

      She was right, and he wasn’t sure that he could know it, but he certainly felt it.

      He took a deep breath and wondered if perhaps he might be able to use his power in order for him to detect what was out there. Could he identify something? He thought about the various patterns that he knew and the lessons he had found within the almanac. There was one way that he might try. He focused on his connection to the source, opening himself up to it. It took a moment, but once he had a handle on that power, he let it flow through him.

      And then he directed it out, using one of the basic patterns that he knew of from the almanac. As it rolled away from him, it washed toward that slight greenish hue that he had seen.

      And then his pattern exploded.

      Sam was thrown back.

      The force of the explosion had been much more than he had anticipated.

      And somebody had known what he was doing.

      Tara was there, helping him to his feet. “What happened? Did you lose control of it?”

      Sam stared. The greenish light had faded, and he could no longer see a trail like he had before. “I didn’t lose control. Somebody took control. And now it’s gone.”

      “What do you mean it’s gone?”

      Sam dusted himself off as he looked around. “Whoever was using that strange energy is now gone.” He looked over to Tara. “But they disrupted my form of magic faster than anybody else. Faster than any of the Nighlan. What if it’s him?”

      Tara shook her head. “He wouldn’t come here by himself. We don’t even know what he can do.”

      They didn’t, and that was what worried him.

      In addition to setting up protections around the city, helping to ensure that the angulated patterns were as secure as possible, Sam and Tara had been researching all that they could, but neither of them had found anything. It was almost as if he had never existed. Or as if there was no record of him within the Academy. And that, Sam suspected, was probably the case.

      All they had was a name. Rasan Tel.

      “We should go back and worn Havash,” he said. “At least let them know what happened. Let him decide.”

      When he looked over to Tara, he could see that she wasn’t as concerned as he was, but then she hadn’t heard that strange hiccup in the drumming, hadn’t seen the greenish light of alchemy, and hadn’t been the one to have her connection disrupted so easily.

      That was why Sam was concerned.

      If there was somebody out there like that, the city might already be in danger.
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      The door to Havash’s office was closed, as it often was, and Sam stood before it, twisting the fabric of his robe. He and Tara had discarded their cloaks once they had come back into the Academy, having no need for them. Still, he thought that he had taken too long.

      There was the memory of the drumming outside of the city, but the rest of the journey back to the Academy had been accompanied by that undercurrent of energy, the alchemical drumming that suggest the barriers were intact. Sam couldn’t shake the feeling that something had disrupted those barriers long enough for someone to slip through.

      He glanced over, seeing Tara frowning. “Go on with it,” she said. “And then we can get back to our studies. That is the reason we came back, after all.”

      She didn’t believe that there was anything dangerous. But at least she seemed interested in helping him look into Rasan Tel.

      Sam knocked and then waited.

      A few students passed by behind them, but he ignored any gazes turning in their direction. There was no point paying attention to them while he was waiting on Havash. He already had enough strange gazes in his direction as it was.

      When the door finally opened, Havash greeted him from the other side. His eyes were drawn, his gray hair hanging a little wild, and the deep robe marking him as Grandam hung heavily around his shoulders. He glanced from Sam to Tara. He didn’t move the door to let them through.

      “Is there anything that you need from me, Samran?”

      “We were out in the city,” he started, immediately regretting it. The look on Havash’s face said everything about how he felt about them heading into the city. They were students, after all, and only permitted out briefly under very supervised circumstances. Maybe they should’ve gone to Chasten rather than coming back to the Academy and Havash, but Sam suspected that Havash would have an easier time knowing whether there was a real threat. “I understand that we aren’t supposed to go out into the city, but—”

      Havash stepped forward, crossing his arms over his chest and blocking Sam’s view of his office. “It seems to me that you don’t understand what you should and should not be doing, Samran.”

      “Chasten called us out,” Tara said. When Sam looked over to her, she offered the slightest of shrugs. “He wants us to work with him on defenses for the city.” She leaned forward, making a point of keeping her voice low so that it didn’t carry out into the hall. Sam realized Havash probably didn’t care one way or another. He had created an angulated pattern around them. The effect of it would be to impair the hearing of anyone listening in. “While we were out there, Sam noticed something.”

      Havash regarded both of them as if he was not sure whether to believe them, and Sam hoped that Chasten would at least provide the alibi they needed.

      “There was a pause in the drumming outside of the city.”

      “A pause?” Havash asked, his frown deepening. “You want me to be concerned about a pause?”

      “I’m just concerned that it was different than what we have detected when you’ve been out there before. And then I saw a trail of alchemy.” He held out the vrandal. “From something like this, I think. And when I tried to test the origin of it, I was thrown back.”

      Havash pressed his lips together into a tight frown, his gaze weighing upon them. Sam fidgeted as he stared, trying to come to terms with what Havash might do or say. It was ridiculous for him to even care, especially as it meant that he permitted himself to be placed under the authority of the Academy, but wasn’t that what had happened? Increasingly, Sam wanted to stay here, and wanted to learn from the Academy so that he could continue improving his craft, even if it were different than what people within the Academy studied.

      “We can ignore the fact that the two of you left the Academy without permission.” He raised a hand, cutting off Tara’s attempt at interrupting him. “I am well aware that Chasten would like your services within his shop, much like I am well aware that you would probably be a benefit to him. To all of Olway. But you are still students. One of you is a first-year student who has much to learn. The other is an older student who should already know the general policies of leaving the Academy without permission.” His heavy gaze drifted from Sam to Tara and then back again. “As it stands, the two of you decided you would leave the Academy, presumably because Samran thinks that he must be the one to test the protections placed around the city.” A hint of heat began to work up Sam’s cheeks. “But such a thing is unnecessary. Even if there were any danger to the protections, we do not need a first-year student trying to enforce them. Your assistance has been appreciated, but we are making our preparations. And you must continue your studies.” He looked over to Sam, watching him. It was almost as if Havash dared Sam to challenge him, which he wasn’t willing to do.

      “I just wanted you to be aware of what I detected,” Sam said.

      Havash tipped his head. “Consider me warned.” He stepped back into the room, closing the door behind him.

      Sam’s gaze skimmed the hallway around him. Lines of power that glowed with a pale white energy worked through the entirety of the Academy these days. Most of them were faint enough that Sam could barely make them out unless he concentrated on seeing them worked into the walls. He struggled to see the patterns, but there were some traced along the floor in a more obvious manner.

      Tara tugged on him. “We need to get moving,” she said. “We get caught here, and you know what’s going to happen.”

      More stories would be spread about them.

      “We could go back to the alchemy tower,” he said.

      “I’m willing to go wherever you think that we should, whether it’s the alchemy tower, the library, or…”

      The sound of voices came from down the hall, and Sam looked over. Older students, most of them, and almost completely sharan. Gresham was among them, his brown hair hanging toward his face, a pompous grin curving his lips that Sam wanted to knock off by blasting him with the source.

      He supposed encountering Gresham here was for the best. Having him here now was better than having him in the alchemy tower. His having passed testing to be enrolled within the alchemy tower had been one of the more unsettling things about the tower reopening. Sam had thought that he could continue to use it as his space, but it no longer was. Now many students shared it. All of them had an interest in alchemy, at least purportedly. He believed that most of them wanted to gain skill with alchemy so that they could perhaps follow in Chasten’s footsteps, or so that they could have a more well-rounded approach to the arcane arts once they left the Academy. Then there were those like Gresham whose intentions Sam questioned. With someone like Gresham, he couldn’t help but feel as if he had some other motivation for it. With Gresham, there was always some other justification.

      “Why don’t we get moving?” Tara suggested.

      He nodded, and they made their way along the hallway. It was still early enough that the Academy had a certain vibrancy to it, but as soon as the evening bell rang, students would be expected to return to their tower. Sam and Tara weren’t confined in the same way as most students were, able to use the Study Hall, but there were certain expectations about their behavior.

      She guided him toward the alchemy tower when he paused, resisting.

      “I want to go back to the library,” he said.

      “Why the library?”

      “Because we need to keep looking into him.”

      “We’ve already decided that there isn’t anything in the main stacks that we will find. We need to look at other areas to uncover what might be there.”

      The other areas. That meant going into a section that was off-limits and would be incredibly dangerous for them to try to reach while any of the librarians were around. Sam understood the danger, but increasingly he felt they had not been trying hard enough. He and Tara had been trying to find their place in the alchemy tower, rather than pushing at other places that they should have been spending time. That was a mistake, something that he needed to correct as quickly as he could.

      “So you just want us to go back to the alchemy tower?”

      “What is going on with you?” Tara asked. He stopped near the staircase leading down, and she forced him to look up at her. “I realize you feel like there was something going on out in the city, but we have to be careful how we approach these things. We don’t know what it was, or if it was anything that we even need to be concerned with. All we know is that—”

      “There was something. There was alchemy, and it managed to knock me back. What if it is the Nighlan?”

      Tara let out a heavy sighed. “Maybe it is. But if it is, all you saw was one person. There’s not a whole lot that one person can do.”

      Sam frowned. “I don’t know. We thought Bethal couldn’t do much. She seems capable enough. And Ben before her was certainly capable enough. I don’t know how many others you think we shouldn’t be concerned about, but it feels like there are plenty of people that have had an influence.”

      “Would it make you feel better to go to the library?”

      “I’m not sure what would make me feel better. I think it would feel better if we didn’t have the alchemy tower occupied.”

      “Then we should go down there, make sure that others know that we aren’t abandoning it, and continue to hold our place.” She nodded down the hallway. “Your place, really. When it comes to the alchemy tower, you really do have the ranking that will keep others somewhat honest. They don’t need to know anything about how or why you have the potential that you do, only that you have that potential. Besides, you have Chasten’s blessing.”

      “What happens if another alchemist comes?”

      “Another alchemist?” She shrugged. “Well, there aren’t many real alchemists remaining, at least as far as we know. Any of the traditional alchemists that were left died in the explosion. All that are left don’t have the same knowledge or ability to use the almanac. So I don’t think that you have to be quite so concerned about that.”

      There were others who had ability, though. Sam knew it. Lilith certainly did, and there were others who had been with her who likely had a similar ability. Had Sam stayed with her, he probably could have learned even more, but he had decided to return to the Academy. He could imagine Tara’s response if he were to tell her that he wanted to return to Lilith and learn more about her kind of alchemy. She had been mad that he had been taken, madder still that he had been forced to learn from somebody who had a similar kind of power to him, and now there was a different issue, at least from what he would suspect she would see. It would be that he felt as if he needed to leave her in order to learn more. And there was a part of him that thought that to be the case. He might have to leave for him to advance.

      “Let’s just go down to the tower,” he said.

      “We don’t have to if you don’t want to. You don’t have to do this. You shouldn’t do any of this. Not if you’re concerned.”

      A group of students moved past, and Sam leaned against the wall, finding himself dipping into his connection to the source the way he often did. Increasingly, it was so that he could feel the connection and continue to practice. It was almost as if there was a benefit for him doing so. He held out a faint barrier around himself, little more than a trickle of power that protected him.

      “Let’s head down there,” he said.

      They made their way downstairs, past the kitchen, where Sam paused slightly, looking over to the door. He hadn’t visited with Okun in quite some time. He had a connection to the alchemists different than most. Not gifted with alchemy, but he had certainly seemed to be connected to alchemy in a way that had permitted him to know that power better than most. When the Academy had been attacked, Okun had been there, defending it when others had not been willing or able to do so.

      When he lingered too long, Tara motioned to the kitchen. “Do you detect anything here?”

      Sam closed his eyes, and when he did it was almost as if he could see something, though it was difficult for him to know what it was. Some of it was the power of arcane arts that flowed in the walls, but some of it was alchemy, the greenish hue energy carrying through here.

      “I can feel the presence here. It’s almost like there is something here, but I’m not exactly sure what it is. Perhaps just the energy we placed within the Study Hall,” he said, turning and looking back at her. “Or perhaps I’m just over-imagining things. It wouldn’t be the first time I did that.”

      “Can you detect anything beyond the arcane arts and alchemy?”

      Sam shrugged. “There isn’t anything else here. I suppose I could go into the kitchen and see what Okun might know, as I am almost certain that he would welcome me, but I don’t know what else is here.”

      He headed toward the door and listened for a moment, but he didn’t hear anything from the other side. It was late enough that the kitchen was probably quiet, or at least wrapping up. Most of the kitchen staff would be finished for the day, and only a few would have remained to make preparations for the next day.

      There wasn’t anything special for him to notice.

      “We should just get going,” he said.

      They reached the door leading down into the alchemy tower. It was unique among the towers in that it was situated below the main part of the Academy. All of the other towers were true towers in that they went upward. Sam still had his room in the tolath tower, but he didn’t spend as much time there as he once had. Now that the alchemy tower had fully reopened, and he had been permitted to return along with all of the others, there wasn’t the same motivation for him to linger in his room under the pretense that he stay there. Now he could openly spend time within the alchemy tower.

      As they started down, he felt something.

      He paused again, and when he turned, looking behind him, there was a faint tracing of greenish energy along the hall.

      Had that been there before?

      Sam started to question how much of this was real and how much was just his imagination. Increasingly, he started to feel like he imagined more of this than he should. It was too much like what he had seen outside of the city. A flash of greenish light and a faint trail. That might be nothing, or it might reflect an actual attack on the Academy.

      Havash’s words came back to him.

      The Academy was protected.

      Anything that he saw might be of Havash’s design.

      And because of that, Sam had to stop thinking of himself as essential in ensuring the safety of the Academy. He might have a significant role, but he wasn’t essential for it. He was a part of something greater, much like all of the students within the Academy.

      When he turned back, Tara was watching him, and he recognized the look in her eyes. There was a hint of irritation, but there was also something more.

      “I thought I saw something. I probably didn’t.”

      “Like what you saw outside of the city?”

      “Maybe.”

      “We can get into the Study Hall, see what we might be able to uncover, if that would make you feel better.”

      He wanted to tell her that it wouldn’t, but the truth of the matter was that it would.

      “You wouldn’t mind?”

      “Mind? I don’t know what to make of it, especially because I can’t see the same things you can, but I am not going to dismiss what you have observed. You’ve been right with the Academy so far, and besides, I wouldn’t mind a little time alone in the Study Hall with you.”

      He glanced toward the alchemy tower before smiling at her. It would be far more pleasant to be in the Study Hall than to head down to the alchemy tower, jostle for their place there, and deal with some of the personalities that he knew were there.

      “We can go through the kitchen entrance. If Okun is there, I’m sure he won’t mind. And if he’s not, then we can just sneak inside.”

      His gaze lingered on the hallway, toward the greenish light that he had seen, before he tore away and headed toward the kitchen.
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      Morning came too quickly. Sam was tired. They had wandered through the Study Hall, though he had not seen any further sign of alchemy. After a while, he abandoned his search for it and came to think that perhaps there had been no sign of alchemy other than what he was using when he tapped into the source. They had made their way into the library but hadn’t been able to get into the reserve stack, as it had been blocked off by a librarian who had been inside it late into the evening. Far later than Sam had been willing to remain, worrying about exposing themselves or leaving evidence about their access.

      He struggled through breakfast and then made his way to his classes. He took a seat in mathematics, glancing over to James, who just laughed at him.

      “Another late night in the alchemy tower? It seems like you and Stone have been having quite a few of those,” he said, leaning close to Sam.

      “It’s not like that,” Sam said.

      “I don’t know, it looked like it was. I checked on you after the ten bell, but you weren’t there. Figured I would see if you wanted to go through some angulation. I’ve been trying to work on a few more complicated aspects of angulation and thought that maybe your insight might be able to help.”

      “I’m really sorry,” Sam said. “I need to be better. You needed me and—”

      “I’m not going to keep you from your time with Stone. It’s just that I wouldn’t mind having some time with my friend as well.”

      Sam rubbed sleep from his eyes. He looked up as he only halfheartedly listened. He had memorized the mathematics textbook early on and didn’t struggle with it. There were times when he questioned whether he really should be attending these classes the way he had been, since much of what he learned now was redundant. It might be better for him to spend his time in the library, learning on his own. When he had broached that subject with Havash, he had told him that he was an Academy student, and Academy students need to spend time within the Academy and not devote all of their time to the library.

      “What’s it like down there, anyway?”

      “In the alchemy tower?” When James nodded, Sam shrugged, keeping his voice low. He had formed a faint tracing pattern using the source to try to mask their conversation, having learned this trick early on. It was similar to the one that Havash had used on them the night before. It permitted sound to come through but did not allow their voices to be heard. He doubted that James even knew what he was doing. The instructor certainly wouldn’t. It was one benefit of Sam’s unique form of magic. “We study alchemy. For most people, it’s not that exciting, but I’ve always been drawn to alchemy. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “Because you want something you think you can profit off of,” James said, and when Sam didn’t deny it, he started to laugh. “Not that I could blame you for that. There are plenty of people who come to the Academy wanting to profit off of their time here. I am not surprised you would be one of them.”

      He had shared with James some of what he had gone through, but not all of it. James didn’t need to know that Sam and Mia had been homeless before they had come to the Academy. That wasn’t who they were any longer. They didn’t struggle to find even scraps of food. They didn’t have the same challenges of finding a dry place to sleep. He didn’t even worry about where he might find something to read, a concern that very few in his situation would normally bother themselves over, but Sam always had. It had been essential for him so that he could try to eventually find a way of getting them free of their circumstances. That had always been his goal. He had wanted for them to eventually find a way to escape the trappings of poverty.

      And they had.

      But Mia might end up returning to it if Sam didn’t offer her the help that she needed.

      Those thoughts sent a renewed urgency through him. He needed to help his sister as much as possible so that she didn’t end up back on the street, only this time without him. He had vowed to protect her after they’d lost their parents, and he was determined to do so.

      “I suppose you’re right,” Sam muttered. “But maybe not for the reasons that you know. Say,” he said, swiveling slightly so that he could look at James. “I might need your help with something.”

      James arched one brow, regarding him with a bemused expression. “Now you need my help?”

      “It’s not like I’ve been avoiding getting your help,” he said. “It’s more that I have tried not to draw you into anything you don’t want to be a part of.”

      “And by that, you mean alchemy?”

      Sam nodded. More than alchemy, though James didn’t need to know that. It was alchemy, it was the attack on the Academy, it was dealing with the Nighlan, and it was everything that had happened to him during that time frame.

      “In this case, it’s something different. I’ve been still struggling to try to get ahold of my sister in a way that doesn’t put her into a difficult spot.”

      “You know, it is acceptable for students from different towers to speak to each other.”

      “I realize it is. It’s just that she’s been sensitive to it. I think if it comes from me, she’s going to be extra sensitive, and probably unnecessarily so. But if you were to get word to her, it might not be so bad.”

      James snorted and quickly cupped his hands over his mouth. Professor Milthonin didn’t change his intonation on the advanced concepts of the mathematical discussion that he had been going on about, and James frowned.

      “You want me to go talk with your sister, pass her a note, or something along those lines?”

      “That would be great,” he said.

      “And what do you want to say?”

      Sam had been trying to figure out what to tell her. He needed to offer her some assistance. But he wasn’t sure what he could offer her that would pull Mia away.

      “I just want her to meet with me. It might be easiest if we meet in the library, because there are fewer people watching.”

      “And what sort of people do you worry about watching?”

      “The kind of people like Gresham,” Sam said. “Mia doesn’t need to be harassed the way I have been.”

      “I don’t know. Why don’t you just have Tara go and talk to her?”

      “I thought about it,” he said. “But I’m not sure that Tara would be able to do or say anything. She knows that Tara and I are…” Sam wasn’t even sure what to say that they were, only that they were definitely more than friends, but what would Tara call themselves? “Together,” he finished.

      “All right. I can get her a note. I’ll try to slip her something after dinner, if that works for you. You want me to tell her to meet you afterward?”

      “That would be great. Maybe the library at nine bells.”

      “Is that going to give you enough time for whatever you have planned with your sister?”

      Sam looked over and shrugged. “I don’t really know. At this point, the only thing that I know is that I am trying to help her, but I don’t even know if there is anything that I can really do to help her. Does that make sense?”

      “Not really, but it’s your family, so I’m willing to offer you whatever help I can.”

      Sam turned his attention back to his book, flipping through it again while the instructor continued to drone on. Class passed slowly, as did the rest of the day. By the time dinner came around, and Sam had eaten—doing so in relative silence while watching as James made his way over to Mia, sitting amidst a group of older sharan students—Sam had already decided what he wanted to say to her. He had been thinking about it throughout the day, trying to come up with how he could offer her something that she wouldn’t be able to get from the sharan students.

      Tara hadn’t come in.

      That wasn’t terribly uncommon. There were many days when Tara didn’t come to the dining hall, preferring to work on her studies, though usually she would give Sam warning if she were not going to be joining him at the meal. He finished, putting his tray away. There weren’t any whispered comments about him like there had been when he had first come, especially as he had proven himself an adept student, but there were times when he felt that people still looked in his direction, as if they were watching him, waiting for him to make a mistake.

      Sam refused to do so.

      He found himself in the library. It had been restored, and there was something relaxing about coming here now that it had been, wandering through the stacks, finding different books that he had yet to read, but he was particular about them now. Without any limitations on what he could read, he wanted to make sure that he spent his time on topics that would advance his knowledge of a subject rather than simply regurgitating something that had been written about before. He stopped at the library’s desk, smiling at the librarian, an older woman named Victoria, who glanced up from the ledger.

      “Mr. Bilson. It’s a little early for you to come, isn’t it?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe a little. Figured I needed some more time in the library as it’s been fully restored. I was hoping to find something on advanced concepts of biology today.”

      She straightened up and regarded him. “That’s unusual for you. These days, I understand you are more interested in alchemy.”

      He hadn’t seen Victoria that often, and when he had there was a certain aloofness to her that he didn’t fully understand. Perhaps she didn’t care for the fact that he was known as the Barlands boy, either. “I have been studying in the alchemy tower,” he said. There was no point in denying it. Besides, her knowing that he spent some time in the alchemy tower might convince her to work with him more. It was considered an honor to be permitted to study in the alchemy tower, not that all instructors seemed to feel that way. “I have been looking into—”

      Victoria cut him off, waving her hand toward a stack of books near the back of the library. “I believe you know where to find what you’re looking for.”

      He let out a soft sigh. “I do. Thank you for your help.” She glanced up, her frown returning, before she turned back to what she was reading. It was a book on advanced angulation, though Sam had read it quite some time ago. “I found that Niven’s Guide supplemented that book quite well.”

      She looked up for the barest moment before turning her attention. “Yes, well, most prefer that as a basic supplementation. I thought I would try to master the source material.”

      “Of course. I’m of the opinion that it’s always best to go to the source material, but in this case, given the style of writing used by Vearant, the guide is somewhat helpful to make the transition. I could offer you my notes, if that would help.”

      She did look up, and Sam could practically imagine her debating whether or not to ask a first-year student for his notes on advanced angulation, a topic that an Academy graduate would have expected to have mastered by now. She said nothing.

      He wandered into the stacks, grabbing books on advanced biology, as he had told her he wanted, and then moved on to looking for some on applied mathematics, geology, and a couple on angulation. He was running out of books that would further his knowledge. That shouldn’t have been a problem, but once he did run out of books here, what would he do afterward?

      He took his books to one of the small alcoves and found a seat. He read while he waited.

      Every so often, Sam would look up, thinking that his sister would be coming in, but there were only other students. He continued to read, his attention not nearly as focused as it should have been, while hoping to see Mia. Sam had observed James giving her the note, so she would have at least received it, but he kept hoping that she would join him.

      If she didn’t, what would that mean?

      She was frustrated with him. He knew that. After he had demonstrated his connection to the source, and that he had the ability to use magic, she had been disappointed, though he wasn’t sure why. Perhaps it was because he had always been the scholarly one, and having access to magic was something that Mia had. He would have expected her to be happy for him, but she had not been.

      When nine bells came and passed, and there was still no sign of Mia, he knew that she wasn’t going to come. Sam stacked up his books as it grew close to the ten bells and sat staring toward the entrance of the library. Maybe she would come in right before the bells rang.

      But there was no sign of her.

      Then the ten bells.

      The library was closing.

      He could return later, finish his reading, but it was the idea that his sister had not wanted to join him that bothered him more than he had expected it to. He got to his feet, leaving the stack of books. He could put them back, but the librarians, especially those like Victoria, preferred it when the students did not. They viewed it as part of their responsibility to re-shelve books, as if only librarians knew how to place books on shelves. He nodded to her as he passed the desk, heading out into the hall, and paused again, looking to see if there might be some sign of his sister. Maybe she hadn’t wanted to come into the library. He had chosen the library intentionally, as it was easier for her to avoid looking like she was coming to work with him. They could claim any interaction was chance.

      But nothing.

      He headed toward the tolath tower, glancing to the entrance to the Study Hall, before trudging up to his room. He opened his door when James poked his head out of his own room. He had his robe buttoned, and his hair was a little wild, pale eyes drawn as if he were exhausted from his studies. “Well?”

      “She didn’t come. I might have to have you find her later.”

      “Did you do anything to upset her?”

      “You mean other than succeeding in the Academy?”

      “She can’t be upset about that, could she?”

      Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. She was always more gifted with the arcane arts than I was. I think that she expected to do better than me here.”

      “It’s more than just talent with the arcane arts within the Academy, though. Some of the least powerful users of the arcane arts are some of the most valued members of the Academy.”

      Sam knew that. Some of it came from their willingness to study, digging into the philosophical use of the arcane arts, and some of it came from the fact that they were motivated in ways that those who had real power were not.

      “I’m tired,” Sam said. “Why don’t we talk more in the morning?”

      He closed the door behind him, taking a seat on his narrow bed, looking to the stack of books in his room. He had plenty to read here if he wanted to, though he had always enjoyed going to the library as well. There was something relaxing about it.

      His door came open, and Sam immediately jumped up, pulling on his connection to the source, and hurriedly forming a shielding barrier around himself, ready to unleash it, but it was just Tara.

      “You look like you ready to fight,” she said.

      “I was just not sure who was coming into my room.”

      “So you decided to attack anybody that comes in?”

      “I didn’t know.”

      She glanced behind her. “I’ve been looking for you. I figured you would end up in the alchemy tower, but you didn’t.”

      Sam told her about his attempt to reach his sister.

      “You know, we could go to her.”

      “In the sharan tower?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not saying it would be easy, but I do know a few uses of angulation that can conceal us. If you want to go to her, we can slip into the tower, get to her room, and you can have your conversation.”

      He wasn’t sure, but this was his little sister.

      Sam wanted to offer her the help that she needed. And there was no doubt in his mind that she needed help.

      He had to find a way to help ensure that she stayed in the Academy.

      “Let’s do it.” This was his sister, after all. He would do whatever he had to help her.
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      A hint of pale opaque power emanated from Tara. It formed a strange shield around her, one that Sam knew could make her practically invisible. There was a time not all that long ago when it would have made her completely invisible, but now he could still see the outline of her power.

      Everything around them was quiet, though. They remained as silent as possible, hurrying through the Study Hall, with Sam holding onto his connection to the source. As he passed through here, he made a point of testing whether he could detect any influence upon his protections, but there were none. The protections that he had placed here remained.

      “We need to keep moving if we are going to do this. I don’t want to be out so late that I am exhausted again tomorrow,” Tara said.

      Sam inhaled deeply. “I’m sorry. I was exhausted today, as well. I haven’t seen any other sign of alchemy in the Academy, though. I keep waiting for something, somewhere, but there’s nothing.”

      “Which means it probably is nothing,” she said, looking over to him. “You know that, right?”

      He let out a frustrated sigh, but he knew she was right. That they had encountered nothing likely meant there really was nothing for him to find.

      “Are you sure we know how to find the way to the sharan tower?”

      “I thought you had explored this part of the Academy.”

      “I had explored it, but I didn’t really go into each of the towers. I tried to avoid them.”

      “Because you’re afraid of the sharan tower?”

      He shrugged. “Students aren’t supposed to go into other students’ towers. It felt a little bit like cheating for me to do that. Not that I thought anybody would even find out, but I didn’t want to draw that attention. You know what I mean?”

      Tara chuckled, shaking her head slightly. “Not really. Since we learned that this was all interconnected, I have been exploring all the way through here. I figured that it was my right to do so. I have access to all of the Study Hall, and I’m going to use it so that I know whether there is anything else in the hall for us.” She glanced over, shrugging. “And don’t you try to tell me that I’m doing something wrong, Sam.”

      They reached a staircase. Tara glowed softly with a hint of the arcane arts, a very tightly controlled weave of angulation forming a soft ball of light that she forced ahead of her. It illuminated the staircase but wouldn’t be bright enough for anyone outside of the Study Hall to see. They hurried up the stairs, and then they reached a small side hall, which Tara led them along. It ended in a section of wall.

      “So,” she said. “If I’m right, this should be the first-year students’ section of the sharan tower. I didn’t actually go and open it to see if it is, but I suspect that I’m right.” She looked over to him, shrugging. “Though, if I counted wrong, or calculated wrong, we might just end up stepping into the fourth-year students’ common area.”

      “Great. One more reason for Gresham to be upset.”

      “Well, so far, he doesn’t know this exists, and to be honest, I would kind of like to keep it that way.”

      “I would too. I don’t need to run into him in the Study Hall,” Sam said.

      He nodded to Tara, who touched a section of the wall, which slid open quietly.

      She was holding onto a powerful weave of angulation, a crisscrossing network of power that should shield them. Sam added his own element to it, creating the barrier, though he wasn’t exactly sure that it would do anything other than shield their voices.

      “I hope you created the wall.”

      Tara glanced over. “What else did you think I was creating?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      They stepped out into the hall, and quickly triggered the door to close once again. The hall was empty. It was identical to the tolath tower. It was a narrow hall lined with doors. Most of the doors had signs on them—names, Sam realized.

      He started forward, moving past a small statue that left him with the faint stirring of energy coming off of it. He glanced over to it. It was a statue of a man holding a strange object, long and slender, held tightly in his fist. Some sort of alchemy device, he suspected.

      “Sharan,” Tara whispered. “At least, the weapon is.”

      “What does it do?”

      “I can’t say that I know. All of the towers are named after weapons, but no one has seen them in ages.”

      He motioned for her to follow. They made their way along the hallway even further. There was nobody else, but it was late enough that he wasn’t really expecting anybody to be out.

      “It’s nice of them to have labels on the doors,” he said.

      “Well, we don’t have so many students in our tower that we need to have labels. Sometimes that’s a blessing and a curse.”

      They found his sister’s door. It had a full name, but not her last name. Miana.

      He pressed his hand against the door. Using the source, Sam could add a pattern to the door, tracing a faint bit of energy there.

      When he did, he detected the use of arcane arts.

      He paused.

      If there was one thing his connection to the source had taught him, it was that he could use it to help him better understand how the arcane arts worked. He could even identify irregularities with certain patterns and correct them if necessary. In this case, he identified two distinct patterns, though they were similar.

      It meant that his sister was not alone.

      “What is it? Why don’t you knock?” Tara asked.

      “Because she’s not alone in there,” Sam said.

      “How do you know?”

      “I can feel some of the pattern that she’s forming. There are two of them, and both of them are similar, but it means that somebody else is using that power.”

      He motioned for Tara to make her way back down the hall. They moved quickly, quietly, and when they reached the statue, he stood looking back toward Mia’s door. “I suppose I should’ve considered the possibility that she would have somebody in there with her. She’s gone to someone else for help studying.”

      “That’s not altogether surprising. The sharan tower would want all of their students to succeed. They want to make sure that as many as possible survive the first-year culling. Especially somebody who has as much potential as your sister does.”

      He had held onto his connection to the source, leaving a trail of it layered across the ground, heading toward his sister’s room. It wasn’t any real specific pattern, only one that would help him identify if the power used within his sister’s room abated, so he detected it when both patterns suddenly flickered out.

      He motioned to Tara. “Hold onto the barrier around us,” he said. “I think whoever is in her room is going to leave.”

      “This had better work,” Tara muttered, hurriedly forming her pattern with the arcane arts, creating the angulated pattern that would cause them to blend into the wall behind them. As long as they didn’t move, they could remain concealed, but he didn’t know the extent of whether it would work against somebody who was skilled with the arcane arts.

      Mia’s door opened. A tall, black-haired young man stepped out. Sam had seen him with some of the older students, but he had never interacted with him.

      “Kevitt,” Tara whispered. Sam had his alchemy connection wrapped around them, trying to mute her words and was thankful that it seemed as if it was effective. “He’s a fourth-year student. I don’t see him very often. He’s been working with quite a few of the advanced-level instructors but generally avoids getting into the day-to-day activities,” she said.

      “What do I get the sense that you don’t care for him?” Sam whispered.

      Kevitt made his way down the hall toward them. He paused and glanced at the sharan sculpture before continuing onward. Sam couldn’t tell if he had seen them, but he didn’t think so. It felt strange standing so out in the open the way that they were, barely shrouded with their angulated patterns.

      “It’s not that I don’t care for him,” she said. “It’s more that he tends to be a bit of an arrogant ass. He’s somewhat like Gresham in that. Well, like most of the sharan tower, really.”

      “Seems to me that you just don’t like anybody from the sharan tower.”

      She shrugged. “That’s not completely untrue.”

      Sam glanced back toward the stairs where Kevitt had disappeared. “He’s gone, and I think Mia is alone now.”

      “Then go on. I can wait here.”

      “I don’t want you to wait here. I want you to come with me.”

      “Just go. This is your sister, after all. See what you can do for her.”

      “Can you hold onto the protection around me?”

      “I think so,” she said. “But you’re going to need to move quickly.”

      Sam glanced along the hall, knowing that it was late enough that even if there were any students awake, they would be in their rooms.

      He wrapped the barrier around himself, using his connection to the source, and hurried along the hall, his footsteps muted as he made his way quickly toward his sister’s room. When he reached it, he paused there and tested whether there was anything on the other side of the door that would alert him to other presences, but he didn’t feel anything. There was an occasional flicker of the arcane arts, but with less power than he had felt before.

      Finally, he knocked softly.

      The flicker faded.

      Sam stepped back. When the door came open, Mia stood there, her brow wrinkled in confusion.

      Sam glanced to Tara. She nodded to him, and he could feel her shifting her pattern, and he could see the weave starting to separate around him. It was strange to notice that angulation changing so quickly. Then it solidified behind him again.

      Mia gasped. “Sam? What are you doing? You aren’t supposed to be in the sharan tower.”

      “Can I come in and talk to you?”

      Mia looked along the hallway for a moment, before glancing behind her. “I don’t know. I’m not supposed to have anybody else in my room.”

      “Other than Kevitt?”

      She frowned. “How did you know?”

      “Because I saw him leaving, Mia. I’m not judging you. I just want to have a chance to visit with my sister. Is that so bad?”

      She breathed out and stepped away, letting him into her room.

      It was similar to his own room, decorated much like his. It had a bed and desk, but no stack of books like Sam had. That wasn’t Mia. Mia closed the door behind him quickly, before turning on him, irritation flashing in her eyes. “You care to tell me what you are doing? Why are you here?”

      “I just wanted to see my sister. You are the reason that I’m here, after all. I wanted to see if I could help you.”

      She took a seat on her bed, and she immediately began to form an angulated pattern. Sam recognized the purpose within it. It would create an expansive ball of power that would continue to flow outward. It would be potentially violent.

      “Where did you learn how to do that?”

      She looked up at him. “Do what?”

      “The pattern I can see you forming.”

      She looked down at her hands, rubbing them on her knees. “I forgot that you can see patterns. It’s such a strange ability, isn’t it? Though I suppose I should’ve known you could use the arcane arts since you could see the arcane arts. I don’t know why we ever thought that you wouldn’t have that potential.”

      Sam wasn’t going to argue with her about the truth of what he could or could not do. “Well?” he asked.

      “It’s just a pattern, Sam. It’s supposed to help ensure we’re safe. At least, that’s what I’ve been told.”

      “Told by who?”

      “Told by…” She trailed off as she looked down at her hands again. “It doesn’t matter who told me.”

      “Was it Kevitt?”

      “Maybe it was,” she said, looking up at him. There was a defiance in her tone that he was unaccustomed to. When it had just been the two of them in Erstan, she had never spoken to him quite like that. Frustration—certainly, sadness—often, but not defiance. They had gone through too much together for either of them to do that to one another. They were meant to be a team, and though they tried to work together, there were times when it was easier than others.

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said. “I’m not trying to upset you. I’m just trying to help you.” Sam took a seat next to her, and he looked over to his sister. “I want to make sure you have every chance that you need to succeed. That’s why I came here. I thought I might be able to help you. I wanted to talk with you in the library, but you didn’t join me.”

      She looked over to him, her irritation flashing once again. “Sending your friend to give me a note only draws more attention to everything, Sam. I thought you wanted to help me.”

      “I do.”

      “It doesn’t feel like you do. It feels like you’re trying to force me to acknowledge you.”

      The words stung more than he had expected. “I just want you to be happy, Mia. It’s the entire reason I came to the Academy.”

      “You came to the Academy because you wanted this for me.”

      “And you don’t want this?”

      She was quiet for a moment. She continued rubbing her hands on her knees. “I don’t know what I want anymore. I thought I wanted to understand how to use this magic, but the longer that I’m here, seeing what we’ve seen, I guess I just don’t know.” She looked over at him. “But if this is what you want, then you should keep at it. You are the one who’s going to have the most success, after all.”

      “That’s why I’m here. I can help you. We can both have success.”

      “You don’t have to keep protecting me,” she said. “I know that you want to, and I know that you think you need to, but you don’t have to keep protecting me. If it doesn’t work for me, then we…”

      He reached for her hand, and she pulled away from him.

      “I’ve saved my stipend. And I have a way of earning extra income.” She winced as if suddenly overcome by something. Was that hope that brimmed in her eyes? “But if you want to stay in the Academy, I want to do whatever I can to help see that happens. I can work with you, Tara, my friend can work with you. And—”

      “I have others who are happy to work with me,” she said softly.

      “You don’t want my help?”

      “Not this time.”

      Sam tried not to let the sting of that bother him, but how could it not? This was his sister. This was the person who he had come here promising to protect and save. This was the person who he had come to believe that needed him the most.

      But maybe she didn’t.

      Her time in the Academy had taught her different lessons that his. She had to become self-reliant, but she’d also not thrived the way that he had.

      After all this time thinking that he had done this for her, could he have pushed her into the Academy for himself?

      “If you need me, you know where to find me. You can either come to me in the dining hall, the library, or you can send for me in the alchemy tower.” She looked over, and he nodded. “It may be easier to get word to me there, anyway. If you were interested, I might be able to get you tested for the alchemy tower.”

      “They don’t take any first-year students,” she said.

      “They took me.”

      “Well, that’s because you are… well, you, Sam. I doubt they would take me.”

      “If you wanted…” Sam wasn’t even sure if there would be anything that he would be able to do, but he could ask Chasten, he suspected.

      But he didn’t dare do it if she didn’t want him to.

      “You don’t have to worry about me, Sam. I’m going to keep working. I know that it’s better for us if I stay in the Academy. We can be safe here. At least, as safe as we can be before the Academy is attacked again and we have to fight.”

      Maybe that was her issue.

      “I could help with that, too,” he said.

      “I’m sure you could, but I don’t think that you need to.”

      She glanced toward the door, and as much as he wanted to reassure his sister, to try to say the right thing the way that he had when they had been alone in Erstan, maybe he couldn’t.

      He got to his feet. “If you need me, I’m here for you. For anything.”

      She said nothing.

      He stepped out into the hall, glancing along the length of it, and hurried toward Tara. He shook his head, and once they were back within the Study Hall, Sam stared at the blank wall for a long moment.

      What if he had been wrong about all of this? What if his reason for coming to the Academy hadn’t been about his sister the way that he had been telling himself? What if it had always been about him?
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      Sam sat at the table inside the alchemy tower. He was better rested today than he had been yesterday, but he still wasn’t in the mood to sit through his classes any better than he had been the day before. Instead, he had started to focus on whether there was any traces of alchemy he could detect. Tara might believe there was nothing to be concerned about, but Sam knew that he had seen something, even if he didn’t know what it meant.

      But there were no traces of alchemy throughout the Academy.

      Even inside the alchemy tower, there were none here that he saw. The only greenish glow of alchemy came from him.

      Sam had a stack of alchemy books next to him, and he ignored the occasional glower from the other alchemy students. Tracen, in particular, had an irritated scowl plain on his face. Tara had a slight smirk on hers.

      “Are you about done with those, Bilson?”

      Bilson was certainly better than Barlands boy, which he got from some of these people outside of the alchemy tower. Inside of the alchemy tower was a different story; here he was the most skilled at alchemy. That amounted to far more than educational level. It was part of the reason that Sam thought that he would have an easier time here, but he’d been mistaken in that, much like he had been mistaken in many things when it came to the Academy.

      “I’m still working through these,” Sam said, glancing over to the stack of books. “There are plenty for you to read.”

      Tracen looked over to his own stack. They were less advanced concepts, and Sam had read all of them early on during his days within the Academy. They had been available to anyone within the library and very few had taken advantage of them when they had still been in the library. Not Sam, though. He had made a point of reading as many of the basic books on alchemy as he could so that by the time he had ended up back here, he had progressed to the more advanced topics that were here.

      Sam threw himself into his reading, focusing on everything that he could, and after a while the others in the alchemy tower began to depart. Eventually it was only he, Tara, and Tracen, and when Tracen finally got up, leaving in a bit of a huff, Sam leaned back and relaxed.

      “I hate that they are here,” he said to Tara, keeping his voice low and looking around the inside of the common room. The shelves had been filled with books on alchemy, and the table was scrubbed clean and practically gleaming. Lanterns set into alcoves on the wall glowed with alchemical light, giving it more of a formal appearance than many of the other towers had. It was pleasant to him. This place, more than any other place within the Academy, made him feel like he belonged.

      “We don’t have too many options other than coming down here and studying. Eventually, we are going to have to demonstrate different alchemy constructs so that we can keep working, as the case might be,” she said.

      “Which means we have to go to Chasten again,” Sam said.

      “Well, he did want you to work with him.”

      “He did.” Sam reached into his satchel resting near the table and pulled out the almanac. He didn’t often bring it out in the alchemy tower any longer, mostly because he didn’t want any of the others to look over and try to figure out what was that he was reading. He didn’t need to draw any additional attention to the almanac, or the fact that he had something that was strange and unique compared to what others here had access to. Sam immediately flipped it open, pulling on power through the vrandal, and looked at several of the different pages. He had read through most of the book and memorized everything. Most of the patterns were fairly straightforward. He found that there was something about those patterns that he felt as if he should fully master, but unfortunately he had not yet done so.

      Sam leaned back in the chair, dipping into his connection to the source. When he did, he could feel power flowing in a strange way.

      “It feels like there is more to what the almanac is telling me than what I’m able to do,” he said, pointing to a page. “On this one, it talks about a second access point, but I’m not exactly sure what that means.”

      “Is it a way of dividing your connection to the source?”

      Sam frowned. “I don’t know. It might be similar to how you draw upon multiple lines.”

      “But that’s coming from the same place,” Tara said. “As all arcane arts do. It all comes from deep within.”

      “And I’m not exactly sure. I’ve tried to divide my connection, and I don’t find anything work quite the way that it should. I’ve attempted to do so, thinking that if I can find some way to splinter some of that power, I might be able to call upon more so that I could try some of these more complicated patterns, but haven’t been able to do it.” He looked around, his gaze lingering on the lanterns for a moment, before they drifted into the open space within the alchemy tower. It was something like a foyer, a wide, open area that none of the students ever spent any time in, but there were lanterns there that reminded Sam of the lanterns that he had seen in other places. “It’s a shame there aren’t any other alchemists around who can work with me… at least, none who could work with me and do the same kind of things that I can do.”

      “You are just going to have to learn the way that you have learned everything else. Through books.”

      It hadn’t worked so far. Even his understanding of alchemy hadn’t been through books. It had taken Lilith tearing him away to the Barlands for him to find the answers that he wanted.

      And even now, with the possibility that he could use that resource, Sam wasn’t even sure how he would get ahold of her.

      “Just keep focusing on what you can find in the book,” Tara said. It was almost as if she knew the way his thoughts had been going, and wanted to ensure that he didn’t do anything she considered stupid. And he might. If it came down to using a resource like that so he could better understand alchemy, why wouldn’t he? Why shouldn’t he?

      Tara would be upset, but eventually Sam might need to go someplace where he could learn more about what it was that he could do, learn more about why it was that he could do the things that he could.

      “What happens if I never really master it?”

      “Then you will always be an alchemist. Maybe you won’t be like the alchemists of old, but does that even matter?”

      He smiled to himself. When he had first come here, he had wanted nothing more than to just learn enough that he could make his way after he inevitably left the Academy. Now he wanted more. He felt as if he couldn’t help it. He felt as if he deserved more.

      “How long do you intend to stay here?” Tara asked.

      He glanced over. “You have someplace better you need to be?”

      “Well, some of us do need to study. Those of us in more advanced angulation have aspects of our education that we need to keep focusing on. It might be easy for you as a first-year student, especially as you don’t have to deal with some of the same instructors that we do, but I need to study.”

      “Then study,” he said.

      Tara looked around before shaking her head. “Unfortunately, what I need to study can’t be found here. I’m going have to go to the library.”

      “I can meet you there later.”

      “Why don’t you? If you stay here, at least block off the door so that others can’t come in without you noticing. You get pretty bound up in what you’re doing and often ignore others coming through, and I don’t want any of these other students to notice the almanac. I don’t think Havash wants that, and I know you don’t.”

      Sam nodded. He didn’t. It would raise questions of the sort that he didn’t want to deal with.

      “I can be careful,” he said.

      She arched a brow at him. “Really?”

      “I can at least use the source to seal off the doorway. But I could hold you back.”

      “I don’t know. I think that with enough practice, I could find a way past your alchemy.”

      “Is that a challenge?”

      She got to her feet, glancing at his stack of books before turning back to him. “Maybe for another time. For tonight, some of us need to go and review Jovenik’s Theories.”

      “I could tell you what I know about them,” Sam said, turning his attention back to the almanac. “But I know you don’t have any interest in that.”

      “Oh, I’m sure that you could share with me your ideas on those theories, but seeing as how you don’t have any real practical approach to using them effectively, I figure that you can’t be of any help.” She touched him on the cheek and smiled. “At least, not this time. Don’t linger here too long. And certainly don’t sleep here.”

      She headed to the door and then went out. When she was gone, Sam got to his feet, closing the door, and then placed an alchemical barrier across it, using his connection to the source.

      His singular connection to the source. There had to be more to it. He had no idea how to do that, though.

      When he passed through the foyer, he looked up at the lanterns. There were markings made upon the lanterns that he couldn’t fully identify, though he suspected he could find some of them within the alchemy books. He went from lantern to lantern, peaking at each of them, before making his way back to the almanac. When he sat down, he searched through it, looking for anything that would explain those markings, but did not find anything.

      He supposed that he shouldn’t expect anything more than that, though. The almanac was filled with strange symbols, and it took the vrandal to help those symbols materialize into something that he could actually interpret.

      What about some of the other books on alchemy?

      Sam had gone through many of them and still hadn’t come up with any answers, though he had started to piece together ways to use alchemy that he hadn’t considered before. That was what Chasten wanted from him, after all. He had hoped Sam would learn enough about alchemy that he could be a resource.

      And maybe Chasten was the person he should go to with these questions.

      Finding nothing, he went back to the nearest of the lanterns. The symbols didn’t reveal anything within them, none of the answers that he needed, but he focused on the source and began to push power into the nearest of the lanterns.

      He didn’t use it in any sort of structured fashion, and he hadn’t known enough when he had been around Lilith to see the way that she was using the source into the lantern. Nothing happened.

      What about using the vrandal?

      He focused on it. It was a way of accessing a different form of alchemy. Or perhaps it was a way of concentrating alchemy. Sam wasn’t entirely sure what it was, only that when he used the vrandal, power flowed through him in a way that did not otherwise occur. It was almost as if the vrandal itself helped him tap into some greater connection and he could do on his own. It was alchemy in a way that nothing else that he had was alchemy.

      As he used the vrandal, Sam let power flow through it. It was a warm sort of energy that radiated out from him, out into the vrandal, and then from him into the lantern.

      This time, there was a different sensation. The lantern began to glow softly, perhaps a pale greenish light. He began to withdraw but then found he could not.

      That was strange.

      Sam attempted to pull that power back. The lantern started to pull on him. There was a drawing, a significant energy, and regardless of how much he tried to call back, he could not.

      The lantern started to glow even more brightly.

      This time, the light was fluttering with a greenish energy, but it came not only from that lantern, but it drifted out into the others. A pale greenish line of power that arced from one lantern to the next, and then to the next.

      It had to be the Nighlan, didn’t it?

      Sam tried to tamp down his connection to the source, but he found that the connection had forged in a way that he could not fully sever. As much as he attempted to withdraw, he could not. It felt like it was pulling too tightly upon him, as if whatever was there, whatever was calling upon him, was holding onto him.

      He shouldn’t have done this without Tara here.

      He tried to withdraw, trying to call that energy off, trying to pull it away, but he couldn’t. It continued to flutter, flowing outward, and it slammed through him.

      Each of the lanterns began to flicker.

      As that flickering increased, the power flowing out of the source, through the vrandal, and into the lanterns, began to increase. It was getting activated.

      Sam was activating it.

      He wasn’t doing it intentionally. He had to settle himself.

      Sam had been through battles before, and even learned to use what he knew of the source against others who were trying to rest that power from him. He could use that now. He was certain of it.

      Sam tried to think of the various patterns that he had learned from within the almanac and tried to think of some way that he might be able to carve that free.

      There was no pattern that would work.

      He attempted to slip the vrandal off, but it was locked to his hand, the solid metal center sealed to his palms, the rings around his first three fingers unmoving. The only time that he could take the vrandal off was if he was not calling on power from the source. He strained to push that down, to release his hold on it, but it flowed through him like a river trying to wash out from him, flooding the entirety of the room with that power.

      The lanterns flickered a bit more, and then the greenish light solidified.

      He glanced to the door. Maybe somebody would detect the use of alchemy here. Even if they did, would they even be able to reach him? He had sealed off the door, blocking anyone from having any chance of getting inside.

      He had essentially trapped himself. The only way that anyone could reach the inside of the alchemy tower would be by going through the Study Hall, and Tara was the only one who would do that. She had gone off to study, and she was not coming back.

      The light started to glow more brightly.

      “Samran,” a voice said from a distance.

      His heart pounded. Everything within him went cold.

      Somebody knew that it was him.

      Perhaps Lilith, but Lilith wouldn’t latch onto his power like this. That meant it had to be someone else. The Nighlan. Bethal, probably. And unless he could find some way of releasing his hold over that power, they were going to be able to use the lanterns. They could travel through them.

      The source continued to bubble up from deep within him, flowing outward. As it did, it stretched out. It flowed into the lanterns. They flickered and then glowed brightly, blazing for a moment.

      Then the light went out.

      The source faded from Sam.

      He staggered back, ripping the vrandal from his hand, stuffing it into his pocket.

      He panted, trying to catch his breath.

      Using that much energy was a chore, and it took too much out of him. But he didn’t have any choice. He moved back toward the table, glancing behind him, when the lanterns flickered once again.

      Sam headed toward the door before hurriedly racing back to the table, grabbing for the almanac and slipping it under his arm. By the time he reached the door, starting to separate his barrier that he had placed around it, the lanterns had started to glow even more brightly.

      Hazy light flowed between the lanterns, different than it had when he had been drained of the source for whoever had latched onto him.

      Someone was coming through.

      Sam glanced over at the door. If he left, whoever was coming through could get into the rest of the Academy. He had no idea what they would do, but he couldn’t leave. He had to defend this place.

      Sam slipped the vrandal back onto his hand, reached into the source, and braced himself. He had no idea what it was going to take to fight, but he had to be ready.
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      The energy filled the inside of the room, and he squeezed the almanac, preparing to run. Sam dug into his connection to the source, using it to ensure that regardless of whatever else happened he would be protected by a barrier all around himself. He pulled as much power through that barrier as he could, sending it sweeping out from him.

      The haze started to clear.

      There was a figure in the room with him.

      He held onto his connection to the source, already beginning to form the basic pattern that he had learned from the time that he had been trapped within the tower with Lilith. He needed to hold it, and he had to be ready to expel that explosive power out from him, but he wasn’t exactly certain what he might face. It was likely somebody from the Nighlan, and Sam thought that he was better prepared to deal with them now.

      Had he not locked himself in the tower by himself, he wouldn’t have had to be as concerned about dealing with this on his own. Even if Tara detected something, she wouldn’t be able to reach him easily. She could come through the Study Hall, but that implied that she would even know something was going on.

      There were other patterns that he could try. He considered some of the various attempts that he knew and debated what he might try. The patterns found in the almanac were not nearly as attack-focused as those for the arcane arts. Sam and Tara had theorized that it meant that his kind of magic was more for defensive measures than for attacking, but neither of them knew with any certainty.

      But he could use specific patterns, invert them, and roll those patterns away from him so that he could target any attacker that came in his direction. He started to manifest that power, planning on using his protective barrier as an offense of weapon, but hesitated when he felt something familiar.

      “Lilith?”

      The haze pulled away, and Lilith stood in front of him. She was dressed in dark pants, her hair pulled back, and anger flashing in her deep brown eyes. It did nothing to make her look any less beautiful.

      “You call to me, then you try to attack me across the distance? By Kal, Sam. Here I thought you were in trouble.” She swept her gaze around the inside of the room, lingering on the lanterns. “You aren’t under attack.”

      He frowned, shaking his head. “I don’t think so. I…”

      He thought about what he had felt through the lantern, the way that power had pressed upon him. There was no questioning that something had happened, though what had it been? Sam had no idea what had been coming at him, no idea about that sense of power, only that he had been certain there was something there.

      “I hadn’t actually called you. I was just trying to test the lantern so that I could better understand how they worked.” Now that she was here, there was some benefit in her presence. Sam might be able to ask Lilith the questions that had been plaguing him, and he might be able to come to understand some of the more advanced concepts that he found within the almanac. But there was another question that came to him first. “Have you heard anything, or sensed anything, coming this way?”

      Lilith approached, but she stayed within the circle of the lanterns. He could see the faintest tracing of green radiating off of her, just a small amount, enough that he could make out the power she possessed. It flowed from her, sweeping outward, and then washed back.

      She was holding onto enough power that he could feel it. He didn’t think that she intended to attack with it, but when it came to Lilith, Sam often felt as if he was at a disadvantage. She had her own objectives, and they didn’t necessarily align with his.

      “I thought…” She frowned, looking around the inside of the alchemy tower. “What is this place?”

      She still didn’t move, and Sam wondered if there was a reason why she didn’t. “You’re inside the Academy. A part of the Academy, at least.” Sam glanced behind himself. Maybe he should remove the protections around the door. But if he were to remove those protections, then anybody could come here. Including Tara. It wasn’t as if he wanted to hide Lilith’s presence from Tara, but he also didn’t want her to suddenly appear and begin to ask the kind of questions that he knew that she would. It would only upset her, and Sam wanted nothing more than to avoid upsetting Tara with Lilith’s presence. It might be better for him to have a conversation that he wanted to have with Lilith without Tara around. “We call this the alchemy tower.”

      She glanced at each the lanterns. “They’re an anchor point.”

      “You can use them?”

      “I can use them, and I can connect to them, but…” She stepped toward one of the nearest of the lanterns, reaching her hand out toward it. There was a faint streamer of green that came off of her, radiating toward the lantern. It didn’t plunge into the lantern the way that Sam had, but it didn’t need to. She used a tightly controlled crisscrossing energy that reminded him of angulation, though the control over it was far greater than even the masters of angulation that he had seen. It was almost as if she directed it without needing to change angles. With the arcane arts, everything was hard lines, sharp angles, and turns. With what Lilith did, it was more looping power that flowed out from her. Could that be where he had made the mistake in using his power? “These are old. I recognize the design.” She looked over to Sam. “Are you sure this is the Academy?”

      Sam shrugged. “Pretty sure. If it weren’t, then I don’t know where I am.” He started to smile, but she did not.

      “Perhaps there’s a conduit to this space,” Lilith said, still holding her hand out toward the lantern. “It would explain the section here. Then again, if this was a conduit, I would’ve expected that there would be some greater energy. Perhaps that isn’t what it is.”

      “A conduit?”

      Lilith looked up at him, twisting slightly. She was a petite woman, but Sam knew just how powerful she was despite her diminutive size. “A connection to someplace. You can use these conduits. Some are little more than devices that help you open the conduit, whereas others allow you to travel to them. It is how you reached the Barlands.”

      Sam had suspected that there was something similar to that but still didn’t explain how Havash had managed to transfer he and Mia from the plains outside of Erstan back to Tavran. There had to be some conduit there, as well, didn’t there? When it came to Havash, though, Sam doubted that he would even hear the answer about it. It was likely that Havash would keep that from him, especially these days.

      “These are impressively made. They provide a significant anchor point, permitting the conduit to stay open, but…” As she said it, she continued to focus on the greenish lines of power that swept out and around, swirling from one lantern to the next, bouncing between them. That power lingered for a moment. It surged, but then it faded. “A connection to many places.” She looked over to him. “Do you know where these connect?”

      Sam shook his head. “This is what’s known as the old alchemy tower. When I first came here, the alchemists who were here were killed. The Nighlan,” he explained. “They were after the almanac and the vrandal but didn’t get them.” It still felt strange for Sam to admit what they were after, especially to somebody who was from outside of the Academy. Still, Lilith understood the vrandal and the way that it was used with the almanac more than he did. “Any of the alchemists who had the necessary power to use this place the way that it was intended to be used are gone. Killed by the Nighlan.”

      She moved over to one of the other lanterns. Sam had not yet entered that space and was hesitant to do so. He didn’t know what might happen to him were he to do it. He didn’t think that she would somehow attack him, but he also didn’t know what she would do. She had taken him once before and had not really apologized. She claimed she was doing it because she wanted to try to stop the Nighlan, and perhaps she had, preventing the Nighlan from breaking through the seal that existed beneath the Academy that was designed to trap Rasan Tel, but she still had abducted him.

      “With enough time, you can use these to try to trace back where they intended to go. I suspect that if you open enough of these conduits, you might find one avenue that you can take. It would be difficult, especially for somebody like you,” she said, glancing in his direction briefly before turning back to the lanterns, “but perhaps necessary. If the Nighlan knew of this space, then I suspect they also knew of the connections.” She frowned. “Maybe that’s what we need to be doing.”

      “We?”

      She glanced over to him. “There are plenty of us who have not abandoned the fight, Sam. We understand the danger of the Nighlan.”

      “I understand the danger of the Nighlan as well,” he said. “In my time within the Academy, I’ve dealt with several Nighlan attacks. I know they aren’t going anywhere.” And now he knew of a greater danger. He had to dig into Rasan Tel, wanting to understand the depth of the danger he posed. There was something about the Academy important to him and the Nighlan. Otherwise, they wouldn’t continue their attacks as often and as violently as they had.

      “You don’t understand them. I hope that you don’t ever have to.” She turned to him. “You could come with me. I know I offered that before, but you really could. There’s much that you can learn.” She glanced to the almanac tucked under his arm, and she nodded. “You can even keep studying that. There are others like it. Much more that you can learn.”

      “I have to master this before I can learn anything else.” He felt foolish saying that, and it never would’ve occurred to him that he would be afraid of going someplace to learn. Wasn’t that what drove him? Perhaps it wasn’t fear but a desire to work with his sister, to try to protect her, and to ensure that she survived the Academy. Or perhaps it was Tara and wanting to stay with her, to study with her, and to master as much of the almanac with her help as he could. “Maybe you could help me with some of the advanced concepts that I’m struggling with. There is supposedly a way to reach for more than one access points to the source. Do you know how?”

      “You have to open yourself to it,” Lilith said.

      “I get that, but how? What is it that I need to do?”

      She frowned, tipping her head to the side. The greenish light glowed again, surging between the lanterns. When it did, she held that power out from herself, and the lanterns flared with her bright light, holding onto that energy. She stepped into the center of the circle, and the light bounced from one to the next, and finally eased back heading toward her. That was no sort of pattern that he had learned from the almanac. In fact, it almost looked as if she used several different connections to herself.

      As he watched her, studying her connection to the source, he could swear that was exactly what it was. It wasn’t so much that she was using some strange pattern that he couldn’t follow as it was that she happened to hold onto the power in a very different way. She had it latched to her, swooping around her, and it created a ring of power. That ring of power was what helped her connect to those lanterns. Perhaps that was how she opened the conduit.

      “Have you seen anything strange here?” Lilith asked.

      He tore his attention away from what she was doing, though he would need to puzzle through it later. And that was what it was. A puzzle. Sam thought that he could work through it, come up with the answer, and he could figure out just what it was that she had done with her hold over the source, but it would take time.

      “Other than you suddenly appearing?”

      “I told you that I came because you called to me. At least, that was what I heard. It was a reverberation of energy.” She frowned, glanced toward the lanterns, and then shook her head. “Perhaps I was wrong. Maybe it wasn’t you.”

      “Someone else?”

      “Possibly,” she said.

      “That gets back to what I asked you when you first came. Have you detected or seen anything strange? I’m particularly curious about anything that might be using the source.” Sam almost said alchemy, but he wasn’t sure that she viewed it in the same way. In his mind, what he accessed was some form of alchemy, though perhaps that wasn’t really what it was. He was tapping into the source, which allowed him to connect to significant power, but that power was different. That power was similar to what arcane arts users would draw upon, but not the same. And if he could come to terms with what that was, and he could figure out just what they used, then he might be able to understand it. Understanding was the basis for his mastering it. “There was something that slipped through recently.”

      “Slipped through?” she asked. She didn’t seem to have her attention fully upon him, almost as if she were more concerned about the lanterns. Sam watched her for another moment, noting the way that she had power radiating out from her, and into each of the lanterns. He was increasingly certain that the power arced out from her and to the lanterns, rather than arcing from her and into one lantern and then around in the circle. She created the circle by connecting to each individual lantern first. It was a level of control that he couldn’t even fathom. It was a level of control that he simply didn’t have. It was something that he could learn, he was certain of it. If Lilith could learn it and use it so easily, then couldn’t he?

      And maybe the almanac was the key to it. If he could find those answers in the almanac, then it seemed to Sam that he should be able to make those connections and open that pathway the same way that she did. Maybe he could be the one to find what had happened and whether there were other connections that had formed here. Maybe he could be the one to uncover whether there were other conduits that he needed to understand, conduits that the alchemists who had once been in this tower had known about.

      It brought a smile to his face. If he could understand that and come to learn about that, then he might be able to truly be the primary alchemists in the tower. He wouldn’t have to leave the Academy.

      He had to keep those thoughts tamped down. It led to a different set of concerns for him. What would happen to his sister? What would it mean for him? For Tara?

      “The city has a ring of protection around it. Alchemy, arcane arts, and a traditional army,” Sam said. “And there is a steady rhythmic drumming that has always been around the city since the last Nighlan attack. The other night, there was a pause in that drumming, and then I could’ve sworn that I saw alchemy.” He held up his hand, showing her the vrandal. He called power through himself, using the source, pushing it out through the vrandal, and a greenish light radiated outward from him and around him. “It was significant, but I’m not exactly sure what it meant. Maybe nothing, but if you’re saying that somebody is calling to you.”

      “Well, I thought it was you calling to me, but maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was this other.”

      “I think they had a vrandal.”

      “Those are fairly common,” Lilith said, reaching into her pocket and pulling one out and holding it up. “See? Some of them are more powerful than others, and some of them are more useful than others. Yours is a little different than most that we’ve found, but it’s still just a device.”

      “A device that allows me to harness even more of the source than I could without it.”

      “Even so,” Lilith said. She stepped toward the center of the circle and glanced over to him. “You aren’t going to learn what you need to know here. You can come with me. I can take you now, and I’m sure that I can teach you quite a bit in only a few months. Stay with me for a year, and I can make sure that you are able to travel by conduits on your own. If you stay longer, well, then you’re going to be pulled into the fight. I can’t say that you wouldn’t be welcomed, especially as I’ve seen you and how quickly you have mastered some of these concepts, but some people get a little touchy when it comes to asking them to fight.”

      She jerked her head back and frowned. Her pale energy flared from her again, almost as if there was something there that she had detected, which left Sam curious. He stepped forward, but then he hesitated. He didn’t want to enter her circle of the power coming off the lanterns. Not until he knew what there was around her and whether there was anything that he could add to it. Not when there was still the possibility that she might attack him. Not that he thought that she would at this point. If she wanted to attack him, she certainly could have, but perhaps her being in the Academy had given her pause.

      “I need to stay here. I have somebody here who needs my help.”

      Lilith arched a brow. “A woman?”

      “A sister.”

      She took a deep breath. “I wish my brother would have stood up for me,” she said, her voice soft. “But I guess you don’t get to choose your family.” Lilith shrugged. “Let me know if you detect anything else. Maybe what you caught was nothing, but maybe there was something to it. We haven’t faced much from the Nighlan lately. Last attack seemed to have been their big push, but there’s always a possibility that they will change tactics. They have done so dozens of times already, trying to gain power, trying to gain people, and trying to gain knowledge they didn’t have before. We have kept them from the source for quite a while, but if they free him…”

      “Who, exactly, is he?”

      “You see that device you’re wearing?” Sam nodded. “He, and the others with him, made it. They made all of that. They were the first to understand the source.”

      “You’re telling me that Rasan Tel made this?”

      “Either him or the ones with him. We don’t know much about it other than the fact that he became dangerous and was imprisoned. And now the Nighlan are trying to free him. They have nearly succeeded, but we have pushed them back.”

      “What happens if they do succeed?”

      “How much do you think I know about the source?”

      Sam laughed. “Much more than me.”

      “Well, know that he knows even more. Far more.”

      “How do you know that?”

      She cocked her head to the side, and the lantern light flared briefly. Then it dimmed again. Lilith frowned as she stared off to the side, as if she had detected something unpleasant. “Just know that I do.” She turned her attention back to him. “If you need to reach me, you can use the lantern the way that you did before. It seems as if that alerted me. And I can—”

      Lilith cut off when the lantern suddenly surged with a deep, greenish light. It was far more powerful than what he had seen before, and it suddenly filled the room with the hazy smoke.

      Lilith stiffened, and he could see her tapping into the source. Flared within her, a bright green surge of energy that exploded outward.

      As it did, Lilith cried out. Sam started toward her, but by the time he reached the outskirts of the lanterns, the haze had cleared. Lilith was gone.

      He stood there for a long moment. She needed his help, but he wasn’t sure what he could do, or whether there was anything that could be done. Between what he had seen before, what he suspected was alchemy and a vrandal, and now this, Sam was increasingly certain that something worse was happening.

      He needed to go to Havash.
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      The door leading to the Grandam’s office was closed. The door was thick oiled oak with carvings upon it he suspected once had significance. Sam could feel a hint of energy within it, and he stood there for a moment, his hand held out from him, feeling for any sort of protection that might exist around the door. There was a hint of a barrier there, something that he could tell Havash had created, but within it he could feel something more.

      It was almost as if there was an undercurrent of something Sam had placed, only he didn’t recall having done that here before. As he held his hand out from the door, he focused on his connection to the source and the power that existed within him, and he let a surge of energy flow outward.

      When it struck the door, there was a mixture of energies.

      Part of that energy was what he was holding. He traced it through the door, feeling for the strands of power that existed there, and he pushed them off to either side. There was a bit of a resistance to what he was doing, but not so much that Sam couldn’t overcome it. He could feel how that resistance surged against his hand, and he sent more power through it.

      Then he detected something else.

      Some of it was what he placed, but some of it was what someone else had placed upon the door. It was a strange sort of energy. Standing there studying it, he lingered for a moment when he started to feel that power beginning to build.

      With another surge, the door came open.

      A pale haze of greenish energy filled the entirety of the room. For a moment, Sam thought Chasten was there and had somehow placed various alchemical devices all around Havash’s chamber, but then the greenish light began to retreat, revealing a tall man Sam had never seen before on the other side of the door. He was holding onto greenish lines of power coming off of the source.

      There was also a sense of friction.

      When he had come around Lilith the very first time, there had been that same sense of friction, but at that time Sam had not known enough about what he was doing, nor about how he could do it, to understand whether there was any real threat to him. In this case, he did understand and immediately began to build a protective layer around him. He held onto it, pushing outward, letting that streak away from him, and yet there was a bit of a bulging of power. Sam solidified it, and then inverted it so that it would become colorless. It was a rapid pattern, but not nearly as rapid as he thought.

      “Your technique is a little slow, though I think we can work with that.”

      Sam watched him for a moment. “Who are you?”

      “That is Joiner Preston.” Havash stood on the other side of the door, his arms crossed over his chest. Swirls of pale white light circled around him, energy that darted toward the walls, almost as if he were probing at it.

      Sam had the sense that Joiner was aware of what Havash was doing and was pushing back, though whatever he was using to push back was subtle.

      “I asked Joiner to come to the Academy to work with you, Samran. With all of you in the alchemy tower.”

      Sam blinked a moment. His thoughts of what had happened in the room below suddenly pushed to the back of his mind. Not forgotten. He didn’t think that he could forget what had taken place, but certainly there was a question within him about what Havash intended.

      “You called him here? What about Chasten?”

      Joiner regarded Sam for a long moment. “You think you can learn what you need from someone like him?”

      There was derision his words, but Sam was far too distracted by the connection he had to the source to pay that much attention to it. Chasten didn’t have any connection to the source. He could use the arcane arts and understood alchemy in the way that the alchemists who had been at the Academy had understood it, but he didn’t know the truth about alchemy. He didn’t know the power of the source.

      Sam focused on him, really focused on him.

      He had several different connections to the source. At least five ways of drawing upon power, and it all flowed around him, much like what Lilith had drawn. It radiated outward, pushing out in a strange swooping pattern. In Sam’s mind, he followed that pattern, trying to comprehend what he saw. It reminded him somewhat of one of the patterns that he had read about, but he wasn’t sure if it was. He hadn’t been able to create that pattern from the almanac as his own connection to the source was not potent enough. At that time, he had needed more access points, and Sam simply did not have them.

      But watching Joiner, feeling the energy, and seeing the energy coming off of him, he realized that he had a true connection to the source.

      Perhaps he was a true alchemist.

      “As you have likely ascertained, he has a connection the prior alchemists had.”

      Sam looked over to him. “Then why wasn’t he here with them?”

      Joiner snorted. “This one has a little fire to him. I wouldn’t mind instructing a boy like this.”

      Sam bristled at the comment. A boy?

      “Where was he?” Sam asked Havash. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt on edge. Maybe it was Joiner, or perhaps it was simply that Havash had given him no warning, or perhaps it was what had happened with Lilith. Whatever it was, it bothered Sam, and he knew that he should be more careful.

      “I was doing what I had to do. Do you think you are the only one who has dealt with the Nighlan?”

      Sam swallowed. He had to be careful. “I’m sorry.”

      Havash regarded Sam. “Do you care to tell me why you came here?”

      “Something happened in the alchemy tower.” When they looked at him, Sam waved for them to follow him.

      Havash pressed his mouth together in a frown and nodded. Joiner said nothing.

      He led them down into the alchemy tower, and as soon as they stepped inside Joiner spun toward him. There was power that flooded from him. It radiated away from him, washing outward in a steady roll of energy. Lines of power coming from him, the pattern unfamiliar to Sam.

      “What happened here?” Joiner asked, making his way toward the lanterns.

      “You can feel it?”

      “I can feel that something happened here. It’s up here.” Joiner stopped at the doorway to the room where Sam had been attacked. A circle of power swept away from him. His face was twisted in a deep mask of concentration. “Pay attention. I’m sure you can feel this.”

      “I can,” Sam said.

      “Then analyze it. The first step with learning something new is recognizing the technique is outside of your experience. Follow the flow of power, not what happens to it afterward. When you can follow that flow, you can use that to better understand just what else exists. Think about the way that power stretches outward.”

      Sam was accustomed to arrogance from his instructors. Havash had his own unique form of arrogance, but he was not accustomed to arrogance mixed with supreme competence. Many of the teachers of the arcane arts were masters, but Sam also had come to identify some of their patterns within many of the textbooks that he had read within the library. In this case, Joiner had knowledge that Sam could not acquire from his textbooks, nor from the almanac, as he struggled with some of the more advanced concepts.

      “If you can tell what I’m doing with this, then you can see the purpose of it. The intention of this use of power is to detect a residual energy. Can you feel that residual energy?”

      Sam studied him. He didn’t need Joiner to tell him what he should detect. There was plenty of residual energy, though he saw as a faint haze the greenish light. He had seen it directly, though, so he didn’t even need that residual energy to know what had happened here. Lilith had come, and she had been drawn away.

      “Now, if you hold onto that, you could trace that power, though there are times when tracing it can be dangerous.” He did something with the way that he was holding onto power, twisting it and practically seeming to invert it. When he did, there came a soft pop and explosion. Havash jumped.

      “What was that?” the Grandam asked, power swirling away from him.

      “That is what I was concerned about. I wasn’t expecting it to be quite so obvious, but then considering the nature of this and how it stretched across a significant distance, perhaps subtlety wasn’t going to be possible.”

      “You can tell that it came across the distance?”

      Joiner looked over to him. “I can feel that something was opened here.” His gaze darted to the lanterns for a moment before settling on Sam. “I take it that was you? Perhaps I was mistaken in how I judged you. The level of control in order to open a conduit would be far more than I would’ve expected someone with your skill set and experience to have been able to do.”

      “I didn’t do it,” Sam said. He looked over to Havash. “That’s why I came for you. I was trying to use the lanterns and reached Lilith. There was a connection, but she was taken.”

      Havash frowned at him. “What do you mean she was taken?”

      “She was here with me, and she was trying to convince me to go with her, and then she was taken. I don’t know what happened to her, but I had the sense she didn’t go willingly.”

      Havash suddenly glowed with the power of the arcane arts. Lines of angulation flowed from him, straining outward, and he created a complex weave of pattern that stretched outward, before forming a layer that Havash sent sweeping through the space where Lilith had disappeared.

      “Lilith?” Joiner asked.

      “Do you know her?” Havash asked.

      “I know her well. She learned from Rasan Tel.”

      It took a moment for those words to register was Sam. When they did, he looked over to Joiner and shook his head. He didn’t know Lilith well, but he certainly didn’t think that she had deceived him about that aspect of her training. If she had learned from Rasan Tel, she would have said something. He was certain of it. And she had been fighting against the Nighlan, so he did not think that she was bound up in any of this. How could she be?

      “He didn’t teach her.”

      Joiner smiled darkly. “Are you so certain? Do you know this woman so well that you can say with certainty who she learned from?”

      Havash was watching Sam. “Do you?”

      Sam knew very little about Lilith. She had been deliberately vague.

      But she had been the one to bring up Rasan Tel. She had been the one to share with him the danger that he posed and the threat that he meant for others. Had she not, Sam wouldn’t even have known about him.

      He had a hard time thinking that Lilith had known all of that and had not shared this with him.

      “I don’t exactly know who taught her, but she’s fighting against the Nighlan.”

      Joiner snorted. “From all the reports I have, she was an excellent student. One of his finest. Learned to reach nearly a dozen access points with the source, and from there she began her attempt to free him.” He looked over to Sam. “She’s clever, devious, and will use anyone who she thinks can offer her access.”

      Sam stared. “She helped save the Academy.”

      “Perhaps she only made it seem that she saved the Academy, but everything that I know about her tells me that she would not.”

      “And what about you?” Sam asked. When Joiner frowned, and Havash gave him a warning shake of his head, Sam pressed forward. “You seem to know quite a bit about the source. Were all of the alchemists who once were within this tower like you?”

      “Some were,” Joiner said. “But not all.”

      “I have a hard time believing that,” Sam said. “The almanac doesn’t teach nearly enough about how to access the source.”

      Joiner snorted again. “And you think that’s the only way to learn?”

      Sam glanced over the lanterns. Lilith needed help. He believed that. He had seen her worry, and he had seen the way that she had called upon power. He had not activated the lanterns again, though he wouldn’t be able to do so. Not really. Not with any real force, either. Sam could call upon some power within him, but beyond that he doubted that he would be able to draw upon enough to open himself in a way that would make a difference when it came to the lanterns. It involved reaching for more of the source than what he could.

      Sam looked over to Havash. “Don’t you think it’s strange that there was the incursion past the barricade, then the trail off of the vrandal, and then something happened to Lilith?”

      “What I think is strange is that you are so trusting of her,” Joiner said. He held his hand out. “As to the others, I believe what you detected was my presence.”

      Sam stiffened.

      “When I came to the city, I decided to test for the protections that were placed. In my time away from Tavran and the Academy, I have come to understand that there are different ways of using power.”

      He made a circuit of the room, drawing upon the source, and he pushed power out from him. When he did, it radiated into the room, and it worked outward, sweeping toward the walls, toward the protections that Sam had placed.

      Sam took a step toward Havash. “I don’t know who he is,” Sam said, “but I do know that something happened to her. I was here when it did. And I know she needs our help.”

      “She is in no danger,” Joiner said. “I suspect she went back to her master to continue to learn.”

      “He’s imprisoned.”

      “Do you think a prison cannot be reached?”

      Sam looked to Havash, wanting some help, but it didn’t look as if Havash would offer him anything. Havash continued to glow with his connection to the arcane arts, power flowing out from him. He continued his meshwork that he layered over the ground and then around the walls, until he seemed satisfied and then withdrew.

      “I can’t detect anything else here, Joiner. Perhaps it is as you say.” Joiner nodded, and he flicked his gaze from one lantern to the next, ignoring Sam and Havash.

      Havash turned to Sam.

      “With the Nighlan attack, I knew that we needed a true alchemists here.”

      “But Chasten—”

      “Will be the first to tell you that he is no true alchemists. He has his talents and has been working to help protect Tavran and Olway, but his strength is not in the true nature of alchemy. The ancient nature of alchemy. You can still work with him, but I would like you to work with Joiner. He will be working with all students, but I did tell him that you were the only one who has so far shown any traditional potential.” Havash nodded to Sam. “I expect that you will study just as diligently with him as you have in all of your other subjects, Samran.” He glanced toward the door. “And now there are other aspects of the Academy that require my attention.”

      Havash left, leaving Sam with Joiner.

      Sam studied him.

      He had talent, that much was certain, but Sam wasn’t sure that he could trust him.

      Joiner finally turned to Sam, and his hard-eyed stare regarded Sam with a burning intensity that was far more severe than most of the instructors that Sam had worked with. “Do you have any interest in learning?”

      “That’s all I’ve wanted to do since I came to the Academy,” Sam said.

      “Then you will study. I will make sure that you learn as much as possible, but I can’t promise to be a kind instructor.”

      “I don’t think you’re right about Lilith,” Sam said. “Perhaps she did once work with Rasan Tel.” He wasn’t exactly sure if that was true, but given that he didn’t have enough experience outside of Olway, or even outside of Tavran, he wasn’t sure whether she did or not. “I don’t think she does any longer. She has been working against the Nighlan.”

      Joiner pressed his lips together tightly. He had a hold on power from the source. Sam could see that greenish energy flowing from within him, but he could not see anything else from it. It was almost as if he had grabbed for that power but then did nothing with it. He seemed like he wanted Sam to know that he held onto that power, as if he wanted Sam to know that he had used it in no other way. Perhaps that was what he wanted. He didn’t call upon any other lines, patterns, or anything that struck Sam is similar to what he had read about in the almanac. He just watched him.

      “I will see what I can do. There are ways of looking that I might be able to try from here, but I will need your attention. Can I count on that?”

      Could he?

      Sam certainly didn’t want to anger Joiner, especially if he truly was an alchemist, and truly could work with him.

      “I just want to learn.”

      “Very well. As I said, I can be a difficult instructor. One of the things many make a mistake in doing is pushing too hard and too fast. They believe mastery is not necessary before taking the next step.” He looked over to Sam, before sweeping his gaze around the room. Sam shifted, as it seemed almost like Joiner was referring to him. He had not had this level of mastery before he had begun to dig, trying to understand more about each topic that he was exposed to. Perhaps that was his mistake.

      When it came to this form of alchemy, maybe what Sam really needed to do was try to take his time, try to understand everything as deeply as possible before moving on to the next step.

      “When do we start?” Sam asked.

      Joiner swept his gaze around the inside of the alchemy tower once more, before his eyes lingered on the books stacked in shelves. He turned to Sam for a moment and nodded. “There are a few things that I must get arranged, but then we will begin. Alchemy lessons will be each evening after the meal. From what I understand, you are the top-ranked student in the alchemy tower, so I will expect that you will pass that information along to the others. You may go.”

      Sam licked his lips as he turned away. Even as he did, he could see multiple lines of power flowing off of Joiner, far more than he had seen even from Lilith.

      It was significant.

      Perhaps Sam could learn something from him. And if he could, and if he could then use that to help them understand the secrets found within the almanac, then perhaps he could go after Lilith.

      He believed that something had happened to her, regardless of what Joiner had claimed. And he believed that the Nighlan were not done with whatever they intended within the city. He had no idea what they truly wanted, but he wanted to be prepared.
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      Sunlight streamed down, and Sam looked around the inside of the garden outside the Academy, watching for other students. He didn’t need anybody to see what he intended. Sam really should have gone to Tara and warned her about what he intended to do after his classes were over, but she would only stop him. She had been excited about the prospect of learning from a true alchemist when he had told her that he had come to the Academy.

      “I wonder which alchemist he is,” Tara had said when he had gone to her.

      “Which alchemist?”

      “Well, many of them go by different names when they’re here, and when they leave, they take on other monikers. Think of Chasten. He picked up a new name when he left. Maybe that’s the same with Joiner. Although, that kind of a name is a little surprising. I wonder what he meant by that name.”

      “I didn’t get the sense that he meant anything by it,” he said. “But if you can find anything about him, then maybe we can make sure he is who he claims to be.”

      Tara had looked up. They were in her room, sitting on her bed, and had books strewn about them. Neither of them had wanted to go down to the alchemy tower after Joiner had been there, not wanting to interrupt him and make a bad impression, but they had both been curious. Sam had wanted to go into the Study Hall, but Tara had hesitated. She claimed that an alchemist, a true alchemist, probably knew about the Study Hall and would know if they were down there.

      “You want me to look into him?” She glanced down at her books, before looking back up. “I thought we were more concerned about Rasan Tel.”

      “Him and any others that we can find.”

      He had been reluctant to say anything about Lilith and how they claimed that Lilith had been working with Rasan Tel. If he shared that, it would only put Tara more on edge about Lilith. And it wasn’t that he wanted to hide that from her. Sam liked to think that he was a reasonable judge of character. Having grown up in the streets and having suffered as much as he had, that was an important aspect of survival. He had needed to be a reasonable judge of character so that he could know if somebody would turn on him.

      “If you say so,” she said, though he could tell that she wasn’t completely convinced.

      They had not spoken much more about it, other than Sam and Tara spreading word through the other students from the alchemy tower that they had a new professor in charge of the tower.

      Which was why Sam had come out to the courtyard now. Before going for his first lesson, he wanted to speak to Chasten. He wasn’t about to simply rely upon Joiner and take his word or Havash’s word without asking a few more questions. He trusted Chasten. Sam didn’t know whether he could trust Joiner yet.

      When he was convinced that there was nobody else out in the courtyard, he slipped through one of the side gates and paused in the street. He grabbed his cloak, covering himself with it, and crossed the street, making his way hurriedly along the street until he reached Chasten’s shop. Lights in the window glowed softly, and a bell tinkled above the door when he stepped inside.

      He didn’t recognize the short, thin man working.

      “I’m looking for Chasten.”

      The man frowned. “And you are…”

      “Samran Bilson. He’ll know me.”

      Sam had to wait while the man went in the back of the shop, which gave him an opportunity to wander around. He paused at one of the tables, lifting up a small box with a few markings on it. He lifted the lid and noticed a surge of warmth that erupted from it. It seemed as if small flames danced inside the box.

      When he closed it, the heat disappeared immediately. Something like that would be useful. He worked his way around, looking at various items of alchemy, all of them stranger and more elaborate than he had seen before. He couldn’t imagine what some of these items cost. When he had been in Erstan, attempting to work with Arne as a minor alchemist, he could never have imagined that he would have anything like this available to him.

      By the time he reached the strange globe hovering over the platform, Sam once again found himself drawn to it. He tapped into the source, though did so with a hesitation, not wanting to call upon too much power. He let that fill him, flowing up through him, but without a significant surge and with no real direction to it. Sam attempted to squeeze that outward, letting it flow toward the strange orb, when he felt a tap on his shoulder.

      Sam immediately withdrew and spun, surging the connection that he had to the source out from him and into a barrier that layered around him. It happened in little more than a heartbeat, his time within the tower with Lilith having taught him to make that transition rapidly.

      Chasten stood across from him. He frowned at Sam. “Mr. Bilson, I wasn’t expecting you this evening.”

      “You said I was supposed to come to work with you.”

      Chasten arched a brow. “I see.”

      “Unless the change in circumstance has caused you to resend your offer?”

      It really wasn’t the way that he had wanted to approach what happened with Chasten, but Sam didn’t know any other way of doing it.

      Chasten chuckled softly. “You don’t have to worry about me, Mr. Bilson. I had only offered my assistance to the Academy because there was no other available. I do not begrudge someone with real talent returning to the Academy and offering their insight.”

      “Do you know him?”

      Chasten shook his head. “I do not. His name is familiar, but I have never met the man.”

      Sam looked around the inside of the shop. It was empty, as it had been each time that he’d been here before. Was that by chance, or was that because of something that Chasten had done?

      “Are you sure we can trust him?”

      Chasten regarded Sam for a moment, and a hint of a smile curled his lips. “Is that the reason for your visit?”

      “It’s just that we’ve gone through so many betrayals, and this feels like an obvious one.”

      “I think you’re letting paranoia guide you, Sam,” Chasten said. He waited for Sam to follow, and Chasten headed toward the back of his shop. Sam lingered for a moment, looking over to the orb hovering above the platform. He could still feel that strange energy within it, and though he wasn’t sure what it was, nor why he could feel it, there was an unsettled sensation that came off of it.

      He followed Chasten, making his way through the shop. When they reached the door near the rear, Chasten nodded to the man who had been working at the door and passed through.

      Sam followed. It was a long hallway extending to where the stairs led down. From there, everything opened up. It was a massive space. It all glowed with a vibrant and bright alchemical light. There were a half-dozen people standing over benches, all of them working on different alchemy projects.

      Sam froze, marveling at what he saw. Most of these people were using the arcane arts in one way or another. Sam could see the pale white glowing of energy coming off of them, sweeping out toward the project. Many of them had stacks of different kinds of metal, wood, or some of them stone, all staggered together as they continued to work. Some of them had other items nearby, flowers, oils, or even powders.

      Chasten tapped Sam on the shoulder and nudged him forward. “Come along, Samran.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      “Well, it has taken me quite some time to develop a process, but I must admit that we have it finely tuned now. Most of the people who work here have done so for many years, and they are all incredibly talented.”

      As Sam looked at the other alchemists working, he realized that they were of all different ages. There was only one, a woman with her head bent down, her black hair hanging limp in front of her, who looked young. The others all had gray streaks in their hair. All of them had some ability with the arcane arts, power flowing out from them, sweeping into their projects.

      “All of them work for you?” Sam asked, looking over to him.

      Chasten arched a brow. “You don’t think they should?”

      Sam hurriedly shook his head. “That’s not what I mean. I guess I was saying that they haven’t started their own shops?”

      “Well, there is considerable cost involved in starting your own shop, and seeing as how I allow everyone to keep the earnings that they make within the shop, most have no need to do so.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      Chasten shrugged. “I have enough wealth, and this gives others an opportunity to create. I would much rather give people the opportunity to explore their creations, their creativity, and have the resources necessary for them to do so then to be forced to work where they can’t make a difference.”

      Chasten guided Sam through the workshop.

      He paused at one desk in front of an older man who had wrinkles on the corners of his eyes and short gray hair. He glanced up at Chasten, his ruddy cheeks sagging briefly before he smiled. “You should see what I’ve got going here,” the man said. His voice was hoarse and sounded almost as if he’d been yelling.

      Chasten smiled. “Go ahead and show Mr. Bilson, Gareis.”

      “You see this lock?” Gareis held up the slab of metal, and there was a small circular hole in the middle. “It don’t look like much, but if you probe it with the right touch, you get this,” he said. He took another slender rod of metal, and he began to press it into the object. Light radiated outward, but it did so in a strange arcing fashion, looping up and bending before coming back around. It formed a circle of light.

      Sam had expected it to be mostly just a lock, but that wasn’t it at all. He couldn’t even fathom how Gareis had created it.

      “What’s it for?” Sam asked.

      Chasten shook his head. “It doesn’t have to be for anything. Sometimes, it’s the creation it matters. An idea here will spur another idea, which will spur another idea. Everyone tries to encourage each other.”

      “What about what you asked me for?”

      Chasten glanced toward the back of the room. There were another three alchemists there, all of them bent over a workbench. Sam could see the arcane arts pouring out of them in their creation.

      “Everybody’s taking a turn working on those, as well,” he said. “But if we were to focus solely on that, becoming a factory of weapons, it would detract from the creativity.”

      And here Sam thought that all Chasten wanted from him were weapons.

      Perhaps that had been his mistake. He had allowed himself to believe something about Chasten, much like he had allowed himself to believe something about Joiner.

      “I don’t know how I could even offer you anything that you don’t already have here,” Sam said.

      “You think I need you to offer something?” Chasten asked. “All I’m trying to do is have you embrace an opportunity to be creative. Work with what you might have and perhaps come up with a few items that could be useful to us.”

      Sam didn’t even know if there was anything that he would be able to do that would be useful. He didn’t have the experience, but perhaps he could learn from some of these others.

      He had been reluctant to come here, worried about what Chasten would ask of him, but if it was like this…

      He might actually enjoy this.

      “Now, of course, since there is a new professor in charge of your tower, you might find it difficult to make the time to join me.”

      “I can make the time,” Sam said hurriedly.

      Chasten smiled tightly. “I was hoping you would say that.” He guided Sam to a table set off in a corner. It was empty. There were no books. No tools. No other metals or powders or oils stacked on the tabletop. “You can work here. This will be your station, and you may use it as long as you are interested in coming here. As I told you, Sam, you will keep anything that you sell.”

      “I just have to take a turn with weapons,” Sam said.

      “All of the alchemists do.”

      “How many turns do I have to take?”

      “I’ve been asking everybody to do it in a three to one ratio.”

      “So they can spend a quarter of their time working on their own projects. I suppose that makes sense.”

      Chasten shook his head. “You have it backwards. I don’t know that anybody would want to spend three quarters of their time working on weapons. And we have enough alchemists who can create them. Weapons don’t necessarily take much time. Especially the kind that we’ve been making. And there is another advantage in not spending that much time on something like that. The longer that we spend on our own projects, along with working on weapons, the more likely it is that we will come up with new and creative ways to accentuate the weapons that our alchemists have generated.”

      Sam looked over to where Gareis had started his bench. The strange metal slab no longer glowed, and there wasn’t the same radiation of energy coming off of it as it had been before, but Sam still wondered at the purpose behind it.

      “Think about what he made,” Chasten continued. “Can you imagine if there was some way to use light to disarm your opponent? Perhaps we don’t have to harm someone to incapacitate them.”

      Sam smiled at the thought. It was a simple matter to take what they had already seen and then begin to build on it. And that was what Chasten wanted.

      “If you focus the light, you could even concentrated and perhaps use a beam of light to…” He shook his head. “That wouldn’t incapacitate, though. That would just burn.”

      Chasten glanced over to Sam. “Can you think of how you would do that?”

      “I suppose you would need a chamber that would concentrate it. Maybe something like your cylinder that you were showing me the other night. From there, it would be able to be directed. But I don’t think that you will accomplish the goal that you mentioned. Something like that wouldn’t necessarily incapacitate anybody. I could see it burning, and at a high enough concentration it might absolutely destroy someone.” Sam shivered at the thought. With enough concentrated light, they could incinerate somebody. He didn’t want to be a part of anything like that.

      “And thus it begins,” Chasten said, pointing to the back of the room. “You take one concept, you build on it, and you can make something that has not been made before.”

      “I’m not saying I know how to do it.”

      “But you can think of ways that could be done, can’t you?”

      “Well, there was a section in Minul’s Alchemy that might make sense, but I’m not exactly sure that it would work for this. I suppose I could try to add something that I saw from Lorat’s Guide, and maybe…”

      Chasten slapped him on the shoulder. “You didn’t come over here for this, though.”

      “I didn’t,” Sam said, looking down at the desk. He found himself eager to work with Chasten and his alchemists, to explore these different ideas. He found himself excited about the prospect of trying to use what he had read in a way that might actually benefit others.

      “I guess I just want to make sure that you weren’t upset about Havash bringing in another alchemist.”

      “It’s probably for the best he did. I’m needed here. Somebody like Joiner is not going to be able to create items of Alchemy like I can or like these people can. But if he can work with students, rebuild the alchemy tower, then he still serves in a way that will be useful. And I can be useful here.” Chasten turned back to Sam. “You don’t have to worry about offending me. This was how I spent my time before the alchemy tower was attacked. And I had always known I did not have the same potential as others. I only hope that maybe you will learn something, perhaps offer me some insight, that I didn’t have before.” He shrugged. “All I can hope for is to keep learning. That’s all that we want.”

      “I’ll share with you what I can. As long as you help me learn how to do all of this.”

      “You might find that you are asked to do more than what you want, but you will learn. You might become a true alchemist after all, Samran.”
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      “What do you detect?”

      Joiner stood outside of the circle of the lanterns, though he was still holding onto the power. Sam could feel the way that he held it, but he wasn’t able to detect anything more about it. There were bands of it swirling around him, though the way they did was complicated enough that Sam didn’t know if he could follow them.

      He thought about when he’d been blinded and how he’d chased the sense of power. That had been the key at the time. What he needed was to follow that power now. When he did, he thought that he could find the way that Joiner was using it.

      Sam sat at the table that Joiner had moved to the center of the room. He couldn’t help but feel as if the lanterns surrounding him created some sort of trap, and he remained on edge for the possibility that something would happen. He held onto the power within, holding tightly to that barrier for the chance that he would have to push it outward. So far, Joiner had done nothing that made Sam think that he had to be concerned about what else the man might try.

      Sam had barely made it back to the alchemy tower in time after visiting with Chasten. He wasn’t sure if Joiner knew where he had been, but Sam had a nervous excitement about what he might be able to do, and how he might be able to help. The more that he learned about that kind of alchemy, the more that Sam thought that he could have a hand in some of it.

      Joiner had spent the first hour or so going through his expectations for the students in the tower. They were going to work on projects together, which Sam thought gave him the upper hand, especially as his projects were going to be worked on both in the tower and with Chasten.

      But then Joiner had them each demonstrate their potential with the arcane arts. Sam had faltered when it had come to that, something that Tracen had quickly identified. As had Gresham. It was part of the reason that Joiner had held him after the class, or at least that was what they believed.

      Sam didn’t have any problem acknowledging his inability with the arcane arts, but he did have trouble with it while there were others who could use the arcane arts hectoring him.

      “There isn’t much of anything.”

      Joiner stepped forward, a hint of a smile on his rounded face. Wrinkles at the corners of his eyes deepened when he smiled. “I can see the way you focus. You have an intensity to you.” He stepped forward again, holding onto the same swirling of power. “There aren’t many with your inexperience who could detect anything at this point in their training, so the fact that you seem capable of detecting anything is valuable to your progression.”

      “I learned to detect power when I lost my eyesight.”

      Joiner nodded. “Havash told me about that. He thought your connection to the vrandal had been shifted and that was what he was trying to heal. He didn’t realize you had formed a blockage to your connection to the source.”

      “They healed it.”

      “They healed it. Removing a blockage to the source is dangerous, even for the most skilled. That you didn’t die is a marvel. I suppose losing your vision is a small price to pay for regaining a connection.”

      “I regained my sight.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Sam smiled. “I can see.”

      “That’s not what I’m getting at. Are you certain you’ve regained your sight, or do you think it’s possible that your connection to the source allows you to see?”

      “I haven’t thought about it before. I didn’t think it would be possible for my connection to the source to allow me to see.”

      “The source can do many things. It is many things. Because of the source, you will find yourself able to accomplish much. The first step is detecting the source, but seeing as how you seem to be able to do that readily, we won’t belabor it other than for you to know that it exists within you.”

      Sam could feel that power. Ever since he’d begun to feel it, reaching into the source of the power had become much easier. Now it was no more difficult than taking a breath.

      “When you learn to reach the source, you’ll find that some part of you comes to rely upon it. Usually, it’s a part of you that’s weaker in some way. In your case, I wonder if your eyesight hasn’t been aided by the source.”

      “How would I know?”

      “You might not. Unless you were separated from the source completely, it would be difficult for you to determine. Even then, you would have power of your own that flows through you that would likely grant you the same change. It would only be when that was depleted that you might find what you truly have to face.”

      Joiner started to swirl even more power around him, and Sam stiffened as he thought about how the other man was using it. The power he was pulling on was considerable. He had several different attachments to the source, each of them working in a separate pattern. There was enough power to the way that he was using it that Sam could practically see it.

      Was that what Joiner was getting at?

      “Is my connection to the source the reason I can see certain magic?”

      “What exactly do you see?” Joiner asked.

      Sam watched him, seeing the greenish energy coming from Joiner as he tapped into the source. It was an obvious connection, and one that left Sam thinking that perhaps Joiner had wanted him to be aware of what he was doing. “I’ve always been able to see the use of power. When I was younger, it was my sister. The arcane arts look like a pale white connection, whereas the source is something green. I don’t know if there are other ways of reaching power—”

      “There are,” Joiner said, but didn’t elaborate.

      “Most the time, I can see the energy. When it comes to the arcane arts, I can see the patterns that they are forming, and now that I understand those patterns. I know how they are supposed to look. I’ve even able to nudge some of those patterns back into position if they start to get a little out of control.”

      “Interesting.”

      “I don’t know why I can do that, but can you?”

      He stepped forward, and the connection that he had the source began to fade. “Perhaps not in the same way. I have known about my connection to the source from a young age. You have come to it later. I suppose that means that a connection will always find its way for those who are able to reach it.”

      It reminded Sam of what he’d learned from Bethal. She’d described the nature of magic as power from a river. His power had been walled off, dammed so that he couldn’t reach it. It could either pool on the other side, or a portion of it would seep around. Sam hadn’t thought that he’d had any part of it that had worked its way around the dam, but perhaps it had. That would explain why he could see the magic when he’d first come to the Academy and before he’d learned anything of his own connection to the source. That might even explain why he’d been able to use the vrandal when he’d first found it.

      “Now. What do you detect?”

      Sam focused again. As much as he wanted to deny it, having someone willing to work with him and instruct him was already proving valuable. Joiner knew things about the way he could use magic.

      “I can feel the way you’re swirling your connection to power.”

      “That’s not enough. What else can you detect?”

      Sam closed his eyes. It was easier for him to focus on the sense of magic with his eyes closed. With the way that Joiner used magic, he wasn’t able to see anything, though he could feel it. He could feel the way that power flowed around him. There was a sense of it that flowed from him, a sense of the different connections to the source that he held onto.

      Trace the power.

      That was what he needed to do.

      He could feel the outer aspects of the way that Joiner held his magic, but that wasn’t what he needed to focus on. What he needed to concentrate on was on how he could reach for that power. See where the power emerged from him, connecting him to the source.

      “You have four different connections to the source,” Sam said.

      “Better. What else?”

      Tracing along it, Sam tried to feel for more, to see if there was anything else in what he could detect from Joiner that might be able to help him. “There’s something here that I can feel. You’re twisting that power.”

      “Twisting it how?”

      As Sam watched him, he tried to ascertain how he was twisting. It seemed to form a pattern, and he searched his memory, looking for what he had come up with from the almanac. He had to focus on the more advanced aspects of the almanac, places where Sam had read, but he had not yet been able to recreate that power. He simply didn’t have the necessary experience.

      “I see several lines, and there is something almost angulated about it, but it is incomplete. I’m not exactly sure how you have it angulated, only that it is—”

      “Not angulated,” Joiner said. “This is not the arcane arts, and we are not dealing with angulation. You were drawing upon the source, and you are letting it draw out from you, flowing from you. You can control the direction of that flow, but you do not angulate in the same manner that users of the arcane arts will do.”

      “Then what am I supposed to do?”

      “As I said, draw it out and find a way of focusing it. When you have created your patterns in the past, what have you done?”

      Sam didn’t have a ready answer for that. He had always compared things to what he had learned about from his time in the library. In his mind, it was similar to angulation, though perhaps not the same.

      How did Joiner draw upon multiple ways of reaching the source?

      Maybe he didn’t have to draw upon multiple access points to the source, though. He didn’t have the necessary focus or control yet. In time, Sam thought that he might be able to, but for now there might be a different way that he could try. Perhaps that was what Joiner wanted from him. He wanted Sam to think through things, to use his mind and critically assess what he could do and how he could do it.

      He could split his focus.

      Sam held onto two of the strands connecting Joiner to the source.

      They both twisted, but they did so in opposite directions. That was why it had been so difficult for him to try to maintain a connection before. There was a spiraling pattern of power leading away from him.

      Sam used the focus that he could maintain, and he followed that twisting sense, twirling around with it. He could feel the energy as it was rotating. There was a pattern to it, though as he held onto only two of the strands, he wasn’t entirely sure he could determine the nature of the pattern.

      Here he was encompassed within his focus, thinking about the energy that he could detect in general. When he had first been able to feel something that the other man was holding onto, he had recognized that the power that was there was such that he could feel it spiraling. Even now, he could still feel the spiraling, but he was more aware of the intricacy of the spiral.

      The almanac didn’t describe anything the way that Joiner was holding onto power. Either he was using a pattern that Sam had not yet read about, or he had come up with his own pattern. Either was possible. Sam had to believe that there was another almanac, and perhaps another book much like it. Maybe an even more advanced one. Considering what he saw from him, he had to believe there were other books that were farther beyond him.

      He focused on the two strands that he could feel, the separate connections to the source, and as they twisted around each other, pushing outward, he could feel how they did so.

      Could he latch onto a third one?

      As he reached for it, Sam tried to hold onto his focus. It wasn’t a matter of reaching for the source. This was a matter of simply detecting the sense of magic. That didn’t require any connection on his part.

      Focus.

      He could focus.

      His time in the darkness had taught him a way of connecting to that, and even now Sam thought he should be able to reach for it.

      He held onto his sense of the other two strands of source, and he latched onto a third one. Whereas the first two had been twisting in opposite directions, this one spiraled toward him, mingling with each of the other two.

      It was difficult for Sam to reach into that connection, to see if there was anything beyond what he was already able to detect, but as he held onto the sense of it, he could feel the way that it was twisting.

      It was trying to push him away.

      That was what had forced him out when he had tried to follow the different connections to the source.

      All he had was one more.

      If he could reach for that fourth connection to the source, then he thought that he might be able to uncover just what it was that the other man was doing.

      The fourth one was different than the others.

      All of the others had twisted together, creating the spiraling pattern that he could feel. The fourth one held onto a barrier. It wrapped around Joiner, much like the power Sam held onto was wrapped around him.

      Sam opened his eyes.

      “I can see four strands of power, and I can tell the two of them are in opposite directions coming from you, and there is a third spiraling toward me.” Not an angulation, much like he said. “The fourth connection has formed a barrier.” Sam couldn’t imagine how he managed to hold them all in such a way.

      Joiner watched him, saying nothing for a moment.

      Sam didn’t think that he had made a mistake, but it was still difficult for him to know just what it was that Joiner was asking from him.

      “That is a start,” he said. “For you to fully understand your connection to the source, you will need to understand everyone else’s connection as well. That is a lesson I want from you today. I told you that you needed to master the basics. This is step one. You have tried to skip too many steps, and it puts you in a precarious situation, especially when you are dealing with someone like Lilith Karlinaw and Rasan Tel.”

      He stepped back, and even more connections to the source began to emerge. Sam hurriedly counted them, and when he got to nine, they started to become too difficult for him to track. Many of them twisted in different ways, some rotating counterclockwise and some rotating clockwise, some angled upward, and some angled downward. Several even spiraled away from him in strange fashions. He couldn’t follow.

      “In time, you should be able to pay attention to anything I do and replicate it. You don’t need to read these patterns. You need to see them, follow them, and to know them, regardless of how complex you believe them to be.” He released the power. “That is it for now. You will return with the others tomorrow evening, and we will work again after they leave. You need to understand the basic patterns that you have.”

      Joiner abruptly left the alchemy tower, leaving Sam sitting at the table.

      Sam didn’t know what to do or say. He felt surprisingly upset with himself. When he had first come to the Academy, Sam had no ability with the arcane arts and had not expected to be able to do anything with it. He had read and studied, thinking to master as much as possible, but he had never anticipated using that power, and so failing there had never been a problem for him. It fit with the zero tenet. He did not expect to have power, and so he did not. Now that he knew that he had power, he had the expectation that he would be able to use the source, the power from it, and be able to draw upon that so that he could create the patterns that would be useful in protecting him.

      But he had failed.

      It was a unique experience for him. Since learning to use the source, Sam was not accustomed to failure, certainly not in the Academy, but this was something about power. This was something that he could not master from a book. He had to work through it. And he could see Joiner’s patterns, but he had to first learn how he was calling upon that power. Sam simply didn’t understand it.

      Why had Joiner kept that from him?

      He had to find another way of reaching into the source, calling upon that power so that he could reach for enough energy that he could use that in a way that would help him understand what Joiner had done and how he had created those patterns. But the last one Joiner had done had been at least a dozen lines of power, a dozen different connections to the source. Even if Sam were to split his own connection to the source, that meant six separate draws. Six separate access points.

      Finally, he got up and tamped down the frustration. He headed up and out of the alchemy tower. It was probably late. He had spent several hours with Joiner and the rest of the alchemy students, and then another hour after they had left.

      It wouldn’t be long before ten bells.

      Sam found himself heading toward the library. He needed to read, to unwind, and to be anywhere but within the alchemy tower where he had not succeeded.

      He could just go back to his room, but he didn’t want to do that, either.

      After signing in at the library ledger, nodding to the librarian at the desk, a youngish man by the name of Olag, he hurried back to his booth. At least, what he always considered his booth. It was occupied.

      Sam started to turn away, when he heard the person call his name.

      He turned back. “Mia?”

      “I was hoping to find you here,” she said, glancing around her briefly before turning back to him. “I… I was hoping I might get your help with something?”

      “Of course. Anything. What can help you with?”

      Mia settled her gaze back on Sam. She seemed a little jumpy. “Not here. Can we meet out in the garden?”

      “It’s almost ten bells, Mia. We aren’t supposed to be out in the garden at that point.”

      “It won’t take very long. At least, I don’t think it will. Not with what you showed me before. I just… well, I could use your help.”

      He nodded, and Mia slipped past him.

      Sam stood in place for a moment, glancing at the booth. There were no books stacked there, nothing that Mia had been studying. She had come to the library to wait for him. With his responsibilities within the alchemy tower and with attempting to work with Chasten, Sam simply was able to spend much time in the library. It wasn’t even that he needed to be available. He didn’t know that he needed as much from the library as he had when you first come to the Academy.

      His sister needed him, though.

      How could he not help her?

      That was the reason he came to the Academy, and if there was anything that he could offer her, anyway that he might be able to help her, then he was going to do it.

      He waited a moment before heading back out. Olag glanced up at him, frowning, as it was unusual for Sam to spend so little time inside of the library, but Sam just shrugged before making his way down the stairs and to the main entrance of the Academy. There were no others out, and he pulled the door open just a crack, enough for him to slip out into the growing darkness of the garden. He didn’t have to go very far to find his sister. He could see her calling upon the arcane arts near a row of hedges, hidden from the rest of the Academy. She was attempting a pattern that Sam could see but couldn’t tell what she tried to create.

      He made his way around the hedge, and Mia jumped before settling down.

      “I’m out here now,” Sam said. “So I suspect this has to do with you using the arcane arts you didn’t want to use it inside of the Academy. What is it?”

      He made a point of keeping his voice down, and was tempted to use the source in order to mask what he said but decided against it.

      “You said you could see when I was using the arcane arts?” Mia turned to him and bit her lip.

      “I can see it. You know that I can. Been able to do that ever since you were little.”

      “But it’s not just seeing it now, is it? You can change it?”

      “I can,” Sam said carefully. Where was she going with this?

      But if she were having difficulty with a particular pattern, then it might actually make sense for him to help her. He could help Mia guide the patterns that she made and find the ones that would offer her the greatest chance of succeeding. If it came down to needing that for testing, then Sam thought that he might be able to nudge her patterns in such a way that she could use the ones that she was most confident with.

      “There’s one that I’m having little bit of trouble with. I need to master it. It’s for one of my classes,” she added hurriedly.

      Sam had been around Mia enough to know when she lied to him, and she was definitely lying to him now. What he didn’t know was why she was lying to him. If it wasn’t for one of her classes, then who was it for?

      Did she feel like she needed to impress someone?

      “Is this one that Kevitt was showing you?”

      She frowned. “How did you… yes, it is. I want him to think that I can work with him. If you can help me with this, then they can help me continue to study. I can learn what I need to learn in order to stay in the Academy.”

      He nodded. “I can help.”

      She flashed a smile, the old Mia there for just a moment, before it faded.

      She stepped back and began to call upon the arcane arts. He could see the angulation that she formed, a complex weave of power that was far more advanced than what any first-year student would form. As the pattern coalesced, he didn’t recognize it, but he did feel something unusual from it. Sometimes, when it came the arcane arts, it was what he felt that mattered more than anything else. He nudged the pattern and shifted the orientation of her power so that it surged.

      It bloomed softly.

      “You did it,” she said.

      Sam snorted. “You didn’t think that I could?”

      “I’ve never heard of any of the instructors doing that. If they could, then it would be so much easier, wouldn’t it? They could just help guide us so that we know when we are forming the patterns the right way.”

      “Well, I can see the angulation you were forming, and if I push it a little with my own connection to power, I can help guide what the pattern is supposed to look like.”

      He hadn’t considered that aspect of it before, but having that ability would offer him an advantage that even the instructors within the Academy didn’t necessarily have. He could guide those who were struggling with their magic.

      Maybe there were others in the Academy much like Mia who had a hard time with their patterns.

      “What about this one?” Mia asked.

      She began to call upon the arcane arts again and formed another angulated pattern, another one that Sam didn’t recognize. It surged from her with a burst of energy, and it twisted. As it did, Sam easily detected the problem that she had with it. He wasn’t sure what it was. He focused on the lines that he detected angulated off of her, thinking about what he and Tara had done similar to this.

      It wasn’t quite like what they had found in the almanac, but it was similar.

      He began to shift the pattern ever so slightly, noting that it could form the way that it needed to. This time, as the pattern changed, he began to feel something more and detected a burst of power. It solidified.

      As soon as it did, Sam recognized the purpose. It was an explosive ball of energy.

      Sam resisted the urge to snap at his sister, but this was dangerous.

      He held onto the source and began to weave it around the ball that she held. “What are you doing with this?” Mia didn’t answer. “Is this what Kevitt is teaching you? Something like this is incredibly powerful. You shouldn’t be forming anything like this. I don’t think that you have the necessary experience.”

      He had to be careful, and seeing Mia’s crestfallen face, he knew that he had misspoken. He didn’t want to crush her while she was pleased with herself, especially as she needed to be encouraged, guided, and helped as much as possible.

      “I don’t even know what this does. I haven’t been able to create it, and Kevitt hasn’t shown me. He said that I needed to be able to form this so that he could show me some of the others.”

      “Did he now?”

      “I just…” Mia turned away from him, a slight flush coming to her cheeks.

      “I know that you weren’t trying to do anything dangerous,” Sam said, stepping toward his sister. He began to hold his connection to the source, forming a pattern around it, using a barrier that would seal the power that Mia had formed inside of his own power. “It’s dangerous. When you release this, there’s going to be an explosion.” Mia looked over to him, biting her lip again. “You didn’t even know, did you?”

      “I didn’t. He didn’t say that there would be an explosion. He just showed me how to make it.”

      What purpose would somebody like Kevitt have for showing her a pattern that would explode?

      “I’m going to hold a barrier around it, but you’re going to have to dissipate it slowly. If you don’t, I don’t know what would happen.” He looked around the garden, thankful that they were outside. At least there was no one else around them. If someone did show up, though, would they think that Sam was helping Mia, or trying to use this pattern against her?

      “Go on,” he said to her.

      She started to loosen her grip on the power.

      He could feel her angulation beginning to fade. It started slowly, but then it gradually began to increase until it became unstable.

      There came a surge of energy that exploded against the protective barrier Sam had formed.

      Sam was tossed back, and the suddenness of it was enough that it disrupted his barrier, and he slammed into the ground, blacking out.
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      Pain greeted Sam as he came around.

      His head throbbed, and everything was black.

      For a moment, he thought he’d lost his vision again, but he blinked open his eyes and could see once again. He let out a soft groan.

      “You’re awake,” Tara said.

      He felt a hand on his shoulder and rolled over, a wave of nausea working through him. He fought back the urge to retch, not wanting to get sick all over Tara.

      “What happened?”

      Tara ran her hand along his arm. He could feel power from her, and when he attempted to try to detect just what it was that she was doing, his head throbbed even more.

      He released his attempt to grab onto that.

      “From the way it sounds, your sister had come to you, looking for your guidance on how to improve her connection to power. She created something you called an explosive ball, and it sounds like when she released it, it exploded.”

      “I thought I could contain it,” Sam said, trying to set up.

      When he did, pain and nausea began to work through him again, and he sagged back down against the bed. His bed. Someone—maybe Mia using the arcane arts—had brought him back here. He wasn’t going to be able to get up, and maybe that was for the best. He needed to rest.

      “Don’t move too quickly. I did what I could, but some of this will take time for you to recover from.”

      “What exactly happened?”

      “I don’t really know. That’s something that your sister didn’t want to share with me.”

      “Where is she?”

      “She had to leave after she found you weren’t hurt too badly. She wanted to stay, but said she was supposed to meet with others of her tower. I told her that I’d send word about when you came around.”

      Sam sighed. “She wanted help. She wanted me to help guide her connection to power, and so I did.”

      “You didn’t even know what she was doing, though.”

      Sam started to shake his head, but there was too much pain throbbing through him with the movement. “I didn’t know what she was doing. I thought I could recognize the pattern, but…”

      “Both of you were acting dangerously,” she said.

      “I see that now.”

      “I hope so. It was foolish of you to help her, especially with something like that. You don’t even know what you might have done.”

      “I know that I helped her release an explosive ball. She was learning it from Kevitt. I don’t exactly know what purpose he had in showing her that. It was advanced arcane arts, the kind of thing that I would not have expected my sister to have learned.” He rubbed his head. It throbbed, and it was painful there. He tried to work that pain out, but it was still too much.

      “Well, Kevitt is an older student, and sometimes they like to use things like that to torment some of the younger students. Maybe that’s all it was.”

      “So he was using my sister?”

      “I’m not saying that he was using her. I’m just saying that he might have been testing her.”

      Sam breathed out slowly. He tried to reach for the source, feeling that power within them. It came slowly, building up within them, and then started to ease outward. Thankfully, it remained there within him, but he felt some other part of it that was not quite the way that he thought that it should. It was almost as if some aspect of his connection to the source had begun to dissipate, some aspect that had been disrupted. He didn’t know what it was, nor why he should feel it that way, only that he was certain that it was there. Had something happened to him during the attack?

      “Why would he even know how to use attack magic like that?” Sam asked, rubbing his head.

      “As if you have any reason to question that.” She started to form lines of angulation. “Was it anything like this?”

      As the pattern formed, he saw that it was the same ball of energy that Mia had attempted. With Tara, Sam didn’t have to do anything to adjust it. He could see the pattern and the power forming, but he also didn’t have the strength to resist, nor any energy to create a barrier were she to unleash it.

      “It was just like that,” Sam said.

      She released her hold over it. It dissipated quickly with far more control than what Sam and Mia had managed. “It’s advanced angulation. Most of us fourth-year students are working on things like this. The instructors want us to be ready if we are called into the fight.”

      Sam regarded Tara. He hadn’t considered that as a possibility, but it made sense. They might be needed if the Nighlan attacked again. “And how do you feel about that?”

      “I don’t care for it, but I agree that we need to know how to use patterns like that.”

      Sam swung his legs off the edge of the bed, resting his elbows on his knees, looking around. There was more to it, but he had the sense that she didn’t want to say anything. “What time is it?”

      “You still have most of the night to get your beauty rest,” she said.

      He grunted, but that caused a surge of pain in his head again. “I have to keep working. Joiner wants me to get back to the basics, to try to understand how I can understand the source, so that I can use it the right way. And in his case, the right way is his way.”

      “He is the alchemist.”

      “I know he is.” Sam breathed out. “I still don’t know if I can trust him.”

      Tara snorted. “You’re not trusting someone?”

      “We need to see if we can find who he is. Or who he was. If he had been at the Academy, there has to be some record of him here.”

      “Does it make a difference?”

      Sam didn’t know if it did or not, but maybe it would make him feel better. “I just want to know. Is that so bad?”

      “I think it’s smart to be skeptical, especially with what we’ve seen, but you are acting more than just skeptical, Sam. What is this really about?”

      “I don’t know. It might have something to do with what happened to Lilith, the fact that I’m not exactly sure that what Joiner has told me about her is true.”

      Tara stiffened. “You just don’t want it to be true.”

      “I know what I saw.”

      “When you were captive.”

      “Captive, but then she—”

      “You were captive,” she said again. “Don’t forget that. You don’t know if she’s working on behalf of Rasan Tel or not. You only know what she told you. And to be honest, I hate to say that I disagree with you, but in this case I do agree with Havash.”

      Sam fell silent. He didn’t want to argue with Tara about it, and certainly didn’t want to create tension with them.

      He got to his feet, standing unsteadily for a few moments. Sam looked around the room and felt a wave of nausea wash over him. He ignored it, and it took a moment to realize how he did.

      He was calling upon energy from the source.

      It surprised him he was doing so, but even more surprising was that he could detect that it was happening, the way that power was coming out of him, flowing through him. He sensed that energy, the way that it was coming through him, the power that was there, and he wondered if Joiner was right.

      He was calling upon the power of the source in order to help him recover.

      He leaned against the wall for a moment, gathering himself, taking a deep breath.

      Tara watched, frowning. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so. It’s just something Joiner said. He asked me if my eyesight never really recovered.”

      “What do you mean? You can see.”

      “I know I can see, but he wonders if perhaps I can see because I’ve been drawing upon the power of the source in order for me to do so.”

      “I don’t think it works like that, Sam.”

      “Your connection to the source might not, but I don’t know if mine does.”

      “You think that you’re still blind?”

      Sam started to shake his head, but the pain throbbing within it made it difficult to focus on anything else. “Not still blind, but I might still be influenced somehow. I’m not exactly sure how, or what it is, only that it seems to me there is something.”

      Tara rested a hand on his shoulder. “You were hurt. And it’s late. Why don’t you get some rest, and the two of us can talk about it in the morning? You don’t need to push yourself like this. I know that sometimes you get it in your head that you have to keep striving, but in this case I don’t think that you do. And I want you to get the rest that you need. I’m going to need you to help me.”

      “Help you with what?”

      “Help make sure that I don’t get behind Tracen in the alchemy tower. I’m not worried about Gresham,” she said, waving her hand as if wiping him off of the table, “but Tracen actually had some interest in alchemy before the tower closed, so he has a bit of an advantage. I need to make sure that he doesn’t take a greater position within the tower.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about that.”

      “You don’t think so?”

      Sam smiled. “Well, I am still first in the alchemy tower, aren’t I?”

      “You have to keep earning it,” she said. “And if Joiner decides that you don’t deserve it, what happens if he puts Tracen in front of you? Help me so that we can make sure the two of us stay the first two ranked within the tower.”

      “I will. We can work with Chasten together.”

      “That’s right. I forgot about him.”

      And Sam hadn’t even filled Tara in on how he had gone over to Chasten’s shop. When he did, she nodded slowly. “That could be interesting. I can imagine different ways of creating devices. You can use your alchemy, and I can add the arcane arts to it, and the two of us…” She looked over to Sam, gently nudging him back down to the bed. “The two of us can talk about this more tomorrow. After you rest and recover. Get some sleep.”

      She stepped out of the room, closing the door behind her.

      Sam sat on his bed and debated getting back up. He had spent so many nights within the Academy pushing himself, striving to do more and to be more, but right now what he really wanted was to rest. He thought that he needed to. If he didn’t get the rest that he needed, he worried what might happen. Sam worried that he wouldn’t be able to keep up with everything that he needed to do. He could skate through his classes, as he often had, especially since he had done most of his studies already, but he couldn’t skate by in his alchemy sessions.

      Sam laid his head down, closing his eyes, and had a night filled with strange dreams. He saw storms filled with lightning and thunder, reminding him of the Barlands, which it probably was. He saw faces of people that he had lost, his parents, people from Erstan, and even enemies that he had faced. When he finally awoke, his heart seemed to be beating faster than it should have been. He found that he was still holding onto the energy of the source far more strongly that he had anticipated.

      He got up, made his way down to the main part of the Academy, and went through his classes in a bit of a daze. He and James whispered in their shared classes about the lessons, but Sam really didn’t have the energy to gossip all that much. At one point, he did tell James about the new alchemy instructor, which elicited a look of surprise.

      “Another alchemist? So much for the Nighlan destroying all the alchemists that we have. I imagine that has to be driving them nuts.”

      “They might not know.”

      “I still don’t understand why they targeted the alchemy tower. Why not just wipe out all of the instructors?”

      Sam had recovered for the most part and had created enough of a barrier around them that James’s comment didn’t escape from the boundary that he had wrapped around them. Sam was thankful for that. They didn’t need for James to make comments like that and certainly didn’t need to draw the watchful eye of their botany instructor. Professor Lem watched them often enough, her gaze glittering with suspicion, almost as if she knew they were talking. And she might have. Sam might be able to shield sound coming from him, but he couldn’t keep her from seeing their mounts moving.

      “Tara and I are trying to look into him. We don’t know anything about them.”

      James looked over. “Are you worried that he’s some sort of spy?”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” Sam said.

      “I could help, if you want.”

      Sam immediately reacted and almost said no, but he decided against that. Here was James trying to offer his help and wanting to do something, to help them as much as possible, but he grew inclined to try to take advantage of his offer.

      “That would be great. Anything that you might be able to do would be fantastic. We’re looking into a man named Joiner. You might not be able to find anything, as neither Tara nor I know if he went by a different name.”

      James leaned close, lowering his voice. “What do you mean that he went by different name? Why would he do that?”

      “Apparently, many of the alchemists go by different names.”

      “What about Professor Chasten?”

      Sam shifted, uncertain whether he really wanted to say anything, but this was James, and he felt as if he needed to trust him, which meant that he was going to have to reveal some secrets. “Well, he also goes by a different name, and it’s probably one that you know of.”

      “Who?”

      “You might not believe me.”

      “Go on. Don’t leave me waiting.”

      “Chasten is Belianrash.”

      It took a moment, but James’s eyes widened quickly, and he stared at Sam. “No.”

      Sam nodded. “He was. Is.”

      “I can’t even believe that.”

      Professor Lem watched them, pausing, and both Sam and James fell silent.

      After a while, they started whispering again. “Why come to the Academy and teach?”

      “I guess he felt needed.”

      He snorted. “If I had his kind of money, I don’t know if I’d come back. Maybe to prove to…” He trailed off as Lem looked at them again.

      “Let’s talk later,” Sam said, not wanting to go into anything more.

      By the time the classes were done, James didn’t ask more about Chasten, letting it drop as Sam slipped away to meet Tara at the main entrance to the Academy.

      She looked around. “You want to get food before we head over?”

      “We can always grab some food from the kitchen later,” he said. “Okun doesn’t mind, and we don’t have that much time before Joiner expects us in the alchemy tower.”

      “I just want make sure you have your stomach full. I know how grumpy you get if you don’t eat.”

      He shot her a look. “I have gone hungry for most of my life. At least, most of my recent life. I think I can handle a few hours.”

      She chuckled, and they headed out. By the time they reached the shop, Sam slipped straight back, ignoring the strange look that he got from the man working the desk, another different man that hadn’t been there before, and started toward the stairs leading down.

      “Don’t we have to, you know, check-in or anything?”

      “I have a feeling that he doesn’t need us to. Besides, he thinks we’ll be coming.”

      But maybe there would be a different way for them to come in. He would have to ask Chasten about that. If they had another way in, they wouldn’t have to come through the main entrance and risk others looking at them with the strange reaction they had gotten today. He nodded to the other alchemists, looking around for Chasten, but he didn’t see him anywhere.

      He brought Tara over to the desk and leaned down. His head still ached from the night before. How badly had he been injured?

      More importantly, how had he recovered as quickly as he had?

      “Now what?” Tara asked.

      Sam motioned to the others who were working at their own stations. “Well, this is our station.” Chasten had said that it was Sam’s station, but he figured that it might as well be both of theirs. “We have to dedicate some of our time to creating weapons for Olway, which we do over there.” He pointed to the row of desks along the back wall where others were already working. “He said it has to be a three to one ratio, so I figure we have a few days before we have to put in that time.”

      “I see.”

      “What do you want to try making?” he asked her.

      Tara looked around them before turning her attention to the desk. “I don’t know. We need to make something for the alchemy tower as well, right?” When he nodded, she glanced over to the wall. “And I, in particular, want to do whatever I need to stay ahead of the others in the tower. We can practice here. You said that Chasten doesn’t necessarily care what we’re making, only that it can be useful?”

      “That’s sort of what he said,” he told her. “Then I think there are different things that we can try. Why don’t we start with something that you have that you’d like to do? I know there are different books on alchemy that you have read. We can start with one of those. Something basic, and build up from there.”

      Basic.

      Sam wasn’t exactly sure that he wanted to start with truly basic. Some of the earliest books on alchemy were incredibly simple. A matter of mixing items together. Sometimes it was powders, sometimes it was compounds, and sometimes it was healing bombs, but none of them were far too complex. He knew what Joiner would say if he made that comment, and how he would react, but Sam felt as if there had to be some way for him to try a more advanced technique. “Why don’t we gather several different slabs of metal, and we can start with something that is basic, but not too basic?”

      “I’m not exactly sure what you mean by not too basic.”

      “What I mean is that it will help us, but we can also test whether we have the necessary knowledge that we need.”

      “If you say so. It seems like we have to keep working so that we can advance our skills before we are asked to help with that, anyway,” she said, waving toward the tables where the others were working on the compounds. “So let’s get going.”
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      Alchemy had gone poorly.

      Sam shouldn’t have expected anything other than that. He didn’t have any practice with it, and it was more than just following a recipe, which was what he had believed they were doing. They had mixed several different metals, following instructions that he had long ago memorized when he had first gone to the library and started reading through alchemy books, and it ended up with a pile of nothing.

      When they finished, Sam and Tara both stood over it, frowning. “I think we’re going to have to practice more,” he said.

      “Do you think Chasten is going to be upset?”

      Sam looked around the inside of the room. Most of the other alchemists were busy at their stations, though from time to time, they would look over at the two of them, and he couldn’t tell what the others were thinking, but he recognized that many of them seemed almost annoyed.

      And he understood it. They were both students. None of them likely knew what level of student Sam was, but it didn’t matter. Not really. They were both students. That was what mattered.

      “We should get back to the Academy.”

      Sam cleaned up, dumping his contents into a bin that he had seen other alchemists filling, and headed up the stairs, back into the shop. They still hadn’t seen Chasten, though as no one had stopped them, he didn’t know if that was that much of an issue. As they headed through the shop, his gaze was drawn to the items here, different boxes, small statues, and slender circular items made of wood or metal or even bone. So much skill had gone into them.

      “Come on,” Tara said.

      “I’m just marveling at them,” he told her.

      And it wasn’t just the items that were here that impressed him. It was the fact that he could feel some power from them, and energy that seemed to come off of many of them, something that Sam felt deep within him. There was a connection here that he needed to understand. Alchemy was more than what he had learned. That much was clear. If he could come to terms with what it meant for him to learn that kind of alchemy, then maybe the two of them could recreate much of it. If he couldn’t…

      If he couldn’t, then he would be of no use to Chasten. But more than that, they wouldn’t be able to stay in the alchemy tower, not without losing some of their position.

      Out on the street, the sky was starting to darken. Sam paused, letting several people move past, and listened to the steady drumming that came from the distance. It had been constant, at least each time that he had come outside, and he had not noticed any other interruption.

      “What now?” Tara asked. “Do you hear anything different?”

      “Well, seeing as how I now know that what I heard the last time was Joiner coming into the city, I feel I’m justified in my concern.”

      “You were justified. I can give you all the praise you want.” She looked over, grinning at him. “I never took you for somebody who needed constant praise.”

      “Oh, I have quite the ego, and I need you to stroke it all the time.”

      “Well, that’s a different discussion.”

      They headed along the street when Sam noticed another pause in the drumming.

      “Come on,” Tara said.

      “Didn’t you hear it?”

      “I didn’t hear anything. I can’t hear anything over the sound of the city. The people here are too loud.” She motioned to one storefront where the owner was outside, shouting about his meats, to a crowd that was making their way along the street, and even a minstrel standing on one corner, strumming his lute. “I don’t know how you think you can even hear anything.”

      Maybe that was it. He was tempted to go back to the edge of the city, to listen more carefully, but maybe he really hadn’t heard anything. Tara was probably right in that the only thing he would have heard would have been the slight interruption in the sounds around him. The slight interruption came from the people near him.

      It was more the distractions than it was any real disruption in the drumming.

      Tara pulled on his hand, guiding him across the street. Sam followed, and when he reached the far side of the street, heading toward the Academy, he could’ve sworn that he heard another pause in the drumming, but then it faded.

      They slipped into the courtyard of the Academy, where he hesitated for a moment. Surges of arcane arts worked around the courtyard, and in that moment Sam worried that there was another attack. The strange hesitation in the drumming had unsettled him more that he had realized. He looked around, searching for anyone here and to try to figure out whether there was anything that he might be able to detect, when he realized what it was.

      Tara laughed. “You really are on edge.”

      “I know I shouldn’t be,” Sam said. “It’s just that I can’t relax. I feel like we have to be constantly vigilant for something. Another attack, or someone else who’s infiltrated the Academy, or even for Rasan Tel.”

      “We kept them from opening the seal,” she said.

      “We did, but what if somebody else broke in, released the seal, and—”

      “And you would have noticed,” she said. “You can tell when something happens to one of your patterns, can’t you?”

      “Most the time,” he agreed. “But I don’t know if Joiner had done something.”

      And if he had, Sam didn’t think there could be anything that he would even be able to do. If Joiner were responsible, he was far too capable with the source for Sam to do anything. A troubling thought came to him, it was one that he should have thought about before, but he hadn’t really given it any consideration.

      What if Joiner was Rasan Tel?

      Tara frowned at him. “Come along. We can even pause so that you can play Shitunable if you’d like, though I don’t have the feeling that you want to.”

      “Not exactly,” he said. Mostly because any time that he got involved in games like that, Sam found himself drawn into different attacks than what he intended. He didn’t want to deal with others targeting him. Gresham would take every opportunity to do so.

      They made their way into the Academy and then toward the alchemy tower when he stopped. “You go ahead. I’m going to grab some food before heading into the tower.”

      “See? I told you that you were going to be hungry.”

      “I could grab food for both of us.”

      “I actually had a snack before I joined you.” She grinned. “I’m not used to going hungry.”

      She headed down, and Sam went in the kitchen. He found Okun working at the counter, rolling dough. Flour covered his apron. When Sam approached, he glanced up, looking over to him.

      “Haven’t seen you in here too often. I kept thinking that maybe you’d return and would be willing to help, but seems like somebody got too busy. If you want some food, you can grab it from the cabinet. There’s the usual. Some fruit, some bread, cheese, even some meat. Maybe you should make it to mealtime, though.”

      “I’ve been distracted.”

      He flicked his gaze toward the door. “I hear. Heading down to the tower, from what I understand.”

      “Say,” he said, glancing around the kitchen before stepping closer to Okun. “Do you know this Joiner?”

      Okun’s brow furrowed for a moment. “Unfortunately, can’t say that I do. There are plenty of alchemists I never got to meet, though.”

      “Why don’t you return to the tower?”

      Okun frowned again. “I’m pretty content here. Baking and cooking is just another form of alchemy, you know.”

      Sam smiled at him. He hadn’t considered it that way, but perhaps it was. “Any tips on following a recipe?”

      “Well, some of them are exact, and you have to make sure that you follow it perfectly, but most of them require a little bit of modification.” He nodded to the dough that he was rolling out. “Find something like this, and you can just start to feel the way that it needs to form. It’s sort of like that with other alchemy. When you know what it’s supposed to be like, you can tell if you’re adding the right ingredients.”

      “I think that was my problem,” Sam said, nodding. “Maybe I was too rigid with it.”

      “Can’t be rigid. Most new alchemists tend to be that way. It’s those that are a little bit more free-spirited and creative who do the best.”

      “Like Chasten?”

      “He’s a good one. No doubt about that. But I was talking about some of the others. You never got to know them. A damn shame, if you ask me. I suspect you could have learned quite a bit from them.”

      Sam grabbed some food from the cabinet, before making his way down to the alchemy tower. He had to take a seat next to Tracen, as it was the only one left, and he looked up at Joiner who was in the middle of talking to the others in the alchemy tower.

      “Nice of you to decide to join us, Mr. Bilson,” Joiner said. “Did you bring enough food to share?”

      Sam smiled, looking over to the others around them. “I’m sorry. I was studying during our meal and didn’t get a chance to eat.”

      Joiner sneered, and Sam wasn’t sure if he was going to have to tell him the truth, or if he could keep sneaking over to Chasten’s shop.

      Joiner began his lecture.

      It was the only thing that Sam could describe it as. It was similar to the classes they had, though in the case of Joiner, he didn’t seem to be working from any textbook that Sam had ever read. He spoke about the basics of alchemy but quickly diverged from there, going on about how different ingredients would mix together, and various aspects of that mixing, and what it meant when the mixing went awry. Everything that he said made sense, and surprisingly it seemed almost directed to Sam and Tara based on the time they had spent with Chasten.

      When he was done, most of the others started to file out of the alchemy tower, but Joiner pointed to Sam and Tara. Tracen grinned tightly as he sat at the table.

      Sam approached, and Tara gathered her belongings before doing the same. A burst of a barrier from the source erupted from Joiner, swirling around them. It was a dense barrier, one that seemed to be formed out of two different points of access from the source.

      “I see you holding onto the source,” Joiner said.

      Sam looked down. “You see me?”

      “You’re using it now.”

      Tara was watching him.

      Had he been? He didn’t realize it, but perhaps he had been holding onto it. “I was helping another student last night, and the power that she was holding got a little away from her. I had to protect myself, but I didn’t do it quite as well as I was hoping.”

      Joiner sniffed. “I see. Which means you’re drawing upon the source to keep yourself protected.”

      “I don’t know if I’m doing that or if I am—”

      “That’s what you’re doing.”

      “How?” Tara asked. She glanced back, and Tracen and started to get up. He seemed irritated that he couldn’t listen to their conversation. Sam was thankful that Joiner had placed the protection around them. Otherwise, he might’ve needed to do the same thing.

      “The use of the source is vastly different than that of arcane arts. We talked about this, Mr. Bilson. I believe you understand the way you touch upon the source draws upon a different connection to power than that of the users of the arcane arts. Over time, you can begin to use something similar, but it’s not quite the same.”

      Sam nodded. “I realize that. I just was thinking that—”

      “You keep thinking like that. You keep thinking that your connection is similar to what Ms. Stone draws upon. You keep thinking you will use angulation in a similar manner.” He locked eyes with Sam for a moment. “And I keep telling you that what you do, and what you will do, is different. You must understand that.” He glanced over to Tara. “You may leave us, Ms. Stone. I need to speak with Mr. Bilson about his use of the source.”

      “I could stay. The two of us work well together.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you do.”

      Tara flushed, and Sam expected her to argue, but perhaps he shouldn’t have thought that she would. This was an instructor to her, after all, and Tara was usually respectful to her instructors.

      She glanced to Sam, touching him on the arm as she passed him, and headed out of the alchemy tower, leaving Sam and Joiner alone.

      “You didn’t have to send her away like that,” Sam said.

      “Didn’t I?”

      “We want to understand alchemy. Both of us do. All of the students that come down here want to understand alchemy.”

      “And I have been teaching alchemy,” Joiner said. “At least, the kind of alchemy that they will find useful. You need to understand alchemy in a different way. So I am teaching you alchemy differently than I am teaching the rest. If any of them show any tendency to have a way of reaching the source, then I will begin to teach them as well. That’s not to say that you can get away with not completing your other alchemy assignments.”

      Their next assignment was a report on the various properties of each basic element and how they can be fused together. Sam thought he could write that from memory, but he also had a feeling that anything he’d reported upon that came from some other source would possibly upset Joiner, so he would have to be careful.

      “I hadn’t been sure before now, but I can tell you have a lack of control. When you use the source, it’s not enough to have intent, but you also have to have control. With what you are drawing upon, I can tell that you are acting more on feel than by intention. It’s time that changes.”

      “I didn’t mean to draw upon it.”

      “Much like you didn’t mean to permit access throughout the Academy the way that you did.” He offered a tight smile. “Others who have our connection to power would have the same ability to enter the halls.”

      The way he said it suggested to Sam that he knew all about the Study Hall.

      “Now, there might be a way to modify it after the fact, but it’s initial placement that I’d like you to master. It’s initial intent and control to ensure you don’t lose it to somebody else. In order for us to do that, you must understand the flows of power. It is what we were talking about yesterday.” He started to call upon the source, and he formed a pattern much like he had the last time and with the same complexity. “What do you detect?”

      Sam was tired and could feel a throbbing in his head, energy that was bursting through him. He held onto the source, and as he did he could feel that throbbing begin to fade. Maybe that was part of the problem. Perhaps he had been calling upon the source much more than he realized. If so, why was it healing him?

      “Stop focusing on what you are doing to yourself, and start focusing on what I am doing around you,” Joiner said.

      Sam pushed through the pain. He suspected he was drawing upon more of the source as he did and began to focus on what Joiner had created, thinking that was the key. There had to be something here that Joiner did that he could follow.

      He called upon the connection he had to the source, and it flowed through him. When he did, he began to feel along the way that Joiner drew from the source. He started one other time, picking his way along strands, and realizing that the strands were separate and distinct. He worked one by one and focused on them.

      He was tired, but he thought that he had done what Joiner wanted.

      “What do you detect?” Joiner asked.

      Sam had lost track of how long he had focused. It seemed like moments, but from the bored expression on Joiner’s face, Sam suspected that it had been longer.

      “I feel seven different strands. Each of them is connected to you and your source. I can almost feel like it’s there, as if I can unwind it, but it’s faint.”

      Joiner regarded him for a few moments. “Better, but not quite what I want. I think that it is time for you to try again. Now, test these.”

      Another surge of energy came from Joiner, and Sam started to focus.

      If this was what Joiner wanted from him, then he was going to do it. For the first time since coming to the Academy, he started to question if he would have enough time for all of the things that he needed to do. Work with Joiner. Work with Chasten. Keep up with his own coursework—which shouldn’t be all that difficult. And help his sister.

      How was he supposed to do all of that while the threat of the Nighlan loomed over him? Sam had to keep his focus, though. Joiner expected that out of him, and he needed to master this so that he could discover how Joiner used the source.
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      The next few days fell into a bit of routine.

      Sam and Tara had started stockpiling food so they could slip across to Chasten’s shop after their classes, and they had spent an hour or two each day working on alchemy there. They had actually begun to make some progress with alchemy, starting to have success with their creations. Both of them thought they could try more advanced concepts, but Sam had wanted to master some basics first. He had been trying to slow Tara down when she had wanted to increase the intensity and the pace at which they were working. But at least they could follow the recipes.

      The lessons Joiner gave them on alchemy went a little better, though not much. Joiner proved to be a difficult instructor—often cranky and usually irritable, primarily with Sam, it seemed. That pleased Gresham and Tracen to no end, partly because they both couldn’t stand the fact that he was a first-year student in the alchemy tower. The other alchemy students were less threatened by him, but partly that was because they were not as advanced in their training.

      Most of the evenings, Joiner had even provided supplies and had allowed them to work on different alchemy projects of their own. They were simple ones, and Tracen had proved a fast study with them. On the fourth day, Tara had come to Sam, shaking her head. “Tracen’s uncle is an alchemist. Rogend. He has a shop on the outskirts of the city. It’s not as big as Chasten’s shop, but he has some renown. That’s why he is already so skilled.”

      “You don’t have to worry about him,” Sam said.

      Tara clenched her jaw. “I’m not worried. I just wanting to stay ahead of him. And you should, too.”

      Sam nodded. “I do want to keep ahead of him, but I’m not quite as threatened by him as—”

      “As what?” she snapped at him.

      “As nothing,” Sam finished hurriedly.

      She frowned and turned her attention back to her project.

      They had spent a lot of time together, but it had been mostly work time, not locked in the same conversations that Sam once had with Tara. Worse, he hadn’t been giving much thought to Lilith and what had happened to her. He believed that something had happened and that he had to find her, but he wasn’t sure how to go about it.

      Anytime he thought about bringing the topic up with Tara, he caught himself. There was no point in raising that issue with her, especially as he knew she did not care for Lilith and actually preferred Joiner’s explanation for her.

      So it was that Sam sat alone in the alchemy tower, the almanac resting on the table in front of him. Tara had left, and then Sam had his lesson with Joiner, but he had not spent nearly as much time with Sam as he had before.

      He was troubled. He felt like he was close to an answer but couldn’t quite reach what he knew that he needed. The book referenced multiple access points. In order for him to perform some of these spells, he was going to need to call upon more power and somehow split his focus, rather than what he had already managed.

      He wanted to ask Tara how she used the multiple lines, but now was not the time.

      Sam held onto the source, pushing it out from him, and while doing so he could feel for another aspect of the source. Could he pull off a separate strand?

      He thought about what the book had wanted him to do, the power that he had attempted in the past. Always before, Sam had failed, but that was because he wasn’t able to create a separate connection to the source.

      He didn’t know if he would even be able to do so now, but while waiting for Joiner he could at least try. Sam reached for the source, digging into it, and he felt something there. He held onto that awareness, and he delved into that connection, peeling it out.

      When he did, he could feel another connection to the source.

      He almost lost control over it.

      It was the first time that he had ever reached for a separate connection to the source. He held onto it, debating what he wanted to do with it, before thinking about the pattern within the book that he had attempted before Lilith had disappeared.

      Would there be any way for him to push one out in either direction?

      He held that image of the book in his mind, thinking through the language there, the way that it described what he needed to do, and he could practically see those words forming in his head. He worked through it, moving from one to the other, tracing through what he could read.

      There was something in there he could see in his mind.

      It was easy for him to recall what he saw in the book. That was one of his gifts. He could read something, and for the most part the words stuck with him. It didn’t mean he always understood what he was reading, and when it came to the nature of the book and the lessons taught in it, Sam didn’t necessarily know what it was he could learn, but he could feel that there was something more to what he needed to do.

      He started to push upward and downward at the same time.

      Diverting his connection to the source like that was difficult, but now that he had two separate connections, he could feel the way they were pushing outward. He started to twist, sending the one he pushed above him in one direction while trying to twist the one below him in another direction. At first, Sam wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to hold onto that, but the longer that he continued to twist, the more he could feel that taking hold.

      Sam pushed, twisting it.

      It washed upward, but also he could feel the way the instructions within the book guided him. It wasn’t only to wash upward. It also needed to rain down upon him. He held onto that sense, letting that work its way over him.

      It swept through him.

      He could feel it forming around him, each side spinning and each side doing so with a different sort of pattern, a different sort of control.

      There was something about that which would create a new wave of protection.

      That was what this was. Another barrier.

      As Sam held onto the barrier, letting that energy continue to spin around him, he tried to add more energy to it. By pulling from the source, it was difficult for him to split that focus, to call even more power up through him, but he fed energy into it.

      He thought he might be able to work a little bit harder at it. He continued, holding onto it, but gradually his grip on what he was doing began to fade.

      He released it.

      Looking around the inside of the room, he waited to see if there was any sign of Joiner, but the other man hadn’t returned yet.

      Sam looked at the lanterns.

      Instead of holding onto the two sources, he thought about what Lilith had done. She had split off five distinct connections.

      At the time, that seemed impossible for him to believe, but having worked with Joiner he had seen that much more than five was possible. There was something about the way that he reached for his connection to the source, the way that he pushed that out, that was similar to the way that those within the Academy were able to use their power.

      Sam wondered if there might be something from that aspect of the book that he might be able to use. It was something that he hadn’t considered before.

      A sense of pressure built, and he released his hold on the source. The only one that he held onto was the one that he kept around him as a barrier. He turned, looking along the hall, and he could feel Joiner making his way toward him.

      “You’re still here,” Joiner said.

      “Am I not permitted to be?”

      “It’s getting close to ten bells. Is that not the curfew for the Academy?”

      Sam had been hesitant to make too much of an issue about it, but he was also hesitant to reveal how he could return to his room without going through the hallway and getting caught. Then again, he thought Joiner already knew, so there was no point in denying that to him. “I have other ways of getting back.”

      Joiner smiled tightly. “I see. I have heard that you and Ms. Stone have enjoyed some freedoms within the Academy that other students do not. Then again, perhaps that freedom has been well-earned. I suppose we will have to see, won’t we?”

      “I’m trying to understand this multiple access point.”

      “Find the connection,” Joiner said.

      As he did, Joiner took a seat at the table and rested his hands on it. The greenish coloration of the source began to build from him, radiating outward. It was different than what he had done before, almost as if he sent tight lines away from him in a way that he meant for Sam to feel.

      “What do you detect?”

      “You are connected to the source. I am trying to find a way to reach for a second access point and have even tried splitting it, but it hasn’t worked for me that well.”

      Even though he could feel what Joiner was doing, he struggled with anything more. Sam had been tempted to call upon the vrandal, but he did not know if the vrandal would even be of use when it came to this.

      “What do you feel when you draw upon the source?”

      Sam frowned. “I don’t know. When I first began to feel it, I was in the Barlands, and it was far more powerful.”

      Joiner glanced over. “You haven’t told me that before.”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Probably not, but any irregularities make a difference, especially as we try to push you into a greater understanding of what you are capable of doing. What did you experience when you were in the Barlands?”

      “The thunder and lightning.” Sam closed his eyes, practically able to feel that. He had dreamt of it several times, most recently a few nights ago after he had been injured. The hammering of the Barlands filled him with power, almost as if it was some way of finding the source. “I don’t think it actually helps me, but it seems to give me some rhythm to reach for the source. When I do, it starts to bubble up within me. When it does, it’s almost like a river flowing through me.”

      Joiner looked over to him. “I suppose that is an apt description.”

      Sam shrugged, turning his attention back to the almanac. He had been tempted to hide it when Joiner had come in, but the alchemist had already seen Sam with it. “Bethal described it that way to me. She said those who have magic are filled with it and call upon power like a river. She said some are more powerful than others and that some are weaker, more like a stream.”

      “Which do you think you have?”

      “I don’t really know.”

      Sam focused on his connection to the source and let that flow through him. In the days since he had helped his sister, the headache eased, the throbbing in his head no longer the way that it was, and he had grown increasingly accustomed to when he was calling upon the source. Still, he wondered if he had drawn upon it when he wasn’t supposed to. He had called on the source but had not really intended to. How often had he done it otherwise?

      “Everything comes from your ability to connect to the source. I know that it feels like we are repeating ourselves, and perhaps we are. Especially compared to what I am sure Lilith thought she could teach you. She thought she could skip necessary steps. Unfortunately, when you do that, you endanger yourself and lose the possibility of control.”

      Sam glanced at the book. The almanac spoke of multiple access points, and Sam had started to feel like that was the key to advanced understanding of alchemy.

      “How do I reach for multiple access points?”

      “You have to have the strength to do so.”

      “That doesn’t really help,” Sam said.

      Joiner snorted. “Doesn’t it? I have been studying this connection my entire life. Understanding breeds competence. Competence breeds knowledge. Knowledge breeds ability. And that ability will lead you to what you need. Strength. At first, it’s difficult to reach for single connections. Now this is like your first attempt at learning it and finding that doing so is an exercise in futility. When they reached for power, they can’t reach for nearly as much as they want. I have seen it time and again. It’s why you see so few alchemist with any real potential.” He looked around the room before his attention settled on Sam. “Only when they begin to detect power, open themselves to the source, are they able to reach for enough that they can work for another access point.” His words hung in the air for a moment. “I know that Lilith taught you how to reach for power, and she began your training, but I’m telling you that what she taught you is incomplete. You need to find the truth in what she taught, and find the truth and what you need to know.”

      Sam looked down at the page that he’d been reading. This one spoke of three access points. If he could split a single access point, he would still have to draw upon a second. Either that or he had to divide his single draw into thirds.

      “How long will it take before I’m strong enough?”

      “Each person is different. Using your river analogy, think about the way you described it. Do you think each river flows the same way?”

      Sam shook his head.

      “Each person connects to power in their own unique manner. Each person finds their own understanding and reaches for additional tributaries, such as they were, the longer you connect to it. Eventually, you may find you have multiple streams coming together, all of them connecting you to the source.”

      Perhaps that was all it was.

      Sam looked over to Joiner and thought about how many different access points that he had seen him calling upon. A dozen. Perhaps more.

      In order for him to use the lessons in the almanac, Sam was going to have to find some similar aspect, but he didn’t know what was going to take.

      Joiner got up. “Keep working. I will keep showing you how to detect the source, and from there we can further your lessons.”

      Sam sat in place, letting himself be open to the source. He could feel it flowing within him. It was like a river. He didn’t often pay that much attention to that connection, but the river was there. The longer that he focused on it, the easier it was for him to feel that flow, that power, coursing through him.

      Perhaps he needed to listen more closely to what Joiner said.

      Surprisingly, it did seem like he had more strength with the source than what he had before. Maybe it was just a matter of testing Joiner’s connections, or perhaps something had changed for him. Either way, it seemed deeper than it had been before.

      Since trying to reach for a second access point, Sam had gone through different ways that he might split his stream, attempting to divert that power outward, but none of them had been fully effective. And perhaps that was the mistake. He didn’t necessarily need to divert the stream so much as he needed to try to reach a second tributary.

      Another connection.

      Regardless of finding another stream, Sam had been able to reach into this one and could pull upon the power he could detect. By holding onto that energy, Sam focused on it, feeling for that power. It flowed through him.

      He stayed there for a long moment, doing nothing other than holding onto that power. By using that, Sam could feel the energy as it rolled through him. The connection was deep and powerful, but what he needed was to know if there was another access point to it.

      He simply held onto his connection to the source.

      That was what he was trying to do, the way he was trying to hold onto that power, the energy he thought that he could master. By using that connection and energy, Sam held onto it, waiting.

      There was considerable power within him, though how much of that came from him and how much of that came from the source?

      There came a distant sense.

      It was similar to the one he was already holding onto, but there was something about it that wasn’t quite right.

      Another access point.

      Had he not been thinking about the power as a river, thinking about it in terms of connecting in that way, Sam wasn’t sure he would’ve even been able to recognize what he did. Now that he could focus on that and feel that source of power, he saw the other connection.

      It blossomed within his mind.

      He reached for it.

      Rather than it being difficult, the way it was when he had tried to force it, trying to dive into the source as he had when first pulling upon it, he found this one came to him much more easily. Sam drew from it, letting that power come to him. That power filled him.

      There was something almost pleasant about it.

      It wasn’t a strain, and it wasn’t of violent effort, not the way that had been otherwise. It came to him easily.

      Sam held onto that connection and that power, doing nothing with it.

      Holding onto it like he did seemed to be a lesson in itself.

      By embracing that power, Sam could feel there was something else within it that he could reach. The source was there for him. All he had to do was reach for it.

      Would he be able to find another access point? If so, then the answer to his dilemma of how to call upon this power would be very different than what he had thought.

      Sam continued to reach, holding onto it is much as he could.

      That power was there, filling him. He maintained that connection, thinking about that power, and he could feel something else bubbling within it.

      Another access point to the source.

      That was what it had to be.

      Sam could feel it, and he could feel the way that it was coming to him, the nature of that energy as it was flowing to him. He maintained a connection to it, holding carefully.

      Distantly, he could feel something else.

      His strength was beginning to fade.

      He wouldn’t be able to hold onto this for much longer, though he wanted to.

      A third connection.

      And here today he was thrilled to reach even a second one.

      If he could master this, if he could continue to understand the way that the source flowed, the power that existed within it, then he might be able to find different access points, each of them allowing him another way of pulling on that power.

      His gaze drifted to the lanterns.

      All of this was so that he could understand.

      Eventually, he would need to do more than just understand. He could use the almanac, but from there Sam wanted to know what it was that Lilith had done. He wanted to find some way of traveling the same way that she had. He wanted to be able to use the lanterns, the conduits, and to find some way of following that power.

      That seemed to be significant to him.

      He held onto his connection to the source, letting it ease away from him.

      He created a single barrier.

      If he were able to latch onto another connection to the source, he might be able to form another barrier. Sam had seen how Joiner had done something similar, weaving interlocking layers that separated him. Something like that would take considerable effort, but Sam wondered if he could draw upon that, twist it, then perhaps replicate what Joiner had done.

      But he was tired.

      He sagged back.

      He had reached three access points.

      While sitting there, a sense of friction came.

      Sam looked up, half expecting that was Joiner, but that wasn’t it. There was a glow, but it wasn’t coming from anywhere near him.

      The lanterns.

      Sam jumped to his feet. He held onto his connection to the source, but he was tired. He tried to hold that power, trying to maintain it, but as the lantern started to glow, the haze flowing around them intensified. Sam had seen that he’s before, and he knew the danger in it. It would solidify, and then somebody would be here.

      Sam ran toward the edge of the lanterns and neared the haze. When he did, he could feel something pushing against him.

      He had to find some way of solidifying the barrier around the lanterns.

      “Samran,” a voice came from a distance. It sounded muted, but then it faded.

      The lanterns surged again.

      “Samran,” the voice said again.

      It had to be Lilith. She needed help.

      He slipped his hand into his pocket, reaching for the vrandal.

      If he could help her, maybe he could draw her back.

      He had no idea if that was even going to work. He had three access points that he had managed to reach. Could he find others?

      He focused deep within himself, feeling the source flowing through him, through the vrandal. He reached for a second, then a third access point.

      What he needed was the fourth. He had to find it. It was like a river. That river flowed, and Sam thought that if he could let that power fill him, he might be able to push it out, and then he could draw upon it and use it.

      He continued to focus, continuing to feel that power within them, and then it built, washing outward, exploding.

      It struck the lanterns.

      The haze started to squeeze.

      He tried to push back, but it was pulling him in.

      It was trying to draw on him.

      The vrandal connected that power to him and to the lanterns.

      The connection formed.

      Something slammed into him.

      Sam tried to resist, but there was no resisting here. There was nothing other than that power that battered at him.

      Another blast struck him.

      Then the haze disappeared.

      Joiner stood next to him. “What did you do?”
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      Sam made his way through the halls of the Academy, hurrying as quickly as he could. He needed to get back to his room, to rest, but his mind raced. Sam still didn’t know what had happened. Joiner hadn’t known either, only suspecting that there had been a surge of power that had attempted to call Sam to it. Sam suspected that it was tied to the Nighlan, but Joiner was not convinced. He believed that it was from Lilith, though there had been nothing that had happened that seemed like it was her.

      By the time he reached the tolath tower, he hurried out and quickly made his way to Tara’s room. When he reached her, she pulled the door open, glowering at him.

      He stepped inside and looked around her room before starting to pace. “I managed to draw upon other access points,” he said, turning to her and motioning to the almanac. He had carried it with him, not wanting to leave it behind as usual. “But something happened when I did. The lanterns activated.”

      Her expression clouded. “Her?”

      “I don’t think so. Although Joiner doesn’t agree. He blames her, but I don’t think that we can. This just happened.”

      “And you didn’t do anything this time?”

      “Not this time. I was trying to reach for multiple access points. I wasn’t even attempting to trigger the lanterns. I don’t want to imply I have a better understanding of this power.”

      Or perhaps more of a connection to the access points.

      “Now that you can reach more than one access point, does that mean that you can begin to work through the almanac better?” Tara asked.

      Sam glanced down at. “I think so,” he said, and he looked up at her, holding her gaze. “But I don’t know. It’s incredibly difficult to draw upon a second access point, and then reaching the third and the fourth are draining. It’s like letting all this power flow out through me at one time.”

      “Then restrict it,” she said.

      “I don’t know how.”

      She laughed. “It amuses me to hear you admit that you don’t know something.”

      “Well, when it comes to this, I simply don’t know. I feel like I need to get a better understanding of it and to master the different access points, but maybe you’re right. Maybe I do need to restrict that power so that it doesn’t flow through me quite as openly as it did before. Maybe that it won’t cause me to get as tired as it does.”

      “And maybe you can actually use some of those patterns in the almanac.”

      That was about as much as Tara would say about her concern about the Nighlan as she ever did. She never spoke of the Nighlan, at least not much, but he knew that it was on her mind. It was often on her mind, much like it was on his mind.

      “I don’t really know what those patterns will do,” he admitted. “I think they will be useful, but what if they aren’t?” He locked eyes with her. “What if they don’t help us at all?”

      “Then they don’t help. It’s not the end of the world. Besides, the Nighlan haven’t attacked again. We don’t even know if they are going to. So we can take our time, relax, and then we can figure out what else you need to do.”

      “There’s something else,” Sam said, shying away from Tara. “There was a voice from across the lanterns.”

      “Was it her?”

      “I don’t think so. Lilith wouldn’t have called to me.”

      “Just like Lilith wouldn’t have tried to use you, right?”

      “Tara—”

      Tara shook her head. “We don’t know anything about her. We certainly don’t know if you can trust her. I know you want to. They know you think you need to count on her to help with all of this, but we can’t. We can’t rely upon this person. You have to keep working with Joiner.”

      Sam looked down at the almanac.

      He had to work with Joiner, but he also needed to work with the almanac.

      And now that he could reach other access point, or several more, he thought that he might be able to try to use that to help him.

      He got up and smiled at her. “I’ll let you rest then. I’m going back to my room, and then I’m going to get some sleep. I’m hoping to get enough rest this time that I can fully recover from all of this power I’ve been using.”

      He approached her door when she caught his arm. “Don’t go back to your room and do something that’s going to get you into trouble.”

      “Such as?”

      “I don’t know, trying to figure out some way to reach her.”

      “I’m not trying to reach her to hurt you,” Sam said, staring at the door. “I’m trying to reach her because I think she’s in trouble.”

      “At least work with me to try to go after her,” Tara said.

      Sam nodded and then made his way to his room. Once inside, he closed the door, sealing it off with a burst of power from the source. He didn’t do anything other than trying to focus on calling on different access points. That was it. Reaching for several at one time, one after another, until he was so tired that he slipped into sleep, the almanac still resting on his chest. When he awoke, there was a pounding at his door.

      Sam jumped to his feet and pulled open the door only to realize that he still had his protection placed over it, and he had removed the barrier before he did.

      Tara stood on the other side.

      “What have you been doing?” she asked.

      “Sleeping?”

      “You’ve been asleep the entire day?”

      Sam blinked, looking around, and then rubbed his eyes. “What do you mean the entire day?”

      “Did you really miss the entire day of classes?”

      “Apparently.”

      Tara breathed out slowly. “You’ve got to be careful. If reaching for all of these different access points weakens you that much, you have to be cautious. You don’t know what might happen if you are using that much power. You don’t know what might happen if you let yourself fall into it.”

      “I can see that,” he said.

      “Come on,” she said. She stepped out into the hallway.

      “Where are we going?”

      “It’s evening. We need to keep working on our alchemy, and then we can go to our class for the night. I’m sure Joiner is more than excited for us to show up and tell him all about the various properties of metallic items when mingled with nonmagnetic substrates.”

      Sam groaned. He hadn’t completed that assignment either. He thought that he could work up something from memory, but it wasn’t going to be nearly as effective as if he had actually completed the assignment the way that he was supposed to.

      He followed Tara, and they made their way through the Academy. He caught sight of James when they were in the main part of the Academy, and he waved, watching Sam with a quizzical expression on his face.

      “I should really tell him what’s going on,” Sam muttered.

      “You intend to explain to him everything that’s happening to you, the way that you can access the source, and what happens when you call upon too much power from it?”

      “When you put it that way, maybe I don’t, but I do think I need to tell James what’s happening to me. He deserves that much, at least.”

      Sam didn’t like the idea of keeping too much from James, who had been helpful and a real friend. Sam needed to make sure that he didn’t lose his friends as he continued to progress through this part of his training.

      They slipped out of the Academy and went across the street when Sam froze. The drumming had stopped.

      “Do you hear it?”

      Tara tipped her head to the side. “No.”

      “We need to go look.”

      “I don’t think that we have to have any responsibility here, Sam.”

      He wasn’t sure that he agreed. He pulled on Tara, and they passed through the streets, moving with the crowd. In the daylight, the age of the city became increasingly apparent. Many of the buildings were made of stone fortified of magic over time, similar to how certain areas of the Academy had been fortified with magic. Others were newer, constructed of wood with slate roofs and brightly painted storefronts. They squished together, no real pattern at all with one flowing into another.

      The crowd around them wore an equal mishmash of clothing and styles. Some wore robes that looked as if they had come straight from the Academy, while others were dressed in silk jackets and dresses, and some with simple plain spun cotton, occasionally dyed blue or brown, but not nearly as colorful as the silks.

      They reached the river, which flowed through the city, carving over unseen rocks, leading to small eddies of current that swirled.  The absence of sound was disconcerting, and the longer that they were out near the edge of the city, the more that Sam began to feel as if he was right.

      Tara kept looking at him, watching but saying nothing. She glowed with the soft energy of the arcane arts, and it was enough power that Sam could see her glowing despite the brightness of the day. It looked as if she were ready for the possibility that she would need to suddenly use one of her patterns.

      “Do you think the Nighlan would attack in the middle of the day?”

      Sam didn’t know. From his vantage on top of the bridge, looking out over the city, he could feel something, though he suspected that was mostly his imagination. Whatever he might be able to feel was probably tied to the emptiness within the city without the steady drumming. He glanced back toward the Academy and didn’t see any signs of the arcane arts used there, at least not with any real power. If the instructors were concerned about the sudden absence of sound, he would’ve expected that someone would have identified the sudden shift. There were powerful users of the arcane arts within the Academy, and they should’ve been able to counter this unexpected change.

      “I’m not sure when they would attack, only that it does seem strange. What could they be after?” Tara asked.

      There was only one thing that he suspected the Nighlan were after. One thing that they had been after before and failed to reach.

      “They want the seal. They want to release Rasan Tel.” He looked over to her and shook his head for a moment. “I know you think we should trust Joiner, but we don’t know if we can. We don’t know if he has infiltrated the Academy so that he could help them free Rasan Tel.”

      “Sam,” Tara started, and she turned so that she could look out over toward the edge of the city. “We don’t know if that’s what they’re after. We don’t know—”

      Tara didn’t have a chance to finish. The steady drumming started up again. It built with a rapid crescendo, building from nothing to a heavy and rapid beating. There was a vibrancy to it, and energy that had been there before, and Sam worried about the purpose of it.

      “We should go see what happened.”

      Sam could see from her expression that she didn’t want to do that. She hesitated. She had been with him when they had dealt with the Nighlan in the Academy, but this was something else. This was leaving the Academy to go after the Nighlan or after whatever threat they might find. This was going to fight, rather than having the fight come to them. Still, if they were after some way of releasing the seal on the Academy, freeing Rasan Tel, Sam felt as if he had to be a part of this, and that he had to help ensure that they didn’t succeed. If they managed to slip past them, what would happen?

      It all came down to the fact that he and Tara didn’t know anything about Rasan Tel. All he knew was that he was a dangerous person and that the Nighlan wanted to free him. All they knew was that if the Nighlan were to succeed, they would find themselves, and all of the Academy, under attack. If he did not do anything, he had to fear for his sister’s safety.

      Even though she didn’t want him to watch over her, at least not any longer, Sam refused to ignore her needs. This was his sister, after all, and he was determined to do whatever she needed to ensure her safety.

      “I’m going to see what it is,” Sam said. “You can stay here, or go back to the Academy, or—”

      “If you think I’m going to let you go without me, then you really haven’t come to know me,” Tara said. “But if there is some sort of an attack,” she went on, emphasizing the if, making it quite clear that she did not believe there was, “you need to promise me you aren’t going to do anything ridiculous. You’ve just begun to understand your connection to the source, and you dealing with all of these others who have a much greater connection and understanding of their power is dangerous. We have no reason to get involved.”

      Sam nodded even though he didn’t want to agree to those terms.

      They started toward the edge of the city. The farther they went, the fewer people were around them. By the time they reached the outskirts of the city, they paused, looking out over what had once been an empty landscape that now was filled with a line of hundreds of soldiers carrying weapons that looked to be crafted out of Alchemy. Many of them glowed with a pale greenish light, though not all. Maybe the others had more traditional weapons.

      Anything traditional wouldn’t work against the Nighlan.

      Which had to be why others had alchemical devices. There would be some with the arcane arts, as well, though he didn’t see any pale white glowing to suggest where.

      At first, Sam didn’t know if there was anything there. He could hear the drumming, picking up the pace, one that was far faster than it had been before, but he could not tell whether that drumming had any particular purpose behind it. There seemed to be an energy within the drumming, one that reminded him somewhat of how he felt when he was around that strange orb in Chasten’s shop.

      “See?” Tara said. “Nothing is happening. If you look, all you see are those within the army preparing. Nothing more than that. And they should prepare, shouldn’t they?”

      Sam shrugged. She wasn’t wrong. They should be preparing. They had to be ready, and they had to take on the potential threat of the Nighlan, but something about it still felt wrong for him.

      He stood, sweeping his gaze along the line of the army. There were tents. Most of them were small, though there were some larger structures. Mixed within them were buildings that had been erected, simple and squat stone buildings laced with power of the arcane arts. Sam suspected the buildings were where most of the users of the arcane arts stayed, preferring that to tents. As he watched, he saw a flare of green in one of those buildings. It was soft, subtle, but enough that he could detect it. Did that mean that there was more than just arcane arts here? He had come with the understanding that alchemy was used elsewhere, typically in the city, creations built there, and then brought out to the army, but perhaps that was not the case.

      “I suppose we can go back,” he said.

      “You don’t have to sound so glum about it. It’s almost like you’re disappointed that there wasn’t an attack.”

      Sam smiled tightly. “You know that I’m not disappointed. It’s more that I just want to know what’s been going on. I just want—”

      The drumming stopped again.

      It paused, and there was this long hesitation and a feeling of expected energy that began to build before finally it started to ease. The drumming resumed.

      Sam found himself drawn out toward the battlefield, if that was what it could be called. Tara grabbed his arm, trying to pull him back.

      “If Havash learns that we have come out here… It’s been hard enough for us to get permission to leave the Academy so that we can work on alchemy, but I think he tolerates it because he knows what you can do. But if he learns that you have wandered among the army, he’s going to be more than angry.”

      She wasn’t wrong. And he had to be careful.

      But it was the drumming that bothered him the most. The steadiness to it, the rhythmic nature, had been a presence for him, and it had been building within him, but with its absence he couldn’t help but feel as if there was some change here.

      “What is that?” Tara asked.

      Sam followed the direction she pointed and recognized the army moving away. Soldiers and others carried strange cylindrical objects. The drumming returned, though this time it wasn’t the same kind of drumming as it had been before. This was a slow, steady tapping, not the heavy and rhythmic drumming that he had felt before. This was something that seemed almost as if it were determined to try to call to power.

      Then he saw the soldiers all raise the slender objects, and power blasted from them. It was the only thing that he could describe it as. The objects glowed with a greenish light, and then energy exploded off of them, sweeping from the devices and radiating outward. It was a greenish glow, laced with a hint of white. A mixture of arcane arts and alchemy.

      Sam didn’t dare move. He couldn’t speak.

      “Was that just alchemy?” Tara asked, her voice in a hushed whisper. “Did the army just use the weapons that Chasten had been making?”

      “It looks like it,” Sam said.

      The drumming returned. This time it was different, an urgency to it, a steady buildup of power that continued to radiate outward, and it felt like something calling to him. He felt drawn forward, though he knew that he should not be.

      “Look,” Sam said, pointing.

      There was a tracing a greenish energy. This one was considerable, a hint of alchemy, but it was the kind of alchemy that Sam could use. It was the kind of power that came from the use of the vrandal, and from patterns that he had read about. As he watched, he realized that it was Joiner.

      Dozens of lines of power radiated off him, sweeping in an arc that flowed through the army and then pushed outward. The drumming built again, and there came a pause. When it paused, the soldiers raised the strange weapons again and fired them. Blasts of greenish white light shot outward.

      Alchemy and arcane arts working together. And Joiner was there.

      “I don’t suppose you see that,” Sam said, pointing toward Joiner.

      Tara looked over but shook her head. “I don’t see anything. All I see are the soldiers. They have the strange weapons, and I can feel something when they fire them, but I’m not exactly sure what it is that I’m feeling.”

      “It’s alchemy and the arcane arts,” Sam said. “They’re using those weapons, combining their power, and they’re blasting something.” He wasn’t exactly sure what it was they were blasting, only that he could feel that power radiating from them, and even if he couldn’t tell what it was, he detected that energy in ways that he had not before.

      Joiner continued to weave in between the crowd, and his alchemy flowed outward. He was helping. So much for Sam doubting him.

      “Joiner is there,” he said. “He’s working with the others. I don’t know what he’s doing, but I feel something.” He breathed deeply as he focused, trying to determine just what was that he could detect, but the energy that was there was not strong enough for him to focus on from a distance.

      The soldiers moved forward, weapons raised, firing the same energy blasts outward.

      “How many Nighlan do you think have attacked?” Tara asked.

      “I don’t know. Enough to draw them out.”

      “All that to push on Tavran?”

      “The seal,” Sam said. They wanted to free Rasan Tel. They wanted to release the seal. They wanted him to be freed. He looked over to Tara. “We may not be able to help here, but we should try to understand just what they hope to accomplish by releasing Rasan Tel. I don’t know what they plan, but we need to know.”

      “I don’t even know where to start,” she said. “We’ve been trying to get into the reserve stack, but there hasn’t been anything there. Well, there hasn’t been any way for us to get in there. There might be something.”

      There were going to have to break in, but how would they do that?

      The Study Hall, sneaking in at night, perhaps late at night. They had been focused on alchemy and everything else that they were trying to learn, and had allowed that aspect of their search to lapse. It was time that changed.

      There was another blast and then another as the rhythmic explosions of the alchemy continued to push back the invaders. As Sam watched, he couldn’t help but wonder whether this same attack played out elsewhere.

      “How safe do you think the rest of Olway is?”

      Tara looked over to him. “Why?”

      “If the Nighlan have pressed this far into Olway, reaching Tavran, what happened to the rest? What happens to others that aren’t able to push them back?”

      Her eyes widened slightly.

      “I know you want to understand Rasan Tel and why they want his freedom, but maybe what we really need to be doing is working with Chasten, making weapons, and offer whatever help we can to this effort.”

      “We can do that, too,” he said.

      His gaze lingered, staring, unable to take it away from what he saw happening in front of him. A blast of pale power—likely the arcane arts, though the color was deeper than he usually saw with the arcane arts—exploded near a line of soldiers. They were sent flying. Some men landed in a bloody heap.

      Another blast came, this one closer. And another.

      Each time the blasts of power came, they were answered by soldiers using alchemy and others weaving the arcane arts. The power left him crackling.

      At one point, Sam noticed a man running after a massive burst of power had ripped through the others near him, stumbling as he tried to get ahead of another strike. Something had hit him, knocking him forward. He did not get up.

      Others from Olway converged, using alchemic devices as they attacked the Nighlan. Sam couldn’t see what happened to the Nighlan, but the lines closed around the opening, sealing it off again with a complex weave of angulated arcane arts.

      The violence was far different than anything he had experienced before. When he had dealt with the threat from the Nighlan, it had all been on a smaller scale. This was war.

      And they were trapped.

      He tapped on Tara’s arm, pulling her with him. He didn’t want to stay here. There wasn’t anything he could do to stop the Nighlan. Not here, at least. “We should get back. You were right. We aren’t going to be able to do anything. Not here, at least. But we can do something else. We can try to look into as much as possible so that we understand just what the Nighlan intend to do when they free Rasan Tel.”

      “When?”

      “I meant if,” he said.

      But did he? Having seen this attack and what the Nighlan were willing to do, the steps that they were willing to take, Sam didn’t know if they could be stopped.

      He would try to do his part. They all would have to try to do their part.

      What happened if they failed?
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      There was a hush over most within the Academy. Rumors of the attack had spread throughout the halls like wildfire, as rumors often did. Most understood that the army had been called into duty, and few understood the kind of fighting they engaged in, only that the city had been under attack. Sam and Tara kept the truth of what they had seen to themselves, not sharing with anyone other than James what they had observed. James had been quiet, concerned about his family, and had tried to caution Sam to keep focused on his studies.

      “They aren’t going to call us into duty. We’re first-year students, so we have to keep working,” James said.

      But their studies had shifted. Angulation had become more of a practical approach, something that had never been the case in first-year studies. Students were taught how to weaponize angulation, and though Sam had seen those patterns before and recognized most of the ones taught to the class, he couldn’t perform them himself. He could draw upon similar aspects of the source, but it wasn’t meant for such violent purposes as that. He helped James, though, at least as much as he could. It wouldn’t hurt for any of them to have the ability to protect themselves.

      Sam had tried finding his sister again, wanting her to know how to create basic defensive angulation patterns, but other than seeing her in the dining hall and passing her from time to time when making their way to classes, he hadn’t the opportunity to catch her and work with her again.

      When he did see her, he noticed a strange expression in her eyes. There were always older students around her, though never Kevitt, for which Sam was grateful. He didn’t see Gresham around her either, though Gresham had increasingly been spending time in the alchemy tower, working with his own creations, as all of the alchemy students had begun to do. Joiner had pushed them to try to master the basics of creating various alchemical devices, something that Sam increasingly believed he wanted them to do so that they could be brought in as part of the fight. It bothered him, but it also was sensible. Sam had been trying to get to Chasten’s workshop, but there simply had not been the time, nor the ability, as the protections around the Academy had become increasingly stout.

      Tara pulled him aside late in the afternoon several days after the initial attack. Students in quiet conversation were filtering past them in the hall, though Sam caught the occasional murmur that told him that students knew what was going on, and they knew that they were not necessarily safe in the Academy. Ever since the Nighlan had breached the Academy borders, the students had not been at peace here.

      “I’ve been trying to get into the reserve stack,” Tara said, keeping her voice down. “I’ve not had any luck.” She looked from either direction before turning back to him. “I think it’s time that we get Havash involved in this.”

      “Havash would tell us to stay out of it,” Sam said. “He brought Joiner in for a purpose.”

      “He did, but if he knows we might be able to uncover some secret about Rasan Tel, and that it might help with—”

      “I visited the seal a few times,” Sam said.

      Tara frowned. “Without me?”

      Reaching that part of the Academy had been difficult but not impossible. They had to travel through the Study Hall, through halls that Sam had sealed off with the source, but he had realized that he wasn’t the only one to have passed through there. Patterns were worked into the wall that had not been his creation. They were woven with incredibly complicated script, almost as if there were writing worked into the walls. It hadn’t blocked his access, but it had made it difficult for him to maneuver.

      “I think Joiner came through there,” Sam said.

      “And did what?” Tara asked. She straightened as one of the professors moved past them, and Sam resisted the urge to use the source to wrap it around them so that nobody else could hear them. It would be strange for them to be standing in the hallway and have no one able to hear them talking. It was far better just to keep their voices hushed. “He told us that he was a part of the attack. He’s not denying his role in any of this.”

      “He told us,” he agreed. “But this is more than that. This isn’t so much what he told us as it is a matter of what he’d been doing there.”

      And Sam wasn’t entirely sure what it was that he had been doing there. Sam had seen the violence, the fighting, and the power that he had utilized. It was more than Sam was capable of doing, and having seen that power and the level of control that Joiner had, Sam couldn’t help but question it.

      “I just feel like we should be able to do more,” he said, turning back to Tara. “I know we’re just students, but you’re one of the most gifted with the arcane arts, and I am…” Sam wasn’t sure what to call himself any longer. Was he a student of the arcane arts, or was he a student of alchemy? And if it was simply about alchemy, then why did he spend the time he did in his other classes?

      “You’re still a student,” Tara said, touching his hand, but it did nothing to help reassure him.

      “We can’t even get over to work with Chasten. There has to be some other way out of the Academy. I suspect Chasten knows we’re trapped here, but I still don’t like it.”

      “I don’t either. I want to have a chance to keep working on our own projects so we can keep ahead of Tracen.”

      Sam arched a brow as he looked over to her. “That’s all you care about?”

      She shrugged. “Well, I care about other things, as well, but that’s the one that just eats at me. He’s so frustrating. Did you see what he made the other day? He claims he’d only been working on it for a few hours, but I saw the glow from his lantern. There’s no way he created that in only a few hours.”

      Sam had seen it. It was a skillfully made alchemical lantern, but there were dozens of alchemical lanterns. Even in the alchemy tower, there were so many lanterns like that. Something like that wouldn’t necessarily be more impressive than any other alchemical lantern. But to Tara, it was more a matter of Tracen doing something that she couldn’t do. She was proud, and he appreciated that about her, but he didn’t like that she was so focused on staying ahead of Tracen when the Nighlan were threatening the city.

      “I haven’t even gotten to work with Joiner the way that I had before. He’s completely unavailable.”

      Tara laughed softly, glancing to the dining hall. Most of the students were filing toward it, and this was the time of day when he and Tara would have tried to get over to Chasten’s shop, but since it had been closed off to them they had not even made the attempt. He hated that they just stayed here.

      “I think he’s been busy with the war effort. You should be thankful he’s been working with us in the alchemy tower as much as he has been.”

      “I am happy,” Sam said.

      Tara smiled at him. “You sound like it. Let's get some food, then we can get to the tower.”

      “You go ahead. I’m going to see if I can’t catch my sister.”

      “I could stay with you,” Tara said.

      “I think that would only upset Mia. Anyway, I just want to talk with her. I’m worried about her.”

      Tara squeezed his hand. “Find me later,” she said, then headed off to the dining hall.

      Sam watched as the other students filed past him, but he didn’t see his sister. Either she had already gotten past him, he had missed her, or she wasn’t coming.

      The two of them had come such a long way from their time in the street when they had nothing to eat. Now Sam didn’t think twice about the possibility of missing a meal. He could miss lunch, knowing that there would be plenty of food for dinner. Even if he missed dinner, he could always go to the kitchen, get whatever leftovers Okun had there for him. Food didn’t motivate him the way that it once had.

      When everybody had moved past, Sam realized that his sister wasn’t going to be coming by. He could go to the dining hall, but he wasn’t in the mood.

      He was tempted to go to the library, but none of the books there had what he needed. What he wanted was access to the reserve stack, and there wasn’t a way to get that during daylight hours when the librarians were there. Sam needed to sneak in after hours, stay ahead of the librarians, and figure a way into that reserve section to see what they might uncover about Rasan Tel, if anything.

      He and Tara had worked on the theory that Rasan Tel had been known by the Academy at some point. He must have been, given that all of the Nighlan attempting to free him from his prison had come through the Academy. That had to matter, though neither he nor Tara had really come to understand what had mattered about it.

      He decided to make his way toward the alchemy tower. When he headed down there, he found it empty. Sam sat at the table, pulled out the almanac, and started going through it. He reached for the various access points, going from one to the next to the next, managing to capture four different access point. At this point, it was not so much a matter of reaching for those access point is it was him trying to limit how much power pulled through him when he did. If he could harness that in a better way, he didn’t have to worry about draining power from him as fully as it had been. He had managed to limit how fast that power drained off of him, but not as quickly as he wanted. Each time he reached for another access point, the source flowed through him even faster, making it so that he couldn’t reach the next access point without that power pouring through him. There had to be a trick to it, but Sam wasn’t entirely sure what that trick was nor how he could manage it.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Sam jerked up, quickly closing the almanac, and looked around only to see Joiner standing in the doorway.

      He looked tired. His eyes were drawn, and he had a bruise on one cheek. His robes looked slightly dirtied, and he held onto the source.

      “I came here to study,” Sam said. “I didn’t realize that was an issue.”

      “Don’t you usually use this time to work on your alchemy?”

      Sam glanced down at the almanac, before looking up at him. “You know?” He’d suspected but hadn’t known for sure.

      “I not only know, I approve. I think you need to work on the practical approach of alchemy. You aren’t going to be able to do what you need to do here. There are too many people here who can’t understand what it is that you do. They don’t have the same connection to the source, and so they are fumbling along, trying to call upon whatever power they can, using the arcane arts as they do, but not capable of the same things that you are.”

      “We thought we were sneaking around behind your back,” Sam muttered.

      Joiner snorted and took a seat, dropping heavily into the chair across the table from Sam. “There is very little that can go unnoticed when an alchemist pays attention.”

      “So you knew that the Nighlan were going to attack?”

      Joiner looked over to him. “We haven’t spoken about this, have we?”

      Sam shook his head.

      Joiner took a deep breath, letting out slowly. “You came out there. I felt you. Saw you, in fact. It was dangerous for you, but I suppose if you were better trained, there was a real possibility that you would have been beneficial in that initial onslaught. You would not have been in significant danger, at least if you stayed behind the vanguard.”

      “You want me to be out there?”

      “No. I didn’t want you out there. I think it’s dangerous for you. I only say that there is the possibility that you might have been useful. Now, if you can master more access points, then your usefulness will improve. You keep trying to perform these patterns before you have understanding of the access points and how to use them.”

      “I can use four access points,” Sam said, looking up at holding Joiner’s gaze. “And I think I can reach a fifth.” He glanced over the lanterns. Five lanterns. Five access points. If he could do that, he might be able to create a conduit.

      Joiner smiled slightly. “Is that what you’re after? You think that once you latch onto that kind of power, you will be able to jump from here to some other place?”

      Sam shrugged. “I thought that I might be able to.”

      “Do you think it’s safe for you to do so?”

      “I don’t know. Are other places like this?”

      “Some are worse,” Joiner said. He twisted the vrandal he carried on his hand, shifting it for a moment.

      Sam watched him, a question burning in his eyes. “Do you still need a vrandal considering how powerful you are?”

      “Not power, it’s control,” Joiner said absently. “And the vrandal is an alchemical construct that allows increased control, but only once you truly understand your connection to the source.” He looked down and had his hand open.

      The vrandal on his hand reminded Sam more of the one that he carried and less like those Sam had seen from others like Daven and Luthian had used. Since that attack, Sam had not seen either of them. They fought against the Nighlan, though Sam wondered where they had gone. Did Havash have some way of calling them back in case they were needed? If so, Sam had a hard time thinking that he wouldn’t have sent word given the attack on Tavran. But then, it was possible that there were similar attacks taking place elsewhere, and if so then perhaps they were needed in those places.

      “When I first bonded to the vrandal, I didn’t know what it was,” Sam said. He looked over to the almanac. “I thought it was trapped alchemy.”

      “Some of it is,” Joiner said. “That’s the way they were designed. They were meant to help those who didn’t have enough power or connection to the source to begin to use it.” He shrugged. “There was a time when alchemists had begun to fade. At least, those that we now call alchemists. This kind of power, connection to the source, had become increasingly difficult to access. It’s unique compared to that of the arcane arts, and the kind of power that the Academy teaches, but not completely dissimilar.” He nodded to the almanac. “Tomes like that are ancient. The alchemists have written and revised them over the years, adding to them, making layered comments, complicating them so that only those who had the necessary potential could read them.”

      Sam pulled open the almanac, staring down at the page. He didn’t need the vrandal to read it any longer, though it did shift the writing, making it easier for him. Even without the vrandal, he had pieced together the various alchemical symbols and could frame the writing in his mind in such a way that it was easy enough for him to piece together.

      “So the vrandals were a key,” Sam said.

      “The key, but to a lock that was never really meant to be unlocked. It was meant to be a barrier for those who didn’t have the necessary experience to obtain that information. Over time, it evolved into something more. A test, of sorts.” Joiner slipped the vrandal off his hand, and then slid it back on. “The vrandal was a way of testing for those with power. It wasn’t necessarily intentional. Very few knew that.” He sniffed. “And those who saw the vrandal, and saw how it was used, and perhaps did not have the same connection to it, used a similar construct.”

      “It’s not the same?” He thought about Daven and Luthian and all of those who had worked on their behalf. He remembered how Ferand and Ben had attempted to strip the vrandals, as if they were the most important aspect of alchemy. “I thought they based it on the vrandals here?”

      “Based on,” he said, nodding. “That is the most important aspect, as you likely have uncovered. It is not the same. Think about what that vrandal does for you. What do you feel?”

      Sam traced his hand along the surface of the metal, feeling the cool material and the way that it pressed into his palm. He wore it far more often than he probably needed to, especially now that he did not have to have the connection to the vrandal in order for him to reach the source. “Well, when I first began to feel the vrandal, it felt as if there was power trapped inside of it. Now, I know that it somehow links to my connection to the source.”

      “Exactly,” Joiner said. “It links to your connection, which is why you were linked to it. You had enough power that the vrandal bonded to you.”

      “Why did it feel like I had my connection to the source strip free when Ferand and Bethal attempted to steal the vrandal?”

      “I can’t say I have the answer to that. You might have had your access to the source blocked, or perhaps you had a natural resistance.” He looked up at Sam. “You claim you’re from the Barlands?”

      “I am from the Barlands,” Sam said. “At least, pushing the Barlands before it became a part of Olway.”

      Joiner smiled tightly. “There are plenty who don’t feel that Olway should have claimed the Barlands.”

      “And who are those?”

      “The same people who don’t feel Olway should have annexed other similar places.” He fell silent, squeezing his hand around his own vrandal. For a while, Sam thought that he wasn’t going to go on, but Joiner took a deep breath, opened his hand, and flexed it. “The vrandal you have there is one of the original three. The alchemists who created those three knew that their numbers had diminished, and they wanted a test for others who had the necessary potential.” He looked up at Sam. “As I said, that potential had begun to dwindle. We don’t exactly know why, only that it had started to fade from the world. It was replaced by those who could use the arcane arts, though perhaps that was only here and in this land.” He frowned, shaking his head. “If the vrandal stuck, then someone had the right potential, and they could be trained with true alchemy. It’s why I was willing to work with you.”

      “I didn’t realize that you had agreed to work with me because of the vrandal.”

      “It’s a part of it. Had you not had a connection to it, I would not have spoken to you of the source, nor what I have discussed trying to detect the various energies that are available through the source. Without that, you would have been left to work things out on your own. Perhaps you could’ve become an alchemist here.”

      Sam looked around the inside of the alchemy tower. “I still intend to become an alchemist.”

      “Oh, you will, but you’ll become an alchemist of a different sort.” He looked to the almanac, nodding to Sam. “You’re working on understanding the various access points that you can reach, but I tell you that the lessons and that almanac are only the beginning.”

      Sam started to smile. “If it’s only the beginning, then why are there no other books like it?”

      “Are you so sure that there aren’t?”

      “I’ve looked throughout the library. I looked throughout the alchemy tower. And I’ve even gone through the reserve section.”

      “Have you now?”

      Sam held Joiner’s gaze. “You know I have access to the Study Hall.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      Sam wasn’t sure how he was going to react, or whether Joiner would try to tell him that he should not be using the Study Halls, but instead Joiner got to his feet.

      “I had hoped that we would have more time for me to further your training before it came down to this, but the Nighlan have pushed their presence faster than we had anticipated.”

      “We?”

      “Those in the Academy are not the only ones opposing the Nighlan. And I don’t mean the rebels who have some trinkets of power.”

      Sam thought about when he had been captured and how Lilith’s people had referred to the vrandal as a trinket. They had thought that he had a replica. They hadn’t known that he had a real vrandal.

      “This is one of the original three?”

      Joiner glanced at his hand and nodded. “There are two in this room.”

      “Where’s the third?”

      “Lost,” he said softly. “I think it’s time that you find the truth of your power and begin to understand just how much you have to learn.”

      He stepped into the middle of the lanterns, waiting for Sam to join him.

      Sam did so hesitantly.

      Joiner pushed outward from the source, lines shooting out from him, hurriedly streaking away from him, and then the lanterns began to glow, a faint haze began to build, and the power surged, squeezing upon Sam.

      Before it took hold, he looked over to Joiner. “Where are we going?”

      “To a place of power. To the true library.”
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      The energy squeezed around Sam. He could feel it crushing him, could feel the way that it was squeezing upon him, and though he attempted to let it take him, there was a part of him that reacted, attempting to fight and pushing back against it. He knew that he should not, knew that doing so would only put him into danger, but he felt that strange urgency rubbing against him, that strange power that squeezed upon him and threatened to cut him off from the source. Instead of fighting, Sam squeezed his hand around the vrandal, using that to reassure him.

      Then the power passed.

      The haze lingered around them, but it faded for a moment and then disappeared altogether. When it was gone, they stood inside of a strange room.

      Shelves ringed him with five walls framing the entirety of the room. A lantern was set in the middle of each shelf, much like the lanterns back in the alchemy tower, but the rest of the shelves were packed with books. The lanterns glowed with a soft greenish light, alchemical light, and there was a strange energy that filled this space.

      “This is your library?”

      Joiner made his way over to one of the shelves, pulled a book off of it, and then held it to Sam. “Would you see?”

      Sam took the book and began to flip through the pages. It was much like his almanac. The inscription was with a different script, and the symbols were slightly different, but his mind instantly recognized them, and he began to process it, starting to break down the patterns and working through it so that he could try to understand what was written on the page.

      “Open yourself to the source, reach for seven access points, and—”

      Sam looked up at Joiner. “Seven?”

      “I told you that what you are reading is just the beginning,” Joiner said.

      “How many access points are possible?”

      “Some of the oldest alchemist theorized the practical limit on access points. As you undoubtedly found, when you reach for one access point and then reach for another, you find the power flowing faster. You have to limit it, which makes it difficult to control. So there is a theoretical limit, but there is also practical limit. The practical limit is found within each alchemist.” He looked over to Sam, and when he did he began to reach for power, and Sam could see the sudden burst of the lines of alchemy flowing from him. He counted seven, then twelve, and when he got to fifteen, he looked up at Joiner.

      “How can you hold so much?”

      “There is a matter of experience. And, as I’ve been telling you, some of it comes down to recognizing that power and trying to hold onto it so that you can control it. If you try to use it too wildly, you will lose control. You must master control over a single access point before you can truly master reaching for the next. It’s why I’ve been encouraging you to feel your connection to the source, so that you can understand it, so that when you come to reach the next access point you will be prepared for that one as well.”

      “But I reached for four,” Sam said. Almost five, but Sam didn’t say. But four access points. That should be enough for him to feel some axis of power, something that he should be able to find, and he couldn’t help but question whether or not he had the necessary control.

      But even as he thought about it, he couldn’t hold that power nearly as well as Joiner did. Joiner stood there, holding onto the power of the source, letting it flow through him, and he didn’t seem to be fazed by it one bit. Sam couldn’t even fathom that kind of power.

      Joiner nodded to him. “There are plenty of books in here that speak of how to use the power that you can with a single access point. The almanac in the Academy, your almanac, is but one. It is considered a basic volume, because it does not require great control. It’s why it was left there. The alchemist who studied in the Academy had moderate potential, but not the significant potential that a true alchemist has.”

      “What about me?”

      Joiner regarded him, and he seemed to study his features, his gaze watching Sam for several long moments. “That remains to be seen,” Joiner said.

      Sam focused on his connection to the source and couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps he might have the kind of potential that he wanted. What if he could reach for what Joiner did? Would that mean for him?

      “And all of these are about the source?”

      “All of these are books on what you have come to call alchemy,” Joiner said, sweeping his hands around him. “And alchemy has ways of touching upon the source but also has ways of mingling what you do with other aspects of the world. It is alchemy in its truest sense.”

      “What about alchemy mixed with the arcane arts?” The almanac had ways to access power that he’d used for Tara. Would these?

      “That is another form of alchemy,” he said. “Haven’t you noticed that the almanac has ways of using the arcane arts that are not taught elsewhere?”

      He and Tara had stopped trying to work through his patterns and had started to focus on Sam and his connection to the source. The patterns that were there for the arcane arts, the angulation described, was far too complicated. At least for Tara at her level.

      “So the users of the arcane arts who can use some of those advanced angulation patterns were more powerful than what we have today?”

      “More experienced,” Joiner said. “Some of it is power. There’s no way of denying that. As you begin to focus on what you can, and what you can feel, you will recognize that it has more to do with experience and with power. It’s like that with many things when you’re dealing with this use of power. Think about the alchemy that you’ve seen. Chasten is not necessarily a powerful alchemist, but he is experienced. It’s that very experience which has made him into the dangerous man that he is.”

      Sam smiled at that thought. He wondered what Chasten would say about him referring to Chasten as dangerous.

      He’d probably appreciate it.

      “So if it’s not only about power but experience, how am I supposed to get the experience?”

      “Study,” Joiner said. “Focus.” He looked around the room. “This was once referred to as Voran. A true library. Once you reach five access points, you are free to come here. It is a measure of control. It is that measure of control that dictates who can reach a place of knowing. But know this, Sam. Reaching for the fifth access point is challenging. The control required is difficult.”

      Sam reached for one of the books, pulling it off the shelf, and he flipped open. It spoke of two dozen access points. Far more that he could even fathom. He slipped it back onto the shelf and took another. This one spoke of a dozen access points. He went around the room, and not a single one required fewer than five access points.

      “So anybody who has access to five access points could come here?”

      “Not exactly,” he said. “Conduits are just that. They are pathways from one place to another. You have to have access to the appropriate conduit.”

      “So Lilith?”

      His brow furrowed, and he frowned. “She should not have access to Voran. Though, since she has come to the Academy, and come through there, it is possible that she could make the jump, but there should be other protections that would prevent it.”

      He didn’t elaborate, but Sam wondered what other protections there were.

      “What about Rasan Tel?”

      “He would very much like to get his hands on this library.”

      “Does Havash know?”

      Joiner glanced over. “Do I know his secrets?”

      “I thought you said there was nothing that happened in the Academy that an alchemist couldn’t know.”

      Joiner smiled tightly. He tipped his head in a slight nod. “I suppose that’s true. But no. No user of the arcane arts would know about Voran. I imagine that he was most excited about the almanac.”

      Sam nodded. “He was. He thought that there were specific pattern that he might be able to use.” Sam had even had to talk to Havash through several of them. Not as often these days, but there was still the potential that Havash would want to force Sam to try to show him more patterns.

      “Think about what you have access to in that almanac,” he said. “There are more here. Dangerous ones. Dark patterns. Angulation that is not seen in other places. That is what you must be careful of.”

      “So you think of yourself as some guardian of knowledge.” Sam frowned at him. “Is this where you’ve been hiding? When the Academy was attacked, the Nighlan attacked, were you here, staying away from all of it?”

      Joiner regarded him for a long moment, and there was a deep darkness in his eyes. “Do you think your Academy is the only place that suffered?”

      “I don’t know, but it seems like the Nighlan are certainly intent on reaching the Academy. If it will help them free Rasan Tel, then I can only imagine what they would do.”

      “Let me show you what they would do,” he said.

      He took the book Sam had been holding, plucking it from his hands, and shoved it back into the shelf. Sam didn’t even have a chance to try to argue. Then Joiner waved his hands, beams of deep green power radiated out from him, shooting at the lanterns, and caused the haze to build. The power squeezed, crushing him for a moment, and then they traveled.

      It brought them back to the Academy.

      The haze cleared for just a second, and Sam opened his mouth, but the haze built again, and he felt the squeezing come around them once more. As it did, he tried not to fight. Instead, he focused on what he could feel of the journey. It seemed like that was significant as well. These conduits had a purpose, and if he could understand the purpose, and if he could follow that track of energy, then perhaps he could find what it was that Joiner did. Maybe he could follow this on his own.

      They stepped free from the haze.

      Wind whispered around Sam.

      They were outside. The air was humid, sticky. The wind was hot, and there was a hazy light shimmering down over everything, casting it in a strange, almost orange glow. There was no sign of alchemy. No sign of the arcane arts. No sign of anything other than the heat. Joiner didn’t release his connection to alchemy, though. His connection to the source remained, as if he were afraid to let it go.

      “Where are we?” Sam asked.

      “A place far from the Academy,” he said.

      It wasn’t all that difficult for Sam to believe that they were far from the Academy. He could feel the strangeness in the air, an energy that lingered, telling him that this was someplace foreign to him, but as he looked around, and as he could feel that energy all around him, he couldn’t help but shake the belief that perhaps he had felt something like this before. He swung his gaze around him before pausing and turning to Joiner.

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      “As you’ve no doubt surmised, the conduits have a connection to various locations. In this case, this conduit brings you about one hundred leagues beyond Tavran.”

      “Which direction?”

      Joiner locked eyes with him for a moment before nodding. “A reasonable question. East. Far to the east.”

      Erstan was to the west and to the north, so it suggested that the conduits connected a vast swath of Olway.

      “So these conduits,” Sam asked, frowning as he looked through the haze that gradually cleared and revealed the desolate landscape. Given the humidity, Sam would’ve expected some sort of jungle, but there was nothing other than rock and what looked to be a distant, hazy swamp. “Is it only Olway?”

      “No. At least, one would’ve said no. Olway used to be smaller than it is now. They have begun to claim other lands, other places, as their own. Over time, Olway has expanded and become something that had not been before.”

      “Like Barlands.”

      “The Barlands has long been a unique case.”

      Joiner stepped back toward the lanterns around them, waving his hands. When he did, he motioned for Sam to join him. The different lines of power shot out from him, the haze began to build again, squeezing inward and around Sam. It was a tremendous sensation, almost more than what he could withstand, but it passed as they traveled.

      Sam expected that he would have brought them someplace else from the last location, but they ended up back in the alchemy tower. They stood there for a moment, long enough for Sam to get his bearings, and for the haze to start to clear, when more lines spread from Joiner, and then outward into the lanterns, and another haze built, squeezing in upon him.

      How much strength did it take out of Joiner for them to travel like this? Sam had opened himself to the source countless times now, and each time he found that it was easier than the last, but drawing upon this many lines of power, this many access points, seemed like it would be a considerable effort. Still, as Joiner did it, Sam couldn’t help but feel as if he didn’t struggle nearly as much as Sam would have. He had spoken about power and about competence, but he had spoken about some other aspect: control.

      It was a control that Sam wondered if he would ever master.

      How would he have the time to practice when he was running from attack to attack?

      When the haze cleared this time, there was a rocky landscape around him. Sam paused, looking at it, trying to get his own bearings, and it took a moment before he realized that they were in a small, rocky clearing. It was open, much like the last one had been open.

      “Why are these all out in the open like this?” he asked Joiner.

      “Two stops,” Joiner said, turning to him. “Better than most, I should say.” He motioned for Sam to follow, and they started across the rocky landscape, pausing on a hillside. From here, Sam looked down around them. Lines spread across the ground, coming across black rock that had jagged edges, some with cracks in it, some with moss lining it. It took him a moment to realize that the rock must have once been some building that had existed here. He glanced behind him to the lanterns and tried to think back to the last place they had visited. It must’ve been something similar to that.

      “The structures were destroyed,” Sam said.

      “Very good,” Joiner said. “They were destroyed. Once the buildings were as impressive as the tower that used to be the alchemy tower. Or the tower in the Barlands.”

      “I didn’t realize it was actually an alchemy tower.”

      “Did you think the lanterns existed in that space?”

      The alchemy tower was unique within the Academy, existing below the ground, so Sam had thought that it was unique, but perhaps that was his mistake. “What happened to these?”

      “The Nighlan,” he said.

      “And what happened to the people who were there?”

      Joiner looked at him askance. “You have heard the stories of the Nighlan, I’m sure,” he said.

      Sam nodded slowly. He had heard the stories. Everybody who had grown up in the Barlands had heard the stories of the Nighlan, but coming to the Academy, Sam had heard very different stories about the Nighlan as well. Stories of destruction, death, devastation. There were stories that he couldn’t even fathom being real, or hadn’t been able to fathom being real until he had seen the attack himself. Having witnessed the Nighlan making their push toward Tavran, Sam had a very different appreciation for what they were willing to do, and the steps they had been willing to take against the rest of Olway.

      “Is this what would happen?”

      “They have been looking for places to release seals.”

      “Rasan Tel’s prison,” Sam said.

      Joiner turned to him and nodded. “They have destroyed all places that connect to the conduit within the Academy. All places that were once part of a greater network and have now been destroyed. They believe that in doing so they can free him more easily.”

      “I don’t understand. Who, exactly, is he?”

      He and Tara had been digging into that information, trying to find answers, but maybe the easiest way to get that answer was to simply ask Joiner, something that they had never considered doing but perhaps should have done all along. If they could get that information, they wouldn’t have to dig into the reserve staff, if the reserve staff had that information.

      “He’s dangerous.” Joiner stepped back toward the center of the lanterns. “As you’ll notice, the lanterns themselves have remained intact. It’s difficult to destroy that power, at least without having even greater power to do so. Even Rasan Tel’s followers cannot do that.”

      “You haven’t told me who he is. Or why they’ve been trying to free him.”

      Joiner snorted. “Rasan Tel once led the Nighlan. They seek to restore him to his previous place of power. They seek to free him from his prison so that he may continue his rampage and his destruction.”

      “But why would he want to destroy all of these things?”

      Everything that he’d heard about the Nighlan and about those who serve them was that they sought power so they could use it. This struck him as something different. This was destruction almost for the sake of destruction. It didn’t make sense, but then again Sam didn’t really understand the Nighlan well enough to know what would make sense.

      “Rasan Tel was placed in prison for a very specific reason. He chased power. A very different kind of power.”

      “More than the power of the source?”

      “Oh, it’s tied to the source, but it’s also its own unique pathway within it. He wanted to access that so that he could use it to become something more.”

      Sam looked around, noticing the direct construction of the buildings, everything around him, and he couldn’t help but question what more there might be.

      “How much more could he hope to accomplish?”

      “I showed you Voran for a very specific reason, Sam. There are those who chased knowledge and understanding because they wanted to know how to reach the power of the source and manipulate it. Most who did so chose that pathway because they wanted to be a part of something else, but Rasan Tel chased power for the sake of power. I mentioned the theoretical and physical limits of power. Most who encountered Rasan Tel believed that he had approached the theoretical limits of the source. But that wasn’t enough for him. He wanted more. He wanted to surpass that, and if he were to do so there’s no telling what he might’ve been able to do.”

      “If it’s a limit, then that would be a limit,” Sam said.

      “Not with the source,” he said. “Think about how it has healed you. You mentioned losing your sight. If you recovered because of the source, there would be no reason for you to fear that, would there?”

      “I’m not exactly sure,” Sam said.

      “The source makes things possible that would not otherwise be possible. That is what Rasan Tel hopes to accomplish. He was a dangerous man, destructive, and separated from the world because he was so dangerous. But if he manages to get free, all will suffer for it.”

      “He was placed in the prison once before, so it seems like it wouldn’t be that difficult to do it again.”

      “I’m afraid that those who placed them into prison before are no longer with us. Those who remain are not strong enough. And soon enough, he will be freed.”
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      The next few days went by slowly. Sam spent time in his classes, working through the day and trying to keep his mind on the task ahead of him, and evenings were spent with Joiner in the alchemy tower along with the other students. He and Tara had still been working on projects within the alchemy tower but weren’t having nearly as much success as they thought that they needed. It was obvious that Tracen had far more experience with alchemy than either of them did and enjoyed showing that off to the others who had come to the alchemy tower.

      The number of students within the alchemy tower had started to swell, and there were now nearly two dozen from all different towers. Most were upper-level students, unlike Sam. He was the only first-year student, and though he plotted ways to get other first year students involved he wasn’t sure who he would include. The only people who came to mind were his sister and James, but neither had any real interest in alchemy or obvious potential.

      He and Tara finished eating, and he looked up, frustration surging within him. The attack outside of the city had passed by. Though the Nighlan no longer pushed, what Sam had seen in the various spots along the conduit had stayed with him, and it bothered him far more than he thought it would.

      Was that to be the fate of Tavran? What of Erstan? Other places within Olway could be destroyed by the Nighlan all because they wanted power and wanted to free Rasan Tel.

      Tara nudged him, and he looked up from his tray, finishing a bite of food. James had already gotten up and had gone off to the library, leaving he and Tara alone. Sam’s gaze shifted from the sharan table, and he noticed his sister sitting with the other students, though she wasn’t sitting with first-year students. She preferred to sit with some of the older students. He could see her holding onto her power from the arcane arts, the pale white glow that emanated from her, building outward. He didn’t know what she intended to do with that power, but given that he could see it as clearly as he could, he worried that she intended to use it in a way that she should not. Did she think to create another pattern that would explode outward?

      Or perhaps she was afraid and wanted to be prepared for the possibility that she might need to reach for her connection to magic faster. Whatever it was, she wasn’t the only one holding onto the arcane arts within the dining hall, but she was the one who seemed filled with power the most.

      “We should go to Chasten,” she said.

      Sam tore his attention off of his sister and turned back to Tara, setting down the rest of the bread. He was not hungry, though he had forced himself to eat. The last few days, Sam hadn’t been nearly as hungry as he once had been. It was almost as if the anxiety about the possibility of an attack had taken away his appetite. He knew that he needed to eat. It was more than just a physical need. When he ate, he felt as if he had better concentration and could use his control over the source more effectively.

      In the last few days, Sam had continued to try to harness the different access points, wanting to call that power to him, but every time he found himself drawn away. He attempted to summon that power, attempting to let it flow through him, and couldn’t help but feel as if there was some part of him that remained on edge.

      “You have a way out?” Sam asked, keeping his voice quiet.

      “I’ve been working on it,” Tara said, glancing over to the door. “I know they don’t want us to leave, but I think we might have to. We just need to sneak out, find a way across the street, and then…”

      He chuckled. “The only way that I think of doing it would be going through the Study Hall, and that way has been blocked off,” he said.

      “Not entirely,” she said. “The way down to the seal has been shut, but even that isn’t completely blocked off from us.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “As sure as I can be,” she said. “Besides, we haven’t even tested it. Don’t you think that’s a problem?”

      He looked at the lump of bread, debating. “I suppose,” he said.

      “Or you can stay here, finish your meal, and go to the alchemy tower. Joiner said he wasn’t going to be there this evening anyway, and all we were going to do was work on our project.” She glanced over to the olwand table and to Tracen. “I don’t need to spend another evening sitting next to him.”

      “One of these days, you’re going to have to tell me what happened between the two of you.”

      “Nothing happened,” Tara said.

      There was more of a story to it, Sam knew, but he couldn’t push Tara on it. If he did, he doubted that he would get any answers from her, anyway. She was too stubborn to reveal anything.

      “Fine,” he said, getting to his feet and grabbing his tray. “We should go. I think we could go through the kitchen.”

      He disposed of his tray, glanced back, and saw Mia looking in his direction. She locked eyes with him for a moment, but then she looked away, either embarrassed that she had looked in his direction or perhaps afraid of revealing that she had paid any attention to him. Whatever it was, Sam wished that he could go to her.

      When they stepped into the hall, Tara set her hand on his shoulders and smiled. “You don’t have to feel bad about it. She’s not the first person to come to the Academy to try to prove themselves.”

      “It just doesn’t fit with what I know of Mia,” he said. “I get it when she’s trying to separate from the Barlands boy,” he said, sweeping his hand up and down to indicate himself, “but I could help her.”

      “She doesn’t want help. She wants to do it herself. She just needs a bit of confidence.” Tara looked back. “And unfortunately, she’s going to the wrong people for it.”

      Sam looked over to Tara. “Is that what happened with you and Tracen?”

      “Not exactly, but… Well, I had my own experience with an older student when I first came to the Academy. In my case, I was more skilled, and he didn’t care for that.”

      “I know how that is,” Sam said, smiling slightly at her.

      She shoved him softly. “It’s not like that, either. We worked together, and I thought he appreciated the insight I offered, but what he really wanted was to steal insight. He didn’t want to have to study on his own, and he wanted somebody to offer him some way to get ahead. I was young, foolish, and thought that if I were to help him it might help me.” She shrugged. “I don’t really even know. Not anymore. But what I do know is that I learned to be more selective, and I learned to be careful, and I learned to choose the people that I trusted much better than I had before. She could learn the same lesson. Eventually.”

      “I just hope that it’s not too late for her,” he said.

      “I doubt it’s going to be. If you want, I could go to her. I’ve told you before that I would. I can get in to see her fairly easily, and given that I’m an older student I don’t have the same stigma as you would.”

      “You still have your own stigma. I think the two of us have been spending plenty of time together, and it is apparent that if you’re going to somebody then I’m going to have some involvement.”

      “Maybe, but there are ways of making it look better,” she said. She reached for his face, tracing her fingers along his cheek. “Again, if you don’t want me to do it, I won’t, but I’m just trying to offer you whatever help that I can so that we can get your sister whatever help she needs.”

      “Thank you.”

      They reached the kitchen, found it active, and Okun cast him a quick glance before they ducked through the closet and into the Study Hall. When he did, Sam could feel the undercurrent of power that worked its way through the walls of the Academy, and he made his way through it, navigating quickly, quietly, and could feel the energy flowing around him, an energy that seemed to surge everywhere, pressing inward, as if squeezing upon him. He recognized that contour of power. It reminded him somewhat of some of the patterns that he had felt from Joiner when he had attacked the Nighlan.

      “Can you feel this?” he asked, looking over to Tara.

      “I feel a presence upon me, but it’s strange. I’m not exactly sure what it is, only that it feels like it’s trying to impede my ability to perform the arcane arts.” She started to glow with the power of the arcane arts, and started to form an angulated pattern, but it sputtered, faltering, and then failed.

      “What happened?”

      “I’ve never experienced anything like that before,” she said, gawking to herself. “It just didn’t work.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “He must’ve done something here.”

      “Then perhaps we are safer here.” They navigated through the tunnels and found their way toward the seal, and then through, past the room where he and Tara had dealt with Ferand, and then made their way into the hidden room where Sam had first encountered Daven. It was empty, no lantern, no way of communicating with anybody outside, and no sign that anybody had even been here, though there was an undercurrent of some residual energy.

      He noticed a faint tracing of alchemy here. He took a moment to process, and as he worked along that faint tracing, he realized that it came from something that Joiner must’ve done. Sam could feel that energy worked here, and he tried to trace that power, trying to understand how it flowed outward, but he couldn’t track anything from it.

      He looked over to Tara, who had reached the door, waiting for him.

      “Joiner placed something here,” Sam said.

      “It’s probably for the best,” she said. “Because the others knew about this space. If they had some way of breaking in this way, we might be unprotected.”

      “It’s pretty stout,” he said. “But…”

      As he focused on it, he realized that the pattern of it parted, as if specifically tied to him. Joiner had wanted him to have a way out?

      He smiled to himself. “When Joiner told me that he knew that we were working with Chasten, I didn’t think that he planned this, but maybe I should have known.”

      “He’s not the person you fear him to be,” she said.

      Sam wasn’t even sure who he feared that Joiner was. At this point, the only thing he knew about Joiner, really knew, was that he was a powerful alchemist, and that he had fought the Nighlan. But there were other aspects of Joiner that he had kept from Sam. There were things he wasn’t telling him. Things he thought that he needed to know.

      But perhaps Joiner was the key to their safety. At least for now.

      They stepped into the street, and from there they pulled on their cloaks, covering up the robes. It might’ve been easier for them to hide altogether if they weren’t dressed in the Academy robes, but if they want to get back quickly, they needed them. They followed the street, staying in with the crowd, making their way toward Chasten’s shop. When they reached it, they found the door locked.

      Sam stood outside for a moment, frowning.

      “Maybe there’s another way?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. Chasten never told me any other way to get into a shop. And I wasn’t expecting him to have it closed off to us.”

      “We can walk around the back and see if maybe there’s another way, or you could just knock.”

      Sam shrugged and pounded on the door. He waited a moment, but there was no response. He knocked again. As before, there was no answer.

      He followed Tara, and the two of them made their way around the outside of the shop and came to stop at a doorway.

      It was a flat section of wall that was different than the rest. There were strange markings on the top corners, symbols that he recognized as alchemy. He paused for a moment and focused on his connection to the source, then drew the same shape using his connection to the source. When he did, the door began to shimmer.

      “What did you do?”

      Sam glanced at Tara. “Sometimes I forget that you can’t see things the same way that I do.”

      “I see just fine,” she snapped. “But I don’t see the colors of magic the way that you do, and so if I have to ask you what you’re doing, pardon me if I need a little bit of extra guidance.”

      He smiled at her, laughing slightly, and then pointed to the door. “That,” he said. “It’s tied to alchemy. I don’t really know what it is, only that it’s some sort of symbol, and when I touched it with a hint of the source, I feel the door… shimmering.”

      He pressed on it, but the door remained locked.

      Sam tried the other symbol. When he did that, the door slid off to the side.

      It was dark. He glanced behind him, but there was nothing in the alley behind them, and so he and Tara took a step forward into the darkness. She burst into a pale white light glowing from her use of the arcane arts, and her angulated pattern formed quickly, hurriedly tracing out a quick pattern that she could use to illuminate the inside of the space. When she did, he looked around.

      “It’s the stairs leading to the workshop,” Sam said, frowning to himself. “It’s just a different way of getting to them.”

      They glanced back, but the door had already started to slide back into place. He hadn’t needed to do anything.

      He made his way down to the stairs, and when he reached the main part of Chasten’s workshop he found most of the desks empty. There were two alchemists working on weapons, and Gareis was at his station, but there were no others.

      “Where do you think they are?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam said. “Maybe they got pulled into creating things for the war?”

      It was unfortunate if true. The idea that so many of their alchemist would’ve been called into duty to create weapons…

      But, at the same time, Sam thought that maybe it might’ve been necessary. They might have needed to have those weapons generated so that they could deal with the threat that was before them.

      He made his way over the bench and set his hands down, thinking.

      “What do you want to do?”

      Sam looked over to her, then looked to the two alchemists who were working on weapons.

      “You know, we haven’t fulfilled our obligation yet.”

      “We haven’t even managed to make many alchemy devices yet,” she said.

      “No, but we have done some basic alchemy.”

      “Why don’t we try to think about some of the other ways we can use alchemy?” she suggested. “And maybe there would be something in that you could apply to our time over there.”

      Sam thought about what he had seen of the weapons used against the Nighlan. He thought about the Nighlan, what he knew of how they attacked. Some of them used the arcane arts. Some of them used alchemy. And some might’ve even used other powers that he didn’t understand.

      What they needed, but what Sam wasn’t sure how to find, would be some way of disrupting the alchemy, or the arcane arts, and keeping them from their attack.

      He had felt that strange pressure that Joiner had used. It was a pattern that he had woven within the walls, pattern that he had formed when facing them.

      Sam closed his eyes, and he thought about it.

      “What is it?” Tara asked.

      “Just a minute,” he said.

      He continued to concentrate, trying to think about the various patterns, and then thought he had something that might work.

      “I need silver,” he said. “Mostly because it can store what we need to hold, and I suspect we’ll need a length of iron rod. We’ll need some way of binding them together.” He looked over to her. “Though I suspect if you use the arcane arts, it might be effective…” He frowned, wrinkling up his brow, and he forced his mind to process all of the different books on alchemy that he had read, all of the different things that he had seen, and trying to piece together a way that he might be able to do something similar to what he wanted. And as that came together, he found an idea. It was a nugget, nothing more than that, but he thought it might work. “It’s going to take both of us,” he said.

      “Isn’t that true alchemy?”

      Sam smiled. “I hope so. Because if it works, it might actually help against the Nighlan.”
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      Sam had lost track of how long they been working. He was tired and had poured much of himself out. He had used the source. Just a pure draw, nothing of any patterns, as he had shaped the metal into the pattern that he had seen, going by feel more than anything else. It wasn’t perfect. He could already tell ways that he might be able to refine it, but having seen Joiner using that pattern and the way that he had placed on the walls inside of the Academy, he had thought that he could come up with a similar way of using that pattern.

      With Tara’s help, they had merged different metals, and in doing so he had brought them together and formed something different. Something stronger. It was unique, powerful, and he had no idea if it would even work.

      Tara lifted the small box. That’s all it was. At least, that was all it looked like. It was roughly as wide as the palm of his hand and perfectly square. At least from the outside. The inside was woven within with iron that had wrapped in the patterns that he had formed. It was similar to the patterns that he used when he was drawing upon the source, and not all that dissimilar to the way that Tara used the arcane arts. There were threads of what he could almost call angulation that branched off, and they worked within the entirety of the silver structure.

      “That’s going to cost a pretty penny,” Chasten said, coming from their side.

      Sam looked up at him, and he blinked, clearing his blurry vision. “I’m sorry. I had an idea and thought that the silver might hold the construct together more effectively. It was something that Joiner had said about silver and the properties it has.”

      “Silver is effective, if expensive. Unfortunately, there are some properties of each metal you have to utilize.” He ran his hands along his jacket, and reached for it, before hesitating. He looked tired, much the way that Sam felt. He had a hint of char burned out on one of his sleeves, as if he had been working on some sort of alchemy device and had burned through his jacket. When his eyes met Sam’s, they twinkled, though. Still sparkling with a vibrancy that he had come to know from Chasten.

      “Well?” Chasten asked.

      “I can’t say that I know if it’s going to even work,” Sam said. “It might just be an expensive paperweight.”

      Chasten waved his hand. “Silver can be reclaimed. Even the iron…” He held it up to the light, turning it from side to side as he studied it. “Iron. Definitely iron, but I’m not familiar with what else you worked in there.”

      “Threads of copper, along with the few drops of soran oil.” The oil permitted the metals not to bind, as he needed them to be distinct. With all the power that Tara had poured into it, the way that she had used the arcane arts, there was very real possibility that the energy might have merged metals together and Sam had been aware that he did not want that. He needed to keep them separate, but that all was predicated on the idea that it would even work. He wasn’t sure if it would. If it did, he wasn’t sure that it would make much of a difference.

      Chasten held it up. “You care to tell me what your intention was behind this?”

      “Try to use the arcane arts around it,” Sam said, looking over to Tara.

      She was resting her elbow on the table and blinked softly. “It won’t work,” she said.

      “The structure itself seems relatively intact, so I have a hard time thinking that it won’t be somewhat effective.”

      Tara stood up and rubbed her elbow. Her hands were bruised from where they had been working on the metal. They needed more practice with things like that, but between the two of them they had forced the metal into place. “Not that. The arcane arts won’t work. At least, anything other than some basic detection patterns.” Chasten frowned, held out the device, and began to form a pattern. It was a complicated pattern, and Sam recognized it was a small attack pattern similar to the one that he had seen Mia using.

      As soon as he did it, the patterns sputtered, and Chasten was thrown back. He staggered a step before catching himself.

      Gareis had been working nearby, once again working on his strange light funnel, and he looked over before turning his attention back to the bench.

      “That was unexpected,” Chasten said. “What did you do?”

      “It’s combination of what I saw from Joiner and what I remember reading about from some books on angulation. I thought that the two different patterns might help counter each other, and… well, I was hoping to find something that might help us against the Nighlan. If we can disrupt their use of the arcane arts, or of alchemy, we might be able to minimize the damage they can cause.”

      Chasten held up the silver box. “It’s heavy but small. Something like this would be fantastic, but only if you can personalize it.” He looked over Sam. “If we can get it so that it works without restricting the user as well, then you have something. I suspect you might even be able to focus it so that it only limits the arcane arts or only inhibits alchemy.” He smiled. “Very good, Samran. I knew that you would come up with something.”

      “I was hoping that it would be more interesting than this,” Sam said.

      “You don’t think that this was interesting?”

      “I guess. Well, I was hoping it wouldn’t have to be a weapon.”

      “At this point, we all hope that it’s not going to be a weapon. Unfortunately, with the Nighlan attacking, we don’t have much choice in what we’ve been doing. We all have to play our parts. Each of us. And in your case, I’m afraid you might be needed.” He glanced around. “As you’ve seen, many of the alchemists have already been called in to different duties. They’re staying on the front lines, forging weapons.” He shook his head. “It’s not rewarding. But, to protect Tavran, it might be necessary.”

      “And you?” Sam asked.

      Chasten wiped his hands along his jacket again. “Unfortunately, I’ve been a part of it as well. I haven’t seen direct conflict. Thankfully. That is not my specialty. But I have been out there. Many of our weapons have been pulled in the service. The Nighlan continue to press their attack, and we’ve been able to resist them so far, but they are formidable.”

      “How many are there?” Tara asked.

      “We haven’t gotten a good estimate of their numbers,” Chasten said. “But don’t worry. We will stay ahead of them.”

      Sam looked around the inside of the workshop, and he wondered if that were true. If so many of them had been called into duty and had been taken from here, how was even going to be possible for them to stay ahead of any real attack? He had no idea how such a thing would even be possible. At this point, Sam didn’t know if it even would be possible. He didn’t know how long it would be before students like Tara were called into duty.

      He didn’t want to think that way, especially as he didn’t think that there was anything that she would be able to offer that others couldn’t, but if the alchemists were called into duty, and uses of the arcane arts were called into duty, and there was very real possibility that advanced students might be as well.

      “We’ll come back tomorrow,” Sam said.

      “Good. I’ve been wondering when you might return.”

      “We weren’t sure how to get out of the Academy,” Sam said.

      “Not all accesses are closed. You just have to be mindful of which ones you take, and know which doors are meant for you to open.”

      They headed back out through the door, back through the hidden tunnel and into the Academy. He and Tara found their way through until they reached the tolath tower, and then up into their respective rooms. Sam collapsed on his bed and awoke early. He was tired, but he felt as if there was something that he needed to be doing. He went through his classes, glancing over to James from time to time, having some conversations with him, but it felt forced. Sam had his mind solely on what he had created the night before and trying to think about ways that he might be able to change it, perhaps harness it, and create better alchemy.

      Then there was the dangers that he had seen with Joiner. He needed to keep working at alchemy and continue improve. The only way that he was unable to do that would be if he could reach Voran. That pathway was open to him.

      Joiner hadn’t said that he couldn’t bring Tara. Only that he had to go himself.

      Which meant that he had to find his way to reaching the fifth access point.

      And as he did, he focused and thought about that, going through his classes with a different motivation. If he could use that, if he could find some way to call upon those different access points, then he could accomplish more.

      Having a goal made his classes better. Sam answered a few questions when his instructor called upon him, but for the most part he sat quietly, reaching for the source, trying to call upon that power, and feeling that energy filling him. It drained him, but as he focused, concentrating on that power, trying to call upon the source, he found the four access points relatively easy to reach. He had found that by not reaching so hard for the next access point, he could call upon less power, which seemed to be the key. At this point, it wasn’t about drawing upon an overwhelming amount of energy. It was more about trying to call upon the necessary amount of power. And as he did, he focused on what he drew, and how he called upon it. He could feel that energy flowing within him. He could feel the source, flowing like a river, and he tried to use Joiner’s lessons, trying to sense that power, knowing that was the key.

      Something struck him from the side, and Sam lost control, sitting upright.

      “Are you coming?” James asked.

      He sat up and realized the class was emptying.

      He had been so busy focusing on trying to harness the source, trying to reach for another access point, that he hadn’t paid any attention to the fact that he was now sitting alone.

      “Sorry about that,” Sam said. “I was just thinking about a project I’m working on for the alchemy tower.”

      “Must be some project. You’ve been sitting rigidly, almost as if you were lost in some sort of trance.”

      “I’m just trying to think about ways of slowing down a river.”

      James peered at him. “That’s the kind of thing you work on within the alchemy tower? Sounds more like engineering to me.”

      “Well, it’s more just a philosophical concept,” Sam said.

      “Other than damming it, I presume?”

      “Well, other than damming it,” Sam said.

      “You can widen the stream,” James said, guiding him down the stairs toward the front of the botany classroom. They nodded to Professor Bedron, who was giving them the lecture today, before stepping on the hallway. Most of the students were heading toward the dining hall, as it was late in the day and time to eat. Sam looked over to James, a curiosity filling him. “Though if you widen the stream, there’s possibility that it will simply just flow faster, depending upon the source of water. Maybe you could try to slow the source down.”

      Sam wasn’t exactly sure how he was going to do that. The idea of how he could slow the source down eluded him. There had to be some sort of mathematical concept to it, but perhaps he was overthinking things. Perhaps what he really needed was simply to just try to focus on the source itself, try to harness that, and find some way of controlling it. That might be all he really needed.

      He glanced around, following James to the dining hall, still focusing on the source.

      He focused only on what he could detect of it. Only on the single stream.

      That was the key to all of it. That was what Joiner had wanted him to know. He had to stop focusing on trying to latch onto too much power before he had any understanding of the single stream. As he went through eating, focusing on the source, he started to feel some aspect of it. It bubbled up from within him, but it didn’t have to bubble up with the same intensity. If he pushed it out, he could control how fast it came out through him.

      While sitting, he started pushing on the source, sending a little bit of it through him, and then eased off. Rather than opening up to the source, he simply pushed. He went back and forth, pushing and stopping, pushing than stopping, until he had a good handle on it.

      “You look like you’re still lost on that same problem,” James said.

      “I feel like I’m close to an answer. I’m just not sure what the answer is going to be.”

      “And all of this is for alchemy?”

      “Of a sort,” Sam said.

      James shrugged. “It sounds like a puzzle. You know, maybe I would like alchemy, if that’s the kind of thing that you work on.”

      “It’s not only this. You use the arcane arts, trying to control it so that you can create items out of power. Some of it is a matter of following a recipe, but other times it’s something different.”

      “Recipes? You’re baking?”

      “I wish,” Sam said, thinking of what Okun had said to him. “But similar enough.” He finished eating, gathered his tray, and looked over to James. “Thank you. You’ve helped me with this.”

      “You can always bounce ideas off me. Besides, I kind of like that.” He looked around, his gaze settling on the sharan table. “Have you had any luck getting to your sister?”

      “Not as much as I would like. If you can get to her again, maybe you can help her.”

      “You want me to help your sister?”

      “She’s not terribly interested in my help at this point. I think she’s frustrated with what I’ve done since I’ve come to the Academy, and she feels like she is—”

      “Not as capable? Unskilled? Useless?”

      “I was going to say struggling,” Sam said.

      James shrugged. “Take it from someone who is accustomed to not succeeding when others in the family do. You just have to be patient. She’s going to come around. She just has to find her own path, as it were. And given that she has you for her brother, and that you remain concerned about her, I’m quite confident that she will come through this just fine.”

      Sam smiled at him, though he didn’t feel nearly as confident as James sounded. “Thank you,” he said.

      James shrugged. “If you’d like, I could offer to escort her into the city, perhaps to one of our outings, at least once the Nighlan threat is over,” James said, his brow furrowing briefly. “I’m sure that she would be charmed by the great James Ogilvy.”

      “Better you than the other people I have seen hanging around her,” Sam said.

      “Wait… You wouldn’t mind?”

      “You’re my friend. You’re a good person. And you’re kind. I think Mia could do a lot worse.”

      “Well there’s a ringing endorsement, if I’ve ever heard one.” He looked over to her, clasping one hand to his chest. “I could go up to her and tell her that her brother said she could do a lot worse than me.”

      Sam snorted. “Be my guest. Try to help her work through some of the protective patterns we’ve been working on in angulation. That’s where she struggling, I think. If she can work through some of those, I think she’ll be far happier.”

      “They are part of the year-end test, you know,” he said. “At least, that’s the rumor. We have to be able to pass those patterns in order for us to stay. Are you able to complete them?” James shook his head. “What am I asking? Of course you are able to. Why should I think that you wouldn’t?”

      “You know, there are certain aspects of angulation I’m not all that skilled in,” Sam said. “So you don’t have to think that I am infallible.”

      “Oh, I don’t think it. I know it.” James glanced to the doorway. “You should get going. Someone’s waiting for you.”

      Sam looked over and saw Tara standing there, waiting until she caught his attention.

      He put away his tray, then headed over the door.

      “What is it?” he asked Tara.

      “I’ve been thinking about our project. I think I have a way of isolating only one way of concentrating that power. You know, we used different metals in it, but what if we try to focus only on a singular pattern?”

      “I thought about that as well,” Sam said. “I think that if we were to do that, then we run the risk of not having enough power. It’s alchemy and arcane arts that’s granted the strength.”

      “So you don’t think that would work?”

      “Oh, it might, but I don’t know.” He looked around the room. Some of the others at the sharan table watched them, which was much more common now that the alchemy tower had reopened. Sam ignored them as he turned his attention back to Tara. “And with silver being a significant part of holding that power, it’s going to be difficult for us to test it. I can’t even imagine how much that silver was worth.”

      It would’ve been more than Sam had once even fathomed having. He hadn’t even given it any thought at the time that he had been using it, and only now, in hindsight, had he thought about the fact that his and Tara’s creation had been worth far more than he could ever earn as a student stipend while at the Academy. Chasten hadn’t even batted an eye at what he had made.

      At what point would he ever feel comfortable with that?

      Maybe he would never stop thinking that way.

      But he had stopped thinking about food all the time. He had stopped thinking about where he could sleep safely. Maybe there would come a time when he would stop worrying about money.

      They headed into the hall and started toward the stairs when Sam heard somebody call his name after him. He turned, wondering who might be hollering at him, and saw Havash striding toward them.

      When a couple of students came out of the dining hall, Gresham among them, and saw Havash coming toward them, they began to smirk.

      “Mr. Bilson. Ms. Stone. I was hoping to find both of you, so this is fortuitous. You will come with me.”

      Sam headed with Chasten toward his office when he heard the derisive sneer in Gresham’s voice. “Barlands boy. Finally getting expelled, probably.”

      Sam looked back at him. He couldn’t say anything there out in the main part of the Academy. Gresham was older, more experienced, but once they got into the alchemy tower, perhaps Sam had to stop biting his tongue around him. Maybe it was time for Sam to exert his position as first among the alchemy students.

      He hadn’t done it so far, much to Tara’s irritation. She wanted Sam to be more outgoing and confident in what responsibility he had. But as a first-year student, it was difficult for him to feel that confidence around others.

      They reached Havash’s office, and he closed the door behind them.

      “I understand you’ve been working with alchemy.” He glanced from Sam to Tara. “Chasten tells me you created something that might be beneficial in the battle with the Nighlan. I hope that you are willing to keep working on it, Samran?”

      Sam looked over to Tara. That was what this was about?

      “I don’t know how easy it’s going to be. It involves a silver casing, and I fear it’s going to be cost prohibitive to make much of that.”

      Havash waved his hand. “Silver is cheap enough when you have the council behind you,” he said. “And if we can have some way of disrupting the Nighlan attack, we need to take it. As I’m sure Chasten would tell you if you were to ask him the same question. Keep working on that.”

      “You would have us prioritize that over our studies?”

      “I think it’s important for you to focus on all aspects of your education, Mr. Bilson. You have always managed to handle your time quite well, and I expect nothing different from you at this point.” He looked over to Tara. “And you, Ms. Stone. I need for you to keep working with Mr. Bilson on the lessons within the almanac. Anything that you too can learn, you need to report back to me, and I will distribute that knowledge to the others who can be helpful.”

      “We’ve been so busy with everything else,” Sam started when Havash cut him off.

      “I know you have. And I know it’s asking a lot of you as a student. Both students. But the war isn’t going well. The Nighlan are brutal, and they have a unique type of power that we are not familiar with. It has taken everything the alchemists can create to push them back.” He breathed out slowly, heavily. “It makes me wonder that they targeted the alchemy tower when they did so that they could attack. Weaken us and weaken our alchemists, and they prevent us from stopping them.”

      “Can’t Joiner help?” Tara asked.

      “Oh, he can help, but he is useful in other ways.” Havash breathed out heavily, and he looked over to them. “Keep working. That’s all I ask of you. Now, if you have a few new angulation patterns that you can show us, I would like to see them.”
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      The inside of Chasten’s workshop was nearly empty. There was only one other alchemist working on weapons, who Sam had never seen before. Sam and Tara had spent the entire day working through the almanac, trying to work on alternatives to angulation, reading the various variations that were found within the almanac, and testing them. Tara was a quick study, but the almanac was complicated, making it difficult for her to uncover anything within it that might be helpful against the Nighlan.

      And she was tired.

      It was a distraction, one that they didn’t need.

      “They’re asking too much from us,” Tara said, looking around.

      “Not only from us,” Sam said. He had noticed something else within the Academy. Many of the master instructors had started to disappear. They had guest instructors more often than they have ever had before. “How many arcane artists have been called into the war?”

      Tara shrugged. “I don’t know. There aren’t enough fourth-year students in the Academy that I’m close to, but I’ve heard some speculating that we are going to be called up soon.”

      He looked over to her. He could see the worry in her eyes. They hadn’t talked about this, but perhaps Sam should have. He understood her fear and felt much the same way. He didn’t want to be called up in the war.

      But if it meant protecting Tavran, shouldn’t they?

      “You have an advantage that most of them don’t,” Sam said. “We know patterns most other arcane artists don’t.”

      “Knowing those patterns and using them in that setting are very different things,” she said. “And while I like to think that I would be able to react confidently and quickly, I just don’t know if I can.”

      “You can,” he said, smiling at her. “I’m sure of it.”

      She breathed out heavily. “If you think so. But…” She looked around the inside of the workshop, before settling her gaze back on Sam. “Think about how busy this place was before. And look at it now. There’s no one here. Just us. Him. And where is Chasten?”

      “I know,” Sam said.

      “I don’t even know if this is how we should be spending our time,” she said. “Or maybe we should be working on the different patterns so that if I do get caught up, I’m going to be ready. You aren’t going to be. You are a first-year student.”

      “But a different kind of first-year student,” Sam said.

      “So you might get called to work on alchemy,” she said. “I don’t know if that’s any better or if it’s worse.”

      He set his hand on the bench, looking over the hunk of silver that they had started to work with. “I know,” he said. He took her hand and squeezed it. He didn’t know what he could say to Tara. When they had gone into the city, the drumming had been there, telling them that the protections around the city were intact, but every so often there would be a pause in the drumming, and Sam knew from experience that part is meant that there was some shifting of the attack, something new that had come, and within it he had come to believe that there was increased danger, not only to him but also to Tara.

      He turned back to the project they were working on. “We can keep focusing on this. If we can use it in a way that can repel alchemy, then you can have that to take into battle.”

      “I don’t want to go into battle,” she said, her voice soft.

      “And if it comes down to you going into battle, I’m coming with you.”

      She looked over to him, arching a brow. “You’re just going to sneak out of the Academy, join me on the front line, and fight?”

      “If that’s what it comes down to,” Sam said.

      “You’re going to need to stay behind and offer whatever protections you can.” She looked around before turning back to him. “That’s what we’ve been learning, isn’t it? Arcane artists are fighters. That’s the way their power can be used. At least, that’s one way that our power can be used. We learn about that in angulation, very early on, and we learn about it as we play Shitunable. Almost as if it’s some sort of training ground for us to fight. And then there’s what we’ve learned about in the almanac. How long do you think is going to take somebody like Bethal to learn how to counter that? She’s smart, Sam. When I was studying with her, I saw how smart she was. She was the youngest Grandam in generations. You don’t become the Grandam like that when you are stupid.”

      “We already defeated her once,” Sam said.

      “We defeated her once, but she didn’t prepare for us. The next time that we try to go against her, she’s going to be ready. She’s going to have ways of defending herself from us. She’s going to have—”

      Sam took her hand, squeezing again. “We will stop her,” he said. “Let’s focus on what we have ahead of us, work through this problem, and if it works maybe we can push the Nighlan back so that you don’t have to go to the front line.”

      Tara seemed to steel herself, nodding. “I think that’s for the best.”

      He grabbed the silver, marveling at it for a moment, thinking once again about how much that hunk of silver would be worth. Enough to buy a house in Erstan. It would feed him for years. And here he was using it for alchemy. He was using it to create something that would hopefully help with the war, but sat as a hunk of metal inside of Chasten’s workshop.

      Tara tapped on the table. “What are you thinking about?”

      “I guess what I’m thinking about is how much wealth Chasten has here.”

      “Well, the city is willing to put whatever they need into the fight, so it’s really not so much wealth as it is a way of protecting people in the city.”

      Sam grabbed the silver, looked over to Tara, and nodded. “Let’s get to work. Let’s find a way to keep you from getting called into this.”

      They worked through the night. At least, that was the way it felt. Both of them were using their power, Sam with the source, Tara with the arcane arts, and they wove strands of iron, copper, and oil altogether, and bounded them within the silver casing. When they were done, Sam lifted it and looked over to Tara. “What do you think?”

      “Why don’t you try it first?” she said. “I remember what happened when Chasten used the last time.”

      “We didn’t do much different with this one. Just harnessing the silver in a little different way.”

      “Maybe that’s the key,” Tara said. “Besides, with alchemy, it seems almost as if we have to experiment a little bit more than we do with the arcane arts.”

      He accessed the source, then he began to form a hint of a pattern, drawing that power out from him and using that so that he could let it flow from him, slowly easing out.

      When he did, he could feel some other part of it shifting, flowing out from him, and then…

      He was tossed back.

      Sam looked over to Tara. She grabbed the square and used the arcane arts, trying to create a web over it, using that to sense the box, but as soon as her arcane arts touched the box she was tossed back too.

      “Well, I guess that answers whether or not it works.”

      “Now what?”

      Sam looked around. “Now I suppose we see what Chasten thinks of it?”

      “Chasten thinks you should make more,” Chasten said.

      Sam looked over, and saw Chasten leaning up against the wall, sitting in his chair, his head hunched over.

      How long had he been there?

      “I’m sorry, Chasten. I didn’t know that you even there.”

      Chasten sat up, his eyes blurred, slightly reddened. He had a bruise on his neck, but it was already fading, as if whatever healing he had received had helped him. Sam knew that the Academy healers were incredibly skilled and likely had helped him, but for a bruise to be that significant suggested that Chasten had been attacked with far greater force than Sam had realized.

      “I want you to make more of them,” Chasten said. “If it works, we can send them out ahead, use them against the Nighlan, and we can attack from the back line with our alchemy weapons. Disrupt their power, disrupt their protections, and we can maybe turn the tide.”

      “How bad is it?” Sam asked.

      Chasten shook his head. “Bad enough.”

      Sam looked over to Tara. “Do you think you can make more?”

      Tara clenched her jaw. “I think we have to.”
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        * * *

      

      They had missed two days of classes. He and Tara had spent all of their time in Chasten’s workshop. They took naps, resting long enough to recover, and then they made more of the small silver boxes. Chasten had tried to help, but as he didn’t have any connection to alchemy or the source, he wasn’t able to help nearly as well as Sam wished that he could. Joiner might’ve been able to help, but he was preoccupied with his own role and responsibility within the attack.

      Tara could have been replaced, but Sam was happy for her presence, thankful that she was there with him. They had made several dozen. It felt like not enough, but at the same time it felt like so many.

      By the end of the second full day that they had been in Chasten’s workshop, Sam leaned over the desk and realized they were out of silver.

      How much had we gone through?

      “What do you think?” Sam asked.

      “I think I want to get a bath, and I want to get out of here, and I want to eat. Well, I want to eat something other than what Chasten brings down here.” She wrinkled her nose. “Too many vegetables for my taste.”

      “At least it’s food,” Sam said.

      “Oh, as if you mean that. I’ve seen the way that you look at the food that he’s been bringing down. You don’t like it much either.”

      Sam shrugged and shook his head. “I’m not sure that I care that much.”

      “Then there’s something wrong with you,” she said. “We need to get out of here, Sam.”

      Chasten hadn’t returned. They had two of the boxes remaining, stacked on the table, but there were no other alchemists in the workshop. At some point in the last two days, the last remaining alchemist had been called out and was no longer in Chasten’s workshop. Sam wondered where they had gone and why they couldn’t have stayed within Chasten’s workshop, working on the devices from here. It seemed like it would be the best place for them to be focusing their efforts.

      “I suppose if he’s not here and we don’t have any more silver, we can go and leave a note for him to get word to us.”

      “There you go. Being sensible.”

      Sam grabbed a piece of paper, wrote a quick note for Chasten, and headed out into the street with Tara. The drumming persisted, and he looked up, squinting at the sunlight, feeling a faint hint of a breeze gusting along the street. There weren’t many other people out, almost as if they were afraid to go into the street. Given the fighting that had been taking place within the city, perhaps that was what was. They made their way along the street, when he saw a figure making its way toward them, glowing with a hint of the arcane arts, and Sam immediately reached for the source, feeling the overwhelming fatigue that he had known as he had been using that while trying to form the various alchemy devices.

      As the figure neared, he released his hold over the source.

      “Chasten. We were just taking a break. There isn’t any more silver, and—”

      Chasten grinned at them. “We can take a break. It’s working. You helped us. Both of you. The constructs that you made have disrupted their power enough that we’ve actually started to push them back. It’s slow, but it’s progress.”

      “It’s really working?” Tara asked, putting up, and glancing from Sam to Chasten. “They aren’t pressing forward any longer?”

      “Not like they were,” Chasten said. “And we don’t even need the arcane artists. The alchemy devices we’ve created have been enough.”

      “So you aren’t going to have to call students out of the Academy to fight.”

      Chasten glanced over to Tara, before shaking his head. “I don’t think so. Thankfully,” he added. “We never wanted to call students away, not for this. And now, we’re hopeful that we don’t have to. There are other ways you’re going to have to help, Sam, but I think if we can keep doing this, we should be able to stay ahead of them.” Chasten clapped them on the shoulders, and he had passed. “Go take a break. Celebrate. And be thankful.”

      They made their way along the street. “How are you feeling?”

      Tara let out a slow, shaky breath. “Relieved, I suppose. I know that if I was called into action, I was going to be willing to do it. I mean, that’s part of the expectation when you learn the arcane arts. You may have to help protect Olway, it’s just that…” She looked over to him. “I was scared, Sam. That’s not why I wanted to learn the arcane arts. I wanted to use them to help Olway, and to become better.”

      “I understand,” he said.

      “And if that works, then maybe we can just stick with alchemy. Maybe that’s the key.”

      “It seems like they’ve been afraid of alchemy all along. That’s why they attacked the Academy in the first place.”

      “Or they were looking for something within the Academy,” she said. “Whatever it is, we won’t have to fight. Well, I won’t have to fight.” She shook herself. “Now we just have to focus on alchemy, and making more of whatever it is that we need to make, and perhaps showing Tracen just how useless his lanterns are.”

      “His light isn’t useless,” Sam said. “You need light when it’s dark.”

      “Right. Light. But now we might have a way of completing a different project that we will have to deal with him quite in the same manner.”

      “You seem so excited about that,” he said.

      “You can’t even know,” she said.

      They wandered the streets, hand in hand, and there was a distinct lack of crowd, chaos, music, and life within the city. The Nighlan attack had really impacted the city in a way that he hadn’t been aware of. Holed up in the Academy, it was easy to lose track of the attacks within the city, and it was easy to lose track of what was happening elsewhere. But now they were out in the city, wandering the streets and feeling the energy and life around them, or lack thereof, it was all too apparent.

      “How long do you think it would take for the city to rebound?” Sam asked.

      “It will happen quickly,” Tara said. “The people here will believe that they are safe soon enough. At least, as long as the devices actually work the way that Chasten seems to think. And once they are safe, then…” She looked back. “Then maybe we can open the Academy again, and we can have some normalcy.” She turned back to Sam. “I can’t believe I want to get back to a time when we could actually leave the Academy, go and dance in the street, buy food from vendors, and only have to worry about passing our next test.”

      “As it should be.”

      Only, as he looked over to Tara, he knew that she had a different worry. Even once she passed her next test, she would be a graduate. And then what? Then she would be called upon to do so much more within the city. She might be called upon to keep fighting the Nighlan and to deal with that threat. She might be called upon for things that Sam couldn’t even imagine.

      For now, they were safe.

      They made their way back into the Academy, into the Study Hall, and finally emerged into the kitchen. When they became free, he wandered the halls. They could’ve stayed in the Study Hall, but neither he nor Tara had wanted to do so. It felt good just being back in the Academy, even though they’d only been gone for the better part of two days.

      “Why don’t we meet later?” Sam suggested. “I’m going to bathe, as well.”

      Tara nodded. “You need to.”

      “So do you,” Sam said.

      She leaned over, kissing him on the cheek, and then headed off.

      Sam took a deep breath, made his way to his room, but once he reached the hall outside of his room, he saw James pacing around.

      “Where have you been?” James asked.

      “We were asked to help with something for the war.”

      James frowned. “You were asked to help with what?”

      Sam sighed. “They were asking for all the alchemists help. Since we’d been working with the alchemy tower, we were asked to be a part of it.”

      “How has it been going?”

      “Apparently, better than it had been. We finally have a break, and there’s some hope that the attack will start to ease, and…” He frowned, looking over to James. “Why are you waiting outside of my room? What’s wrong?”

      James glanced past him and looked over to Sam. “It’s your sister, Sam. She needs your help. I’ve been trying to offer what I can, but she won’t talk to me. She says she’s only wants to talk to you.”

      “Do you have any idea what’s going on?”

      “Unfortunately, no. She won’t talk to me. I did try to tell her that she could do a lot worse than me, but that hasn’t persuaded her. I thought that I could be extra charming, and I could tell her about how great a person I am, you know, sort of woo her that way, but she seems preoccupied.”

      “She has been,” Sam agreed. “I’m not exactly sure was going on with her, but something is bothering her.”

      “Well, I don’t know what it is either, but she does need your help. And so I promised her that I would tell her that you needed her. She said she’d be in the library each night after class, waiting for you.”

      Sam took a deep breath. He was tired. He wanted to bathe. He wanted to settle into the Academy once again, but his sister needed him.
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      Sam didn’t find Mia in the library.

      He had waited for her most of the evening until the ten bells rang and the library closed. Sam had been going through an advanced angulation book, reading about the various tenets of angulation, before stuffing it back onto the shelf and leaving. He was tempted to go through the Study Hall, find his sister that way, but he knew that if he were to do so, it would only attract attention to her, and he didn’t want to do that.

      He decided to get some rest and hoped to find her the next day in the library.

      Sam spent the entire day focused on the source. As he did, he could feel that power, he could feel the source flowing through him. He had a way of reaching four access points. Surprisingly, in the time that he had been working on the alchemy projects, he had found a different understanding of the flow. He had been forced to restrict his drawing of the source as he had woven power into the construct, and in doing so he had found that he could slow it down. It had forced his mind to work on the problem in a different manner than what he had uncovered before. Now that he was thinking about it, now that he had seen it, he couldn’t help but question whether he could find a fifth access point.

      He wasn’t going to do that while sitting in his classes, though. Sam wanted to be in a place where he could concentrate, not run the risk of distraction. Instead, he focused on the source itself, testing it, thinking about whether he could control that flow. If he could come up with some connection to it, he might be able to use that in a way that would help him command the flow in a way that he had not yet done.

      That evening, when he went to the library, he found Mia sitting in his booth, much like he had the last time. He went over to her, and he took a seat, sitting down next to her. She looked over, and relief swept across her face.

      “Your friend said that you were gone. What happened?”

      “They needed my help with alchemy,” Sam said. “But it’s done.”

      “What is?”

      “What they needed me for,” he said. “So now I’m here. For you.”

      “I’m glad to see you back,” she said. “I…” She took a deep breath, and glanced back behind her, looking around the inside of the library. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come here.”

      “No. You can talk to me. What is it?”

      “I…” She shook her head. “I don’t even know. Some of the older students have been talking about what’s going to happen. The war, all the things that are happening with the Nighlan, and they’ve been saying that there are ways to avoid the attack.” She looked over to him. “We just have to master particular patterns, and then we will be safe.”

      Sam frowned. He was still tired from the days spent in Chasten’s workshop, time spent working on the project, where his mind had been turned into mush while he had been working. “I don’t know exactly what you’re going on about, but I think that all of us are expected to learn some methods of angulation that can be used against the attack. So if that’s what you’re going on about, then you’re right.”

      She looked around, turning back to him. “Maybe,” she said, and then she shrugged. “I don’t really even know. I’ve been trying to master as much as I can of these patterns, but it’s difficult. When you helped me with the last one, it…”

      “What did it do?”

      “Well, I got their attention.” She smiled. “It was the first time that I did.”

      “Whose attention?”

      “I was hoping you might be able to meet me later. In the garden? Maybe after ten bells. I think I could sneak away, and I could—”

      “Who are you trying to impress?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I just…” She shrugged again. “I was hoping that maybe you would help me. The way you helped me before. You’re my brother, after all, and I know you want to help me.”

      All of this was very confusing to Sam. Something was going on with his sister, but Sam didn’t know what she had been dealing with and certainly didn’t know who she had been hanging around with.

      “Why don’t you slow down, tell me what you been facing, and the two of us can work through this?”

      “I’ve told you as much as I can,” she said. “But I can show you. There are just a few patterns I need to perfect, but I’m close. Much closer than I was last time. I think I have enough of a handle over them that it won’t rebound the way it did last time. I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t mean to unload that power on you. I think that this time when you help me, it will go much better. I won’t release that power the way I did the last time.”

      “It’s fine,” Sam said, waving his hand. “But I’m not worried about that. I’m more concerned about what you’ve been dealing with.”

      “Can you meet me? I just need to get a few more patterns. Then I think I’ll have it.”

      Sam regarded her for a long moment before nodding.

      Mia got to her feet, lurching forward, and then she smiled at him before heading out of the library. Getting any attention from her these days was strange. It certainly wasn’t like his sister.

      He got up and followed her, but as soon as he left the library he lost track of her. She couldn’t have gotten that far ahead of him, but she had somehow managed to disappear.

      He sighed.

      Chasten had sent word for them because they weren’t needed, and though Sam didn’t want to go back to Chasten’s shop, there was a certain reward in being needed. He still had the last of the silver boxes they’d made, and because of that he wanted to run some more tests on it, wondering if he might be able to fine tune some aspect of it once he had the time.

      More than that, he also wanted to work on reaching the source and to see if he might come up with something more with that.

      The alchemy tower called to him.

      He found his way down there, found it empty, and took a seat at the table.

      When he did, he closed his eyes and focused on the source. Doing so allowed him to feel that power flowing within him. It did so slowly, but it built carefully, gradually rising up within him until he could feel even more of that power there. That energy stayed within him, but he could hold onto it and keep it from blasting through him. He detected certain elements of it, and within that Sam started to piece together different aspects. He let out a trickle of the source, then reached for one access point. As soon as he did, that trickle turned into a stream. He reached for another access point. The flow spread faster. He reached for another access point. It continued to go faster, but restricting how much power he released from that first one allowed him to reach for another. By the time he had four access points, Sam didn’t feel nearly as overwhelmed as he had when he had first begun reaching for the different access points.

      Then there was a fifth. He could feel it, and he focused and then reached for it.

      It flowed within him.

      He had done it. Five access points.

      Sam didn’t know if he could control it the way that he needed to, but he had reached for five access points. His gaze drifted over to the lanterns, and he thought about Voran.

      It was the next step in his training. The Nighlan were pushed back, the threat minimized, so he could work on himself now.

      He headed to the lanterns.

      If this worked, if he could get to Voran and then back, then he could bring Tara.

      Maybe he should wait for her.

      Tara would be disappointed if he didn’t. But he was too eager. Probably foolishly, but he wanted to know. Voran. The library.

      He focused on the five streams flowing from him, and he pushed them off in either direction, one stream heading toward each of the lanterns. When it struck, the lanterns began to glow, taking on a hint of power, far more than it had before, and beginning to carry that energy outward. As it did, there was a surge. Sam could feel that surge, and he could feel something else. He could feel the pattern begin to form.

      He had watched Joiner when he had taken them to Voran. Sam knew how to create that pattern. He started to shift it, gliding that flow when the haze began to build.

      Sam smiled to himself.

      It was going to work. He was going to get to Voran and have access to the library. He was going able to use those books, read what he wanted, and then he could become a true alchemist. He could become like Joiner.

      He shifted the power within him.

      As he did, he felt the squeeze.

      It built, crushing him, and then it carried him.

      There was a sense of movement. He had come to know that sense quite well, and so when it carried him this time, Sam was ready for it.

      It was brief. Had it been that brief when he’d gone to Voran with Joiner?

      Perhaps it had. Then again, this time, the power came from Sam, not from Joiner, and so perhaps the difference was that it was one person traveling rather than two. He didn’t even know if it would be difficult for him to bring somebody else with him. Perhaps carrying another person would be far more difficult than he realized. Perhaps he wouldn’t even be able to do it.

      After the transport happened, Sam opened his eyes, the haze beginning to clear.

      As soon as it did, he realized that he wasn’t quite where he expected to be.

      There were no bookshelves. The lanterns were set into those bookshelves. There were pillars. And there was thunder and lightning. There was power.

      This was the Barlands.

      Sam froze.

      Had Lilith called him?

      He hadn’t known what happened to her and had not gone after her, which still left him feeling somewhat guilty, but if she had not told him the truth about herself, and if she had somehow been involved with Rasan Tel, he didn’t have any obligation to go after her.

      Could I get back?

      That was a pattern he was sure he knew. He had seen Joiner use that same pattern repeatedly, and so he was certain he could form it, but he had been certain he would be able to get to Voran, as well.

      Sam started to build the lines coming off of him, when something struck him.

      He staggered, falling to the side.

      Had he not been holding onto the source, he wasn’t sure what would have happened to him. He managed to stand and looked around him. Power had hit him, an unexpected power, and it sent him teetering to the side.

      Sam quickly formed a barrier around himself. He had a second access point, and he wrapped that one in a secondary barrier.

      It was just in time. There was a soft glow, a burst of the arcane arts, that came from the far side of the room. It was a pattern that blasted toward him.

      Sam had seen that attacking pattern before. He had helped his sister form that pattern.

      When it struck his barrier, it diffused slowly but started eating through the outer layer of his barrier. Had he only a singular barrier, it might’ve been enough to have overwhelmed him, but as Sam had a secondary one he managed to withstand the attack.

      And it was almost not enough.

      He had to form another layer to the barrier.

      Thankfully, as he had the wrapping of power around him, he could add another access point. He created another layer. It wrapped around him, swirling outward, and when it did Sam pushed it deeper around him, forming that protective layer around him until he could feel it sealing off.

      A figure strode toward him, glowing with the arcane arts. He was going to have to attack this person, but they were clearly a master of the arcane arts.

      Nighlan.

      As soon as he saw who he faced, his heart dropped.

      Bethal.

      “We’ve been waiting for you. Did you think your friend was going to protect you?”

      “I thought he might.”

      “He?” she frowned.

      Sam held onto the barrier, reaching for another access point, then another. He had four, all of them performing different flows around him, keeping her from attacking. He wasn’t going to be able to do anything against her, though.

      “Who do you mean?”

      “Did you think that she was going to be able to hold out against us?”

      Lilith. That was who she met. She had been in danger this entire time.

      “What did you do to her?”

      “Only what was needed,” she said. “Only what she deserved.”

      “She didn’t deserve anything,” Sam said.

      “She betrayed all of us.” Bethal strode forward, reaching the edge of the lanterns. “There were interesting tricks we found here. Different devices she made to ensure that once the conduit was open, somebody would be called here. Did you know that?”

      At least that explained why he had been drawn here.

      Bethal grinned at him. She was petite, but she was skilled. The web of angular power that built from her was more complicated than almost anything that he had seen before. If it struck, Sam had no idea what it would do to him. He had no idea if he could even fight back. The only thing he could think of was to retaliate before she had a chance to hold that power against him.

      How?

      He could evert the barriers and slam them at her.

      He had done it before. It had worked against other Nighlan.

      In this case, Sam didn’t know if he had much of a choice but to try.

      As soon as her pattern neared completion, Sam hurriedly forced power through him, drawing upon the source, and he everted the patterns he was holding onto, and it erupted outward, slamming into Bethal.

      She staggered.

      He continued wrapping that pattern around, and it sealed her inside.

      She tried drawing upon something but failed.

      He held her captive.

      “How long do you think you can hold onto this?”

      “I can hold this one longer than you realize,” Sam said. “This is a simple use of my power. And now that I have you here, you’re going to see just what I can do.”

      “I’m afraid you’ve made a mistake.” She battered at him, but each attempt failed.

      Sam looked around. He wasn’t going to stay in the Barlands. Not here, not with Bethal. But she could come back with him.

      Having her back in the Academy, with somebody like Havash, Chasten, and even Joiner, would give them an opportunity to question her about the Nighlan plan. They could turn the tide of the attack even more than they already had.

      He dragged her forward. She continued battering at his barrier, but there was a surprising realization that she was not strong enough. He did not have to hold onto the power in order to keep the barrier in place. As he triggered the lanterns, shifting the power around, he looked over to her.

      In the developing haze, power squeezed through.

      And they were transported.

      As soon as he did, Bethal laughed, a horrifying sound. A dark sneer spread across her face. The thrashing that she’d been doing to try to escape also stopped. He loosened a little bit of the grip on the power that he held, enough that he wouldn’t crush her with the barrier.

      “You don’t know anything, Samran.” She got out each word slowly, practically spitting his name. “You’ve traded one prison for another. Now we’re both doomed.”

      Sam frowned, but there came a sense of power all around him.

      That sense was building, and there was more to it than what he’d experienced anywhere else. That sense of power started to surge, filling his awareness.

      The haze started to clear, enough for him to make out the figure heading toward him, but not so much that he could see anything about them. He didn’t need to. Not really.

      Sam could feel the power coming from this figure.

      The source of power that built was unlike anything he’d ever experienced before.

      “Who is that?” he whispered.

      Bethal laughed bitterly. “That, Samran, is Rasan Tel.”
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      Sam straightened up. His mind worked through everything that he knew about Rasan Tel. The figure coming through the haze was difficult for him to make out, though he could sense enough that he could feel the power coming off of him.

      Sam had been able to see the source and the arcane arts radiating off of this figure. There was considerable energy, far more than he ever seen from anybody else before. More than he could reach, and even more than what he’d detected coming off of Joiner. Sam held onto his connection to the barrier, keeping it wrapped around him, though he became increasingly concerned about what that power might do to him.

      Reaching for the source failed him again.

      He didn’t have enough control over it in order for him to do what he needed. He strained, struggling to grasp for another connection to the source, but even as he did he failed at it.

      The haze around him cleared.

      It was an empty room, simple stone walls inset with small orbs that seemed to be the lanterns in this place. There was nothing else here. Sam looked down at Bethal, finding her looking up, terror in her eyes.

      “Grab her and come with me,” Rasan Tel said.

      Sam hesitated. He wasn’t sure what he needed to do or how he could even react, but he didn’t dare not do what this man asked him. Instead, he focused on the barrier he had around Bethal, bring it in such a way that he could pull on her, dragging her with him.

      She laughed. “You have no idea what you’re doing.”

      “I understand when I’m outmatched,” Sam said.

      “If you understood that, then you wouldn’t have opposed us in the first place. I could have saved you from this.”

      A burst of power around him exploded once again, and Sam looked up, feeling the energy all around him. He could tell that Rasan Tel was holding onto considerable power, even though he wasn’t entirely sure the way that power was utilized.

      Rasan Tel dragged Bethal along with him, but she continued to laugh, a strange, almost crazed sound. Sam followed him, not sure what to do. He couldn’t reach for the source, but he also didn’t want to go with him.

      He had gone from one trap to another.

      He wouldn’t be able to escape from Rasan Tel.

      Sam thought about all of the things that he knew about Rasan Tel. He was powerful. He was trained with alchemy. And he had to have the third of the original vrandals. Sam was certain of it.

      But wasn’t he working with the Nighlan?

      At least, that was Sam’s belief, but the way that he was dragging Bethal with him suggested that perhaps he was not.

      Could it be possible that he didn’t work with the Nighlan?

      The terror that he detected coming off of Bethal left him troubled.

      He held onto the power within him, letting that sense and that energy hold firm, and Sam could feel that energy rolling outward.

      There was a doorway, and Sam hesitated before heading toward that doorway. Fear bubbled up within him. The other man was still holding onto considerable power. The energy Sam detected coming off of him radiated in a looping pattern, complex drawings of energy that seemed to weave around. It was difficult for him to even think about the nature of power that he detected coming off of Rasan Tel, though he could see aspects of it. There was something within those loopings of power that he could understand, but there were elements of it that he could not.

      “If you follow him, he will—”

      A burst of power lashing out from Rasan Tel silenced Bethal. She spasmed, and the barrier Sam had wrapped around her began to shake. He strained in order to maintain the barrier, though he wasn’t entirely sure if he was going to be able to hold onto it. It was almost as if whatever Rasan Tel had just done to her made it so that she might be able to fight her way free.

      He wasn’t sure if that was the case or not. The sense that he had from Bethal was that she was terrified by Rasan Tel.

      “Come,” the other man said.

      He turned away, leaving Sam staring after his back. Sam hesitated only a moment before looping his barrier more tightly around Bethal and dragging her with him.

      He headed through a doorway, and on the other side was paneled wood leading down the hallway. Portraits hung along the wall, faces that struck him as familiar, almost as if he had seen the faces before. Either that, or he had been here before, though Sam was quite certain that he had not been.

      The floor was polished stone, smooth, almost slick. His feet thudded along the stone, and he realized that Rasan Tel made almost no sound as he moved through here.

      Bethal remained silent, and he did nothing to try to help her, not even sure whether or not there was anything that he could—or should—do for her. She no longer struggled against the barrier he held, the thrashing that she had been doing having fallen silent. Instead, she whimpered every so often but made no other sound.

      They reached the end of the hall, and from there Sam hesitated, but Rasan Tel did not. He pushed the door open, and a blinding white light radiated outward from it. There was a steady rumble from the other side, something that reminded him of the thunder he had felt in the Barlands.

      For a moment, Sam began to wonder if perhaps that was where he was. Maybe Rasan Tel hadn’t taken him anywhere. Could it be that he remained within the Barlands, no farther than he had been before?

      He looked down at Bethal, questioning whether or not some aspect of this was a trap, but the occasional whimper out of her left him thinking that it was not.

      How could it be when he saw just how much this seemed to trouble her?

      Sam dragged her through the doorway.

      The light surrounded him, practically swallowing them.

      The rumbling that he had heard when he first came in was different. No longer the sound of thunder, now Sam wasn’t entirely sure what it was, only that he could no longer hear it the way that he had.

      For a moment, Sam wasn’t able to make out anything other than the bright white light all around him, but gradually that light began to soften. He started to make out details within that light, enough that he could see the shadowy form of Rasan Tel standing across from him.

      As the light began to shift, Sam looked around the room. The light seemed to come from all over, though it predominantly emanated from high overhead. A domed ceiling emitted the light in a pattern that moved, shifting as it spun with power. He held onto that energy, focusing on it as he tried to uncover the power within that, though he wasn’t able to find anything. Sam had read so many books on alchemy, but nothing from Voran that would likely be the key to what he needed to know.

      Rasan Tel remained standing fixed in place, watching him.

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      The other man laughed. His features were indistinct, hazy, and difficult for him to make out. The only sense of him that Sam had was that of power. There was a bit of an outline around him that contained the power he held onto, though nothing more and certainly nothing that Sam could utilize.

      “What makes you think I brought you anywhere?”

      “I felt what you did. You carried me through the conduit.”

      “Is that what they have been teaching you?” He waved a shadowy hand, and the barrier Sam was holding onto around Bethal suddenly disappeared. Another strand of power erupted from him, and she was forced to her feet. Rasan Tel dragged Bethal toward him. “Are those the lies you have been telling?”

      She whimpered, and a hint of power stretched out from her. It was faint, little more than a pale tracing, and certainly not enough that she was able to use it against Rasan Tel. With another wave of his hand, her connection to the source, and to the power she was trying to use against him, disappeared.

      “I thought she was working with you,” Sam said. That had been the truth, but Sam didn’t know with any real certainty. Maybe he was wrong.

      Rasan Tel jerked his head over, looking at Sam. “Is that another lie she told you?”

      “Not a lie that she told, but I saw it. I saw you helping her within the Academy.”

      The other man laughed, and there was darkness in the sound. Sam shivered, pulling upon the barrier he could hold, trying to wrap around him as firmly as he could. It was difficult for him to call upon the necessary power, but he could feel it flooding through him. At least Rasan Tel wasn’t trying to cut him off from his access to the source.

      Not the way he was with Bethal.

      Of course, it didn’t seem as if Rasan Tel was concerned about him at all. Sam didn’t pose any threat to him. The only thing Sam really knew about Rasan Tel was what Joiner had told him, but what if Joiner had been selective in what he had shared?

      Rasan Tel headed over toward Bethal, stopping in front of her. She twitched as she struggled against him, but she wasn’t strong enough. She fought, struggling as he held onto her, but even as she did Rasan Tel maintained his hold over her. He had considerable power, far more than what Bethal possessed.

      With a twist of his hand, she twitched again. She shrieked.

      Rasan Tel did nothing to keep her from screaming. The sound echoed outward, filling the inside of the room and beating on Sam’s ears. It overwhelmed him. As much as he wanted to ignore it, he wasn’t able to. There was a painful sound within it, something gut-wrenching.

      “Stop,” he said.

      Rasan Tel looked over at him. “Are you working with her now?”

      Sam shook his head. “I’m not working with her. I’m not working with any of them. It’s just that I can’t stand to hear that sound.”

      The other man grunted, sweeping his gaze over to Bethal. He used a constriction of power that squeezed around her, holding her tightly before releasing it. When he did, she collapsed to the ground and didn’t move.

      Rasan Tel used another circle of power, and it swept rapidly toward Sam.

      Sam resisted, slamming a barrier up around him and attempting to thicken it. Holding onto the barrier against someone like Rasan Tel would be difficult—and he wasn’t even sure he could do it. The other man might be more powerful than what Sam could withstand. Certainly the nature of the power that he held was more than what Sam could resist.

      When his power struck, it glanced off the barrier that Sam maintained. Rasan Tel frowned. “Basic, but not a bad attempt. You would do better using fewer ports and trying to link them, but holding onto as many ports as you have is certainly nothing to be ashamed of given your training.”

      He turned away, motioning with one hand to drag Bethal behind him.

      Sam hesitated. Here he’d thought that Rasan would attack him, but there didn’t seem to be any interest on his part in doing so.

      “Are you going to come with me or not?”

      Sam nodded before realizing that the other man couldn’t see it. “I’m coming,” he hurriedly said.

      Reaching the door where Rasan Tel stood, there was a faint tracing of light, but on the other side there was nothing. No sign of light. Just more darkness.

      Rasan waited on him, and Sam wasn’t sure that he wanted to even go with him, though what choice did he really have? If Rasan Tel demanded that someone go with him, then they were going to go with him.

      Bethal marched in front of him, all spastic legs and seemingly not in control of her body. Sam had never seen anything like it, but he could feel the drawing on the source that Rasan Tel used and was aware of the power that was within him as he forced her forward. More than that, Sam could feel the way that he pulled on the source and thought that he might even be able to do something similar.

      As he reached into the source and began to draw upon it to try to recreate the connections he felt from Tel, he hesitated.

      Was that the kind of power he wanted to be using?

      It wasn’t that Sam wanted to harm anyone, and there was little doubt in his mind that what Tel did to Bethal harmed her. He could see her marching and he could feel the energy within her as she stepped forward, each foot wobbling in the air before planting on the ground again.

      “You can use it on yourself first,” Tel said. His voice was a deep grunt, all harsh and coarse. There was something within it that caught Sam by surprise. He was using his connection to the source as he spoke.

      “How?”

      Tel paused. They were in a long stone corridor. Sam’s eyes had adjusted to the lack of light, though not completely. He struggled to penetrate the darkness before realizing that he wasn’t supposed to see through the darkness. Tel was holding onto something, whether the connection to the haze or something else, that made it so that Sam couldn’t see clearly.

      “You use it on yourself the same way you’re holding that shielding. The idea is the same. There are times when you need to use it.”

      “When would I need to use the source to control my body?”

      He found himself speaking without remembering who he was talking to, but as soon as it sunk in again, he shook his head. Sam had to be more careful and smarter than that. This was a dangerous man. Powerful. Anything that he might say to Tel could be turned against him.

      “Your body can fail. Magic does not.”

      That was similar to something that Joiner had said to him about the source restoring his eyesight. “That’s not been my experience.”

      “Only because you still have much to learn.”

      Tel continued on through the hall, marching Bethal in front of him. He whispered softly and it took Sam a moment to realize that he was speaking to Bethal. He couldn’t hear what the other man was saying, only that he was telling her something.

      Rather than trying to listen, and not at all sure that he should try to listen, Sam focused on the power that he could use. If he could find a way to hold onto that power, then maybe there would be something within it that he might be able to draw upon to control his body.

      The hold on the source wasn’t complicated. He could see the way Tel used the power in order to draw Bethal forward, the first time that he’d been able to see anyone using power from the source.

      Which meant that Tel wanted him to see.

      Was it so that Sam wouldn’t get any ideas about attacking him?

      He looked up to see Rasan Tel watching him. The other man scowled for a moment before nodding. “You don’t have to be limited to this. The only limitations are what your mind will show you.”

      He turned back, leaving Bethal along the hall, and started whispering again.

      What were the two of them talking about?

      Sam couldn’t remember. All he cared about was that he could hold onto this kind of power, and he could use it to help him navigate through the hallway, and that he was capable of drawing upon magic in order to guide him.

      The possibilities with this were incredible.

      They reached the end of the hallway.

      From here, he waited with Rasan Tel, still letting the power swirl around his legs, keeping him bouncing in place. He practically danced with that energy and could feel it flowing through him, guiding him.

      Rasan Tel pushed on the door. Sam recognized the power he exuded into the door, the way he circled power through it, releasing locks that were pressed into the stone. It was different than the way he had used power in the Academy, though similar enough that he could detect certain aspects of that power that were familiar to him.

      He wasn’t sure what he was expecting when they stepped into the next room. Even that he was leading Bethal through the hall, holding onto her with this jerky movement, keeping her trapped with power, there was a part of Sam that suspected he was leading her to some sort of prison. The empty hallway certainly seemed as if it could be part of a prison, though he wondered if there might be something else within it that he might be able to uncover.

      Instead, he guided Sam into a wood-paneled room. It was circular, and he immediately began to look for signs of lanterns, but there were none. Instead, we saw row upon row of books stuffed into shelves. It reminded him of Voran and where Joiner had brought him, though even that paled in comparison. This was an enormous library.

      A table at the center of the room occupied much of the free space. Three chairs were situated around the table, though the stack of books all around the table suggested that there was only one person who ever spent much time here.

      Wrapping a band of power around Bethal, Rasan Tel shoved her off to the side of the room and then turned to face Sam.

      “Now. What will we do with you? The last student I had was more trouble than she was worth.”

      Rasan Tel had said she.

      It was true.

      “Lilith?” Maybe it really was true that Lilith had been working with Rasan Tel. If so, then Sam had made a mistake in trusting her.

      “Yes. That one. She has been far more trouble than she needed to be. She could’ve been useful, but unfortunately she chose a different path for herself. And now we will see what path you will choose, Samran.”

      The way that he said his name struck Sam. He had heard that voice before, heard it calling his name, and heard it speaking to him.

      That was the voice Sam heard coming through the lanterns when they had tried to call him away. That was the voice that had drawn to him when he had been trying to help Lilith.

      But how did Rasan Tel know him?
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      Rasan Tel motioned for Sam to have a seat, but Sam wasn’t sure that he wanted to. He stood in place, uncertain, trying to come up with something to say, but what was he going to do against somebody like this? How was he going to escape somebody like this?

      He looked toward the door that would lead back to the hall, which would lead back to the room where he had managed to come.

      Somehow, he was going to have to get out of here.

      And without Rasan Tel, Sam wasn’t sure what he had to do, nor did he know how he could even escape.

      “I suspect you are trying to come up with a strategy now. If I were in your shoes, I would be trying to think about what way I might attack me, in order to get free of this place.” Rasan Tel smiled tightly, and there was a darkness to his gaze. “And I will tell you that many have thought the same about me before.”

      “Have they?” Sam asked.

      “Oh, they have.”

      “You’re supposed to be in prison,” Sam said, looking around. None of this felt like a prison to him. He wasn’t sure what this was, only that what he saw here didn’t strike him as what he had expected that he would find. It looked more like a comfortable house than anything else. Could whoever had imprisoned Rasan Tel have done so in a place like this? Why, if that were the case?

      Rasan Tel laughed, his voice a rich, almost warm baritone. “Oh, this is still a prison. At least, a prison of a sort. Where do you think you are?”

      Sam shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t know.”

      “What have they taught you about the conduits?”

      “Only that they provide access from one place to another.”

      “Simple. So much of what you know is simple. They don’t teach you anything these days, do they?”

      “Who do you think I am?”

      “Oh, I know who you are.”

      “How do you know who I am?”

      Rasan Tel didn’t answer, and he turned to Sam, clasping his hands together, watching him. “A prison. Such a horrible concept and a horrible way to use such a pure power. The source was meant for something more. And those of us who can reach the source should do so with a mind to draw upon something more. Shouldn’t that be our goal? We should all strive to be greater than those who came before us.”

      That fit with what Joiner had said about Rasan Tel and his desire for power, but what did that mean about those who came before Rasan Tel?

      “Who were your teachers?”

      Rasan Tel snorted. “They were weak,” he said, waving his hand. “Some of them had some talent, of course, as such a thing was necessary, but they feared what could be done.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you understand about the source?”

      Sam was hesitant to answer, but the man he saw before him did not terrify him as much as he would’ve expected. The few stories he’d heard of Rasan Tel suggested that he was some sort of monster. While he might be a terrible person, this was no monster. At least, not that Sam could tell. Maybe he would still do something monstrous and harm him, but right now…

      Right now, Sam simply didn’t know.

      “I understand that I can access the source, and can use it to perform alchemy—”

      “Alchemy? Is that all that you think that you can do with it? Then they haven’t been teaching you nearly as much as they should. They rely upon those old lessons that were written in the so-called almanacs. Thinking that they will keep an encyclopedic knowledge of the ancient techniques, and that is what will provide the answers.”

      Sam stared at him. He was speaking of Voran.

      “Oh, I know all about Voran, so don’t look at me like that. You don’t hide your thoughts nearly as well as I imagine you think that you do.”

      Sam shivered. It was almost as if Rasan Tel could read his mind. “I don’t think that I hide my thoughts at all,” Sam said.

      “If you were to try to hide anything from me, you would find that you would not be able to do so.” He looked over, and a dark grin glittered across his face. “Another benefit of the source.”

      He waved his hand, and a burst of greenish energy exploded from within Rasan Tel. Lines swirled around him. There were a dozen, two dozen, and then they faded.

      They were brief, long enough that Sam could feel those bursts of power, and he recognized the energy that Rasan Tel used, but he wasn’t going to be able to do anything to counter it. The man was skilled, but not just skilled, powerful, and he had the kind of control that Sam wanted for himself. It was the kind of control that Joiner had been trying to get Sam to use.

      Sam wouldn’t be able to escape this man. He wouldn’t be able to go anywhere. He was trapped here. And that was the point that Rasan Tel wanted to make. He had demonstrated his ability with the source so that Sam would know just how powerful he was, and so that Sam would know just how helpless he was. It was a terrifying thought, but it also didn’t surprise him.

      “Are you contemplating your next maneuver?”

      “I was thinking about it,” Sam said.

      Rasan Tel smiled tightly. “Good. I wouldn’t want you to give up hope. Hope is such a beautiful thing. My father taught me that. What did your father teach you?”

      Sam tensed. The mention of his father angered him. How much did Rasan Tel know about him? Better yet, how did he know anything about him?

      “He didn’t teach me anything about the source,” Sam said carefully.

      Rasan Tel leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. It didn’t seem to wrinkle the fabric of his clothing at all. It was almost as if he didn’t actually press down. Sam could feel that energy coming off of him, even if he didn’t understand what it was that he was doing. He could feel something about him, something that radiated off of him. There was power, but there was something else, as well.

      “It’s a shame. Someone as talented as yourself could have benefited greatly from learning about the source from a father.”

      “My father didn’t have any control over the source.”

      “Is that what he told you?”

      Sam shrugged. “He didn’t tell me anything.”

      Rasan Tel leaned back and grinned at Sam. “Let me tell you what I know about my father. When I was young, he showed me how to reach the source. The first access point, as it’s called. I was four at the time. By the time I was seven, I could reach for seven different access points. By the time I was fifteen, I could reach a dozen. And by the time I was your age, I could reach nearly twenty.”

      Sam couldn’t even imagine reaching that many. Five was a challenge. Anything more than that seemed impossible. Rasan Tel must’ve been a prodigy.

      “There were so few of us at that time. Those who had the potential to reach for the source were diminishing. Have they told you why?”

      Sam shook his head. “They didn’t know.”

      Rasan Tel snorted. “They know, only they chose not to know, didn’t they?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, what I mean is that they know. Why do you think you have been studying in that place?”

      “The Academy?”

      “A waste of energy. A waste of power. It weeds out those who could reach for the source. They learn angulation,” he said, sneering as he said it. “Mathematics. Botany. Alchemy.” The last was said with even more a sneer. “There was a time when we all came to know the truth. The source.”

      “You don’t think that you need to know the others?”

      “Oh, there is some benefit in learning the other aspects, but I can tell you with quite a great deal of certainty that it does not make one bit of difference when you are calling upon the power that you can summon with the source. Reaching for two dozen access points will teach you that there is very little that can be done with angulation that could not be done with the mental fortitude that comes from holding onto so many access points.”

      Two dozen. That boggled Sam’s mind.

      How many more could he reach?

      Sam hadn’t gotten Joiner to tell him what the theoretical limit of access points was. He hadn’t even mentioned the physical limits. Only that it was dependent upon the person.

      “Why do you keep mentioning my father?”

      “Because I knew him.”

      It was said so simply, so offhandedly, that it took Sam’s mind a moment to process.

      When it did, he lost the ability to even speak. His mouth was dry. His heart hammered. Everything within him went cold.

      “No,” Sam said.

      “Oh, I did. Did you know that every person has a unique signature to the source?” Rasan Tel smiled at him. “It’s distinct. At least, it is when you get to know the source more thoroughly. You are still new to your connection. You came about it too late. I wonder why that is. Perhaps your father decided you didn’t deserve it.” He snorted. “Or perhaps others decided you didn’t deserve it. Have you considered that?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I told you. They don’t want us to access the source. There are those who have tried to prevent it from flourishing.”

      “Arcane artists?”

      “Artists. It makes them sound almost as if they are something to be valued. But yes. Not the current crop. They are too stupid to know anything about the source, but generations before certainly did. They thought they could understand how to keep those of us who had real power from reaching it. And unfortunately, they did. They placed blocks. Far too many had blocks in place, and so those of us who understood the source began to devise a way of freeing others from it. We used what we could to create a way of testing, and those who had potential passed. Those who didn’t…”

      That was the purpose of the vrandal?

      It was all tied to blocks that had been placed by the Academy?

      “And as I said, there were so few of us to begin with.” He leaned forward, and once again Sam noticed that he didn’t have any wrinkling of the fabric of his pants. “I could tell you all about your father. You don’t know him, do you?”

      Sam said nothing. What was there for him to say? At this point, he didn’t even know whether he could believe what Rasan Tel was telling him, nor did he know if there was anything that Rasan Tel said that was real. Could his father have known Rasan Tel?

      This was a man who was in a prison. This was somebody who was blocked off from the world, because he had proven that he was a threat.

      “Why did they imprison you?”

      “Because they feared what I would do,” he said. “When I saw what they were doing, I saw the way they were treating our kind, I knew what I needed to do.”

      “Which was?” Sam thought that he already understood, but he wanted Rasan Tel to say it. “You decided to destroy them?”

      “I decided to destroy their Academy. Why should they thrive when we cannot?”

      “You said that our kind was already starting to dwindle.”

      “But they accelerated it,” he snapped, and then took a deep breath, leaning away. “Perhaps I had all of this wrong. I didn’t approach you the way that I needed to. I should have come in, offered some platitudes of your great skill and strength, and told you how wonderful it is that you have finally found your way here. But you didn’t find your way, did you? I had to bring you here. And so you have no skill that I do not have. But you could. I could teach you.”

      “I don’t want to destroy the Academy.”

      “It’s not about destroying it.”

      “That’s what you want. That’s what you’re after. You are trying to destroy the Academy. You’re trying to destroy those who are in the Academy. Because they wronged you at some point?”

      “They didn’t wrong me. They merely maintain my prison. The ones who wronged me have all been dealt with,” he said, his voice cold and dangerous.

      “Other alchemists?”

      He snorted. “You may call them what you want, but they are responsible for my imprisonment. And I have slowly been getting my vengeance.” He leaned back, holding his gaze on Sam, and there was a darkness in his eyes.

      “How?”

      “I’m not without my influence here,” he said, spreading his hands to the side. “But I am also not without my needs. The foremost among them is my freedom. There are not that many seals remaining that hold me. If you help, I could make this easier on you.”

      “What would you make easier on me?”

      “Oh, I would make so much easier on you,” he said, laughing darkly. “You have only to come to understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      “Release the seal, and I will teach you. When I do, I will also share with you what I know about what happened to your father.”

      “What do you know about him?”

      Rasan Tel raised his hand, and he shrugged. “As I said, release the seal, and I will share with you what I know.”

      “How many seals are there?”

      “There are two that remain but only one I am concerned about. Only one that I cannot reach.”

      “In the Academy?”

      He waved his hand. “The Academy. Do you think I can’t reach the Academy?”

      “We stopped you. We stopped your people from getting into the Academy. We stopped them from reaching that seal.”

      Rasan Tel leaned forward again, and this time there was a darkness in his eyes. “Did you?”

      “We did,” Sam said. But doubt had begun to creep in. He had thought that they had stopped them from releasing his seal, but what if there were some other way that they had managed to do so?

      “The Nighlan are fools. They serve a purpose, but they are fools. There only a few that have any real talent, and they have not been nearly as effective as they were supposed to be. Soon, the second seal will fall, and that leaves only one.” He looked over Sam. “The one that’s on you, Samran.”

      Sam tensed. “I don’t have a seal on me…”

      Vrandals.

      They had designed them to test for the source, and they could bind power. Sam had felt how they worked. That was what it was?

      He swallowed.

      “Clever mind. Much like your father. When he and Ignar and I made our vrandals, we thought we were doing a service. But they decided I was dangerous. I’m not dangerous. I’m the only one who understands what can be lost if none can reach the source. I would protect that.”

      Sam tried to get up, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t even move. Rasan Tel leaned toward him, smiling. “You will destroy that vrandal, and then we will talk.”

      “No.”

      “Don’t be like your father. Don’t sacrifice everything.”

      Sam stared at him. Rasan Tel was responsible for his father?

      He couldn’t move. He couldn’t do anything.

      But he couldn’t take his mind off of the fact that Rasan Tel did not seem to dimple his fabric.

      A prison. Power. The source.

      The vrandals binding him.

      And he remembered what he had seen when they had tried to get to the space beneath the Academy. Sam had thought that there was an actual seal there, but maybe there had not been?

      Maybe Bethal and the others had been mistaken. Perhaps they had been after what they thought was the seal, but he had it on him the entire time.

      More than that though, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something here. He had to get out. He had a break free from Rasan Tel holding him.

      But he couldn’t. Not easily.

      He couldn’t break free of his hold over the source.

      Sam might be in prison, but that didn’t mean that he was powerless.

      But it also didn’t mean there wasn’t something Sam could not do.

      His arms moved.

      He reached into his pocket, grabbed for the silver square that he had made, and tossed it toward Rasan Tel. It hovered and then seemed to float through him.

      As soon as it did, Sam could move.

      He jumped to his feet and raced toward the door.

      He could feel power building behind him, energy that seemed to be coming from the source, Sam raced as quickly as he could. He headed to the door and went through it. As soon as he was through, he raced along the hallway. All of this had to be constructs of the source, incredibly detailed and equally powerful.

      All of this had to be more than Sam could even imagine.

      All of this had to be built out of the source.

      He reached the side door, and from there Sam stumbled in the room. He reached for the orbs, the five lanterns of the space.

      He strained for the source. Reaching for the access points was difficult, his mind still racing, but he had to get away. As he reached for the fifth one, he could feel something coming. He didn’t dare hesitate.

      Sam activated the lanterns.

      He focused on the pattern to carry him back to the Academy. As soon as he did, the haze built, squeezing around him, and Sam pulled on it as much as he could, as much as he dared, and felt that power rippling around him.

      And then he was carried away.
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      As soon as Sam returned, he knew that something was wrong. He could feel it in the air. Even as the haze began to clear, the energy within the air still circled around him, and it carried with it the strange sense that something had happened here. Finally, the haze did clear, and though the lanterns glowed Sam knew something was amiss.

      The table in the center of the alchemy tower had been shattered. Splinters of wood were tossed on either side, and the chairs that ringed the table were toppled, kicked back against the shelves. Most of the shelves were intact, though some of the books that were there, old volumes on alchemy, had spilled out, lingering on the floor.

      A body lay bent on the outside, and Sam hurried over, uncertain who he might find here.

      It was Joiner.

      Sam called upon the source, but even as he did, he could feel that Joiner was not terribly injured. He rolled over, his eyes opening wide, and a burst of alchemy shooting from within him, a strange, powerful green bloom of energy that exploded outward. Sam wrapped himself in a barrier, holding it tightly, and added a second layer to shield himself.

      “Where were you?” Joiner snapped.

      Sam looked around. “What happened here?”

      “Attacked. Wasn’t expecting someone to travel through here. Thought it was you. I felt the lanterns activate.”

      “I tried to go to Voran.”

      Joiner snorted and got up, sweeping his gaze around the inside of the alchemy tower before standing. He wobbled for a moment, clutching his head as he did. “Wasn’t you, then.”

      “Who came through?” Sam asked, immediately worrying about who it might have been. With what he had seen, and with what he had experienced with Rasan Tel, Sam had a sneaking suspicion as to who was responsible here.

      “Didn’t get a good glimpse. Once the power clears, it takes a moment for everything to clarify again.”

      Sam looked to the door. “We have to go check on the seal.”

      “No,” Joiner said.

      “I saw him, Joiner. I saw Rasan Tel. I was called to his prison, and—”

      Joiner turned to him, and his gaze hardened. It seemed almost as if the pain that he had sweeping through him faded in that moment, and Sam couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps Joiner was calling upon the source in order to heal himself. It was the same way that Sam had healed himself, however unintentionally.

      “What do you mean that you saw him?”

      Sam let out a heavy breath and looked around before turning back to Joiner. “He called me to him. I thought I was going to Voran, but it carried me some other place. It carried me to the Barlands. I subdued Bethal, the woman who had been Grandam here and had betrayed us, and then was going to bring her here so that we could interrogate her, but—”

      “He carried you. Dammit.” He looked toward the lanterns, and then back to Sam. “What did he say to you?”

      Sam frowned. “That’s your concern?”

      “It’s a valid one. What did he say?”

      “He said that I had one of the seals. He was looking for the other and said that the third one had been destroyed.”

      Joiner breathed out heavily. He looked over to the lanterns and drew upon the source, creating a swirl of at least thirteen bands of power that wrapped around the space.

      As soon as he did, Sam could feel the pressure and the power it was squeezing out against him, as if whatever he had placed was meant to prevent anybody from getting too close to the lanterns, and that was probably what it was.

      Joiner turned to Sam. “Come on,” he snapped. “We have to go find this person. We can’t have somebody wandering the Academy.”

      He stormed out of the alchemy tower, the door thundering open, and then up the stairs. Sam hurried after him. The alchemy lanterns glowed in the walls, almost a taunt to Sam.

      “She wouldn’t want anything in the alchemy tower. Or the Academy. Not if she was after the seal.”

      Joiner held his hand out, and he waved at Sam. “She took the seal.”

      Sam looked at Joiner’s palm, and he frowned for a moment, realizing that Joiner did not have the vrandal in his hand any longer.

      “What happened?”

      “Didn’t realize that was what they were after.”

      He stepped out of the hallway, and Sam froze. Everything looked as it should. The Academy was filled with activity. Students making their way through, people heading to the courtyard, back to the dining hall, or even to the great hall. There was quiet conversation, but no sense of anxiety.

      Joiner turned back to him, and the frown on his face deepened.

      “She might’ve gone to the Study Hall,” Sam said. “She knew about it, and if there is something there, that would explain where she’s gone.”

      “She needed a place to destroy it. There aren’t many places like that.”

      “Other than the one place that the Nighlan had tried to breach before?”

      The seal.

      Could that have been why they wanted the vrandal there in the first place?

      Could it be a place where they could destroy the vrandal?

      “Perhaps there,” Joiner said.

      He started toward the stairs and back into the alchemy tower, but Sam grabbed him, and he shoved him toward the kitchen.

      “There’s another way in,” Sam explained when Joiner turned to him, frown crossing his face. “And it should get us there quickly.”

      When he stepped into the kitchen, he saw everything in disarray.

      More bodies.

      Joiner hurried over and found one of the kitchen workers with their back strangely bent and twisted. Sam recognized the man. He was a cook who had been working in the kitchen ever since Sam had come to the Academy. He was gone. Another had blood oozing from his head. And then there was Okun, lying with his head twisted to the side, a glazed expression in his eyes.

      He was gone as well.

      Okun had a knife in hand, but he hadn’t been fast enough or strong enough to stop whoever had come through here.

      Bethal.

      The name came to Sam’s mind quickly. He had believed that Rasan Tel had imprisoned her, but he had been foolish thinking something like that. Rasan Tel had simply sent her on her way, and he had used Sam, distracting him, so that he could carry out his attack.

      “There’s nothing that can be done for them,” Joiner said.

      Sam crouched down next Okun and rested his hands on the old cook. “He was an alchemist. At least, he had been a part of alchemy. He was a good man. Helped me when he first came here.”

      “And you can help him by stopping this attack,” Joiner said.

      Sam swallowed. He hadn’t thought about how hard it would be lose somebody that he knew. Would be like this if somebody close to him, really close to him, got hurt? James? Tara? His sister? Sam wasn’t sure that he could even tolerate that.

      He’d already lost his parents, and now he was left questioning whether there was something more to what had happened to them, but losing his sister and new friends would be too much for him.

      Sam touched Okun on the shoulder. “I’ll stop her,” he whispered. Sam got to his feet, and he looked at the closet. “Here.”

      He headed toward the closet door, stepped inside, and waited for Joiner to follow him. Inside of the closet, the air was calm, almost still, and there was a strangeness to it. He could feel that strangeness, the energy that was there, and he could feel something else.

      There was a hint of the arcane arts that had flowed through here. Sam was aware of it, aware of the way that it flowed, and aware of the fact that Bethal had passed by.

      Joiner began to trace a pattern long walls, his hands swirling quickly, and the source flowed from him. “She disrupted my protections,” he snapped.

      “How would she have been able to do that?”

      “Because she learned from him,” he said. “And I did not.”

      “Who did you learn from?”

      Joiner looked over. “There were several of us who were training, trying to master what you call alchemy in another place. It was destroyed by the Nighlan.”

      Sam needed to know. “Was my father one of them?”

      Joiner stared at Sam. “Your father?”

      Sam swallowed. “That was something Rasan Tel told me. He said he recognized my connection to the source. He said that each person has an individual signature.”

      Joiner frowned. “There is something to be said about that. There is a signature, and it is distinct, but only in certain aspects of it. You have to know somebody quite well in order for you to be able to detect that signature.”

      “So you don’t know?”

      “I don’t know you.”

      Which meant he didn’t know Sam’s father.

      “You believe him,” Joiner said.

      “In this case, I’m not exact sure that he had any reason to lie.”

      “He has every reason to lie. He killed my mentor. He’s killed many.”

      “Right, but why would he need to lie about my father?”

      It was troubling, but there was no reason. Not that Sam could tell. Which meant that whatever else Rasan Tel had told him, the story about Sam’s father must’ve been true. He must have known Rasan Tel.

      How could he?

      “And your mentor?”

      “My mentor was lost about a decade ago,” Joiner said. “We’ve been chasing them, trying to root them out, but they had grown too powerful.”

      “Let me guess, your mentor was one of the others who created the vrandals. Was he named Ignar?”

      Joiner grimaced. “That was a name he stopped using long ago,” he said softly. “And he claimed he made the vrandals, but then he made many claims over the years. The only thing I was certain of with him was that he had the kind of skill with this power I’ve never seen from anybody else. So I was not sure what to believe.”

      Sam was. Sam believed that Ignar must have had that level of skill. He must’ve known something.

      They veered through the hallway. Then they started down.

      “He said there was one other seal that was already gone. They were going after the second,” Sam said, looking over Joiner. “Which I presume was you. He realized that you are here, teaching me, and must have known that another vrandal was nearby for him to destroy. And then he came after me himself.”

      “He wouldn’t have been able to have destroyed that device in his prison. Not that place.”

      Sam snorted. “I don’t know. I saw it. I can’t imagine it will be difficult for him to destroy anything there. He had considerable power in that space.”

      “Considerable power that is confined in that space. It was limiting him to there. There were a series of seals that were placed, and then an additional three that bound it. That was the vrandals.”

      “Well, that series of seals must’ve broken so that the binding of the vrandal no longer held the way that it once did.”

      But Joiner must not have been completely wrong. Sam had managed to disrupt whatever it was that Rasan Tel had been doing long enough for him to escape. Rasan Tel had power, that was certain, but it was bound to the power of the source, the kind of power that he could only access in that space. Once Sam had disrupted it, he had managed to get free.

      But now they had to worry that another seal had been disrupted.

      “My father had the other vrandal,” Sam said.

      “If you believe him.”

      “I don’t know why I shouldn’t,” Sam said.

      Which meant that it had already been destroyed. And now Joiner, and his seal, was going to be destroyed. Which left only the one that Sam carried.

      “Once he destroys the last seal, he’s free,” Sam said, looking over to Joiner. “Then we won’t be able to stop him.”

      “That’s not exactly true. There are those of us who have some knowledge and skill.”

      They reached the hidden chamber, and Sam activated the spiral stairs leading down.

      It had already been closed, but there was residual energy here, and Sam could feel that power flowing throughout the area and see lines working along it. Energy flowed through there, leaving the air crackling with power. He could feel the energy bubbling up and detected something else. There was some other way he could feel that power building, almost as if he were drawn to it.

      The arcane arts had been used here.

      They started down, Joiner taking the lead, and when they reached the bottom the air crackled with even more power. There was a simmering, shimmering kind of quality to it. They approached the doorway to the other chamber, the doorway to the chamber where Sam thought there had been a seal.

      And maybe there had been. More seals like this one, and then three that bound them.

      “Oh,” Sam muttered. He looked over to Joiner. “Here I thought he had already released the seals, and had the others removed, but maybe he had not.”

      The air crackled.

      “Sam?”

      Sam spun to see Havash striding down the stairs toward him.

      He was glowing with the arcane arts and had a complicated weave flowing from him. There were two other instructors with him that Sam didn’t know, and both of them were filled with power of the arcane arts, creating terrifying weaves of power.

      Sam wished Tara were here.

      “It’s Bethal,” Sam said. “At least, I think it is.” He hurriedly explained what happened to him, leaving out the part about Voran but filling Havash in on how he was trying to learn how to use the conduit, knowing that there was a danger in sharing too much about that, but also recognizing that they needed to be informed so that they could be prepared for this. When he finished, Havash nodded grimly.

      “So they intend to free him now.”

      “I don’t know if they can,” Sam said, holding up his hand. “This is the last seal that they don’t have access to.”

      “Then we must protect it,” Havash said.

      “The only way to protect it is to keep it with someone who can use it,” Joiner said.

      “Then you should take it,” Havash said. “You have far more talent with it than Samran.” He glanced at Sam. “No offense, Mr. Bilson. It’s just that—”

      “I know I don’t have the same knowledge,” Sam said.

      “I could not take it from him,” Joiner said. He stepped forward and made his way toward the doorway, glancing briefly at Havash.

      “And why not?”

      “Because it has already bonded to him.”

      He reached the door, joining Havash. The power that radiated out from them, spreading out toward the hallway, was considerable. It erupted and flowed outward, spilling toward them. There was a crackling sense to it, and Sam tried to fight that energy, trying to ignore the power that was coming off of it. He had to think only of what he had to do, but could not think of anything different that he might be able to offer to them. He had no way of helping. The only thing that he might be able to do would be to intervene, but how was he going to intervene?

      Sam simply did not know. At this point, the only thing that he thought that he might be able to do would be to just stay out of the way. If they needed access to the source, Sam could help with that, but even that might not be enough.

      Havash strode forward and pressed his weave out from him, sweeping that power out and away. As soon as it struck the doorway, it exploded, and there came a sizzling sort of energy, and it washed outward, sweeping into what Bethal had placed. That energy lingered for a moment, and then it crackled, before the air started to shimmer.

      Havash was thrown back.

      Joiner attempted something, weaving his own power into it, but as soon as he did Sam could see that power pushing back against him, bulging outward, as if whatever it was that Joiner was trying would be dispelled by what Bethal had placed.

      “We need a way of disrupting it,” Havash said.

      “There is no way of disrupting this,” Joiner said.

      “Work together,” Sam said. They looked back at him. “Alchemy. Weave your two patterns together. You have to combine them. Find something that the two of you both can use and that has enough power you think will overwhelm Bethal, but it should be enough.”

      Sam started to go, leaving them, when Joiner called after him. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m getting something in case you fail.”

      He started toward the stairs, and as he did he could feel the power building. Whatever was happening down there, whatever Bethal intended, would happen soon. If they didn’t stop her, and if they didn’t disrupt what she did, they might fail, and the seal might rupture. Rasan Tel would be freed.

      He only hoped he could get to Chasten’s shop in time.
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      He reached the wall surrounding the courtyard outside of the Academy, passing through groups of students, when Tara caught up to Sam. She wore her striped Academy robe, her black hair pulled back, and her eyes were tight.

      “What is going on?”

      Sam glanced back at the Academy. “No time. But we need to get to Chasten, we need to get some of our devices, and then we need to get back into the Academy. Bethal returned and is trying to disrupt the seal. She intends to free Rasan Tel.”

      To her credit, Tara nodded. “The Academy is protected. There isn’t any way to get through here very easily.”

      “We have to find a way,” Sam said. It would take far too long to go out and around. It was why he had come this direction. It was the fastest way to get to Chasten’s shop.

      Tara chewed on her lip, as if she were working through problems only she could solve. “There is a pattern that you talked me through that might be effective,” she began. “I don’t know if it is going to really work, but I can’t say that it won’t.” She glanced over to him. “It’s not stable. At least, it’s not stable for me. If you could hold it, I think we could harness that power, and we could funnel it toward the door.” She motioned toward the door and wall, where layers of power had been placed, blocking them from leaving.

      Sam’s heart still raced. They didn’t have much time. “It’s worth a shot.”

      Tara stepped back, and lines of angular power began to build from her, and it flowed out toward the door, beginning to wash outward and around from her.

      As soon as it did, Sam could feel that power building, and he recognized the instability of the pattern. There was an innate instability, and he recognized what he would have to do. He recognized how he would have to hold it.

      Sam held his hands out and placed them on either side of Tara’s shoulders, and he began to focus the source, wrapping a barrier out and around her, and washing it toward her, letting it sweep through her pattern. He did nothing more than layer it and realized that wasn’t even correct.

      Her pattern was unstable.

      But it wasn’t meant to be unstable. Some patterns were meant to be held tightly and were formed in a way that would solidify them, but this one did not intend that purpose. This one was meant to explode.

      If they could harness it and focus it, then they might able to use it to get through the wall.

      He tightened the funnel and focused so that Tara’s power came down to a narrow point, and he targeted it directly at the lock. As soon as they did, Tara’s power exploded, and there was a thundering sound. Sam had wrapped the back end of his barrier around, looping it toward Tara, and it had solidified behind her, holding so that neither of them were harmed by it. He had added a second layer, using a second access point, and finally that power outward had permitted him to shoot it at the door.

      The door trembled and came open.

      He grabbed Tara’s hand, and they raced forward. He paused for a moment, sweeping a quick barrier across the doorway, before they raced along the street.

      When they got there, the crowd in the street was thick. People were dancing, singing, marching. Activity had returned to Tavran that had not been here since the Nighlan had started their attack.

      But it made it difficult for them to get through. Sam pushed, trying to muscle his way past the crowd, and found that he could not do so very easily.

      He held onto the source and began to use that in order to push past, and as he did he could feel the people pushing against him, and could feel the energy that was squeezing, and he forced his way through.

      People were forced off to the side, and they managed to make their way through.

      Sam saw Chasten’s shop in the distance.

      He was tempted to go through the main entrance but decided to go through the side door. He hurried along the alley, and when he reached the door he saw that some part of it had been changed. There were different symbols.

      Sam frowned and tried to activate one of them the way that he had before, but it didn’t work. He turned to the next, attempting that with the same technique, but it didn’t work as well.

      He looked back at Tara. “I don’t know what happened here.”

      “Maybe Chasten closed up his workshop.”

      “Or did something happen to him?”

      They hurried back to the main street and the storefront. When they reached the door, he tested the handle, and was surprised to see that it came open quickly.

      The store manager was not somebody he had seen before. He started toward the back when the man grabbed his arm, frowning at him. “May I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Chasten,” Sam said hurriedly. The look of confusion on his face was stark, and Sam glanced over at Tara briefly, before turning back to the man. “Belianrash?”

      “I’m afraid he is not in.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Not here,” he said.

      Sam looked around the inside of the shop. His heart hammered, knowing that he had only limited time for the seal would rupture, and they would lose control over it.

      “I need something from the workshop below his storefront,” Sam said. “The two of us have been working there with him—”

      The store manager started laughing, cutting Sam off. “I’m afraid that is unlikely. The two of you are students.”

      “Alchemy students,” Sam said.

      The man regarded him. He pulled something up from beneath the counter, and pointed it at them. It was a narrow, slender cylinder, and Sam had little doubt that it would cause an explosion.

      He calculated what he needed to do. There was one possibility, which included fighting his way down the workshop and hoping that he might find one or more of the items that they had created, before then having to fight back up. The other possibility was to leave. It was probably the safest choice. He didn’t like it, though. And it irritated him that he would have to deal with somebody like this.

      “You don’t know what you’re doing,” Sam said.

      The man smiled at Sam. “I’m afraid that I would say the same for you.”

      Tara grabbed Sam’s arm. “We can just go. We can find Chasten later. We can get this all sorted out.”

      But how? Sam wasn’t exactly sure what to make of it, only that he was surprised that Chasten would not have left them some way in. First the door, and now this? What was going on here?

      Tara squeezed his arm, and Sam turned.

      His gaze skated around the inside of the room before falling upon the orb levitating above the platform. He motioned for Tara to get behind him.

      Sam grabbed it. Tara hissed.

      “What are you doing, boy?”

      “Have Chasten bill me,” Sam said.

      He hurried out of the shop and into the crowd. They started toward the Academy when he felt something rippling behind him. There was a sound, a blast of light, and then a surge of heat. It was the kind of power that he had seen from Gareis’s creation, but that wasn’t quite it.

      Sam and Tara ran.

      “What’s he doing?” Tara asked. “Unleashing something like that in the city?”

      “The better question is why Chasten is no longer is there,” Sam said.

      He glanced back toward the storefront, where the man was standing in front, holding onto a weapon, aiming it at them. Sam didn’t know if he would fire at them, and didn’t know if they could be hit from this distance, but there was a real danger.

      He reached the gate, pushed open the door, and then hurried inside. He and Tara raced toward the Academy, and soon as he did he could feel something building, some energy, something that suggested to him that there was a danger here as well. They couldn’t linger here very long. Sam knew that they couldn’t, and he knew that there was something coming. It was almost as if he could feel the seal cracking.

      They hurried to the kitchen. When they reached it, Tara gasped.

      “I know,” Sam said. “And we will have to mourn him, all of them, when this is done, but right now we have to hurry.”

      He hated the idea that they had to be so practical, hated leaving someone like Okun just lying there like that, but he knew they needed to hurry. They raced into the Study Hall, down the corridor, and as soon as they got to the staircase spiraling down Sam could feel the arcane arts bubbling up. There was an element of the source mixed within it, enough that he could feel that power burbling within him. He drew upon his connection to the source and held onto it, straining and focusing.

      As he did, he felt some strength returning to him.

      Hand in hand, he and Tara headed down the stairs.

      Light glowed everywhere around them.

      “Can you see this?” Sam asked softly.

      “I don’t see anything. I can feel it. I never really detect anything quite like before, but there is some sense of energy along my skin.” She rubbed her arm. “It’s incredible.”

      “Terrifying,” Sam said.

      White and green light exploded, and he could see where Havash and Joiner were trying to fight their way through, using the connection between the arcane arts, the source, and trying to bridge them and bring it together so that they could break through the barrier that Bethal had formed.

      But it wasn’t strong enough.

      If Bethal had used something like that when she’d come here the last time, they might already have failed. She had been learning. All the time that Lilith had been looking for Bethal, she had been working, training, and getting stronger.

      And now she was a real threat.

      Even more a threat than any of them had ever imagined.

      “What do you think we’re going to do?” Tara asked, looking over to Sam. He had the orb clutched up against him.

      Sam could feel the strangeness from the orb, he could feel how it was pressing through him, but he wasn’t exactly sure what it would do. It had been part of the inspiration for his own devices, the same kind of device he had used against Rasan Tel in order for him to get free, so he knew that kind of power was effective, but would this work against somebody like Bethal?

      “It was the only thing I could think of. Well, I would rather have taken our own creations,” Sam said. “But this was the only thing I could think of without getting to those.”

      “We don’t even know if it’s going to work,” Tara said. “We don’t even know what it is.”

      They approached the protections that were around the wall, getting up behind Joiner. The lines of power coming off of him from the source work were incredible. Sam focused, and he counted at least fifteen lines of power, but he immediately realized just how minuscule that was compared to somebody like Rasan Tel who had made a point of talking about two dozen lines coming off of himself, different access points that he could reach.

      How was something like that even possible? The idea that he could use so many access points had left Sam marveling. He had felt it, but only for the briefest of moments. Nothing long enough for him to know what Rasan Tel might be able to do with those access point, or to know just how powerful he could truly be, but enough for him to feel the power that Rasan Tel had access to, and how he could hear potentially be as powerful as he claimed.

      Arcane arts weaved within what Joiner worked.

      Havash and Joiner work together, and the other two arcane artists were creating power that they were pushing upon Bethal’s barrier, but none of it worked.

      Sam doubted that anything that he might do would even be effective. He doubted that anything that Tara would add would make a difference. Though, there was a possibility that his own ability to see the lines of power would make things somewhat easier. He could move things, manipulate them, and he could nudge them into the proper alignment. But he didn’t have time for that.

      “We need to try something different,” Sam said, stepping up between Joiner and Havash.

      Havash frowned, and his hold over the arcane arts faltered for a moment, leaving that light flickering out briefly, before he surged it once more, creating other angulated weaves that built from him. Joiner had his hold on the source, but he didn’t lose any control over it. It just dissipated briefly.

      “Where did you get that?” Havash asked, looking over Sam.

      “From Chasten’s shop. I grabbed it. I don’t know what happened to him, but he wasn’t there, and his new manager wouldn’t let us into the workshop.” Havash frowned. “But I grabbed this. It has a similar effect to some of the alchemical creations that we made. That is a creature of stonework here, but—”

      “That is the Orb of Olwand,” Havash said.

      Sam frowned. “Olwand?”

      Havash nodded. “I haven’t seen it other than in drawings, but I would be sure of it. If you go to the olwand tower, I’m sure that you can see a replica of it as well.”

      Sam hadn’t gone to olwand or grishenack towers, though perhaps he should have. He didn’t know what those items looked like. Had Chasten known what he had? If he had, why would he have left out the way that he had? He had simply left the orb sitting in a corner, tucked off to the side, surrounded by other lanterns and devices of alchemy.

      “Well, if it is the Orb of Olwand, maybe it will be helpful for us.”

      Havash regarded it. “From what I read, it can be a terrifying weapon, quite disruptive, but you have to know how to use it,” he said, looking over Sam. “You know how to use it?”

      Sam had read many things in his time within the Academy, but nothing that he had read had told him anything about the Orb of Olwand or how to activate it. The only thing that he knew was that he could feel pressure coming off of it, a surge of energy that began to build, and left him with a faint irritation.

      That was because he wasn’t calling upon any power at this point. If he were to start to summon the source, Sam had little doubt that the orb would influence him, and that was what he had to be careful with.

      “I can tell you what I can feel from it,” Sam said. “And I know that we can use it against arcane arts, but I don’t know if we can use it against alchemy.” He looked to Joiner.

      “Go ahead,” Joiner said.

      “You want him to do this?” Havash asked.

      “It’s his idea.”

      Sam held the orb, and there was a faint uneasy feeling that flowed through him, the strange uncertainty that he had was a hold onto the orb, but he wondered if it would work. If it was one of the traditional weapons that the towers had been named after, why wouldn’t it work?

      But then again, if the towers had been named after traditional weapons, why would it seem like it worked against the arcane arts and not against the source?

      Questions for later.

      Sam held onto the orb and carried it forward.

      He pressed it against the barrier Bethal held.

      Sam didn’t really expect anything to happen. The arcane artists, Havash, and Joiner, had all been battering at that barrier, and none of them had been able to disrupt it. He didn’t think that he would be able to do anything, and as he approached he felt that barrier pushing back against him.

      The orb trembled but didn’t do anything.

      “Perhaps it needs to be activated,” Joiner said.

      “I haven’t tried to activate it,” Sam said. “I was warned it leaves an unpleasant sensation when you do.”

      “It does,” Tara said.

      Sam glanced over, but then he frowned. If the orb was meant to attack arcane arts, what if it could be activated by the source? And if so, why shouldn’t he try to pour some of the source into it?

      He focused, squeezing his hands on either side of the orb, and then he drew the source through him, into the orb, and he felt power blossoming. The orb began to vibrate. And it glowed with a faint greenish haze.

      Sam held it out, and it carved directly through the protections that Bethal had held.

      His breath caught.

      He stepped forward, and the others shuffled behind him, holding onto their own connection to power. They moved straight through Bethal’s protections. He saw her standing over the seal on the ground, holding something in her hand. Likely Joiner’s vrandal. She looked up as he approached, her eyes narrowing briefly, and then she brought her hand up.

      Sam raced forward, shoving the orb toward her.

      The greenish haze started to build.

      Sam pushed more power through him, blasting it toward her.

      He felt a surge of energy, and it washed away from him and swept toward Bethal.

      She staggered back.

      He looked down. The seal seemed to be intact, but for how much longer? What would happen if she managed to break through that seal? What would happen if she released Rasan Tel? Could he reach this world? Could he do something here?

      He had to try some other technique. He had to block her somehow, though he had no idea what was going to take.

      And then Bethal built a pattern.

      Sam was aware of that pattern, he was aware of power, and he could feel it flowing from her, but he had no idea as to the purpose of it. The only thing that he could feel was that it was washing toward him, and the power that was there, and some energy was within it.

      But as he held the orb out, he felt some other energy began to build.

      He wasn’t sure what it was, wasn’t sure where it was coming from, only that he could detect that power around him. And then a wave of energy swept toward them.

      As it did, Sam held up the orb, but it slammed into them, unmindful of the orb.

      The source.

      Rasan Tel was here.

      Could she have already succeeded?
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      The haze built, and Sam could see nothing. The only thing that he was aware of was the greenish light glowing around everything, something that reminded him of the energy of the lanterns. Just that light, just that energy, and just that strange power that was flowing. He held onto the orb, squeezing it for a moment, and tried to detect anything else here, but he could not find anything.

      Tara was there, pressing closer to him. “I can’t use the arcane arts,” she said. “I feel it there, but it’s like there’s some sort of resistance preventing me from tapping into it. I can’t even imagine what it is. I’ve never felt anything like it before.”

      Sam held the orb out, sweeping around, worried about what was coming.

      “Somebody has the source. And I worry it’s Rasan Tel.”

      “If it’s him, then we need to stop using that orb,” she said.

      When Sam withdrew the power from it, the haze began to fade, dissipating quickly. It took Sam a moment to realize that he could see the arcane arts beginning to blossom in the people in the room with him. He counted Havash, the two other arcane artists, and Tara. There was no sign of battle.

      There was Joiner, still filled with the source, and one another.

      Joiner had weaves of patterns flowing from him, considerable energy that was wrapping outward, and it was radiating toward this other person.

      Sam grabbed for his connection to the source, and he felt it flowing, and began to form a pattern. He wanted to evert it, and as he did, he could feel that power flowing outward, and could feel the way that it built, and then he wrapped it toward the other person.

      He doubted that his five access points would be anything against Rasan Tel and was surprised when they gasped. He was even more surprised when the voice sounded feminine.

      “Stop,” Sam said, raising his hand and racing forward.

      Joiner had begun to create another pattern with his access points, something that Sam had no idea what it would do, but he worried that if Joiner were allowed to complete that pattern that it would be destructive.

      He put himself in between Joiner and a figure whose identity he was starting to suspect.

      “Lilith?”

      “Is this how you treat those who want to help?”

      Joiner glowered at her. “Help? She has no interest in helping. She worked with him.”

      “Worked with,” she snapped, getting to her feet and waving her hands on her black jacket and pants. “As in the past. I didn’t know who he was, all I knew was that he was willing to try to teach me in exchange for certain tasks.” She looked over to Sam, she shrugged. “How was I to know?”

      Sam couldn’t necessarily blame her. He didn’t know anything about Rasan Tel before coming here. How would she have known anything?

      “What are you doing here?” Sam asked.

      Tara was there, holding his arm, which forced a smile from Sam. He had the orb clutched under one arm, and he was worried about what might happen if it were to be activated again. Those in the room who could use the arcane arts would suddenly suffer, but those who could use other powers would not.

      An ancient weapon. He looked down at it.

      There were other ancient weapons. Tolath. Sharan. Grishenack. Sam could imagine all were ancient weapons that were designed to attack the arcane arts.

      “I’ve been following her,” she sneered. “I figured that was the only way that we are going to find him.”

      “You intend to go back to him?” Joiner asked.

      “Back? No. I intend to destroy him, keep him from returning. She was the only one who knew how to get to him. The only one who got close enough to him to follow him.” She shook her head. “I tried, but she succeeded.”

      “There might be a way,” Sam said. The others turned to him. “He brought me to him. He wanted access to my seal,” he said, holding out the vrandal. “And he wanted to taunt me, I think. But more than that, I think he wanted to pull me away from the Academy so that Bethal could attack.”

      “Why would he be concerned about you?”

      “To be honest, I don’t know. There shouldn’t be any reason that he would be concerned about me more than Joiner.”

      “It might be that I’ve already lost to him,” Joiner said softly.

      “What do you mean you lost?”

      “I told you that my mentor was attacked. I wasn’t able to defend him. And I lost every other place that I moved, trying to rebuild, trying to train others,” he said, his voice trailing off.

      Others.

      “You were the one training Daven and Luthian and the rest,” Sam said, and Joiner nodded. “Where are they?”

      “Gone,” Joiner said. “Scattered. The Nighlan had come, finding our location, following the conduits. From where Rasan Tel sits, he has an easier way of tracking the conduits. It’s some benefit of his prison. I don’t exactly know why, or what it is, or even how it holds him in that way, but that is what he takes advantage of.”

      So he knew the conduits and knew that they had been using him. It would explain why Sam had been pushed to the Barlands, but then it would explain how he had managed to draw him to his prison.

      “But if he calls you to his location, you can follow it back,” Sam said. “Especially if you’ve seen the pattern.”

      “It would be complicated,” Joiner said. “More complicated than you would be able to replicate. I’m sorry, but unless you saw the entirety of it—”

      “I did,” Sam said.

      Joiner gaped. “You saw it?”

      “I saw a pattern. I might not be able to reach all the access point in order to replicate it, but I saw it.”

      “It might work,” Joiner said.

      “What is this?” Havash asked.

      “We might have a way of going to find Rasan Tel,” Sam said.

      “Then we should gather those capable of stopping him and—”

      “You should not,” Joiner said. He looked over the orb. “This will not be the only item of such power. There will be others, and I would not be surprised to learn that Rasan Tel has them stashed within his prison and could use them to disrupt anything you might be able to do.”

      “So no arcane artists can help?” Havash asked.

      “Not easily.”

      “Not without alchemy,” Sam said.

      They could go, and they could use alchemical weapons, but that was assuming that they had any remaining.

      “Then there might be something we could do,” Havash said. “Come with me.”

      They started through the Study Hall, making it down to the alchemy tower and out. As soon as they emerged, Gresham looked up, having been standing in the middle of the tower, seeing the ruins of the table.

      “Out,” Joiner said, pointing to the door.

      Gresham glanced behind them, toward the opening.

      He looked at the rest gathered and then nodded before turning.

      Sam could already see the wheels in his mind working. He looked over to Tara. “So much for our secret Study Hall,” he muttered.

      “It was never that much of a secret,” she said.

      Havash strode down the end of the alchemy tower to one of the doors, and Sam realized it was the same door that had once held the almanac. He opened it, went inside, and gathered some supplies before coming back out.

      There were several long, slender rods. Sam had seen them before.

      “You have weapons here,” he said.

      “They were always stored here in case the Academy needed them against the Nighlan.”

      Sam looked over to Tara. “Did you know?”

      “We wouldn’t have needed to use them,” she said.

      But they had been here. All along.

      He couldn’t help but question whether they would even work.

      They all gathered around the lanterns. Havash, the other arcane artists, Joiner, Lilith, and Tara. Sam looked around.

      “Well?” Havash said.

      “I suppose you’re waiting on me,” Sam said.

      “You’re the one who claims that you knew what needed to be done.”

      Sam frowned. “The problem is that I don’t have the necessary potential for forming the pattern myself.” But he wondered if he could. He didn’t have to have the potential himself, but he had to know how to see it. “Joiner. I need for you to find thirteen access points.”

      Joiner closed his eyes, and power bloomed within him.

      “And now I’m going to direct you, and as I do, want you to follow my instructions.”

      Joiner opened a skeptical eye, but then nodded.

      Sam walked him through the pattern, taking him from one lantern to the next, crisscrossing them, until he felt the pattern, and the familiarity of it, begin to form. As it solidified, he felt the energy bloom within that pattern, and then the haze began to build.

      As it did, Havash called out, but Sam knew they couldn’t linger.

      He waited and then motioned for Joiner. “Pull on it.”

      The conduit opened. They traveled slowly. Perhaps that many people caused him to travel more slowly than they would’ve otherwise, but as they did Sam could feel something. As soon as it formed, they stepped into the chamber with the thirteen lanterns.

      And were attacked.

      Sam braced, holding onto his connection to the source, forming a barrier around him. It was not overly potent, but it was enough to prevent the attack reaching him.

      “Is this him?” Havash called out. He was calling upon power from the arcane arts, and there was a heavy angulated weave that was flowing around him.

      “No,” Sam said.

      “Then find him,” Havash said, grunting as another attack struck.

      Tara grabbed Sam’s arm. “I might not be able to do anything here. But be safe.” She kissed him on the cheek.

      Sam looked over to Joiner. “I will show you where to go.”

      Joiner strode forward, and Sam realized he was still holding onto the orb.

      Maybe it would be useful, though not against Rasan Tel. He had no idea who it would be useful against, then they came across a barrier to the room where he had found Rasan Tel. It was a latticework of angulated power all wrapped around, preventing him from getting into that room.

      “I guess now I know what I needed this for,” he said, activating the orb, jabbing it forward. As he did, the latticework crumbled and faded.

      Sam stepped forward, Joiner and Lilith coming with him.

      Then an attack slammed into them.

      Sam struggled to hold onto the orb, but he was tossed off to the side. Lilith was as well. Joiner remained standing, barely able to move.

      Lines of access points began to swirl around, an incredible amount of power that radiated from where he suspected Rasan Tel to be. The orb started to tumble to the ground, and Sam scrambled after, grabbing it just as somebody appeared in front of him.

      Bethal.

      Sam shot power out from him, using the source, and unleashing it into the orb.

      As soon as it was activated, Bethal was tossed back. He grabbed the orb, carrying it over to her where she lay resting on the ground, looking up at him. Lilith had joined him, and she had a weave of power that reminded Sam of angulated power, flowing out from her. It struck Bethal, holding her down.

      “Why don’t you stay here for a while,” Sam said, taking the orb and setting it on her. Bethal cried out, and as she grabbed it, she winced and immediately withdrew her hands.

      Sam looked over to Lilith. “Can you hold that on her?”

      “Gladly,” she said.

      She used a weaving of power, and again Sam was aware of how it looked like arcane arts, and it flowed, streaking outward, and wrapped around Bethal, holding the orb on top of her.

      He turned.

      He saw Joiner facing Rasan Tel. The man was tall, almost impossibly so, and seemed to be made of a pale greenish light. Either that, or he was filled with that power.

      “How does he look like that?” Sam whispered.

      “Because he’s not fully here,” Lilith said. “But he’s not fully gone, either. He’s in this prison. It’s a place somehow in between. It’s almost like he was pulled into the conduit and held here.”

      “Which is how he knows where the conduits travel.”

      “That’s right,” she said.

      “So how do we stop him?”

      “We have to solidify the prison around him again. It will seal him into this space, and he won’t be able to influenced anymore.”

      “But then what?” He looked over to her. “Even trapped like that, he isn’t going to be held. Eventually, he’s going to work his way out.”

      “Eventually, but he would have to find his way out.”

      Joiner was calling upon well over a dozen access points, and power exploded, flowing toward Rasan Tel. But Rasan Tel was using more. The number of access points was considerable. Sam couldn’t even keep track of them, but it was all Joiner could do to deflect them.

      Sam hurriedly added a barrier around Joiner.

      He had no idea whether it would even work. The room looked different than the last time that they were here. When he had been here before, it had seemed warm, almost cozy, but now it was nothing like that. It was almost complete emptiness.

      “How do we stop him?”

      “He never taught me how to do what he’s doing now,” she said. “I can feel it, but I can’t see it.”

      “But he had to have taught you something.”

      “Something, but nothing like this,” she said.

      They were fighting and blasting back and forth. Then Joiner was thrown back. He slammed into the wall and staggered. Rasan Tel turned to Sam. He had something in his hand.

      The vrandal. Tel squeezed it, and power suddenly bloomed within him.

      Sam realized something: there was another one on his other hand.

      “He wasn’t trying to destroy them,” Sam said.

      He had wanted them because he needed that power to escape.

      Sam had a vrandal, though.

      He reached into his pocket, pulled the vrandal out, and focused on the source, letting that power flow through him. Rasan Tel blasted what looked like one of Sam’s everted barriers at him, but Sam had formed the barrier, holding onto power through the vrandal, letting it flow.

      Rasan Tel regarded him with amusement in his eyes. “Look at you. A little student who thinks to fight against a master.”

      “You aren’t going to get this vrandal.”

      Rasan Tel chuckled. He glowed more brightly than he had before, but there was something else. He seemed more solid as well. It was almost as if he had emerged.

      “Your father thought to stop me,” he said, holding out his hand and waving the vrandal. “As you learned, he failed.”

      Sam resisted the temptation to lash out. That was what Rasan Tel wanted. He wanted Sam angry, and he wanted Sam to react, but he refused to do it.

      “You won’t have this one. I’m going to keep you from escaping.”

      “Do you think that I can’t do something with what I have now?”

      More power bloomed from him. Sam saw how it worked, coursing from the vrandal, and then out. It was different than the way that Sam drew upon power. The vrandal gave him access to the source that had been cut off from him.

      Could they limit it?

      “We have to stop him,” Sam said, looking to Lilith. “There has to be some way for the three of us to trap him.”

      “We can’t do anything. He’s too powerful. Look how much he’s calling upon.”

      “Anything can be stopped,” Sam said.

      He had used something similar, hadn’t he?

      Alchemy. That was what they needed.

      The alchemy that they had created to stop the Nighlan had pushed back the attack. There had to be something similar that he could do now.

      But not alone.

      He back toward the door. Rasan Tel made a movement toward him, but Sam pushed, holding onto his barrier, and sending it pushing away from him. He had to keep pushing, he had to keep fighting, and he had to keep squeezing that power out, as it might be the only way that he would be able to hold Rasan Tel off.

      “Get Joiner up,” he said, looking over to Tara. “We need his help.”

      She glanced over to Sam but then raced to Joiner, who lay motionless. Sam hoped that he wasn’t gone. If Joiner was gone, then it might already be too late for them.

      “You’re aren’t going to be able to escape,” Sam said. “You have to take this.”

      “But I know where it is,” he said, a sneer in his face. “And now that I have two, I can flow through the conduits. Did you think they would hold me?”

      Sam had no idea what would happen. He had no idea what would work against Rasan Tel. The only thing that he knew was that he had to get help. He reached the door.

      “Tara!”

      A burst of power came toward him. Sam braced, doing the only thing that he could think of. He pulled power through the source, letting it flow through the vrandal, and he formed as stout a barrier as he could. Rasan Tel struck him, and it sent him back.

      He went through the doorway.

      Someone was there, and Sam reacted, spinning, but it was Tara.

      “Sam? I heard you calling, but what is it?”

      Sam nodded to the doorway. “We need alchemy.”

      “What? We don’t have time to create something.”

      “No. The two of us.”

      “It didn’t work. Joiner and Havash—”

      “Don’t know each other the way that we do. And neither of them can see power the way that I can.” He took her hand, and he guided her toward the doorway. He could see Rasan Tel, he could see the power that was starting to bloom from him, and way that he was starting to build it. It was going to radiate outward, and from there…

      Sam had no idea what would happen, only that he was likely would be to escape.

      “We need something powerful,” Sam said. “And I think I know the one. Do you remember the pattern that collapses in upon itself?”

      “I remember it,” she said.

      “You create that. I’m going to lace some of the source within it, and I think it might work.”

      She frowned at him. “Might?”

      “Well, I’m not exactly sure.”

      “And I’m not so sure I love this idea,” she said.

      But even as she said it, she began to build power, the arcane arts flowing, lines angulation forming, and the complicated pattern that they had read about what seemed ages ago in the almanac, built from her, washing outward. It created a weave of power, and as it did it began to flow outward, streaking toward the doorway, and Sam began to add his own element to it.

      He laced power into it, building more and more power, and in doing so, he could feel something forming, some energy, and could feel the way that it was working into that pattern. When it did, he wove it together, and then linked power into it. Sam doubted that even a week ago he would have the skill to twist the combined source and the arcane arts into this force.

      They pushed.

      Before he unleashed it, though, Sam tried one more thing.

      He drew power through the vrandal.

      There came a surge, a buildup of power, and from there…

      It exploded outward and crashed toward Rasan Tel.

      When it did, that power wove toward him.

      Sam held his breath.

      It seemed as if the power should be enough to stop him—at least in this place—but he didn’t have Rasan Tel’s knowledge or experience. What tricks might the other man know about the source?

      Rasan Tel turned to them, a sneer on his face, and he began to form various strands of power, weaving them together, different access point all giving him greater ability. But as he tried to push against them, and what they had woven, it seemed as if he realized that he could not.

      They had created something that even Rasan Tel could not overpower. It continued to collapse, circling around him. He spun in place, trying to fight them, but the pattern started to surround him, and from there Sam knew what would happen.

      It seemed as if Rasan Tel did as well.

      He looked at Sam. “This isn’t over, Samran. You will soon meet your father’s fate.”

      With that, there came a surge of light, and then he disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The inside of the Academy was a welcome sight.

      They had spent quite a bit of time searching around Rasan Tel’s place, his prison, as it was, but they had seen no sign of him. Havash, Joiner, Sam, and Tara had weaved power together, linking it in a way that would wind through the walls and hopefully seal off Rasan Tel from coming back, but Sam doubted that it would even work. He had escaped. Likely into the conduit itself, and from there…

      From there, they knew he could go anywhere.

      But he was still imprisoned.

      Sam looked down at the seal inside the Academy. It had not cracked, though Sam could feel what Bethal had been trying to do. He pushed her ahead of him, holding onto the power through the orb, inactivating anything that she might attempt.

      “It won’t matter,” Bethal said, looking over to Sam. “Now that he has the second vrandal, he’ll be able to escape.”

      “Maybe,” Sam said. “But I still have one. And the seal still holds. And—”

      Bethal started to laugh, and she turned to him. “You think you can stop him?” She sneered at him. “You came here powerless, and look at you now. So confident. So arrogant. All in less than a year. You think that you can learn what he has mastered in a lifetime?”

      Sam didn’t answer, because he didn’t need to. She was not wrong.

      Rasan Tel had mastered those powers in a lifetime, which had made him powerful, but he had something that he suspected Rasan Tel did not. Perhaps something Rasan Tel did not expect. Sam could memorize patterns. He had seen the way that Rasan Tel had been working, weaving different access points together, and had created his own attack.

      The challenge for Sam was reaching multiple access points so that he could counteract Rasan Tel. If he could find some way to do that, then it might be enough.

      “The Nighlan have been pushed back,” he said to Bethal. “The attack is over, the city is safe, and the seal is protected. Even better, we have you here, and can find out all that you know about him.”

      Bethal started to laugh again. “All that I know is not going to protect you from anything. All that I know is only going to show you just how powerful he is, and you will find that he is terrifying.”

      “I can be terrifying,” Joiner said. He looked over to Bethal, and a weave of power that reminded Sam all too much of angulation flowed from him, over a dozen access points utilized in doing so, and he swept around Bethal, constricting and twisting as he did. There wasn’t anything with hard lines, or tight angles as there was with angulation. This was more of a flow, but the way that he used it was similar enough.

      Bethal cried out.

      “I can take that from you, Samran,” Joiner said, taking the orb.

      Joiner pushed power through it, and he assumed it from Sam.

      Sam let him have it. “Where are you going to put her?”

      “The Academy was not constructed to hold prisoners,” Joiner said, “so we will have to design something. Knowing about this, though, gives me some ideas. And other alchemists will be needed to work on it.” He looked at Sam. “I assume you will be willing?”

      Sam nodded. “I will help.”

      “Good. For now, I believe Havash has some ideas about how to hold her. With this orb helping, of course.” He started off, pushing Bethal with him.

      Sam, Tara, and Lilith stood in the bowels of the Academy.

      “What about you?” Sam asked Lilith.

      “I’m not sure,” she said.

      “You studied with him.”

      “I didn’t know who he was. Didn’t know what Rasan Tel was. He was a mentor. With the kind of power I use, there were very few of them. I wanted somebody to teach me so that I can understand how to use my power, but I didn’t know.”

      “I don’t think you could have known,” Sam said. He felt Tara stiffen, but she said nothing. “I think you need to stay here,” Sam said. “At least, while we are trying to figure out what he’s going to do next.”

      “I don’t know if I should,” she said, glancing to Tara.

      “It’s not safe for you to leave. The Nighlan are still out there, and though the Barlands might be powerful with the source, it still isn’t safe.” Sam glanced over to Tara, who frowned. “She’s an alchemist. Maybe not traditionally, but she’s like me.”

      “So you just want to bring her into the Academy?” Tara asked, her voice low.

      “We have to talk to Havash, but she knows more about using the source than I do, and we could all work together. Her, Joiner, and me.”

      And maybe they could find others.

      They had to stop Rasan Tel, but they couldn’t be the last three who had the ability with the source. Sam believed that.

      “There’s something else,” he said. “We have to make different preparations. We’re going to have to find a way to defeat the Nighlan. They know about these weapons now. They must have. That’s what happened before, and we’re going to have to come up with some way to counter them.”

      Tara frowned. “I might have some ideas about that,” she said, looking in the direction that Joiner had gone. “When you were holding onto that, I could feel something within that device, but I could also tell how it was pushing against me, and I recognized something in it.”

      “Similar to the alchemy devices that we created?”

      “Similar enough,” she said. “But not the same. At least, not that I could tell. I don’t know if that makes any sense to you.”

      “It does. I was thinking the same thing. The orb harnesses the source, and it uses that to disrupt the arcane arts. I think if we can find a way to counter that…”

      “You know what his other weapons do?” Tara asked.

      Sam frowned. “No. I haven’t seen anything in the Academy about them.”

      “There wouldn’t be anything here,” Lilith said. She looked around, wrinkling her nose. “This was once a place of those who had access to the source, but they were gone. They’ve been gone for a long time now. It would’ve taken such records away. They had another place they stored that power, but I haven’t been able to find it. And Rasan Tel didn’t reveal it to me.”

      “Another place?” Tara asked.

      Lilith shrugged. “Again, I don’t know, but if we could find that library, we might be able to access what they did, and find a way to counter those weapons.”

      Sam kept his face neutral. “Why don’t we show you to the alchemy tower?” Havash had agreed to it, however reluctantly. “You can get settled there, and then we can begin figuring out the next steps.” Sam glanced over to Tara. “Unless you can think of something else that she should do.”

      Tara bit back any comment, though Sam could easily imagine what she was thinking. Lilith was the person who had pulled Sam away from the Academy. She had been the reason that he had been a captive. She blamed Lilith for all of that, and there was nothing that Sam thought that he could even do or say to counter that. Lilith had done all of those things. She had been a threat, but he believed she had done so because she had come to recognize the danger of Rasan Tel. He believed that she was not that person any longer.

      “I suppose it’s reasonable. You do need to better understand that aspect of your ability. She knows things that Joiner might not. And there might be secrets that Rasan Tel revealed without intending to.”

      Lilith nodded.

      Tara leaned close. “And besides, it might be better to keep her close that we can keep an eye on her. If she’s still working with him…”

      From the slight stiffness of Lilith’s back, Sam suspected that she heard.

      They headed to the alchemy tower, and once they were there Sam showed Lilith to one of the rooms. No one else stayed in this part of the Academy. Perhaps it was time that changed as well. There had been a time when this was the fifth tower, a true fifth tower. Now it was merely a place of study.

      He brought her to one of the rooms and waved his hand along the hallway. “There’s nobody in any of these rooms. The Nighlan attacked here, killing the rest of the alchemists. If Havash agrees, one of these can be yours.”

      “And where is yours?” Lilith asked.

      It was Tara’s turn to stiffen.

      “Not here. At least, not yet. Maybe it’s time that the alchemy tower reopens in full.”

      He left her, headed out into the main part of the alchemy tower, and looked around the lanterns. He looked over to Tara. “She mentioned a library. I think I know where to find it.”

      Tara glanced back. “I don’t know that you should bring her to that place.”

      “No,” Sam said. “I don’t either. I’m not entirely sure that we can trust her fully. Not yet. But she did help against Rasan Tel.”

      “That you know of,” Tara said.

      “She was there. She was fighting against him. And—”

      Tara took his hand and glanced back to the rooms where they had left Lilith. “Bethal escaped under her watch.”

      “You saw how powerful Bethal got.”

      “That was before she got that powerful.” She forced him to look at her. “There’s something else, Sam. It’s been bothering me ever since you were abducted, and bothering me even more now that we know who she studied with.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s your father, Sam. If he knew him, and if your father was lost in the Barlands, what if Lilith was responsible for what happened to your parents?”

      She was right. Maybe there was a reason for him to be more concerned about Lilith.
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      Don’t miss the next book in The Alchemist: Alchemist Arcanist!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Alchemist Adept. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful. Review link HERE.

      

      Want to send me a message?

      danmichaelsonauthor@gmail.com.

      

      Join my reader group! Dan Michaelson Newsletter

      

      Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      

      All our best,

      Dan Michaelson

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Series by Dan Michaelson

          

        

      

    

    
      Cycle of Dragons

      The Alchemist

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Similar Series by D.K. Holmberg

          

        

      

    

    
      The Dragonwalkers Series

      The Dragonwalker

      The Dragon Misfits

      The Dragon Thief

      Cycle of Dragons

      

      Elemental Warrior Series:

      Elemental Academy

      The Elemental Warrior

      The Cloud Warrior Saga

      The Endless War

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by ASH Publishing

      

      Cover art by Rebecca Frank

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  

cover.jpeg
. NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

DK HOLMBERG.:
:DAN MICHAELSON





images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg
B LETRS
: :
< THE /\LCHEM,.// ¥ - -

~ Bk"“ﬁ“@'ﬁ&){ﬁ‘t‘i@ '
DAN MICHAEISON





images/00003.jpeg





