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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Academy should have been home for Sam Bilson, but at times it still felt foreign to him. Sometimes, he felt as if he were nothing more than an outsider, an imposter pretending to be a part of something he was never meant to be. Today was one of those.

      Sam still had not grown fully accustomed to spending all his time teaching, or at least all his free time. He had an understanding of what was expected of him, especially as he had been at the Academy now for nearly a year, to the point where he knew what would be asked of him. Still, he had avoided part of his responsibility for far longer than he probably should have. Ever since returning from the attack in which Rasan Tel escaped, he had been more focused on dealing with that potential threat than on working with the alchemy tower, despite his promise to Havash. He felt conflicted, partly because the dangers that existed with Rasan Tel, and the Nighlan, were greater than what they had faced before, especially now that the man was free of his prison.

      Nothing changed the fact that he was the alchemy master now. If he didn’t teach, wouldn’t others, including Havash, understand?

      Sam trudged up the stairs to the classroom. Most of the classes were in the same part of the Academy, and the alchemy classroom was no different. It was a far cry from what it had been like when he had been learning alchemy, those earliest days spent trying to understand the basics and recognizing that the teacher didn’t understand the truth of it. At the time, Sam had believed that Havash knew nearly all there was to know about alchemy. Now, he realized that the grandam barely scratched the surface. Most within the Academy knew little more than surface-level alchemy. Even those who knew more—like Chasten—didn’t have access to the source, which provided them with the ability to perform a very different type of alchemy. The students might not be ready for everything that Sam could teach.

      Today’s was a third-year class. These were all students who had survived the Academy, passing tests designed to exclude those not quite as capable. As he made his way toward the classroom, Sam contemplated what he would teach. There were many different aspects of alchemy that he could instruct the students in, though he had not found any with the ability to reach for the source. He would have no choice but to pull any who did into the alchemy tower. Anyone who could reach the source would be needed.

      But then, the alchemy tower was filled with those interested in learning more about alchemy on their own. They were the advanced students, and those interested in becoming advanced.

      Sam took a deep breath, pushed the door open, and looked over the students gathered in rows. The room was arranged in long tables set atop tiered platforms, each higher than the next. Most of the students sat close to him and his level, though a few sat toward the back as if they didn’t want to get too close to him. He could hear them talking, even though they were trying to use some measure of the arcane arts to mask their voices. It was challenging to mask anything from Sam, as he saw the lines of power swirling around them and could nudge them ever so slightly, causing them to fail.

      “Can’t believe that he can teach us anything,” Wayand said. Sam had had difficulty with him in the past, though not quite as much as with some other students. It was more arrogance in Wayand’s case, and though Sam understood the reason behind his arrogance—that he didn’t think that he should be learning from somebody who had only been the Academy for little more than a year—he also had to find a way to get through to the young man.

      A part of Sam didn’t have any interest in teaching those who refused to learn, but he also wondered what it would’ve been like had his instructors felt the same way. There had been times when he had looked bored in classes, though that was partly because he simply could not perform the same kind of angulation and arcane arts as everybody else in the Academy. Also, he had already memorized anything that the teachers might be able to offer him.

      What would he offer these students?

      As he listened to the conversation, Sam heard several different comments about the Nighlan.

      And then he knew what he would talk about.

      “We’re going to talk about the Nighlan war today,” Sam began, taking place near the chalkboard behind him. A table stood at the front of the room, with two alchemy lanterns on either side, casting it in a pale, almost green light. The lanterns were old and skillfully made. Any of the ancient alchemists who had made anything like that were long since gone. “Now, I don’t think that any of you were asked to be involved in the alchemy war, though there were some students called into action.”

      He let the words hang, saying nothing about his own involvement, though he knew the students here, especially third-years as they were, would have heard rumors. There might’ve been some exaggeration, but he and Tara had indeed been involved in the Nighlan war in ways that almost no other students could claim. Many of the fourth-years had been readying for the possibility that they might need to be a part of the fighting, but not all of them had been. And very few of the lower-level students had been prepared. Most of them had known that the Nighlan might attack, but that they would be unlikely to be asked to do anything more than resist and protect the Academy in any way possible if it came down to it.

      “I like to hear the rumors that you might have heard about the war,” Sam said.

      He waited a moment. There was no conversation for a little while, the students seeming to silently debate how much to share.

      Finally, someone spoke up. “Is it true that you fought in it?”

      This was from a mousy young woman in the front. Eva was one of the older third-year students, and from what he’d heard, she had to work hard to maintain her position. Sam had a soft spot for people who worked hard.

      “It’s true.”

      “Is it true that you took on an entire contingent of the Nighlan yourself?”

      Sam couldn’t tell who asked the question.

      “That’s not true,” he said. “I was called into action to help create alchemical devices to help the Academy. Alchemy involves a certain skill, like the arcane arts, but it’s also different. There are ways of using alchemy that are dissimilar to what you’ve learned here. That’s what we’re here to teach you about. Once you understand some of the basics, you can identify skilled alchemists. If you face the Nighlan, we will need skilled alchemists.”

      “There’s very little that alchemy can do that we can’t do with the arcane arts,” Wayand said.

      “Is that what you believe?” Sam looked up. He leveled his gaze on the student and found him trying to create another angulated pattern, though Sam recognized the slight inaccuracy in it even as he did. He gave it a subtle nudge using a line of power from the source, causing the angulation to falter. Wayand blinked momentarily and frowned as he looked down at Sam. “Perhaps you’d like to take an opportunity to show me. I know there are games students play to prove yourselves.”

      He said nothing about the fact that he had been a student himself not that long ago, and partaken in some of those games, though Sam had never truly been a part of them. He had done so out of coercion, not because he necessarily wanted to. Sam had always been cautious.

      There were none in the Academy whom he feared would be able to overpower him. And there was value in using those games, in learning how to fight if it came down to it. The students needed that. It was part of why he had brought up the war in the first place.

      “Maybe,” Wayand said.

      “Perhaps you’d like to show me. I won’t use the arcane arts, and I would ask you to do anything you think might be able to incapacitate me.”

      “It seems like a trick,” Wayand said.

      “It is,” Sam admitted. “But the trick is that you need to see the truth. And if it takes an opportunity to attack me to do that, then so be it. What do you think?”

      Wayand shrugged, glancing around at the others. Many of them snickered slightly as he got to his feet. “Fine. I’ll play your game. I’m skilled. You should know that.”

      “I would think nothing else from a student of your level,” Sam said.

      The young man glowered for a moment and then got to his feet. Sam waited for him to start making his way down the stairs. It reminded him of when he had challenged Havash and proven himself that way. He wasn’t exactly sure that this was the right way to go about reaching the students, but perhaps it wouldn’t be the wrong way, either.

      Most of the others looked upon Wayand with a hint of concern. Not all, however. Some regarded him with irritation. Did he cause trouble for others the way that Gresham and Tracen had once  tormented Sam? Not once. They still do. Even as the master of alchemy, Sam struggled with them. There were bullies at each level, he knew that.

      When Wayand made it down, he stopped across from the table and looked at Sam, frowning slightly. “What do you want now?”

      “I’m going to allow you to prove to me that the arcane arts are more powerful. I believe you’ve played the game Shitunable?” Sam regarded him for a moment until he nodded. “In this case, I’m going to let you have an opportunity to do whatever you want to do.”

      “Whatever I want?”

      Sam could hear a hint of mocking to the young man’s tone, but there was something else within it as well, something that struck Sam as almost eager.

      And he understood. Wayand probably believed that Sam didn’t deserve this. Plenty of students—and possibly even some master instructors—felt that way.

      “Within reason,” Sam said. “Because, of course, I don’t need you killing your instructor.”

      That wasn’t the point of the game, either. It was to prove prowess and strength with the arcane arts. When it came to Wayand, Sam doubted the arcane artist would pose much of a challenge. The student probably had skill at several offensive attacks, but it was unlikely they would cause him much difficulty.

      He was rewarded by Wayand suddenly forming a considerably massive sphere of power. The control was decent, though there was an element to the pattern that wasn’t quite right. Sam was tempted to nudge it into the proper alignment, mostly because he had seen something like this before, and he understood what would happen if he were to allow it to explode.

      “Now, I’m not so sure that you want something quite like that here.”

      Wayand frowned. “How do you—”

      Sam reacted.

      He quickly wove a series of strands together, drawing from the source and wrapping it around the explosive ball of energy that Wayand intended to unleash. Control over something like that would be poor, especially in a room like this, and that irritated Sam more than anything else. Would Wayand risk endangering other students to prove a point?

      Sam condensed the ball.

      As he did, he could feel his opponent trying to squeeze, and rather than permitting it, he stretched through the ball that he held, nudged several of the strands, and caused it to fizzle out. Then he collapsed the woven ball of energy around it. A slight burst of air when it was done sent Wayand staggering backward.

      “Now,” Sam said, turning to the class, but he realized that Wayand wasn’t done.

      More lines of pale white energy began to stream from him as he started to form something else. This was a different kind of attack, one Sam had seen before, and its complexity was greater than he had anticipated Wayand having the ability to use. More than that, there seemed to be an almost familiar element laced within it.

      Is he drawing upon the source?

      There weren’t others in the Academy who could do so with any real strength, but this seemed to be a latticework of energy that wove together with not only the arcane arts—the most obvious aspect of it—but also a trace of green energy. It didn’t seem to have any control, so as Sam turned back to Wayand, he wrapped him along with what he was holding into a sphere. Then he stepped forward, joining his student inside of it. He couldn’t tell what the intent of the attack was, only that the burst of laced energy was going to be incredibly explosive, especially with a hint of the source added to it.

      “Do you want to do that?” Sam asked, his voice soft. “The others can’t hear us now, but I can tell what you’re starting to construct. I’m not sure that you want to use an attack like that on any of your instructors, regardless of what you might feel about me.”

      Wayand’s eyes widened slightly.

      “No,” Sam said as Wayand started to stop his weave, “go ahead. I want you to do everything you can. When you fail—and you will fail—you will no longer question my lessons.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I am talking about what you’re trying to do here.” Sam took a step off to the side, studying the forming pattern. “I can see the power you have. It’s not inconsiderable. Though I don’t suspect you even know what you’re doing here.” He jabbed at one of the strands, causing it to shift slightly. The effect was evident, and Sam could feel the energy build up. “There. That’s how you weave that strand. If you want to angulate this more correctly, you have to hold several in a different orientation. I can help you, but you aren’t going to hold this quite the way you have it. And . . .” Sam focused on the bit of the source that he found there within it. It was faint, and then he began to pluck at it, trying to draw it through. That aspect of the source was just enough that Sam could feel how he had it held, and he strained to try to draw more out.

      When he did, Wayand gasped. A faint, pale green streamer flowed from him. Sam had scarcely found anybody in the Academy with any access to the source, but he shouldn’t have been surprised that somebody like this would have it. Wayand probably had been using the source all along, which might have been causing his connection to the arcane arts to be somewhat askew. It was a wonder that he had progressed as far as he had.

      “Can you feel it?” Sam asked. Wayand glowered at him. “I’ll take that as a yes. And now, because you can feel it, what I’d like you to do is to focus on what else you can feel that I’m doing. Do you feel the power increasing?”

      Wayand said nothing.

      “You won’t be able to use it on me. So just answer the question.”

      He flicked his gaze past Wayand to the class, sitting and watching. The other students would be able to see their mouths moving and know that Sam had wrapped Wayand in a bubble of energy to keep them from listening. They probably wondered just what it was that Sam was saying to him.

      “I’m sure that you can feel this. I can tell what you’re trying to do, even if it’s not complete,” Sam said. He allowed the pattern to finish, but he had already split off nearly three dozen separate split strands and woven them around the pattern of angulation that Wayand had attempted. “What do you think that will do?”

      “I was just going to try to throw you back,” Wayand said.

      “Interesting. Well, had I not intervened, you just trying to throw me back was more than likely going to blow a hole in the wall. And probably through me, if I wasn’t careful.” Wayand shrugged. “It’s a good thing I’m careful. And it’s a good thing that I understand the kind of power that you’re trying to pull.” Better than most, Sam didn’t add. “Would you like to see what this would do?”

      Wayand looked at him, and now there was a note of concern in his eyes. He seemed worried. Terrified. This wasn’t someone who wanted to harm him. This was somebody who wanted to prove himself. Wayand might not even know what it was that he was doing, how foolish he was being in trying to draw upon that power.

      “You don’t have to show me anything,” he said.

      “I don’t have to, but I think you need me to. And if I hold back, you might miss the opportunity to understand just how dangerous some of these patterns can be. Many of them are not only destructive, but also incredibly violent. Is that your intention?”

      Wayand shook his head.

      “I didn’t think so. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to let it release, but I’m going to do so slowly. I want your focus on what you feel. That’s going to be the most important thing here now. What you feel is the kind of power that would have been unleashed quickly were I not to hold it the way I am.” Sam focused and then slowly, steadily, began to back down, drawing that power out so that he could call it through him and let it slowly start to ease away.

      Sam had to tamp down on the power, adding additional strands to compress it. Some part of it fought him.

      Too much of it. He was losing control.

      He turned away from Wayand.

      “Sam? I mean Master—”

      “Back away,” Sam said.

      Wayand stepped back as Sam tried to contain it. He shouldn’t have been taunting a student of this level, tempting him to draw upon that much power.

      He added another layer of protection and began to pull the source free of the pattern he’d formed, but he didn’t know if that would work. He could nudge the strands, but if he did that, they might begin to explode on him uncontrollably. The only way he would be able to do it would be to modify it. Sam hadn’t tried doing that before, but he knew the concept should work.

      He hurriedly added his source into the weave, mixing more and more into it, until the weave shifted, the pattern changed, and he could feel the power shifting and sliding. Finally, it dissipated in a puff of nothingness.

      Letting out a shaky breath, he looked to Wayand, who was watching with his eyes wide. How much of that had he been aware of?

      “It’s time to get back to our topic for the day,” Sam said, releasing the held source from around him and turning to the rest of the class. “Any questions?”

      Hands went up all around him.

      Sam looked at Wayand again, and now there was a different expression in his eyes. Was it surprise? Fear? Or maybe just indifference? He didn’t know. At this point, he was too tired to care.

      How could he have survived an attack from Rasan Tel and the Nighlan, only to very nearly blow himself up in his own alchemy class?
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      James found him in the hall later that day. He had on his Academy robes and a stack of books under one arm. When he saw Sam, he tipped his head politely. “Master Bilson, if you don’t mind, I would love to have a word with you.”

      Sam slowed, and turned to him. “I suppose you want to harass me the way that the third-year students were.”

      James started to laugh. He glanced to either side at some of the people making their way down the hall before turning back to Sam. “Stories are starting to get out about how you are teaching alchemy. I have to admit that I am a little curious to have you give me a lesson like that. Unless you don’t think I could tolerate it.”

      The class had only been out for a little while, not nearly long enough for rumors to have spread that quickly. At least, it shouldn’t have been.

      “I wasn’t exactly intending to give a lesson quite like that,” Sam said. “I was trying to make a point.”

      “Oh, you did. From the way it sounds, you were using alchemy to try to attack one of your students?” James arched a brow and grinned somewhat playfully, which didn’t help Sam’s mood whatsoever.

      “Are those the rumors that are getting around?”

      “Something like that.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice slightly. “You know how things are. I’m sure it isn’t quite the way it was described, but the story has to start somewhere. And given that it involves you . . . Who knows what the mysterious Master Bilson might do? He’s unlike any other instructor in the Academy. Can you believe that he got his position after only a year?”

      “Less than a year,” Sam muttered.

      James snorted. “What did happen?”

      Sam looked around the hall. The crowd had started to thin as other students were heading to classes. He didn’t have any other courses to teach at this point, and that was probably for the best. He didn’t want to have to deal with students any longer.

      “A mistake,” he said. “I let him get to me.”

      “Well, if it was Wayand, and that’s what the stories are saying, then no one can fault you for letting him get to you. He gets on plenty of nerves. Certainly on mine.”

      “You wouldn’t have had much interaction with him.”

      “You would think so, but unfortunately, we’ve been starting to pair off with some of the older students. Especially in angulation. The instructors want all of us to have a level of preparation, so that if we are attacked by the Nighlan again, we are ready to defend ourselves.” The boy shook his head. “I can’t even say that’s a terrible idea.”

      “I have tried to help you so that you would be ready if we had to face the Nighlan again.” Sam had been working with James, helping him understand different aspects of the alchemy power that he might have to use, especially as he had invited James into the alchemy tower.

      “I’m thankful for everything you’ve done, but I’ve learned more than I would’ve expected from the other students. Probably the same way that you and Stone worked together. Well, maybe not quite the same way,” he said, grinning at Sam. James glanced around before locking his eyes on the stairs leading up to one of the classrooms. Probably the angulation classroom, if Sam was right. “I hadn’t expected to learn as much as I have there. The type of angulation I’ve mastered is more than what I’ve ever been able to do. There’s only so much that I can learn from books. Sorry.”

      Sam shook his head. “You don’t have to apologize. Everybody learns a little differently. It’s easier for me to learn from books than from somebody trying to demonstrate things for me.”

      “That’s how you’ve gotten to the point where you are,” James said.

      That wasn’t entirely true, but Sam wasn’t about to argue with him about it. He had gotten to the point where he was partly because of his ability to read and master and remember almost everything he saw, but he had also begun to test and challenge what he had learned to see if there were other answers. Had Sam not figured out the latticework of energy that he could weave together to the source, he doubted that he would’ve been able to defeat Rasan Tel. Sam had been working with that, testing whether he could reach through the source, gathering different strands of it, splitting it to strengthen things for him.

      James patted him on the arm. “What kind of things are you going to teach my class when you come the next time? I hope you don’t think you need to attack me.” He winked at Sam.

      “Why would I think that?”

      “Oh, I think people remember our friendship all too well. Even though you’re now a master instructor, I’m still your friend. At least, I think I’m still your friend. You don’t spend as much time with me as you used to.”

      “Would you stop?”

      James laughed. “What about Tara? I haven’t seen her at all. Since the two of you returned from wherever it was you went off to, she’s been a ghost. At least you’re easy enough to find. You have to teach, so your obligations keep you around. Tara is different, though.”

      “I think if it was up to her, she would never leave the library.”

      “I haven’t seen her there.”

      Sam cursed himself. Only a few people knew about Voran, and James was not one of them. “The restricted section. When you get far enough in your studies, you’ll get the opportunity to study there, as well.”

      “Great. More books. Though if it helps me do anything close to what Tara can do, I suppose it’s worth it. She’s one of the most advanced arcane artists we’ve ever seen. Well, other than you.”

      “James—”

      “I know. You don’t use the arcane arts the same way as I do,” he said, taking a mocking tone that seemed meant to imitate Sam. “That doesn’t mean that you still aren’t knowledgeable in them. You can deny it. But you’ve told me about aspects of how you use the arcane arts that are so different from what I have ever contemplated. You tell me that you can’t even use them, but I’ve seen you use something similar enough—and far more fluidly and quickly than I could even consider.”

      Sam decided not to argue with him that it wasn’t the arcane arts. There were certain things that he couldn’t prove. “You just have to keep working. It’s going to get easier for you. I promise.”

      “I’m not worried about it getting easier,” James said. “What I’m worried about is the Nighlan attacking again. There have been almost constant attacks ever since you came here. You’ve been a part of stopping all of them, and I think that’s why you don’t see it quite as terrifying as the rest of us do. But those of us who haven’t been a part of it and who’ve only heard about the attacks start to feel a little helpless, you know? That’s why I’m thankful that the angulation instructors have been working with us on higher-level angulation, so that if it comes down to it, we might be able to defend ourselves against those who have a different kind of power than we do.”

      James looked over to the stairs, and Sam realized that somebody was waiting for the boy. He couldn’t tell who it was, but the figure seemed to have a slender form. “Anyway, I should get going back to class. Some of us still have to go to class.” James shifted his robes. “Although, there is a part of me that wishes that I didn’t have to, that I could just do what you can do. But then I remember that you studied far more than I ever did to get to the point you’re at, and—”

      “And I still have to go to class,” Sam said. “It’s just that now I’m standing in front of it.”

      James grinned. “That’s right.” He hurried off.

      Sam breathed out a frustrated sigh. Then he turned, heading down the hall, before taking the door leading into the cafeteria. From there, there was another doorway, one that led to a private dining area for the master instructors. It had taken Sam a while to feel comfortable going to that dining hall. He didn’t feel as if he truly belonged there, though he did like the privacy that it offered him, in that he didn’t have to deal with some of the other students.

      The room wasn’t empty.

      Havash sat with a tray of food in front of him. He looked up as Sam entered, and waved toward the food off to the side. When Sam had been a student, he’d been enthralled with the idea that he could have as much food as he could ever want. Having been essentially living on the streets before coming to the Academy, that had been an impressive prize for him—far more impressive than almost anything else that he had been offered. Even now, he still found himself eating faster than he probably should.

      “Master Bilson,” Havash said. “It’s early for you to visit. Usually, you take your food back to the alchemy tower.” He arched a brow, leaving unsaid that it wasn’t just that he went to the alchemy tower, but also to Voran. Havash knew, even if he couldn’t reach it himself.

      “I just wanted to grab something before I left,” Sam said.

      Havash nodded and lifted a sweet roll, taking a bite before glancing back at Sam. “There are rumors about you.”

      Sam breathed out heavily as he took a seat across from Havash. He’d only grabbed an apple, several rolls, and a few cookies. He knew he should probably get something healthier, but he just didn’t have the stomach for it. “I’m sorry. I made a mistake when I was working with the third-level students. I didn’t know that he—” He shook his head, not wanting to tell Havash about the faint tracing of the source in what Wayand had created. “Anyway, you can rest assured it’s not going to happen again.”

      Havash started to laugh. “Did you think that I was upset?”

      Sam frowned. “You aren’t?”

      The man shrugged. “Well, perhaps I should be. I would like to know more about what happened, especially as you seem to be quite flustered by it, but no. That is not at all what I wanted to talk to you about. There are other stories about you that I think you need to address.”

      “And which are those?”

      “The stories that have been spreading about how you have potentially been working with the Nighlan.” When Sam started to object, Havash raised his hand, cutting him off. “Now, we both know how ridiculous that is, but given the number of attacks on the Academy in the time since you came here, it’s not surprising that this has started to spread. It’s more surprising that it took this long.”

      “You know I have nothing to do with the Nighlan.”

      “The only thing you have to do with the Nighlan is the fact that you are the reason we’ve maintained our independence from them as long as we have. But no. I merely wanted you to be aware of it so that if you were to take specific actions,” he said, arching a brow at Sam, which left Sam thinking that perhaps Havash had heard some of the rumors despite his denials, “you would be aware of how things might be perceived. You have not been a master instructor at the Academy very long. It can be difficult. There’s a reason that not all who train here stay and teach. Teaching is for those who have the stomach for it.”

      “I think if I had an option to do otherwise, I probably wouldn’t,” Sam said.

      “And it would be our loss,” Havash said.

      The way he said it suggested to Sam that he meant it. Still, it was strange to hear, and stranger to believe.

      “I will take your advice to heart,” Sam said.

      Havash nodded. “I certainly hope so. You know, when we did have true alchemists at the Academy, we very rarely had anybody with your kind of skill. Nor did we have anybody who had an interest in furthering their skill. I suppose that should have been a sign for me, and the others, about just what that meant for the Academy, but we never really understood the truth about alchemy, I suppose.”

      That truth was still tricky for Sam to explain to those who didn’t know it. “I know you want me teaching,” Sam said. He plucked the apple off the table, looking at it for a moment. “And I feel like I need to be teaching. At least, I need to be teaching so that those who have any potential with alchemy can continue to develop that gift.” Up until earlier today, Sam would’ve thought that nobody in the Academy had any ability with alchemy. Now that he had encountered Wayand, he knew there was at least one—regardless of how Sam might feel about him. “My concern is that I might be the only person who can be looking for Rasan Tel and what he might be doing.”

      “You’re not the only one. And you aren’t even the only one who can use the conduits.” Havash took another bite of his roll and chewed slowly. “Joiner was more than pleased to give up his responsibilities at the Academy. I don’t think he cared for it very much. And Lilith has proven adept as well. Between the two of them, we have our ways of searching. I have other instructors going with them to pair arcane artists with alchemists, as we’ve seen that one can defend the other.” He looked Sam in the eye. “And since you and Master Stone tend to travel together, there’s no need for you to have somebody assigned to you, so don’t even ask.”

      Sam wouldn’t have, though he doubted that Havash would have asked him to do that, anyway. Having anyone other than Tara with him probably would’ve been a mistake. They worked well together, but that wasn’t the only reason that he preferred pairing up with her. Tara understood what he needed, and she understood how to mix the arcane arts with his use of alchemy. They were able to defend themselves against different attacks than he would have been able to alone.

      “I know Joiner’s been looking. And Lilith.” Both of them had talked to Sam about what they were doing. It had been difficult for Joiner, in particular, to treat Sam as if he were his instructor, though Lilith had not had any real difficulty acknowledging that he had a different level of understanding of the source. Perhaps that was from her time with Rasan Tel. “But there are things that I can do, places that I can go, that—”

      “That will only draw Rasan Tel to you,” Havash said. “I know, eventually we are going to have to draw him out. We don’t know what he intends, only that he has used the Nighlan to attack enough that we need to be ready. And we will be. Between the three of you, we have a way of traveling we wouldn’t have otherwise.” He snorted. “Well, we do have alchemy, but alchemical devices that can transport us that way are rare and incredibly expensive. At least, they have been.” He looked Sam in the eye. “I don’t suppose that you’ve had any luck creating more of them?”

      “I can make the conduit transports, but I don’t think they’re safe to use. At least, not without somebody who can control the conduit as well,” Sam said. That had been hard for Havash to hear, especially as he hadn’t necessarily believed that Sam was telling him the truth. They had already argued about it, with Sam trying to make the point that he wasn’t holding the conduit hostage so much as trying to share with Havash that Rasan Tel had control over the conduits, and if Tel knew that somebody was using them, he had the possibility of drawing them through.

      “Chasten says—”

      “I know what Chasten says, but Chasten doesn’t use alchemy in the same way that I do. And he doesn’t have the same comfort with conduits as I do. I hope you can trust me in this.”

      Havash breathed out heavily, looking around the room before shaking his head. “I trust you. I just keep searching for alternatives. That is my role, you know.”

      “Actually, your role is to defend the Academy. You are the grandam, after all. So let others worry about protecting Olway and the rest of the city.”

      Havash glowered for a moment. “You know, when I found you in the Barlands, I never realized what a headache you’d be. You had strength, there was no doubting that, and your sister had potential, so I believed that it was reasonable to bring her here, but never in my wildest dreams would I have thought that you, the boy with no magic, would be the one who ended up saving the Academy.”

      “I haven’t saved it.”

      “Not yet, but I have faith, Samran. As should you.”

      Sam gathered the desserts he had chosen, along with the fruit, and got to his feet. “Thanks for the talk, Grandam.”

      “Of course.”

      Sam headed away from the dining hall, back down to the alchemy tower, thoughts turning in his head. Regardless of what Havash claimed, Sam felt he still had a different role to play. And increasingly, he wondered if he was wasting his time here in the Academy, working with students, when the more significant threat was outside the walls.

      Until he stopped that threat, did it make sense to teach those who wouldn’t even be able to have a hand in defending Olway? Even if he made preparations and drew out Rasan Tel, he wasn’t sure that he had enough skill with alchemy to do anything.

      It felt as if he were spinning in place, and he couldn’t keep doing that. Rasan Tel certainly wasn’t. Sam had to start making plans.
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      The inside of the alchemy tower was quiet today, which Sam figured was a good thing. There was only one student, a second-year named Theodore, who was seated at the table. He looked up, nodding respectfully to Sam as he passed through the hall on his way toward the lantern room, then turned his attention back to his books.

      It still felt odd to Sam for others to treat him with a measure of respect. Then again, he was now the master of alchemy. The title fit, regardless of how he felt about himself. There were very few others capable of performing the kind of alchemy that Sam now could. Joiner could reach for the source, but not with as many access points. The same could be said about Lilith, though she also didn’t have any real ties to the Academy—then again, neither had Joiner up until recently. Chasten understood traditional alchemy, but Sam had much of that skill, as well.

      It left Sam Bilson as master of alchemy and head of the tower.

      He made his way into the lantern room, pausing there briefly. He did so three times a day, mainly to check for any intrusions upon the Academy, though he didn’t expect to find anything. Sam  had placed the strands of the source around here himself, linking them around the lantern room so that nobody could surprise them, and had woven them in such a complex pattern that anyone short of Rasan Tel himself wouldn’t be able to undo what he had done. But Sam knew better than to get too confident with his pattern, to believe he was untouchable. Tel had proven too many times that he could get to them.

      The lanterns were quiet. Sam triggered them quickly, weaving half a dozen different strands together, pressing them from the source into each of the lanterns and activating the transport to Voran.

      The transport happened rapidly, in little more than a blink of an eye. By the time he emerged from the conduit into the library of Voran, barely a heartbeat had passed.

      Tara sat at a table, a pile of books stacked in front of her. She looked up as Sam appeared. Her dark hair hung loose, draping in her face, and there was a smudge of ink on one cheek. A notebook rested next to her, which she was using to take notes on what she was reading.

      “You don’t need to check on me. I’m fine.”

      “I needed to know if you wanted to return,” Sam said, taking a seat across from her. The air in Voran had a strange, almost musty quality, but Sam was accustomed to that by now. He had been to Voran so many times that it was familiar to him, almost comforting.

      “Why would I return? I have everything I need here.”

      “Everything?” he asked, arching a brow.

      She paused, setting her hands on the table, looking up to meet his gaze. “If that’s some sort of implication that I didn’t have you here, well . . . I knew you were eventually coming, and so then I would have everything I needed here.” She said the last words with a hint of a smile, which elicited one from Sam as well.

      “Have you uncovered anything?”

      “Not really,” she said. “I feel like I’m now at an advanced stage—”

      “You only now feel that way?”

      “It’s not as easy as you think,” she said. She pulled a book in front of her, resting it on top of her notebook, and flipped it open. The pages were covered in a series of symbols, and it had taken them a long time to interpret them. Sam a little less than Tara, but now she was a master of reading through it as well. “Everything here is complex. I feel like I master one topic, only to move on to another where I still feel like I’m struggling to get any headway. I know that you don’t understand what that’s like, but it’s hard for me.”

      Sam sat back, sweeping his gaze around the inside of the Voran library, chuckling to himself. Thousands of books were crammed into the bookshelves. Lanterns surrounded them, circling the walls. There was an energy in the air, as well, though that might just have been from him activating the conduit, or perhaps from Tara having been using the arcane arts. He wasn’t sure which. Every so often, Tara would begin to glow, the power circling her, creating a spiraling pattern as she attempted what she read on the page, or perhaps some other pattern that she thought that she needed to try. Then it faded, disappearing back into nothingness.

      “It’s hard for me, too.”

      “Really? You, with a perfect memory, have a hard time?”

      “It’s nearly perfect,” Sam said with a hint of a smile. “And I don’t have books like you do that can guide me through what I need to know.”

      “What do you mean? There are hundreds upon hundreds of books here that can.”

      Sam breathed out heavily. There were, and he had read most of them. He made a point of spending as much time reading through these volumes as possible. He devoured them, knowing that would be the secret to defeating Rasan Tel and keeping the Academy safe, supporting those that he cared about. But even in that, he wasn’t sure that he had the one thing he needed.

      Experience.

      Rasan Tel had decades of experience using the source—perhaps more, depending on how time had passed in his prison—something that Sam sorely lacked. He had Joiner and Lilith, who had worked with those who were far more capable, but even the two of them didn’t know many of the things that Rasan Tel did. The man had made a point of keeping information from Lilith, and Joiner simply had not had an opportunity to master many of the techniques before his mentor had been taken from him.

      What Sam needed was something that could not be found in books. That was a lesson that he had received from Joiner but that had been reinforced by Rasan Tel himself. Experience was one thing he could not cheat.

      “I’ve been trying to work with as much as I can,” he said. “I’ve been accessing the source, trying to twist as many different strands as possible, testing different combinations and seeing if I might come up with something new, but . . .”

      “It’s not going to be something new that matters,” Tara said, reaching across the table and taking his hands. Hers were a bit cold, clammy, which left him wondering if she was perhaps more dehydrated or overworked here than he had realized. “You just need to find another form of what you already know. We know that we’re going to have to imprison Rasan Tel again, right?”

      Sam shrugged. “That’s what we’ve been assuming.”

      “Assuming because it’s right. We have to imprison him. Put him back.”

      “Or something more definitive,” Sam said.

      “Maybe,” she said. “I don’t know if it’s even going be possible. With the kind of power that he accesses and as much as he can draw upon the source, it’s possible you won’t be able to kill him. And that’s what you’re talking about, Sam. You have to stop dancing around it, and we have to be more upfront with our objectives. That’s the only way that we’re going to be able to win this war.”

      War. That was what it was, yet it was difficult for him to label it as such, and even more difficult for him to consider himself a part of something like that. But the Nighlan were still pushing. Those from Olway and the Academy were trying to do all they could to push back the threat, but now that Rasan Tel was freed, the Nighlan had been operating with a very different strategy than before. They were attacking openly and with considerable force, trying to destroy anybody who had access to the arcane arts and cut down anyone who could reach the source.

      So far, Olway had been safe.

      But only Olway. Other places had not been saved.

      Joiner was proof of that. There were others like him, others who had resisted the Nighlan, others like Sam’s very first instructors with his kind of magic, but now those were gone, and they were forced to rely upon what was left.

      It wasn’t going to be enough. Regardless of what they wanted, the Nighlan had numbers. And they had Rasan Tel, now freed, and with the experience Sam lacked.

      He hated that he questioned himself, hated that he had that self-doubt, but it was difficult for him to feel any other way. Time in the Academy had changed him. Though he had protected the Academy, he still felt out of his depth. The Nighlan were dangerous, but Sam could manage that. It was Rasan Tel who left him questioning his abilities.

      “Why don’t you see if you can’t help me with this?” Tara said, seeming to sense his mood. “There’s a pattern here that I don’t quite understand. I think it should work for me to mix a certain aspect here, but the more I focus on it, the harder it is for me to tell if there’s anything that I can do.”

      “You can figure it out,” Sam said. “You are a master of the Academy.”

      “As are you,” she said.

      Sam got up and looked around the bookshelves, scanning each of them. He had spent so much time here, skimming through the tomes, locking that knowledge into his mind, but he hadn’t found anything more useful. Certainly nothing that would help him understand what Rasan Tel intended or how to defeat him again.

      “I think the issue for me is that we’ve been spending all this time at the Academy,” he started, sticking a book back into the shelves. He’d already read that one, as well. “And basically just waiting on Rasan Tel to make the next move. We know that he’s going to, and we keep anticipating that we’ll find something there, but we haven’t heard about him doing anything.”

      “We should be thankful for that,” Tara said.

      “I am,” Sam said. And he was. Having not had to deal with Rasan Tel for the better part of the last three months was reassuring. The problem was that Sam knew it was a temporary reprieve. Others had started to settle in, getting far too comfortable with the quiet, even though the Nighlan were attacking along their borders. They knew that there was a danger coming their way. They knew that they had to be cautious with the Nighlan and what they intended, but most were also content to stay walled up within the Academy, as if it could protect them indefinitely. The Academy hadn’t protected them from the attacks in the past, so he had a hard time thinking it would continue to the way others wanted. “I’ve been making preparations. It’s just that any I make feel like they’re not enough.”

      She closed her book, looking up at him briefly. Then her gaze flicked to the bookshelves behind him. Some of these books were strictly about reaching for the source, though quite a few spoke of the arcane arts. “You don’t know that they’re not enough. You just think so. We don’t know what Rasan Tel will be able to do, to what degree he might be able to overthrow your preparations. And mine, as well. We just know that he will try. This is why I’m here, reading through all of this so that I can master as much of the arcane arts as possible and we can be prepared for him. I’ve been working with many of the master instructors to get them ready, too.”

      They hadn’t shared Voran with anyone else. Both agreed that it would be restricted until they knew how much they could trust someone else to see the secret. Tara had grown in her ability with the arcane arts the longer they had been here, to the point where Sam doubted there were too many who were her rival within the Academy. Perhaps not even Havash at this point, though he had not told her that. With Tara, he doubted he needed to.

      “And everyone is starting to make those preparations. They are getting ready.”

      But they weren’t ready. Not yet. They still knew that Rasan Tel had far more weapons to defeat the arcane arts than they possessed to overthrow his access to the source. The real challenge was whether there would be any way to cut him off from the source. It had been done once before, and Sam had even made some attempt at doing something similar, but he hadn’t been able to do it long enough.

      “There he is,” Tara said, smiling at Sam. “I can see your mind starting to work through things again. You get like that lately. You have these spells where you start to doubt yourself. You never used to be like that. When I first met you, you were filled with this confidence, regardless of whether or not it was deserved.” She offered a hint of a smile. “These days, you’re a bit more cautious, I suppose I would say. You’re a master instructor of alchemy at the Academy. Regardless of what Rasan Tel has done or what he thinks to do, you’ve progressed in one year to become a master instructor.”

      Sam paused his hand on the bookshelf, resting it there for a moment, his gaze sweeping along the titles. There was a pattern to them. He kept looking for other patterns that might be there but had not yet found one. “I suppose that is pretty impressive, isn’t it? Even the great Tara Stone wasn’t able to do that.”

      “No,” she said. “She was not.”

      He knew he should appreciate that she was trying to help him relax. “Sometimes I feel like there’s too much going on right now. I’m trying to understand what it means for me to be this master of alchemy, trying to keep myself prepared for what I might be asked to do with the war, and readying for the inevitable attack.”

      “But you’ve already done more than most,” she said, flashing a full smile this time. “Keep that in mind.”

      He wandered along with the books, running his hand along some of the titles for a moment before he stopped and looked back over to her. Tara was right. “I just wanted to make sure that you didn’t need anything and that you weren’t ready to return.”

      “Not yet. Maybe you could find me around dinner time?”

      “You know, if something were to happen to me—”

      “Don’t say that,” she cut in. “If something happens to you, then I have to pray I can figure out a way out of here. I keep studying these lanterns, but I don’t know if there will be any way to use them like that. Maybe they are truly tied to the source and not at all connected to the arcane arts.”

      That was another thing that they had been working on. Sam had left her, but only because he was able to come and go from the Academy so quickly. If he were to leave the Academy, she had to return. That was the agreement. Even if he went into town for a little while, she had to return. There was too much at stake otherwise—it was too risky for her to remain. They could bring books back, but both of them had agreed that doing so posed a different set of dangers. Neither wanted to risk the possibility that one of those advanced books on the arcane arts and alchemy could end up in the wrong hands, so all they had brought from Voran was some basic instruction. Even that was more advanced than almost anything found within the Academy.

      “I’ll see you soon,” Sam said.

      He turned to the lanterns, stepped to the middle of the room, and focused on the source. The power flowed through him as it often did, filling him. The source was a distinct swirling of energy, and as it surged, flowing out through him, he twisted it, splitting it into several different strands, readying for the inevitable attack that might come.

      There was no pressure on him, nothing suggesting that Rasan Tel had control over the conduit, but he braced himself each time as if it were going to be a struggle, a fight to use it.

      When he returned to the Academy, he did so with little more than a whisper of air swirling around him. The pale green light of the lanterns faded quickly, drifting back into nothingness, and he released his hold over it. He tested the protections that he had placed, weaving them around not only this room but the inside of the entire Academy. When he was convinced that they were still intact as he had left them, he stepped out, closing the door behind him and sealing it with another wash of the source. It wasn’t completely blocked, not from anybody who might come through there, but it was sealed off enough that it would be difficult without him being alerted.

      Besides, some were permitted to use the conduit, even if he didn’t want them to. Lilith and Joiner could use this space, and he didn’t exclude them from it. With Joiner, in particular, Sam wasn’t sure that he even could limit him.

      He closed the door and headed back to the common area, where several other students had gathered. They looked up at him, one of them an older student who had been a third-year when Sam had first come to the Academy. The other was another second-year. Sam nodded. It would soon be time for their lesson, though he wasn’t quite ready to provide that for them.

      As he turned, a swirl of pale white streaked forward, and the door to the alchemy tower came open. Joiner strode in, nodding at Sam. “There you are. I was hoping to find you. I need you to come with me.”

      Joiner wasn’t much older than him. Probably no more than ten years at most, though increasingly, Sam started to question if it was even that much. He was dressed in a gray jacket and pants, and his forehead was creased with a deep worry line, though that had been present from the very first moment that Sam had met him.

      “Why?” There was a time when Sam wouldn’t have questioned, but that was also when he had been Joiner’s student, and now the situation had been reversed. Sam instructed Joiner, helping the man reach for the source’s power the same way Sam could. It took a unique split of the different access points, which Joiner still struggled with.

      “There’s something in the city that you need to see.”

      “And I need to get Tara first.”

      “She’s going to be fine.”

      Sam hesitated. That wasn’t the agreement. “Probably. But if I don’t, she’ll be upset.”

      Joiner looked as if he wanted to argue, the struggle on his face evident. He had been accustomed to Sam doing what he wanted, and the transition had to be difficult. “I can wait. And it might be good to have an arcane artist of her skill with us, anyway.”

      “What is it?”

      “Oh, just evidence of the Nighlan again. Now, if you are so determined to bring Stone along, go and get her. I’m not so sure that we should wait too long.”

      Tara wouldn’t like him interrupting her again so soon, but she also wouldn’t like for him to leave her behind.

      “It’ll be just a moment.”
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      Tara wore irritation on her face openly, looking from Sam to Joiner, saying nothing. When he’d returned to Voran for her, she had looked up, then flicked her gaze to her notebook, where he had seen a series of markings—likely her way of keeping time. When he’d told her they needed to leave, she’d let out a frustrated sigh and closed her notebook.

      “Are you going to tell us what you needed us for?”

      They were out in the street outside of the Academy. It was far less exciting now that Sam had no restrictions on coming and going. He was so accustomed to sneaking in and out, trying to find creative ways to leave the Academy without anyone knowing, that he still found himself slipping away from time to time using the Study Hall rather than the main entrance.

      “You said Nighlan,” Sam said.

      Joiner looked up. He’d been sweeping his gaze from side to side along the street, and it lingered on Chasten’s shop in the distance. Chasten would be back there now. There was something to be said about his return to the city that lifted Sam’s spirits, much like he knew it lifted Tara’s. Having Chasten gone, and his ability with alchemy missing, had been hard on them both.

      “I said Nighlan. And there is something that you need to see. It won’t be long.”

      He wound through the city, taking a bridge over the river that traveled throughout and ultimately to the edge. One of the Olway armies remained stationed outside of the city. They had been there ever since Sam had come to Tavran, though every so often, he caught a glimpse of pale white light, that of the arcane arts, out among the army, followed by a periodic flash of green—alchemy.

      “There’s no attack,” Tara said.

      “It’s not that,” he said. “It’s something that I need to show you. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m still working on this technique.” Joiner looked at Sam, and he tipped his head, somewhat deferentially, but it looked as if he struggled to do so. “If you would permit me, Master—”

      “Stop it,” Sam said.

      Joiner smiled tightly. “I don’t want to upset my instructor.”

      “Is he like this all the time?” Tara asked. “I mean, I’ve seen him in the Academy acting obnoxious with you, but I hadn’t expected that he was like that when the two of you were on your own.”

      “I think Joiner has just decided to be as obnoxious as some of the upper-level students,” Sam said. “Maybe I should make him serve the same penance that I have the others serving. I’m sure that you would love doing some of the things that I have Gresham and Tracen performing.”

      That had been one of the added benefits of his taking over as master of the alchemy tower. It had truly put Gresham in his place. Tracen had come along a lot easier, though the more Sam had come to know him, the more he felt as if Tracen didn’t mind the level Sam had reached so much as he was just an arrogant fourth-level student and was accustomed to doing things a certain way. On the other hand, Gresham was just as awful as Sam had always believed him to be from the first moment he met him in the Academy, trying to prey on Mia. “But if you intended to open a conduit, then do it now.”

      That had to be the reason that they had come out here, of all places. Opening a conduit inside the city carried risks, especially if it went awry. Joiner was probably more skilled at it than Lilith, though she had been improving her ability in the last few weeks, but neither of them rivaled Sam, who didn’t even need the lanterns to open one. The lanterns made it easier, which was part of the reason that he used them when traveling to Voran, but it wasn’t as necessary any longer.

      With a drawing of the source, Sam counted the five access points that Joiner reached for, and then how he managed to split each access point into triples. He started to form the conduit.

      “You need more than three strands for each point on the conduit,” Sam said.

      “It works for me,” Joiner said.

      “That’s when it’s one person,” Sam said. “You’re talking about carrying three of us, so you need to triple it. Probably quadruple it, just to be safe.”

      Joiner frowned. He released the source briefly, and a burst of green energy waved out, like a trail of fog hovering above the ground. “I’m not strong enough to do that yet.”

      Tara cocked her head to the side. “How many different access points can you reach?”

      “I can reach fifteen access points, but it’s a matter of splitting it. And if he thinks I need to have twelve per point on the conduit tunnel, that’s—”

      “Sixty,” Tara said.

      “Probably too many,” Sam agreed, “but we’re talking about opening a conduit, maintaining it against anything that Rasan Tel might try to do, and staying fortified if he attacks it. You need strength, and the only way to have that strength is by forming enough different points that he can’t overpower it.”

      Joiner let out a frustrated sigh. “I don’t think that I can draw upon sixty. I could do thirty. Maybe forty-five, but . . .” He looked over to Tara. “I don’t suppose that you would mind if I take Sam—”

      “Not without me,” she said, standing with her hands on her hips.

      “Form your conduit,” Sam said. “We will follow.”

      “You can track it?”

      “We’ll see if I can,” Sam said.

      He hadn’t experimented with it, but perhaps it would be a good thing for him to do. He knew that Rasan Tel could follow someone else by doing something like that, so it had to be possible, but Sam had never had the opportunity to test it himself. Why not now?

      Joiner took a dozen steps away from them and began to access the source, using the split strands. Sam stayed close to Tara, reaching for a dozen different access points, hurriedly splitting them, then splitting them again, and then again. He soon had nearly fifty different strands, and shoved ten out to form the different points of the conduit. Then he forced another one up, linking it to the conduit that he could feel Joiner forming.

      “How hard is it going to be for you to track him?” Tara asked, staying close. Some of her irritation had finally faded, as if the idea of performing this now and seeing the challenge had softened the frustration she’d been feeling.

      “There tends to be a little activity within the conduit when it’s active,” Sam said. “But tracking somebody moving through it is different. I don’t know if it’s going to work. It seems like it should, at least theoretically. What I’ve learned about the conduits, and what I’ve seen in that pattern, tells me that it should work for us, but I don’t want to just assume it will.”

      Still, as Joiner used the conduit, disappearing from them, Sam could feel it. He could track the energy; he could feel the way that the other man was flowing along that conduit and where it was guiding him.

      Sam opened himself to the conduit. It was a strange thing for him to do. He had traveled by conduit so many times now that it was natural, at least when going with the lanterns. They created anchors on either side and opened a portal that allowed transport from one spot to another. In this case, it was a matter of opening himself up, anchoring to the ground here (which was difficult to do), and then following that anchor to another place. As he didn’t know what that other place would be, he had to follow the flow of what he felt from Joiner. It took him only a moment until he recognized that flow and reached out along it, letting his awareness spread through the conduit and then outward. Once he latched on to that power, he felt an urge to step free of the conduit and flow along with it.

      When it was done, they stepped out onto a rocky coastline. Waves crashed along the shore, and the sun shone high and bright overhead, but the air had a strange humidity to it, mixed with energy and something else. He couldn’t quite place what.

      “What would’ve happened had you brought us out in the middle of the water?” Tara asked.

      “I wouldn’t have brought us there,” Sam said.

      “Well, assuming that something would’ve gone wrong, what might have happened?”

      Sam shrugged, and looked over to her. “Well, I suppose that I might have ended up with you swimming a little.”

      She glowered at him. “That’s not funny.”

      “I’m not saying it was. If we were to end up in the middle of the ocean, I think I could open another conduit, but I’m not exactly sure if that would bring us where we need to go. If that’s what you’re getting at, I don’t have the answer.”

      “Great. We may have ended up swimming.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “But we didn’t.” He looked over to see Joiner standing near them, staring out upon the water, looking off into the distance. Sam started to head over, but paused for a moment, letting the man have his time.

      “It’s quite lovely here,” Joiner said. “It reminds me of my home.”

      Tara looked at Sam, frowning deeply.

      “I keep forgetting that you aren’t from Olway,” Sam said.

      Joiner nodded. “I’ve only been there for a few years. Ever since . . .” He trailed off, yet even as he did, his gaze still looked out over the water. “You know that there were others who have fought the Nighlan. You had some experience with them.”

      Sam nodded.

      “And they fought valiantly, using what we were able to teach them, but it wasn’t enough. With the Nighlan, it’s never been enough. They have always taken, destroyed, and then moved on.” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, leaving Sam wondering what exactly it was that Joiner had been through. Joiner had people who had fought alongside Sam, and they had been lost before Sam had been allowed to thank them for everything they had done. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. At this point, nothing matters other than stopping the Nighlan.”

      “Speaking of Nighlan,” Tara said, “you told us that they were here. But it doesn’t seem like there’s anything Nighlan here.”

      “Not obvious,” he said, then nodded out at the water. “Just wait.”

      “Wait for what?”

      “You’ll see. I promise.”

      Tara looked at Sam, irritation flashing in her eyes. Sam thought that he knew what she would tell him. She could have stayed in Voran, studying and working on the arcane arts. But he trusted Joiner. There had to be some reason he’d pulled them out here.

      “If you watch the waves,” Joiner said, “you can start to see it.”

      Tara frowned, but Sam continued staring.

      And the longer he stared, the more that he saw it.

      At first, he noticed it as a faint rippling in the water, the way that the waves seemed to catch from something buried ahead of them, but then he started to see something else. He began to notice how the waves rippled, crashing a little earlier than they should have otherwise. They waves splashed, building—and he saw something else. There was something there. A presence.

      “What’s out there?”

      “Lanterns,” Joiner said.

      “What kind of lanterns?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t been able to reach it. I’ve tried, but—” He looked over to Sam. “I was hoping you could.”

      “You want Sam to swim out there—”

      “Not swim,” he said. “I want him to latch on to it. We need to know what’s there.” Joiner looked around. “There are places like this all over. Some of them are connected, much like the lanterns once connected and tied to the Academy were there, but some of them aren’t, and I think we need to understand why. There has to be a reason that Rasan Tel’s after the conduits.”

      “Because he wants to control where people can travel,” Tara said.

      Sam wasn’t sure that was all it was. Perhaps Joiner was right. Maybe they did need to do something more.

      “What do you think I’ll find out there?”

      “For what reason would Rasan Tel have been hiding different conduits?”

      Tara opened her mouth before clamping it back down.

      Sam could think of several different reasons, but the most obvious one was that he didn’t want anyone to be able to find someplace in particular. Sam could travel without the conduits, but most couldn’t. And it was only recently that Sam had learned how to do so.

      “You think he’s mounting his attack from somewhere like that.”

      “I think it will help us at least understand where he is mounting his attack. We’ve been trying to find something, right? We’ve wanted to know if we could uncover his secret and where he might be coming at us from, so I started looking. I started with some of the other places that have been destroyed, and tracked all of them, but this, and a few others like this, are ones that I can’t quite follow.” He gestured at Sam. “Which is why I need you. You have access to places that I can’t reach. At least, with your skill. I thought that maybe you could follow that conduit, see where it leads us, and if we need to, we get back out.”

      Sam looked over to Tara. He could see the doubt creeping into her eyes, but more than that, he could see the look of determined resignation.

      “I suppose we all should go,” he said.

      Tara sighed. “Just the three of us?”

      “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “I don’t know. We take some strange conduit, and it leads us into some dangerous land, where we are attacked by people who want to destroy us?”

      “Well, it might not even be people,” Sam added. “We don’t know if Rasan Tel has access to some strange creatures. Maybe that’s what he’s going to send out us.”

      Tara glowered at him. “You’re not helping.”

      He grinned and then shrugged. “I was just offering an alternative possibility.”

      “Again, you are not helping.”

      Sam smiled at her, though she looked as if she wanted to punch him. Short of encountering Rasan Tel, nothing was likely to cause them real difficulty. They would have to encounter something incredibly challenging before the three of them together truly struggled.

      “Give me a second,” he said. “I’m going to see if I can’t latch on to the conduit.”

      “What happens if you get dragged out to sea?” She looked over at Joiner. “Are you going to be able to latch on to him, bring him back, and make sure that he’s safe?”

      “If needed,” he said.

      “Right,” she said, shaking her head. “I think we both know that you have made it quite clear that you aren’t able to do the same things as him.”

      “Tara,” Sam said, shaking his head at her. “We aren’t trying to upset him.”

      “I’m upset. So that’s all that matters.”

      Sam turned away, focused on the distance, curious whether the source would permit him to feel anything. He didn’t know what connection he might have, but as he focused, he started to reach for the source, the first thing he did anytime he was trying to tap into power. Then he split it and then split it again. Had he not been limited before, something that Rasan Tel himself had helped with, even without meaning to, Sam wasn’t sure that he would have ever learned how to split the streams quite as effectively as he had. But now, he understood the key to it and all that he needed to do.

      It was more than that. Some power echoed. It seemed to be tied to the lanterns, though Sam wasn’t sure why.

      He looked over at Joiner. “Can you feel that?”

      “I don’t have your ability with the source. Not yet, at least. If I can learn to split the strands as well as you . . .” He looked irritated that he had not yet mastered what Sam had, but then again, Joiner hadn’t been tormented the way Sam had been, practically cut off from the source.

      “That’s not what I’m trying to get at,” Sam said. “Can you feel the reflection?” That was all it was, for the most part. He could feel a faint reflection, a surge, and a reverberation of energy out there. He recognized it and then stretched the source outward.

      This was not how Sam typically accessed the conduit, but when he’d been fighting Rasan Tel in the Barlands, he’d learned that he could stretch outward and reach beyond himself by this technique. And so he pushed now, latching on, and felt the conduit.

      “It’s there,” Sam said. He glanced at Joiner before turning to Tara, nodding to her. “Give me a few moments, and you should be able to feel it. I don’t know where it’s going to lead us, so brace yourself.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Tara asked.

      Sam shrugged. “Not entirely, but what’s the worst that could happen?”

      “I think we’ve already gone through that, so just be ready to defend us if something awful does happen.”

      Sam grinned, then began to split his connection to the source again and again, to the point where he had nearly one hundred different strands. They were not all thick strands of power, though that didn’t matter when using the source. That he had the strands at all was what mattered. And as he did it, as he tapped into that power, Sam felt the source stretching away from him into the conduit, and he triggered it.

      He pulled them into the conduit. Sam had never attempted it quite like this before, but as he dragged them forward, he wrapped them in another weave, one that he had learned early on. He took three separate strands and created a ball of energy around them so that when they stepped free of the conduit, they would be protected regardless of where they were.

      As soon as they did, he realized that it was a good thing he had prepared.

      They were under attack.
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      Tara’s eyes flashed at Sam with familiar anger, the anger that she carried anytime he made a mistake like this. It wasn’t necessarily typical for Sam to make mistakes, at least not academically, but when dealing with the Nighlan, he had been increasingly impulsive. He knew that irritated Tara, and it led to situations where he wasn’t fully prepared.

      Like this.

      Thankfully, Sam had already been drawing upon multiple access points, and he had split the strands repeatedly, using that to twist into a barricade, which gave them a moment. Tara immediately began weaving arcane arts into his protection. The combined effort added a layer of increased security and strengthened his shell of the source.

      Joiner glanced over, a deep frown creasing his brow. He was holding on to multiple access points, and had split them, then split them again. At this point, Sam could tell that Joiner had approximately forty different strands at his disposal. Given his experience with using the other strands, it was enough to keep him relatively well powered, but he didn’t have the same complexity of patterns as Sam did.

      “Well?” Tara asked, shooting Sam a look again. “I don’t suppose you planned for this?”

      He checked his connection to the source. “Not really, but now that we’re here, why don’t we see what they want from us?”

      As terrifying as it could be facing the Nighlan, there was a part of him that reveled in this. Coming out here, facing danger, was far better than sitting in a classroom and teaching.

      “It seems they want us dead, Sam. Where are we, anyway?”

      Sam had been so focused on holding on to the connections to the source, the multiple split strands that he wove to create a barricade, that he hadn’t paid attention to what was around them.

      It looked to be the broken remains of some massive building. In that way, it might be similar to the Barlands, where the lanterns created a conduit in the center of the tower. There was no thunder and lightning overhead, though. Then there was a flash of something—it was almost as if the sun blinked on and off. It was powerful, and the considerable energy threatened to blind him.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Sam . . .”

      He looked up. Tara pointed toward what looked like a body lying near a lantern. Sam wrapped himself in the source, headed over to the body, and froze.

      “It’s Bethal,” he said, his voice a whisper.

      Tara joined him, looking down. “I’m having a hard time feeling sorry for her,” she said.

      “She was—”

      “Could the two of you look?” Joiner snapped.

      Sam spun. Something was coming.

      “Can you do something about that?” he asked Tara, glancing down to Bethal.

      “Aren’t you holding on to your split strands?”

      “I think it’s arcane arts—being used with enough force that all of us can see it.”

      She turned away from him, then used a layering technique of the arcane arts that reminded him of what he had seen in one of the books from Voran. She did so with such speed that he could scarcely follow the weave. Sam had to nudge one strand using a bit of the source, and when he did, Tara glanced over to him briefly, aware of what he was doing, though not at all able to see it the same way that he could.

      He could feel the power blooming differently when he nudged it. He hurriedly added another layer to what Tara was doing, sweeping it out and weaving it among her strands.

      Then it burst with even more power. She nodded and pressed outward. Together, they created a measure of a barrier enough to push it out and block the bright, flashing sunlight, or whatever it was.

      “Focus on what’s out there,” Sam said to Joiner. “See if we can’t clear this space a little bit. I don’t know who’s there, but I can feel something.”

      “We’ve never dealt with the Nighlan using the arcane arts on us before,” he said.

      “That’s not true,” Sam said.

      “They’ve always used a form of alchemy. Nothing quite like this. They have others who can use the arcane arts, but they almost always have drawn from the Academy itself.”

      Sam glanced at Tara and found her brow furrowed, a look of concentration creasing her face.

      “This is more difficult than we anticipated,” she said. “It’s almost like I can feel them picking apart the weave.”

      Sam focused on the different strands she was holding, and he noticed that she was right. Somebody was picking apart the weave. That was unusual in itself, especially as he had been around plenty of people of power, and plenty who had control over the arcane arts, and almost none of them knew how to pick apart a weave.

      It would be difficult without being able to see the strands. Sam believed that he was the only person capable of doing that. That had come from his blindness, however temporary. Or perhaps permanent—he had gone blind again when he had lost his connection to the source.

      “Let me see what I can do about it,” Sam said, and he wove another five strands in between hers. It wasn’t a matter of trying to make her pattern any more powerful, though he suspected it would have that effect. What he was doing instead was trying to add enough layers to what she did that somebody else wouldn’t be able to disrupt it. He continued to pour strands out, sweeping them into hers and locking them together.

      When he was done, she nodded. “That’s better. It feels like it’s holding now.”

      “I didn’t even see it,” Sam said.

      And if he didn’t see it, how would somebody else have been able to pick at it?

      That was unusual.

      And dangerous.

      He had been too impulsive.

      “We should get moving.”

      “Not just moving. Going. There is something here, Nighlan, with capabilities that we haven’t seen before, so we should leave. We can regroup and come back once we are prepared,” Tara said.

      But they were dealing with something they had not faced before—which meant that whatever was happening here would have to be important to Rasan Tel. That was the kind of thing they needed to understand.

      “Give me a moment to see if there’s anything out here,” Sam said. “We need to know what they’re after.”

      “Sam—”

      He ignored her, and began to split his strands again.

      He had practiced it more than anything since the last attack from Rasan Tel—attempting to split the strands as finely as possible. It was one thing to have power (and now that Sam had burned through the dam in his mind, he had access to that power again), but there was something else to be said for having a latticework of energy that was far more potent than what others possessed.

      Rasan Tel had proven that he had access to dozens upon dozens of different strands, and many of them were access points—something that Sam continued to work at—but for the most part, the man had split the strands. Sam thought that if anything, he might be able to overpower Rasan Tel by continuing to split strands, getting to the point where his command was even greater and he would be able to overwhelm him.

      Sam wove a latticework in front of him. It was a simple weave, only complex due to the number of strands involved. He had found that a latticework like that would deflect almost any attack that struck him.

      He strode forward, reaching the edge of a broken pile of rock, and found what looked to be the remains of a lantern used in the conduit. Once he stepped beyond it, he wouldn’t be able to use the conduit here to travel. Or at least he wouldn’t be able to use it easily.

      “Don’t be a damn fool,” Joiner snapped, striding up and standing alongside Sam. He had his latticework woven in front of him. His was not nearly as intricate as the one Sam had formed, but he had mimicked how Sam split the strands, weaving them together, creating something of a blanket of power that allowed him to press outward.

      “Can you feel it?” Sam asked.

      “There have to be at least seven or more attackers,” Joiner said. “And if you pay attention to the sequence of the attacks, you can start to feel the way that they’re blasting at us. That’s more than what either of us can take on.” He glanced back at Tara. “Even with Stone back there, it’s going to be more than we can deal with. We could come back, armed and with numbers, and—”

      “Think about this, Joiner,” Sam said. “Rasan Tel tried to hide this place.”

      “And now we know where it is. We don’t need to die here.”

      Sam growled, gritting his teeth, and then stepped back.

      Tara locked eyes with Joiner for a moment and nodded. The two of them were conspiring against Sam, and what was worse was that they were making sense. He hated that part of it.

      “I’m going to try to create a protective barricade around these lanterns,” Sam said. “Can I do that, at least?”

      Joiner shrugged. “It might make sense. That way, they won’t be able to use it.”

      “If Rasan Tel is involved, then he doesn’t need it, does he? Weren’t you the one who said that he has ways of traveling even without the conduits?” Tara asked.

      “He does,” Sam said. “But it’s easier for others to travel. It takes training and experience and technique to use conduits without lanterns.”

      And he had no idea how many of the Nighlan were capable of that, but there couldn’t be an endless number of them. By trapping one series of lanterns, there was a possibility that he could shut off Rasan Tel from this place. That mattered.

      “I can hold the protection,” Joiner said.

      “I still don’t even see who’s attacking us,” Tara said. “I can feel it. And . . .” She looked around, her gaze narrowing and her mouth clenched. “This is different, Sam. Can you feel any of it?”

      “I can feel some of it, but I’m not exactly sure what it is. It feels powerful.”

      “That’s the issue,” she said. “It is powerful. And I don’t know what it is.” She looked over at him. “But I also don’t know why you can’t feel it.”

      He could feel the pressure on him and the protections he held, but she wasn’t wrong. Why couldn’t he feel anything?

      Hurriedly, Sam created a weave. He layered around the lanterns, sealing them individually and then creating the lattice of energy around the entire circle.

      “I need you to press downward with a similar lattice,” he said to Tara.

      She had gone through this with him before, so she knew exactly what he needed from her. As Tara formed the weave, pressing out with the arcane arts and then beginning to angle it, Sam started to nudge it, sending it underneath and through his own weave. She called the power of the arcane arts, but he was in control of it. She trusted him enough to manage that control and keep it from falling apart because otherwise, it wouldn’t be enough.

      And as he was the only one able to see, he was the only one who could do this.

      But there was another problem with it. It would be easier for them to let Tara at it if she could see it. Sam would always add his after hers when he was the weaker one. Now, though, he was the stronger of the two, at least in how much energy he could summon. By splitting the strands, adding the source, he was calling upon considerable energy.

      “I can feel pressure on me again,” she said. “Is that you?”

      Sam didn’t feel it. He turned to Tara. But as he looked at her, saw her glowing with the white energy of the arcane arts, he also recognized that there was another pressure to it. It was like there was an external source, something nudging her.

      It took a moment, but he finally saw it.

      It was deep purple, almost black, and faint enough that he could scarcely follow it. Sam finished forcing her weave through his, linking it, and when it was done, he shifted, turning his into a spiraling ball of energy that he cast outward. He inverted it, turning everything colorless. The arcane arts were pale white energy when they worked, whereas alchemy was a deep green. Dark, almost purple energy was something else entirely. He had no idea what it was. Certainly not the combination of arcane arts and alchemy, which turned a pale blue.

      Another source of power?

      If that were the case, then Tara and Joiner were right. They couldn’t stay here. They didn’t know enough. Sam sent an explosion of power outward, sending himself staggering backward.

      “Time to go,” he said.

      Joiner stepped close, frowning. “I can’t . . .”

      He crumpled.

      Sam looked down, and as soon as he did, he noticed a dark energy wrapping around the man. He crouched down, hurriedly creating a weave of the source, and started to send it through Joiner. But it felt like something was etching against him, working at his weave, disrupting it.

      “Tara?”

      She pressed outward.

      He took her strand, mixed it with his, and pressed it into Joiner. The man took a deep, gasping breath as the blackened strands of energy shed free of him, shattering and peeling onto the ground around them.

      Sam looked at Tara, then Joiner.

      They had to go. And they had to go now.

      Weaving dozens of strands together, he latched on to the five different lanterns, sent power outward, and opened the conduit. As soon as he did, he felt assaulted. The kind of power that was pushing on him was far different than what he had felt before, and he strained against it, trying to carve through it.

      Surprisingly, it was Tara who reacted the fastest. She used a surge of energy, sent it streaking away, into the resistance against them, blasting at and disrupting whatever chased them. Sam pulled them through the conduit. He worked as quickly as he could until they stepped free, back on the shoreline, though close enough to the water that the waves were crashing along their ankles.

      He closed the conduit, forcing it shut and averting some power through it, trying to make sure that he’d blasted through the conduit and nothing else could come back with them.

      He stood there for a moment, his breath coming raggedly, panting as he waited, half expecting that something else was going to chase them.

      Thankfully, nothing came.

      Sam looked at Joiner. “What was that?”

      “I’ve never seen it before,” Joiner said from his still-crouched position. Then he got up and looked around, staring out of the waves. “I was just one destination from here. Either we have to investigate the rest, or we have to deal this place so that nothing else can come through here. I don’t know what the right answer is.”

      “I do,” Tara said. She looked between them. “The two of you are ridiculous—you get that, don’t you? Neither of you recognizes the danger here?”

      “I believe I was the one fighting it off.”

      “And if you would’ve had your way, you also would’ve been the one to have stayed behind. You were the one who wanted to go chasing this power. It was a trap, Sam.” She turned to Joiner. “And you let us get called into it. It’s almost like you knew that it was a trap. If I hadn’t seen you fighting Rasan Tel in the past, I would have believed that you somehow were working with him. But I don’t think that’s the case. So, the only thing that I can think of is that you are just foolish enough to think that you understand all of this.”

      Tara spread her hands, and a weaving of the arcane arts flowed from her. She sent it sweeping outward, striking at the waves. The water parted around her, and as she pressed that forward, slamming into the distant lanterns, she layered it, linking each of the lanterns and then lashing it together so that it would create some sort of protective barrier. It looked to Sam as if it might hold.

      “We’re fighting somebody who has known this kind of power far longer than us. We’re fighting somebody who has been through all of this much more than us. And he has been sitting, biding his time, and managed to break free of the kind of power that you thought impossible to escape from. What makes you think that he doesn’t know more than we do?” She glanced back and forth between them again. “What makes you think that he doesn’t know everything that we know?”

      Sam stared. The pale white of her arcane arts layered over the lanterns. From within that, he could feel the energy, and he realized their mistake. Tara wasn’t wrong. He had been eager to go after the Nighlan and after Rasan Tel, thinking that he could handle them, but he still had much to learn. Including this other power.

      “We’ll block this off,” Sam said. “And if we need to get to the other place, I should have enough sense of the conduit that we can go back there.” He found Tara watching him, shaking her head slightly. “I’m not saying that I’m going to go rushing back there, only that if it comes down to us taking the attack to Rasan Tel, we can. Maybe not directly from the Academy, but if I go to the Barlands—”

      “Just get me back,” Tara said.

      Sam glanced at Joiner and saw a look in his eyes that reflected Tara’s. Worry. And it was a worry that Sam understood. One that he should have shared more than he already did.

      If there was a different power—and that purplish, almost black energy was something they had never faced before—he had to understand it, and he had to be ready so that they could face it and destroy it. They had better learn what it was and everything they could about it before Rasan Tel brought that power to bear on the Academy.

      Those thoughts lingered within him as he called upon dozens of different stands, twisting them together. He created anchors around himself, and opened the conduit back to the Academy.

      When he stepped away, Tara glowered at him before storming off.

      The air inside of the Academy smelled stale, and his shirt was drenched. It took him a moment to realize that he was soaked with sweat from the effort of the attack.

      “I am going to see what I can learn about this power,” Joiner said. “I’ve never seen anything like it before, but there must be some record of something else. I might see what Havash knows.”

      Sam nodded.

      He stood in the lantern room for a few moments after everybody had left and checked each of the lanterns, testing his protections on them, along with Tara’s, as the two of them had layered power over the lanterns to ensure their safety. As he probed, he wondered if it would even work.

      Whatever that strange, dark energy was, it had very nearly overpowered them. And it had happened easily. Almost as easily as if it had been Rasan Tel. Which left him wondering if perhaps it had been. But if so, what kind of power had he uncovered? And how would they ever be able to overwhelm it?

      He didn’t have the answers—but he needed to find them before Rasan Tel and the Nighlan attacked the Academy.
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      The inside of the alchemy shop was quiet as Sam entered. He didn’t come over here that often anymore, though partly because he didn’t need to. He could create nearly all of the alchemy items that were here.

      The air had a slight antiseptic odor. The marble underneath his shoes gleamed brightly, glowing with the pale white light emanating from five lanterns throughout the shop. That was a significant change from when Sam had first come here.

      He looked over to the counter. Chasten leaned on it, waiting for Sam to enter the shop fully. The man had a grizzled face, and the lines around the corners of his eyes looked pained, as if he still suffered from whatever had happened to him during his captivity. Sam hadn’t gotten Chasten to share with him exactly what that was, but he felt as if he needed to know—he wanted to understand.

      “I don’t know why you’re looking at that,” Chasten finally said. He straightened and came around the counter, leaning on a cane that was new since he had returned from his captivity. At one point, he winced, leaving Sam wondering again. Then he straightened. His connection to the arcane arts glowed with a bright white light, radiating the energy of his power and revealing the strength of his connection.

      “Can’t I appreciate some of the alchemy devices that you have here?”

      “That lantern?” Chasten joined him at the table, leaning on his cane. Sam glanced down at it, noting that there was likely some alchemy component to it as well, before turning his attention back to Chasten. “You and Ms. Stone can make something far more involved than that. I don’t know that she would need to be studying that.”

      “I can always learn more.”

      “I suppose you could. You are certainly gifted with the knowledge that you have, but there are aspects to it that are a bit different.”

      “See?” Sam said. “I can still learn.”

      Chasten started. “And though I don’t disagree with you, I do disagree that you need to be coming here to figure out what else might be here. What brought you, Sam?”

      “Can’t I just want to visit?”

      Chasten smiled. He wandered around the inside of his shop for a moment, picking his way carefully. “Of course, you can. And to be honest, I do appreciate you coming by and checking on me.” He arched a brow as if challenging whether Sam had truly come for that reason. “But I believe that you had another reason. Whether or not you want to admit it is a different matter, but that must be why you came. Is it not?”

      Sam shrugged slightly. “I figured it was time for the two of us to talk about what happened.”

      Chasten’s smile faded. He looked around the inside of the shop before tapping his cane on the ground. A line of greenish energy streaked out, reaching the tile and then flowing through it. Sam followed the trail. It wound toward the door, looping around it and tracing a pattern there.

      When it was done, Chasten shrugged. “I learned I can’t be too careful. And if we’re going to have a conversation like that—one that I don’t deny we need to have—then perhaps I should take other precautions so that we know whether someone is listening.”

      “Has it gotten that bad?”

      “I was here when they came,” Chasten said. He looked to the door, his eyes going distant. “I should’ve known that there was something amiss. I’ve been in the city, in this shop, for a long time. Long enough that I should recognize when things aren’t quite as they seem.” He breathed out, and there was a heaviness to it, mixed with something else. Was it sadness? Sam wasn’t entirely sure. “I knew, and I ignored it.”

      “What did happen?”

      “When the Nighlan were attacking, we were trying to push them out of the city. We were using everything that we could, different alchemical devices that were—”

      “I remember,” Sam said.

      Chasten smiled tightly. “Of course you do. My apologies, Sam. I didn’t mean to imply that you wouldn’t, it’s just that I . . . Well, I’m trying to remind myself. The attack was difficult. And to be honest, there are parts of it that are vague for me. When they came into the shop, I thought they were simply that. Trying to shop. It wasn’t until I started to feel the full brunt of the power they possessed that I realized that something else was not quite right.”

      “How long were you held here before they carried you away?”

      “They had access to the conduit fairly rapidly,” Chasten said. “I’m honestly surprised at how they did it. I’ve never seen anything quite like that.”

      “Rasan Tel knows how to use the conduit better than anybody else. He has control over it in a way that I don’t think anybody has known. Even Joiner.” Then again, that comparison wasn’t entirely accurate. It wasn’t Joiner who was the most impressive with his knowledge of the conduits. Lilith, given her time spent with Rasan Tel, should’ve been the one to have known the connections, and the differences.

      But she had made it clear that she did not. There were things that he had shielded from her. Given what Sam had seen from Rasan Tel, how the man had acted, and how he had hidden the fact that he had a different way of accessing different strands of the source, Sam wasn’t surprised.

      “Be that as it may,” Chasten said, “it’s still quite alarming when you see skill like that. To be honest, that has been my experience with you, Samran. Perhaps not with the arcane arts.” He smiled. “But your skill with alchemy is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. We had powerful alchemists here in the Academy before you came. I can only imagine what you might’ve been able to learn from them if you’d had that opportunity. But I suspect that you would have quickly surpassed even them.”

      “You know why that is,” Sam said.

      “I know why some of that is.” Chasten turned and hobbled back toward his counter. Taking a seat behind it, he rested his elbows, looking over at Sam. “I still don’t understand why the Nighlan has targeted Tavran.”

      “Because we are somewhat responsible for the prison that held Rasan Tell.”

      “Partly,” Chasten agreed. “But he has managed to escape. And we still have been dealing with Nighlan incursions.”

      “They’ve been less,” Sam said.

      “Less is not gone.”

      “I know. And Joiner and Lilith have been guiding some of the arcane artists out of the city, looking for what the Nighlan have been doing, but I don’t know that it’s going to be enough.”

      Chasten held Sam’s gaze for a long moment. “In that, I agree. I don’t know that it’s going to be enough either. We know they’re after something. And undoubtedly, it has something to do with the Academy. Now that you’re here, and the others, they have a reason to be careful, but they still attack with a ferocity that worries me.”

      “What is it that worries you?”

      “The same thing that should worry you, Sam. It worries me because they continue to press their assault and push toward the Academy when they should have no reason to do so. We don’t have anything here that they should need, do we?”

      “Not that I know of,” Sam said.

      “Unless there is something still hidden within the Academy.”

      It was the same thought Sam had had. He’d been trying to come up with a reason for what had happened here, why Rasan Tel would be so concerned about the Academy that he would have not only invested in targeting the alchemy tower, revealing his assets, but continued to bring them to bear. At one point, Sam had believed that it was tied to the vrandal and the seal, but that didn’t seem to be all.

      “Maybe now it’s me,” Sam admitted.

      “I thought of that, as well,” Chasten said. “You’ve done something that I don’t think he anticipated. I don’t know much about him, other than what you and Joiner have shared with me, but someone like this strikes me as one who has grown accustomed to power and does not take kindly to it when he is proven not to have the power he wants.”

      “I don’t think it’s just power he wants,” Sam said. “I think it’s something else.”

      “Then I hope you find it.”

      “I was thinking you might be interested in helping.”

      Chasten smiled tightly. “I have been. At least, I have been helping in my way. I don’t have the same capacity to do what you do, Sam, but I have been trying to offer whatever I can.”

      “You can help more than most.” It was Chasten who had taught Sam all that he needed to know about alchemy. Chasten had run one of the most successful alchemy shops within Tavran. He had recognized that there was a danger in the Academy, and even without accessing the source, had been willing and able to try to fight on behalf of them.

      Sam felt as if Chasten should and could be a part of this, but as he looked at him, he saw the hesitation in his eyes, the weariness there. And he couldn’t help but understand it.

      “What did they do to you?”

      “So many things,” Chasten said. “But mostly, it was pain. I think they wanted to make a point of showing me that I could suffer. I think they wanted to make a point of proving to me that I could not escape. And I think they thought you might come after me.”

      And then he heard it. Sam had not expected to recognize that anguish in Chasten, but it was there.

      “I tried looking,” he said.

      Chasten held his gaze, and Sam sensed a bit of disappointment. Maybe it was just that he didn’t necessarily believe. “I know.”

      “You disappeared after one of the other attacks, and there were some who thought that you might have had something to do with this.”

      Chasten nodded. “I’m sure that was the intention. And despite what Havash claims, he is a practical man. He would have been willing to make whatever sacrifice he thought necessary so that I wouldn’t compromise the mission of the Academy.” He sighed. “I’ve done nothing other than what was necessary to protect Olway. I wanted to give back to the place that gave me so much.”

      He breathed out, then looked up again. “You know, Sam, you and I aren’t so different. I came from a small town, far to the east and north of Tavran. We rarely saw arcane artists, and thoughts of the Academy were never in my mind. They were never in the minds of anybody who came from my town. Those who had any ability with the arcane arts were typically left to wither, or perhaps the ability just dwindled. In my case, I caused a bit too much disruption early on, so I couldn’t be ignored. That was the only reason that I drew attention to my small town. I was brought here. My time at the Academy was some of the best I’ve ever had. It allowed me to study. I was drawn to the creation, to the power of alchemy, even when I recognized I was not nearly as skilled as some who were there.” He closed his eyes, and a hint of a smile crossed his lips. “The alchemists when I was still a student were incredible. You would’ve loved them. They had knowledge of creation that rivaled . . . well, rivaled you.”

      “I wonder what happened over time,” Sam said. “If the knowledge has been in the Academy, why did it start to disappear?”

      “I’m not so sure that it ever really disappeared. There were those with real power, and they stayed in the alchemy tower and served the Academy, but they always had whispers of something else.”

      “They knew,” Sam said.

      “Probably.”

      Sam had believed that it was about the almanac. When he had first dealt with the attack on the Academy, he had thought that they wanted the almanac so that they could learn how to use alchemy the way that Sam now could. He hadn’t known that the true target had been the vrandal all along, but even then, having the vrandal might not have been enough.

      And Bethal had known that he had it. She had tried tearing it off of his hand but had never made any truly violent attempts. She had tried to trick him, attempting to heal him in a way that was meant to steal the vrandal from him, but if she had wanted it, then couldn’t she simply have taken it?

      There were still so many things that he didn’t understand.

      “I think I need to dig deeper into the alchemy tower,” Sam said.

      “Why is that?”

      “What you have said. There’s something about it. If there were alchemists who were as knowledgeable as that, and if Rasan Tel targeted them, then it suggests that there was a reason for it. Why?”

      He asked the question mostly for himself, but Chasten attempted to answer.

      “Perhaps it’s the building itself.” The man tipped his head to the side and frowned. “Besides, we know that they targeted those who could use the arcane arts, correct?”

      “Something along that line,” Sam said. “The ancient weapons the towers are named for are ones that can target those with the arcane arts and are not designed against those who can use alchemy.”

      “Which suggests that they were from a time when alchemy and arcane artists waged war with one another. But why do you think the Academy is named after them? It seems odd.”

      “I don’t know,” Sam said. “Maybe because people just didn’t know what those weapons were.”

      “Or perhaps it was named before the arcane arts became the arcane arts.”

      Chasten looked over to one of the shelves. He got to his feet, grabbing his cane, and made his way around the counter again. Stopping at the shelf, he pulled a few books off of it and brought them back to the counter, taking a seat and flipping through them. “These are some of the oldest histories on Tavran that we have.”

      Sam glanced down. He had looked at similar volumes in the library before but had never spent that much time with them. The histories of Tavran hadn’t seemed that important to him once he began to realize that Tavran was not the center of everything.

      “I wonder if there is something about the Academy that we might be able to learn. Perhaps it isn’t so simple as that, but I can’t shake the feeling that the answer should be there for us.”

      “Maybe it is,” Sam said. “And if there is an answer, then you can find it.”

      “Oh, Samran, I think you need to be involved in this as well. I might have some experience with the city, with everyone we might find here, but I don’t have your mind. You have this ability to piece things together in ways that I do not.” He took a deep breath, then closed the book, handing it over to Sam. “Borrow this. There were only a few copies made.”

      Sam tensed. “What?”

      “That’s right. One of the rarest of rare books. I kept it in the shop under direct observation because I find it intriguing and because it was so difficult for me to collect. The others were lost, supposedly, but then again, when it comes to things like this, you never know what is lost or what might have been exaggerated over time.”

      Sam took the book and traced his hands over the thick binding. During his time at the Academy, so much had revolved around books. First, the almanac, and the ability to use the vrandal to unlock the secrets inside, had helped him understand how to reach the source. And then later, it was the books in Voran, where the spines themselves had spelled out the secret to at least slowing Rasan Tel, and perhaps even creating a prison that might stop him for good. But now, Sam wondered if there might be something else here.

      “Thank you for letting me borrow this. I will take care of it.”

      “Oh, I’m not worried about you. If there’s anybody at the Academy who cares about books as much as the librarians, it’s you, Sam. I’m only glad that you find it as interesting as I did. Maybe you can uncover something inside its pages that will help unlock some great mystery of the reason that Rasan Tel came after the Academy.”

      Sam looked down. Maybe he could, but only if they had time.
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      The reserve section of the library was quiet. Sam had taken to spending late nights going through it. He had never really spent much time in this part of the library when he was a student, partly because it was off-limits to him, partly because sneaking in involved a very different level of skill than what he had possessed. Now he could simply come freely.

      Still, he got strange looks from the librarians, who struggled to understand what it meant that a young man who had been a student only months before was now a master instructor. But after Havash had given him the title and shared with them that Sam was to be treated like any other master instructor, they had eventually acquiesced.

      It helped that he often came with Tara. She, at least, had demonstrated a level of knowledge that Sam had struggled to prove to others. He was knowledgeable, but he certainly didn’t have the same level of arcane arts as others possessed, and certainly not what Tara possessed.

      But he might be able to use the source in a way that could help replicate that level if it were to come down to it. The inside of the reserve section had not been damaged quite as much as the rest of the library when Ferand and Ben had attacked. Most of the stacks were still intact, and the doors that had sealed off each individual area of the reserve section remained unchanged, as well.

      There was a small table, a pair of chairs, and little else there reminiscent of the rest of the library. Sam had brought a lantern with him, alchemy made, and used it to illuminate the table, along with a stack of books. He was hopeful that he might find something paired with the book that he’d gotten from Chasten, but he had seen nothing so far.

      Chasten’s book was old, and its writing did not reveal anything to him. Perhaps they never would. It was an ancient book, and not seemingly tied to alchemy, despite every attempt of his to prove otherwise. He had to try different approaches, thinking that maybe he could use different layers of patterns on it to unlock the lettering, much like he had with the almanac and with everything that was in Voran, but no technique had worked.

      It was a series of diagrams depicting Tavran, along with sections detailing the city’s history. There was nothing too unique about it. Why, then, did Sam have the feeling that there was something significant to be found here?

      He pulled a few other books, stacked them before him, and started reading.

      He’d been here for several hours. It was late enough now that he knew the rest of the library was closed, but he had one more advantage as a master instructor. He didn’t have to worry about closing time, nor did he have to worry about any of the librarians kicking him out. Even if they were to lock him in, not only did he have a key, but he also could access the Study Hall.

      The door opened, and Sam looked up.

      Tara stood there. She was dressed in a gray robe, striped with the colors of each of the towers, and carried a stack of books under her arm. They were her notebooks, in which she used symbols so that somebody else couldn’t read them. Sam thought that was probably unnecessary. Even if somebody did manage to read some of her notes, they probably couldn’t copy the arcane arts angulation patterns that she’d learned while in Voran.

      “I wondered where you ended up,” Tara said.

      Sam sighed and shoved the book that Chasten had given him over to her, waving his hand at it. “I visited Chasten today. I finally asked him.” Sam shook his head. “I know we’ve been trying to avoid it, thinking he doesn’t want to talk about it, and I don’t think that he does, but I also felt like it was time. After what we encountered, we needed to know.”

      “I don’t like that you go over to Chasten and get caught up in some new conspiracy —”

      “This was not a conspiracy,” Sam said. “He just gave me a book of Tavran history.”

      “This?” Tara took a seat, set her notebooks down next to it, and grabbed the book that Chasten had given him. She began to flip through the pages before looking up at him. “This isn’t anything to be excited about.”

      “I wasn’t so sure, either,” Sam admitted. “But he did tell me that it was a book that only had a few copies made.”

      “How many?”

      “I don’t know. But it seemed significant.”

      “Is it the number of copies that’s significant, or is it numbers in general? I know I’ve been thinking about that, especially when it involves the vrandal. You keep talking about it, or you used to. You haven’t recently.”

      “They are important,” Sam said. “My father had one. Joiner’s mentor had one. And Rasan Tel did. It seems significant that he’s the only one who still does.”

      “Let’s say that he finds something. Again. And let’s say that he gathers you, and we go racing off like we did last time, only to find some strange energy that target us. What do you think we should do?”

      “I think you’re going to tell me that we shouldn’t deal with the Nighlan,” Sam said.

      “I don’t know that it has anything to do with the Nighlan. Sure, they’re part of the danger, and they certainly have targeted us here enough times that I think that we need to take it seriously, but is it only them?”

      “It’s Rasan Tel,” Sam said. “If we remove him as the threat, then we might be able to keep the Nighlan from attacking.”

      “We might,” she said, nodding. “But again, that’s one more thing that we don’t know. Ultimately, that’s what it’s going to come down to, isn’t it? We have to remove him. You can stop as many of the Nighlan as you want. If we do, we should at least be able to secure the borders of Olway and keep it safe from them.” She closed the book, then looked up, holding his gaze. “But I do wonder if perhaps that’s not even the biggest thing that we need to focus on right now.”

      “The vrandal.”

      Tara nodded. “I know you’ve been thinking about it. It’s always been the key, hasn’t it? The vrandal was used to hold Rasan Tel in prison. And now he’s the only one who has one. The others have been either claimed or destroyed. And I don’t know what he can use them for, other than the fact that they allow him to access and control a greater amount of the source.”

      “That’s about it,” Sam said.

      “Unless there’s something else to it.”

      “What else do you think it could be?”

      “To be honest, I don’t know. He does, as he was involved in their creation. But so was somebody else.”

      “My father,” Sam said.

      Tara nodded. “It’s the one thing I keep thinking you are going to do once you learn, but you haven’t. Now, I think some of that has to do with the fact that we’ve been running from one disaster and one attack to another, trying to deal with the threat, but we have a bit of time. I don’t know how much, and I don’t know when Rasan Tel might decide that he needs to come after us again, but shouldn’t we be using this time to prepare?”

      Sam snorted. “I have been. It’s just that I haven’t known how to.”

      “It’s a good thing that you have me here, then.”

      “It is,” he said. “What do you propose?”

      “This was your father, wasn’t it? Shouldn’t we figure out where he might’ve gone and what he might’ve been doing?”

      Sam leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest. He stared at the stack of books while his mind turned. It was one thing to think through the various things that they had done and try to imagine what his father had been involved in, but he had been gone for so long that Sam hadn’t even considered the possibility that there might be some way of actually chasing down what he had known.

      The Barlands.

      That was the answer, but what kind of answer was it? His father had ventured out in the Barlands and disappeared. His mother had gone with him. At the time, it had been devastating for Sam. He and Mia had waited for so long, thinking that their parents would one day return, but when they hadn’t, the children had simply tried to stay alive. That had been difficult, but he’d never tried venturing into the Barlands, to figure out where his father had gone or why he had chosen to go out there. The closest that Sam had gone was the tower where he had been with Lilith, the same tower where Rasan Tel had attacked.

      He looked up, holding his gaze on Tara. “I think the answer has always been there.”

      “I’m sure you’ve got something amazing that you want to tell me, but we aren’t going to do it tonight. Promise me.”

      “I promise,” Sam said.

      “Well?”

      “I think we need to go back out to the Barlands. I need to go after him, or at least the memory of him. I don’t know if I’m going to find anything. But honestly, I never looked. I didn’t know that I could.”

      At least now there wouldn’t be the same danger of getting trapped anywhere, or getting lost in the storm or in general. Still, the Barlands were vast and unexplored, and they were also dangerous. At least, that was what everybody always claimed.

      But Sam didn’t have to fear those things. Neither would Tara if she came with him.

      He looked at her. “If I do this, I think I need to talk to my sister. I haven’t taken the time.”

      “Well, you’ve tried, but she hasn’t been too eager for you to connect with her, either.”

      “I’m the older brother. I was supposed to take care of her.”

      “I’m not so sure that you were supposed to do anything. But I appreciate your concern for her.”

      “The hard part will be getting her to listen,” Sam said. “For whatever reason, she’s been angry since we came here.”

      “Didn’t you say that she didn’t want to come in the first place?”

      “Partly.”

      “Then the answer is obvious,” Tara said. “She didn’t want to come. You did, but because you didn’t have a place to go otherwise. And you were the one to have the success here, while she’s struggled. It doesn’t take a brilliant mind to come up with the answer as to what she’s been thinking or why she resents you for what happened here. And yet you, one of the most brilliant minds I’ve ever met, still can’t piece that together. I guess that gives hope to those of us who aren’t quite as bright as you.”

      Sam glowered at her. “You do know that you are the only student who has tested out of the arcane arts early.”

      “I suppose there is that.”

      “And you know that I can’t do anything that you do.”

      “Not with the arcane arts,” Tara agreed.

      “Do you want to come with me?”

      “Now? It’s late. It’s nearly midnight. You don’t need to be running around the Academy at midnight. Even though I suppose you are permitted to do so. I’m starting to think that you shouldn’t be able to wander quite so openly. I get some of the difficulty other people have with you, Sam. If it were up to me, I would probably tell you to get back to your place, and . . .” She started to smile.

      Sam got up and gathered the books. The difference between the reserve section and the rest of the library was that here, they were expected to reshelve the books. Out in the main areas, that was considered taboo. He quickly placed them back where they belonged.

      “How long were you waiting on me?” he asked, turning back to Tara.

      “Most of the night, but I did have a course on advanced angulation I was teaching. I can’t believe how dense some of these fourth-year students are.”

      “You realize they are your level.”

      “Not anymore,” she said, grinning. “And since I’ve been spending so much time in Voran, they aren’t even close.”

      “We may have to start teaching others about Voran. And about the kind of arcane arts that you learned there.”

      She nodded. “I’ve been thinking that, as well. I figured we would start with those we could trust. We can move on from there. Havash, Chasten, and some of the other master instructors all probably deserve to know. It does leave me with one question, but one I don’t have much of an answer for.”

      “Just one?”

      “Well, when I’m there, I have a lot of questions. They’re difficult for me to piece through, and I’ve been trying to uncover as much as I can when I’m there, knowing that my time is not always mine.” She arched a brow at Sam, shooting him a look that suggested that he was responsible for it. “Which does lend a certain urgency to my studies. It also forces me to take notes, which is why I have this here.” Tara patted her notebooks.

      “I know,” Sam said. “And your system for encryption is pretty advanced. It only took me the better part of two hours to crack.”

      She huffed. “You have an advantage in that you know me. You know the kind of things that I might use.”

      It was that, but it was also a series of patterns she had created. Her encryption was clever, but it wasn’t complicated enough. Certainly not nearly as complex as what had been used in the almanacs. That had taken Sam and Tara a long time to try to work through. Some of it came simply from repetitive exposure; some of it came from his connection to the source, which revealed aspects of it to him.

      “What questions do you have?”

      They had reached the door leading from the reserve stack, and they stepped out into the main part of the library. It was late, and the librarians had indeed left. A single lantern sat on the library’s desk, glowing with a soft, yellow light. It was a type of alchemy light, but not as bright as some of the ones that Sam and Tara had made.

      They closed the door, blocking the entrance to the reserve stack, before Tara finally paused, looking down at the librarian’s desk and sighing heavily.

      “Tara?”

      “It’s about Voran,” she said.

      “I know. I agree that we should start introducing others to the knowledge that’s there. I’m sure that Havash will have quite the day when we finally let him access that.”

      “Oh, I’m sure,” she said. “But that’s not exactly it. It has more to do with the steps we have to take to get there. I know you thought about it, Sam. Don’t act like you haven’t.”

      “You mean the conduit.”

      “Exactly. The conduit. Voran is separated from the Academy. It takes a conduit, something that only someone like yourself, and two others—or three, if we count Rasan Tel—could use to carry us. The question I have, and it’s been bothering me more the longer that I’m in Voran, and allowed to study and try to work through things, is why would a place like that, a place that requires the source to reach, have so much knowledge on the arcane arts? Who were they keeping it from?”

      Sam didn’t have an answer. He had begun to question the reason for Voran and the separation between the library there and the rest of the books on angulation and the arcane arts. Knowing what he did about Rasan Tel, and how he wanted to destroy those who could use the arcane arts, and about the likelihood that there once had been a war between those who could use the source and those who could use the arcane arts, Sam couldn’t help but wonder if Voran had been established to limit that knowledge.

      Which begged a different question: What would happen if that knowledge became common?
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      Sam headed along the Academy halls early in the morning, his gaze pausing on the portraits of several of the previous grandams as he made his way toward the sharan tower—and his sister. It was a long-overdue visit, but every time he attempted to get to Mia, something seemed to come up. At least, that was what he told himself. He needed to stop making excuses.

      “Master Bilson,” a voice said.

      Sam paused, looking up the stairs leading to the second level of the Academy. He had been on the main level, and had paused briefly in the kitchen to gather a few things to eat before he went to find his sister. It was still early enough that she wouldn’t be up for her classes—hopefully, he wouldn’t draw any unusual attention. At this point, Sam simply wanted to get going.

      “Grandam,” Sam said, tipping his head to Havash.

      “I was wondering if I might have a word with you.”

      “Now?”

      Havash looked along the stairs, then into the hall, before his lips pressed into a tight frown. The man managed to look as if he were both incredibly irritated and somehow amused at the same time.

      “Did you have something better to be doing?”

      While he didn’t have the same restrictions as when he was an Academy student, Sam still didn’t want to share everything with Havash. There were aspects of what he could do with the source that Sam felt as if he needed to keep from the grandam, along with questions about what it meant for him to have some unique connection to Rasan Tel. Sam wasn’t entirely sure what that meant yet, and he felt that he needed to keep digging so that he could understand it better.

      “I suppose not. Were you coming to find me?”

      “I was coming to leave you a note,” Havash said. “I find it fortuitous I would encounter you in the hall.”

      Sam was rarely up at this time, not with his long hours in the evening working on alchemy.

      “In my office, if you would?”

      Sam followed Havash up the stairs, somewhat resentful at the delay in seeing Mia. At least this time, he had a better excuse than most.

      They reached the top of the stairs. There were only a few students up at this time of day, though they didn’t linger in the halls. The couple they did encounter would shoot him a look, or Havash, before scurrying away and saying nothing. Sam wasn’t even dressed in his master robes; he only tended to wear them when he went to teach. Otherwise, he preferred not to draw that attention to himself.

      The grandam quarters were along the hall on the second level of the Academy. Havash stopped and quickly used a powerful angulation with the arcane arts to unravel a seal he’d placed along the door, pulling it free and pushing it open. He waved inside, staring off to the side of the door while Sam headed in front of him. Once inside, Havash closed the door, layered over a pattern of the arcane arts, and then relaxed.

      “Is that really necessary?” Sam asked.

      “It’s just a precaution,” Havash said, striding past him. He adjusted his grandam robes, the same gray as the master robes, but without the stripes of the towers, and took a seat at his desk.

      His office remained just as messy as it had been when Sam first came to work with him. The office itself might have changed locations, but the man’s organization had remained the same. There were piles of books, stacks of papers, and items of alchemy scattered all about the room. The door to his private quarters was slightly ajar, and a pale, greenish glow emanated from inside, leaving Sam to wonder what sort of alchemy he had active in there. Not that he would ask Havash about that, as it would probably only irritate him.

      Havash waved for Sam to take a seat across from him, and he did. He had to look over the desk, along with a stack of books that Sam recognized from the reserve section of the library, while Havash pulled the stack of papers toward him. He started making notes, scrawling across a page and then sealing it with the mark of the grandam, a ring that Sam had only realized he wore once he had taken up a more senior position within the Academy.

      After sitting like that for a few moments, Sam cleared his throat.

      Havash looked up. “I’m sorry. I get preoccupied.”

      “You wanted me here for something?”

      “I’ve been thinking about our problem.” He turned his attention back to the papers, his gaze working across a line. He paused, scrawled something quickly, and sealed it.

      “What problem is that?” Sam asked.

      Havash settled his hands down on the table and looked up. “The problem of communication. We have many people searching for Nighlan movement, but only a few can use the conduits. That limits us. Our enemy does not have the same limitation.”

      “I’ve told you, I’m more than happy to be a part of—”

      “I’m not asking you to be a part of the search. At least, not as active a role as I know you want to take. What I’m looking for is something a bit less obvious.”

      “Why? Has Joiner or Lilith encountered anything more?”

      One of the problems with the amount of time he’d been spending in the Academy was that Sam felt separated from the search for Rasan Tel. Knowing that there was some accumulation of Nighlan—and possibly a power that he didn’t fully understand—while they simply bided their time in the Academy left him on edge.

      “It’s possible that they have,” Havash said, sweeping his hand across the stack of papers. “But even if they found something, they would have to return to us. And that isn’t my greatest concern, Samran.”

      “What is?”

      “If something were to happen to you again. And others like you,” Havash added. “I’d like to have a way of speaking to those who leave the Academy and hunt for the Nighlan. I was hoping that would be something that you and Ms. Stone—excuse me, Master Stone—would be interested in solving.”

      “You want me to help you solve some sort of communication issue?”

      Havash leaned back and rubbed at his temple. For the first time, Sam noticed how drawn his eyes appeared. They were almost sunken, with rings beneath them that suggested he hadn’t been sleeping much.

      “I’ve been struggling with the Nighlan. They haven’t attacked Olway, but I agree with your assessment, Sam. Eventually, they will target us again. We have something they want, but I don’t know what it is, and none of the people that I trust have any idea.”

      “Neither do I,” Sam said.

      “And you are one of the people I trust,” Havash said. “But those of us who are only arcane artists are limited. We can’t use the conduits. I have several of the brightest minds in angulation trying to struggle through that little concept, working through ways that we might be able to replicate what you and the others can do so easily with the source, but we haven’t solved it yet. I imagine Master Stone is also working on that.”

      Sam didn’t say one way or the other, but he figured that his flat expression answered for him. Tara worked on so many different things at this point. It wasn’t just trying to understand how to open a conduit with the arcane arts. She also searched for a way to use them similar to how Sam used the source, much like how he had been using the source to try to understand if there was a way to model it after the arcane arts.

      “As I suspected. I think it’s for the best. The two of you have proven clever, which might serve us well. At least, one can only hope.” He glanced down at the stack of papers in front of him. “Joiner has not found any further evidence of the power that you uncovered when you traveled with him. I think that bothers him.”

      “It bothers me too,” Sam admitted. “If Rasan Tel has access to another kind of power—”

      “We don’t know that he does. But then again, we don’t know that he doesn’t, so I appreciate the level of concern. And to be honest, I share it. We don’t know what he intends.” Havash took a deep breath and rubbed a knuckle in his eye. “When I came to the Academy the first time, I was not at all dissimilar from Master Stone. I wanted to understand what it meant for me to have this power inside of me. Learning that there were rules felt right. It was a simple matter of applying those rules.” He shook his head. “I didn’t come from a background like you. My parents were well enough off, and had I stayed in my home village, I probably would’ve been a tradesman of sorts. I would’ve lived a perfectly content life.”

      He’d never heard him describe his time before the Academy. “Havash?”

      “But once I understood that I had access to this power, I would never have been content. I wanted to know more, and I wanted to understand what it meant for me, and more than that, I wanted to be the best at using it. That’s something that I think that you understand, Samran.”

      “Actually, I don’t understand it at all,” Sam said. “I can’t use the same power, and I didn’t ever have that connection to it. All I’ve wanted was to get off the streets. You gave us that opportunity.”

      And because of it, Sam knew he should feel like he owed Havash. Instead, there were times when he felt almost annoyed with the grandam. Then again, Havash had certainly fostered some of that. He had made it difficult for Sam, partly because he didn’t feel as if Sam had any potential. Then, once Sam had proven that he could do certain things that others could not, Havash had demanded more and more out of him.

      “I did, all while investigating strange sources of energy,” Havash said. “I still wonder if it was chance that I was out there, or perhaps I was guided to you. Perhaps both.”

      Sam leaned forward. “What strange power were you investigating?”

      He hadn’t looked into what Havash had been doing out in the Barlands when he found Sam in the first place. He should have been asking those questions before.

      “It’s nothing. We’ve seen no further evidence of it.”

      “It must have been something,” Sam said. “You were out in the Barlands. That’s where you came across us in the first place. And you were looking for something. More than that, you had left the Academy to do so.”

      “I had left the Academy because I felt as if I had done all that I could, and because I had been led to believe that there were other ways I might need to serve. Chasten certainly thought highly of others, and yet he had not brought me fully along.”

      There was a note of irritation in his tone.

      “What kind of power was out there?”

      “I never saw it. I never saw any evidence of anything out there, only that reports had been coming consistently.”

      “Reports?” Sam asked. “I thought you’d left the Academy at that time.”

      “That doesn’t mean that I didn’t still serve Olway. Just because I chose a different path doesn’t mean I was not still of service.”

      “I’ve been thinking about my father,” Sam said. There were ways that he could ask Havash for information without revealing everything about what he was after. Maybe he could allude to what he was interested in. “He disappeared, along with my mother, several years before you came across us. We don’t know what happened to him.”

      “Out there, so far removed from the main part of Olway, it’s not surprising.”

      “Because Olway has dragged people to the mines?”

      Sam didn’t think that was the reason that his father had disappeared. They preferred younger bodies. It was far easier to keep them working.

      “I have given my thoughts to the council on that,” Havash said.

      “I have my own thoughts on it,” Sam said. “Erstan is a part of Olway. We might have been far removed, but given that Olway thought to annex us, the people should be treated no differently than—”

      “I didn’t ask you to come here to speak of politics,” Havash said.

      “No. You asked me to help you in the war with the Nighlan. A war that all of Olway has suffered under.”

      Sam sat back, crossing his arms over his chest, and Havash started to smile. “Still causing trouble.”

      “I’m not trying to.”

      “Oh, I’m quite certain of that. No. You’re not wrong. We do need to take a different approach when it comes to some of the lands that we have annexed.”

      “But why annex Erstan?”

      At the time, Sam had never really understood, and he still wasn’t entirely sure that he did. It wasn’t as if there were all that much out in Erstan that was valuable to the rest of Olway. The only thing that he thought was valuable was the corishan mines, though since coming to Tavran and even with his experience in the Academy, Sam didn’t see why the corishan was so valuable.

      “The ore was an excuse,” Havash admitted. “It has its uses. It’s been used in various forms of alchemy over the years, but never in much quantity.”

      That was news to Sam. He had never found any use for it during any of the alchemy attempts that he had made. Perhaps that was a mistake. If there was some aspect of it that could be utilized . . .

      “But it was more about the danger of the Nighlan. There were those of us who understood that the Nighlan posed a threat to Olway. Much of the council tried to ignore it, as they had attempted to ignore the Nighlan for many years, but some of us had seen the danger, and we’d made arrangements to force the council’s hand.”

      It took a moment for Sam to work through what Havash had implied. “You’re saying that the reason Olway annexed Erstan was because of you?”

      “It wasn’t entirely me,” Havash said.

      “Not entirely, but you had a hand in it.” And that made far more sense as to why Havash had been out in the Barlands. Even if the grandam didn’t want to acknowledge it, it had to have something to do with what Sam had been after.

      “I didn’t see any sign of the Nighlan beyond the Barlands,” Sam said. “There would’ve been no threat there.”

      “Have you traveled beyond the borders?”

      “Not far.”

      “Then you don’t know,” Havash said. “The Barlands serve as a natural barrier. But we need as much of that as possible to ensure the safety of our borders.” He breathed out. “Again, Samran, I don’t want to get into a political dispute with you. Once we disrupt this Nighlan threat, we can talk about governance. That is, if you remain interested.” He cocked a brow, watching Sam. “I’m sure the council would be well served to have someone like yourself sitting upon it. Then again, I wonder if you would be inclined.”

      Sam started. He had no interest in politics, not the way that Tara had, and he wasn’t sure if she even did still. But given what he’d seen, maybe he should.

      “I have been talking with Chasten, and we both suspect that there should be a way to communicate using alchemy. Neither of us is confident in what it would take, but I thought that if anyone could solve it, it would be you.”

      “Not Chasten? He does have far more experience with alchemy than I do.”

      “Not the kind of alchemy I think will be required,” Havash said. “Chasten understands the basics of traditional alchemy, which you have already shown a mastery of. That is one area where your near-perfect memory has been quite useful.”

      Sam snorted. There were many areas where his near-perfect memory had been helpful, not the least of which had been when he first came to the Academy and was trying to find a way to prove that he should remain, even without having access to the arcane arts.

      “You don’t have to overwhelm me with compliments like that, Havash. I don’t know if I can take it.”

      “I mean no offense.”

      “Why don’t you get down to it, then? I’m sure that I could ponder a way to communicate across distances,” Sam began. He had a few thoughts in mind. Certain ingredients in alchemy could be linked, and perhaps with the correct linking, he could come up with a way to stretch a communication, but he wasn’t sure what would be involved. The lanterns had been used to communicate across the distance, but that involved using the source to activate. Either that or a vrandal.  Sam had been trying to come up with some way of replicating the alchemy involved in making those but had so far been unsuccessful. “You obviously have something in mind, though.”

      Havash smiled tightly. “I do. And I think it comes down to your unique skill set.”

      “The source. If I use the source, then only those who can activate the source will be able to utilize that.”

      “Perhaps, but perhaps not. It’s the reason I want you and Master Stone to work together on this. I think that if the two of you do this, you might be able to find the answer that we’re looking for.”

      “Conduits,” Sam said, realizing just what Havash had been intending. “That’s what you think this is tied to. You think that we can use the conduits to communicate.” It had to be the way that the lanterns had been used, though those were far more advanced alchemy than Sam could easily create. And they had a weakness, as well. They opened up a connection that could be used against them.

      “Exactly,” Havash said, smiling and leaning forward. “What I want is for you to use your understanding of alchemy, and the conduits, to give us a way to connect across distances.”

      As Sam looked at Havash, he suspected it was more than simply speaking across distances that Havash wanted. That was the first step. But if they could master speaking, then taking the next step would be somewhat easier. It would involve something larger, Sam suspected, but if he could come up with a way for arcane artists to use these devices, what was to say that he couldn’t eventually create some way for them to use a conduit and travel through it, no differently than he did?

      “I see,” he said.

      “Do you?”

      “I know what you’re after, Havash. And if you want me to find a way for you to create conduits to travel, I could do that, too. But it would take time.”

      “I think that will become necessary,” Havash said, “but not yet. We already have ways of creating something similar with the arcane arts and traditional alchemy. It can be difficult and expensive, but we already understand those concepts. I’m truly only looking for a way to communicate. If we have to coordinate a battle against the Nighlan, we need to know where to push our assets. If we can learn anything else from it, then so be it,” he said, waving his hand as if dismissing the matter, though Sam doubted it was a true denial. “Can you do this for me? This is a priority for the Academy and Olway, Sam. We need to do this before the Nighlan—and Rasan Tel—begin their attack. It’s important.”

      That meant that he would have to do it before looking into his father.

      And it meant he would have to do it before going to talk to Mia. Once again, it seemed as if something pulled him away from what he should have done long ago. Sam needed to make amends with her, and he kept finding excuses not to.

      “I will do it,” Sam said.

      “Good. I’ve asked Chasten to have his shop prepared for you and to ensure that you have all the supplies that you might need.”

      “I didn’t realize that I was limited in my supplies here,” Sam said. Now that the alchemy tower was open, Sam had stocked it with plenty of alchemical supplies, along with many of the necessary tools.

      “Not only physical supplies, but personnel. You have everything in the city at your disposal, Sam.”

      “What aren’t you telling me, Havash?”

      Havash let out a heavy breath. “I told you about the strange surges of power that I had noticed in the Barlands.”

      “When you found us.”

      “When I happened upon you and your sister, yes. There have been reports of similar surges recently. I don’t know what it means. I have arcane artists investigating. But I’m concerned that it means that our time is running short. The last time we had those surges, the Nighlan attacked.”

      “You mean they attempted to infiltrate the Academy.”

      “That was one instance. But there have been more. Several times since then. Each time has been coordinated. The surge of energy, then an attack.” Havash sighed. “I’ve been trying to make sense of it, but I wasn’t able to understand the connection. That is, until we came to realize that Rasan Tel has some control over the conduits.”

      “He doesn’t any longer. At least, not the same measure of control.”

      “But he still understands them. Which is why we need to do this quickly, Sam. These surges suggest that an attack is imminent.”

      “How long do you think we have?”

      “I don’t know. It could be a week. It could be a day. There has been no consistency. But either way, our time is short.”
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      Sam was exhausted. He’d spent the better part of the entire day in Chasten’s workshop, crouched over a table, mixing various elements to try to create something that would form a conduit that somebody could speak through. He hadn’t come up with any real answer.

      The workshop was otherwise empty. He and Tara were the only ones here. There were rows of workbenches, though most of them had been pushed out of the way to give them space. There wasn’t even any remnant of the conduit that had been formed here before. Chasten had discarded nearly everything, destroying it so that there would be no way for any of Rasan Tel’s minions to return. Not without him. Dozens of different odors hung in the air, some sweet, some pungent, all of them from different attempts at alchemy.

      Tara sat next to him, her hair hanging in her face, a stain of ink on one cheek. A notebook rested beside her, where she’d been keeping track of every attempt they had made. Neither of them felt as if they were getting any closer.

      Chasten had checked in on them periodically. After Havash had asked for Sam’s help and suggested to Chasten that they needed to utilize every resource he had, the alchemist had taken it upon himself to ensure that he was at their beck and call. It felt strange to Sam that Chasten would act that way with him, but these days, Sam had started to grow accustomed to such strangeness.

      “I keep thinking that it has to have something to do with the construction of the lanterns,” Sam said. “I’ve tried to figure out how to rebuild them but haven’t come up with any answers. If we can learn how they were made, we might be able to replicate it.”

      It was more than just replicating, though. They wanted to have a way for arcane artists to recreate it.

      “We might have to destroy one,” Tara said.

      “But if we destroy a lantern, then we disrupt a connection that we might need at some point in the future.”

      “What if we find one that has already been destroyed?”

      “Then it won’t help us follow the conduit,” Sam said. “It’s either we destroy one that we might need to use, or we find one that’s already been destroyed and will be useful. I don’t know that we can do it like that.”

      And if Chasten hadn’t destroyed everything that had been in his warehouse, they might even have a lantern they could use. The problem with that, though, was that it would be a lantern that Rasan Tel had a hand in creating. Chasten had destroyed all of those, not wanting any memory of them left behind. He had claimed that it was because he didn’t want Rasan Tel or any of his Nighlan to break into the warehouse, but he had said it with a measure of menace that left Sam thinking that it was more out of anger and vengeance at what had happened to him.

      “We’ve tried every attempt at a linking material that we can,” she said, looking over to the pile of discarded attempts. It had filled a bucket. Many of them were misshapen. They’d tried to encourage a natural shape to come from it, but so far, they hadn’t found anything.

      “Havash tried to make me feel like I had some secret,” Sam said, shaking his head. “As if I was going to be the key to this. I don’t feel like I am.”

      “So, think about what you do when you form a conduit. How can you do that naturally?”

      “Well, you just naturally draw the source, and you naturally form the anchor point, and then you naturally extend that connection beyond.”

      “I don’t need the attitude, Sam,” Tara said. “I’m tired, too.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just that Havash said an attack was coming. I feel like if we don’t work through this, it’s going to be my fault that the Nighlan manage to attack us.”

      “None of this is your fault. You bought Olway time that they wouldn’t have had otherwise, and you have been the reason that Rasan Tel isn’t here now. But this is something that we can do.”

      Sam leaned back, closing his eyes. He thought about the conduits. Every time he focused on those conduits and what they meant, he found his thoughts drifting back to the Barlands. To the last time that he had faced Rasan Tel.

      And then, , he thought about his father, his sister, and the life that he’d led out in the Barlands. It was almost as if they were all interconnected.

      Sam knew better than that. He knew that whatever connection he had to the Barlands was not necessarily tied to the source—but whatever Rasan Tel was after there might be. He doubted that it had anything to do with corishan, but maybe he should have asked Havash about that.

      “When I open a conduit, I have to feel for the flow of the source,” Sam began, though he was saying it mostly for himself. Tara looked over and started to take notes. They’d gone through this before, and he wondered what more she thought she might document at this point. “I have to create an anchor point to where we are. The lanterns form the anchor, and they concentrate the source. When I don’t have the lanterns, then I have to create the anchor myself, and then I have to be the one responsible for concentrating the source.” And now that he knew how to split the streams, it had become far easier for him to do so. It wasn’t just a matter of power when it came to that. There was some of that involved, but not entirely. Power was but one part of a conduit. The split strands, and the pattern that Sam used to make them, seemed to create the conduit in a way that he couldn’t even put words to. It was why he attempted to talk it through. “I push toward the destination. There has to be a destination in mind, though. I have to feel where the anchor links.”

      “And how do you feel that?”

      Tara’s voice was distant, soft and subdued, but it prompted him. “I feel the flow of the source.”

      When he traveled someplace that he’d been before, it was easier. Sam could even create an anchor right here in the middle of Chasten’s workshop—that was, if he didn’t mind potentially damaging the workbenches stationed around the inside of the room or destroying the various compounds that Chasten had brought for them to work with. He could push through the source, forming that conduit, and once he did, it was a matter of stretching outward and creating another anchor point. That was all that was involved.

      The entire process was fairly straightforward. But there was a reason that very few could create a conduit like that without having an anchor point already established. It was an advanced use of the source. Had Sam not been able to split the source, he wouldn’t have been able to do that either. Joiner struggled with it, as did Lilith, though both had begun to progress rapidly with their understanding of what was involved.

      “Can you think of a way to do that without using the source?”

      “You need the source. The source is the conduit,” Sam said.

      “Then there’s another way to draw the source?”

      “I don’t know. I draw from myself. The only other thing that I’ve ever felt having something similar was . . .”

      He closed his eyes, and he thought about the vrandal. He thought about the way that it had circled his fingers, stretching up to his palm. Sam had lived with that device for a long time, becoming intimately familiar with it. For quite a while, the vrandal had been bonded to him in such a way that he couldn’t even remove it. He had felt it up against his skin, had felt the coolness of the metal, had known how it pressed against him. That had allowed him to at least augment the source. Could it be that it was also useful in drawing the source?

      “Go on,” Tara said.

      “It has to be the vrandal.”

      “You’ve tried making one,” she said.

      Her voice was a soft murmuring.

      Sam had tried. They had spent quite a bit of time working through what might be involved in a vrandal. He had known that metal was one component, and that several different metals could amplify power. He had seen it with both the source and the arcane arts, and yet trying any of those metals had failed. Silver seemed to deflect his attempt, as if it subdued that power. Iron and copper did the same thing. Rarer metals were no different.

      He closed his eyes, straining to think through what he had felt. “My father knew,” he said. “He, Rasan Tel, and Joiner’s mentor. They all knew how to make a vrandal.”

      “And they probably knew how to create the lanterns,” Tara said. “But there were those who came before them, Sam. They weren’t the first. They were just the last of the most powerful.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Others had known, but that knowledge had ended up lost. Even in Voran, they didn’t have an answer to some of those applications of the source. They had ways of understanding the arcane arts, ways of understanding the source, but not ways of creating powerful connections between them.

      What had happened to all of that?

      He shook his head at Tara. “There has to be more.”

      “Well, we know there is some way of doing it. It’s not like this is impossible. You just have to figure it out. Piece together what you’ve read.”

      “You mean recreate what those who were far more powerful than me were able to do.”

      “Were they, though?” Tara rested her elbow on the table, glancing at the basket of fruit that Chasten had brought them during his last visit down. She grabbed an apple, bit into it, and sat there chewing. “We know that they had a combined experience that is more than what you have, but I don’t know that you can say they were more powerful. You have a similar power to Rasan Tel. You don’t have his experience, but you will in time.”

      “If he lets us have that time,” Sam said.

      “Think about what you know of alchemy. Even if it’s basic, straightforward alchemy. What do you know there? You’ve read every book that the Academy has on the subject. You’ve read every book in Voran that might be even tangentially related to it.”

      “And nothing has mentioned anything like those lanterns or the vrandal.”

      “Probably because Rasan Tel has those,” she said.

      He looked up and snorted. “You know, you’re probably right. He was sequestered in his prison, but we don’t know what resources he had access to, do we?”

      “Not really. And now that he’s free, we don’t know what he knew of before he was imprisoned.”

      “It seems strange to me, though,” Sam said. “How he managed to be imprisoned like that.”

      “What part of it?”

      “Well, because he didn’t seem to have aged.”

      “Why is that strange to you?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve been trying to figure out his prison.”

      “I think you should be focusing on one problem at a time. By letting herself get distracted by all of these problems, you don’t put all of that brainpower to work the way that you need to.”

      “I can think of more than one thing at a time,” he said.

      “I know that you can, but I also think that you should focus. We need your mind working. Keep talking it through. I can pitch in with what I can help with, but when it comes to alchemy, I’m not going to be as helpful.”

      “You’re still helpful.”

      “I’m not saying that out of a lack of confidence. It’s just that I didn’t study alchemy as much as you did, and I don’t have access to your connection to the source. Besides, I also don’t have your near-perfect memory.”

      Sam closed his eyes. He had done something similar when he first came to the Academy, trying to piece together what he might need to know about other aspects of the arcane arts, so why not do that now when it came to alchemy?

      The answer had to be there. He was certain of it. As he focused on what he had read, he started to sort through different compounds that might help augment power. That was where he had to start. And he knew something. Metal had been used for almost all of it. The lanterns. The vrandal.

      But that wasn’t entirely the case. Some of the lanterns were made out of stone, or at least they had seemed to be. Yet even those had some trace of metal mixed within.

      What metal was that? And how could he connect to it? He had to find that connection somehow. Some way of augmenting.

      He pulled up what he remembered of various metallic compounds. There were lists of them in one of the alchemical books—Forner’s Guide to Alchemy. It was a basic book, simply a list of materials. Sam had skimmed it early on, mostly out of curiosity at what might be used in alchemy. As he went through the list of metallic compounds and even semi-metallic compounds, he discarded quite a few of them as being too dissimilar to what he had felt in the vrandal. Sam had an advantage, having had a vrandal connected to him for so long.

      The metal in it couldn’t be that different than the metal in the lanterns. As Sam thought about it, he felt there had to be a tracing of the same metal in everything.

      He kept working through the list in his mind, how different metals might mix. He didn’t need to perform alchemy in order to test them—he could do that in his head. Sam had seen enough combinations, and had read about enough, that he didn’t need to waste time with actual experiments to find the answers.

      Each time he mixed something in his mind, he had to discard it. It wasn’t going to be similar to what he had felt from the vrandal, and it wasn’t going to augment the connection to the source the way that he needed to. Sam stayed focused on metallic items most of all, but it seemed to him that there had to be something else to it.

      He turned his focus to the semi-metallic items, tracing along the list until he came to one that made his breath catch.

      “I haven’t tried that,” he said, though it was mostly to himself.

      “What is it?” Tara asked.

      He shook his head. “Something that I should’ve thought about sooner. Far sooner, especially as I’ve just been chatting with Havash about it.”

      “You were talking about making something that you can connect to others with,” she said.

      “That, and the reason that Erstan was annexed. Corishan.”

      Why hadn’t he considered that?

      It was a powder in solid form, and not particularly stable, but it was useful in some minor alchemy that was popular throughout Olway. Sam closed his eyes, focusing on what it might be like if he added corishan to several different alchemical compounds, and each time that he thought through it, he found that it did not hold. The properties of corishan involved some degradation, which meant that he needed something to bind them together. He closed his eyes, focusing. He ran through dozens of alchemy books in his mind, searching for references to corishan, connecting one to another, and then he had it.

      Once again, he tried to form the compound in his mind, and it seemed to hold.

      Sam opened his eyes, laughing. “I have no idea if it’s going to work.”

      “You’ve been sitting there for the better part of an hour,” Tara said.

      She had a stack of discarded fruit in front of her, and she’d finished the apple. An orange had been peeled and devoured, and the loaf of bread that Chasten had brought down had been picked at.

      “Hasn’t he?”

      Sam looked over. Chasten sat at a table near them, a stack of books in front of him.

      He smiled tightly. “I didn’t want to bother you. Ms. Stone suggested that you were lost in thought. I understand how that can be.”

      “I think I know how to do it.”

      “Because you read about it somewhere?” Tara asked, grinning at him.

      “Well, not exactly. I read about different aspects, and as I began to mix them in my mind, I can see how they should work. And every test I ran in my mind seemed to hold up.”

      “Every test you ran, how?”

      “In my mind. As I said, I don’t know if it’s going to hold up, but there seems to be no reason that it shouldn’t.”

      Tara glanced at Chasten, and then she started to laugh. “Only you, Sam, would talk about running a test in your mind with a straight face. Well?” She got to her feet. “It’s time to find out if it works. So that means that you need to get out of your head and show me what to do.”
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      The first few attempts at recreating Sam’s mental experiment did not work nearly as well as he had hoped. The concept was sound, though. He knew that much. He could feel it as he had formed each of the attempts at alchemy, mixing different compounds and using them in a way that would create a binding of sorts, linking and holding the source inside of it. That was the key.

      To succeed and create a communication device that would allow them to speak across great distances, Sam knew that the source had to be involved. In this case, though, the source didn’t just have to be tied to it, it had to be bound inside of the alchemy. Somebody without alchemy would have to trigger it, and they would have access to the source.

      The corishan was the key.

      He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised by that. Corishan had been found near the Barlands, and that had been where his father had been staying, hiding perhaps. As Sam started to think about it, he began to question whether corishan was the key to all of the lanterns and other forms of complex alchemy that he had not yet mastered. The more he thought about the substance, the more uses he could see for it.

      “I think the key is just storing enough of the source inside of the alchemy,” he said, looking at Tara before focusing on what had become a ball of blackened alchemy in front of him. There were no streaks of green within it. This was simply black. It was almost perfectly spherical, though aspects of it seemed oblong, as if the shape wasn’t quite right. He tried to maintain the appropriate from, but the more he focused on it, the more he could feel some aspect of it shifting. He had to hold on to it as he formed the alchemy, and it was extremely challenging.

      “Isn’t there any way for you to connect it to the source?” Tara asked.

      She had another apple in her hand. She’d been snacking ever since they’d started working but had stuck with fruits for the most part. Sam preferred the desserts. Chasten had made sure that they had cookies, breads, cheeses and meats, and an entire collection of other treats. Most of that had been welcome, especially as the longer that they were here, the more Sam felt his stomach rumbling.

      “I don’t entirely know if there’s any way to hold the source in here,” he said. “I think that I can at least hold some of my connection to it, but I don’t think that I can connect the alchemy to the source, if that makes sense.”

      “It’s too bad,” Tara said. She paused, teeth already penetrating the skin of the apple. “You know, if there is a way to connect the alchemy that you’re creating here to the source and allow somebody to trigger that . . .”

      Sam and given that some thought as well—a way for her to use the lanterns, open a conduit, and travel without needing him.

      He wasn’t entirely sure that was going to be possible. He could store the source inside of something. That much he believed. It was more complex than typical alchemy, partly because the kind of alchemy involved in what he was trying to do now involved holding on to power while also forming alchemy.

      What if he created the object, then added the source to it?

      The challenge was knowing what shape he needed to maintain first. Once he established that, he could decide what else was needed. But he didn’t quite know what shape would be needed. Not yet.

      “I thought you said you solved this in your mind?” Tara said with a slight smile. “The great Sam Bilson, master of alchemy.”

      “You don’t need to push him like that,” Chasten chided from the side of the room. He was working at his table, forming his own alchemical devices. At first, Chasten had been watching their work, as if he had thought that he might learn something from what Sam had done, but the longer it took for Sam to come up with an answer, the more Chasten had started to work on his own projects.

      It was for the best. Sam didn’t think that he could show Chasten anything.

      He had believed that he was gifted enough with alchemy and his connection to the source that this wouldn’t take too long, but he was struggling. Of course, if this had been easy, someone would have done it by now.

      Here he had thought that the communication device would be easier than creating a lantern, but the more Sam worked on it, the more he realized that wasn’t going to be the case. Using lanterns required the person who used them to have the ability to connect to the source. They did not hold that on their own. At least, they didn’t as far as he had managed to see.

      But these devices would need to.

      “I’m going to try this again. I’m going to try something different this time.”

      “Oh, good,” Tara said. “I think these other stacks are proof that what you’ve done so far isn’t working.”

      He stuck his tongue out at her.

      “We should talk to Chasten about how expensive the resources you’ve been wasting are. I’ve seen some silver, even a little gold, and—”

      “The cost is not an issue,” Chasten called from across the room. “As you are well aware, Master Stone.”

      When Tara looked back at him, Sam shrugged. “See? The cost is not an issue. Chasten told me that this is the most important thing that we could be working on right now.”

      “Well, at least it is interesting. It’s far better than wandering in some cave where we were stranded. You don’t look like you’re suffering quite as much, so that’s good. And, if I’m completely honest with you, I don’t like the idea of chasing down Rasan Tel and trying to figure out what we’re going to do with him. I know we have to eventually”—she raised her hand when he started to object—“it’s just that I don’t know how we are going to do that or what you and I can do against somebody like him. Unless we can figure out some fantastical alchemy device that will overpower him, I just don’t have faith that the two of us are going to be enough.”

      “Why does it have to be just the two of us?” Sam asked. “The rest of the Academy, other alchemists, even Joiner and Lilith can be a part of this.”

      “When it comes down to it, I have a feeling that it’s going to be either you versus him or the two of us versus him. And that’s not what I want for either of us.”

      She might not be wrong. Sam had been caught up in this project, which had been good for him. He didn’t have to worry about anything else, and he certainly didn’t have to worry about what else they might need to do for the Academy or to stop the Nighlan. This had given him a reprieve. Maybe Havash had asked him to do it because he had known that Sam needed that. If so, he should thank him.

      But working on a project like this raised another set of questions. What other weapons could he create to store the source inside of alchemy? Sam hated to think like that, hated that his mind went toward weapons, but when it came to stopping the Nighlan, it might be necessary.

      It didn’t have to just be the source stored in the weapons, though. If he created the suitable holding device out of alchemy, couldn’t they store the arcane arts within it, as well?

      Sam would have to think about that later. It would be a different use of alchemy. With the use of the arcane arts in alchemy, they had learned how to pour some in and also how to trap aspects of the arcane arts in the alchemical devices, but doing so had fairly limited use. If Sam were able to hold on to some part of the arcane arts, enough that he could control it . . .

      Ideas bloomed in his mind. If someone like Tara could feel a device with enough of the arcane arts that he could direct it, he wouldn’t have to have somebody like her around to help.

      Not that he wanted to fight on his own, but at the same time, he also recognized that there were times when he might need to. Sam got back to work, focusing on the alchemical device in front of him. He had to keep focused, keep working at this.

      Maybe he could find a way to store the source within the corishan. What if he left the other ingredients alone but kept the corishan separate?

      He hadn’t tried that before. When he had mixed things in his mind, he had always involved the corishan, and he had seen how the compound should theoretically work, but when he had attempted to hold the source inside, he’d failed. In this case, the corishan could remain powdered, and if he were to structure something around it, that might give him a different option.

      He hurriedly worked through the steps, and when it was done, there was a perfectly spherical alchemical device. Rather than it being completely black, there were streaks of darkness through it, almost as if the corishan had been laced inside. The powder of it remained on the interior.

      Tara was sitting up now, watching him. “You didn’t do anything that time,” she said. “There was no use of the source in your mixture.”

      “Not in the mixture,” Sam said. He described what he had done, how he had combined the ingredients, and she frowned at him.

      “I could do that, Sam.”

      “I’m hopeful that you can,” he said. “If this works, we’re going to need quite a few of these. I will be able to make all of them, but if we can make them without me having a hand in any part of them other than to trap some of the source inside, I think we might be able to accomplish something here.”

      “Does it work?”

      Sam hadn’t attempted to use it yet, but now he focused on the sphere and opened himself to the source. He let out just a thin amount and poured it into the alchemical device. It was little more than a small orb; it would fit in the palm of his hand. He had no idea if the item would work, but as he pushed the source into it, he could feel it mixing with the corishan. It seemed to hold.

      Sam began to withdraw, and the corishan linked it, holding on to the source. He withdrew completely. Then he smiled. “I think it’s working.”

      “What did you do differently?” Chasten asked, having come over from the table. His hands were red, and Sam wondered what compounds he’d been working with. “It doesn’t look any different than some of the other attempts that you’ve made, only this one seems almost perfectly round. I suppose the structure would contain the source,” he said, scratching at his chin. He touched it, leaving another streak of red. Sam wondered if he’d burned his hands, but now it looked almost like he had been working with some kind of ink. “I suppose that power would push out, and the spherical shape should contain it. Clever, if that was your intent.”

      “Something has to hold on to it,” Sam said. “A circle would be the appropriate shape to do that, but I wasn’t sure that it would even work.”

      “Wonderful,” Chasten said. “This has trapped the source inside of it?”

      “I don’t know. I can feel the source, and I poured it in, so I know that there is some aspect of the source inside of here, but I don’t know if there’s enough for what we need.”

      He looked at Tara. She was frowning, but now he didn’t have an answer. And perhaps it didn’t matter.

      “We need to make another,” he said.

      “Why?” Chasten asked.

      “Well, if the intent of these is for us to communicate across distances, then we need to be able to test whether or not they will work for that. I think that they should.” He looked down at the sphere, wondering. “But again, I don’t know.”

      Sam waited. Tara got to her feet, headed over to the supply cabinet, and began to gather more supplies. She set them on the table, then nodded at him. “I think the three of us should work at the same time. We can make three of them, and then Sam can pour the source into them. The construct itself isn’t all that complicated. Which is surprising.”

      She spoke with a hint of doubt, though Sam agreed that it was. It felt like it should be more complicated than this.

      They set to work. He repeated the same steps as last time, only now he took it slower, describing it to Chasten and Tara. Both of them were accomplished alchemists, and both worked easily. It was such a simple construct that Sam wondered if he might use the alchemy students to create something like this—but only if it worked. The follow-up step was the more complicated one.

      When all of the spheres were created, he set them in front of him, then opened himself to the source and poured some of it inside.

      As before, he felt it taking hold. This time, he tried something different. He focused on the sphere that he was filling, along with the other two, and began to pour the source into them at the same time, splitting the streams. He had no idea if it would be necessary to form the linkage as he did, but it just seemed to fit. When he was done, he focused, and he could feel the source in each of them. Strangely, the one that he’d created first had a different signature than the other two.

      “Time to test?” Chasten asked.

      Sam nodded. “To be honest, I don’t know how to make it work.”

      “Well, what if we just talk into it?”

      “We have to activate the source inside of it somehow,” Sam said.

      “You said that it was a powder?”

      Sam shrugged. “The corishan was a powder when I placed it inside, as did you,” he said. “But I don’t exactly know what happened to it now that I poured the source into it.” He could feel the source, but he still couldn’t tell. He suspected if he were to slice open the sphere, he might see the corishan, but until he tried to do that, he didn’t know.

      “I’m going to suggest something that will sound a little ridiculous, and to be honest, a little basic, but I think we should attempt it,” Chasten said.

      Tara leaned forward. “We need to use the arcane arts and form angulation to surround it, right? I can see how that might be necessary to push power into it. I could almost imagine the technique that might be involved here, but I don’t know if it will hold long enough to create the activation of the alchemical device.”

      Chasten smirked. “Oh, your idea probably has some merit. And if my idea doesn’t work, we can attempt what you have suggested. The arcane arts are certainly useful, but I wonder if that’s even necessary with something like this, where they were not used in its creation.” He looked at Sam, then back to Tara. “The connection to the source is quite different than what the two of us connect to, Master Stone.”

      “How do you propose we activate it?” Sam asked.

      Chasten laughed. “We shake it.”
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      The spheres worked.

      They made their first attempts in the workshop, each of them talking into the spheres. Sam wasn’t entirely sure, but when he did what Chasten suggested, shaking the sphere, he felt the source stirring inside, and then he felt something else. Strangely, he felt that the connection to the source shifted. It drew out, heading toward the other spheres.

      But only the two that he had linked. Not the one that he had created first.

      He brought the sphere up to his mouth. “I’m just testing.”

      Then he heard a gasp. And not just from across the room—he also heard it through the sphere.

      “It actually works?” Tara exclaimed. Her voice was loud, and he had to draw the sphere away from him. “I can’t believe that shaking it actually works.”

      Chasten shrugged, holding his sphere at arm’s length. “It was a simple deduction,” he said. “Considering what we know of how the source is held inside, it seems to me that we simply have to activate it. I didn’t know that the arcane arts would be necessary for something like that, and I started to think that perhaps the activation would benefit from something a bit more basic.” He started to laugh as he shook his orb. “We test distance now. I can hear you quite clearly, almost too loud. It’s a shame that we can’t make these smaller so that only we would be the ones to hear them.”

      “I’m not so sure I can’t do that,” Sam said. “If we can make these work across the distance, then I can start to fine-tune the process, but for now, having something that works is better than having nothing.”

      “Oh, I’m not disagreeing with you, Sam. I’m just saying that if we have to face the Nighlan, we don’t want them to be able to hear what we are saying.”

      “There’s a simple solution to that,” Tara said.

      The arcane arts bloomed around her. She formed a complicated pattern of angulation, a shell of surging white energy that held in place. Then she looked over to the two of them. “See?”

      This time, Sam only heard it through the sphere, not across the room.

      “Even you can do this, Sam. Yours might use the source rather than the arcane arts, but you can create a barrier that would prevent somebody else from hearing it. And if you need to use the sphere, you simply erect the protection.”

      “What about if we don’t know that somebody’s going to use it, and they suddenly start talking to us?”

      “Well, then you place your protection around yourself,” Tara said. “It’s not perfect, but again, at this point, nothing is going to be perfect. We just need good enough.”

      Chasten smiled. “I can’t believe that it worked. I thought we’d be studying this for weeks.”

      “Havash made it clear that we didn’t have weeks,” Sam said.

      “Oh, Havash often exaggerates things.”

      Sam wasn’t exactly sure if that was true. It had been his experience that the grandam did not exaggerate often, and certainly not about real danger. If Havash believed they didn’t have that much time, they probably didn’t.

      “Distance,” he said.

      “Very good. I will go up into my shop, and why don’t one of you go to the Academy, where there are protections placed around it, so that we can test whether that works, and another can—”

      “We will both go to the Academy,” Tara said.

      Sam frowned at her. Was she afraid of being alone?

      She didn’t mind going to Voran, and certainly was alone there for long periods, but maybe it was the idea of being alone in the city itself that bothered her. Given what had happened, the number of attacks, he supposed he couldn’t put it past her to be concerned by that. And he couldn’t blame her for that, either. The city had proven to be more dangerous than almost anywhere else they’d been.

      “I suppose that’s probably for the best. We can test inside of the Academy, and we can start to explore whether the protections that are there will inhibit this from working,” Chasten said.

      Sam had the sense that Chasten recognized Tara’s concern and was trying to help put her at ease.

      “If this works, I’m going to need you and anybody else that you have to begin making them. I can figure out how many different links we need to make.”

      Chasten frowned. “How many different links?”

      “Well, it seems that only the ones that I linked at the same time allow us to communicate. The one that I made first is separate.”

      “I see,” Chasten said. “That makes sense. I wonder if there’s a way for you to add a link to it after the fact? Not that I came up with that idea on my own, but I suppose there might be some way for you to do that.”

      “There might be,” Sam agreed. “But I don’t know what it is. And at this point, I’m not sure that it matters all that much. I can make these fairly quickly. And you made it sound like the ingredients aren’t that expensive?”

      “Not terribly . . .” Chasten started.

      “Chasten?” Tara asked.

      “Well, the corishan is rare enough. And it does add to the cost of the construct. I’m not going to try to make you feel bad for using as much as you did, but—”

      “We can get more corishan,” Sam said.

      “How do you propose that?”

      Sam looked at Tara. “I have my ideas.”

      He had already wanted to go to the Barlands, to track down anything that he might find about his father, so why shouldn’t he go for the corishan, as well? After all, it seemed as if it would be a reasonable use of his time.

      They headed up into the alchemy shop, and Chasten released the door’s protection, waving to him and Tara as they headed across the street.

      “If this works, we have a way to talk more easily,” Tara said.

      “If this works, I don’t have to check on you quite as often in Voran.”

      “You mind?”

      “It’s not that I mind,” Sam said hurriedly, “it’s just that with everything that we’re attempting, and all of the things that Havash has me doing, I don’t always have the time to come down to the alchemy tower to make the journey.”

      “I suppose you’re right. It will make it easier for us. I can think of lots of ways something like this could be used. I wouldn’t have to wonder what you’re getting up to, either. And, there’s something else that I have wondered if I might be able to use it for.”

      “What?” Sam expected her to talk about something having to do with the Nighlan war, and everything they had been dealing with, but she surprised him.

      “I wanted to talk to my parents. Since I came to the Academy, I haven’t seen them as often as I once did. Definitely not this last year, and I wish I could. But I also understand that there are reasons that I cannot—and reasons I should not. I could get one of these to them, and then I won’t have to be disconnected from them the way that I have been lately.”

      “Maybe I could use something like this with Mia, as well,” Sam said.

      “I’m sure that you could,” she said, patting him on the hand. “And I’m sure that your sister will come around. She’s hiding from you, Sam. And there’s no real reason for her to do it.”

      Tara was irritated. She had expressed that irritation before, partly because she had gone after Mia when Sam had failed to find her. Tara claimed that she could get places that he could not. Given that she was a female and that she had been in the Academy for longer than Sam, and knew it even more intimately than he did (and Sam considered himself fairly intimately connected to the Academy), he believed that she could.

      “I’m trying to find compassion,” he said.

      “There’s a difference between being stubborn and being obstinate. You, Sam Bilson, are stubborn. It’s what has kept you alive. It’s what has moved you to this position that you have now. And it’s one of the things that I enjoy most about you.” She took his hand and squeezed it. Then she leaned in, kissing him on the cheek. “Most of the time. But your sister is being obstinate. Was she always like that?”

      “Mia could be a challenge,” Sam said. “But after our parents were lost, she was always quiet. She became withdrawn.”

      “What was she like before they were lost?”

      “Stubborn,” he said, smiling. “She and I didn’t get along the best at that point. I think that we probably should have, especially as we only had each other, but I was a terrible older brother. All I wanted to do was find something to read, and all Mia wanted to do was to get out of the house, go off with her friends, and be apart from us.”

      “You changed that much?”

      He looked over and found her smiling.

      “I thought you said you didn’t have access to many books in your home.”

      “I did when I was younger. Not so much when I was older. When I was older, I had to grab whatever I could and snag snippets at a time.”

      “Sometimes, that’s all you can do.”

      “Anyway. Maybe she’s obstinate, but she is still my sister. And I’m going to help her, one way or another.”

      Tara squeezed his hand again. “Regardless of what she tells you, you’ve already helped her. You saved her. If you hadn’t done what you did, you would both have been stuck in your village, without a means of making your way in the world. I know you claim you were headed toward being a minor alchemist, but even that wasn’t a sure thing, was it?”

      “Not really,” Sam agreed.

      “And your sister has anything that she needs. Even if she chooses not to go on in the Academy,” Tara said. Clearly, she believed that Mia would have no difficulty passing any testing to promote herself in the Academy, and considering what Sam had seen from her in the past, and the power that he knew she had, it was true. “She will have no challenge finding some place for herself within Olway, if not within Tavran.”

      Sam smiled. “I know. But first, we have to survive.”

      “Well, there was an abrupt change.”

      “We need to know if these work.”

      “I know,” Tara said. “And if they do, we have something more in our arsenal against the Nighlan.”

      They headed into the Academy, through the garden, where dozens of different patterns had been placed in and around it. Sam could see that some of them were arcane arts when he focused closely enough. Not all, though. He knew there were patterns here that were complicated, ones that he wouldn’t be able to detect easily. Still, he could feel them. And he could feel the way that those patterns, and those protections, pressed up against the different patterns that he had placed around the garden. Some of them had been placed by Joiner, but Sam had increasingly begun to add his own layers on top of them, wanting to ensure that they were as solid as he could make them.

      He glanced at Tara. “Do you want to try, or should I?”

      “I can hear you,” Chasten’s voice said, coming from one of the spheres.

      “Great,” Tara muttered. “I should have known that you were paying attention this entire time,” she said to Chasten through her sphere.

      “But it works. The two of you really shouldn’t worry about Mia. She’s a skilled arcane artist, and even though she might be stubborn, I have seen plenty of stubborn students come through the Academy over the years. She’s going to be just fine, Sam.”

      Sam smiled. He was glad that he and Tara hadn’t said anything too intimate or too embarrassing or revealing while talking to each other. They would have to get used to the idea that they had these spheres with them.

      He lowered his voice. “You know, if we are concerned about someone eavesdropping, we could also just place a protection around the sphere itself.”

      “You wouldn’t know how to listen if we needed help,” Chasten said. His voice came from deep inside the sphere, radiating outward, and Sam chuckled.

      “There are ways to form the weave around it that would release anything that we need from inside,” Tara said. “And you know that, Chasten.”

      “I suppose.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be getting your other alchemists making more of these?”

      “I wanted to make sure that we could get past the protections of the Academy,” he said.

      “We’re in the Academy garden, so we’ve already exposed it to the power that’s here. We can get inside of the Academy, but if you can hear us this loud already, I have a hard time thinking it’s not going to work from there, as well.”

      “Amazing. I wonder why this works, but the protections prevent the Nighlan from attacking.”

      “They prevent the Nighlan from an attack, but I’m not sure that they would prevent the Nighlan from using the conduit,” Sam said. “The only advantage we have is that there’s only one of the Nighlan we know of who has the capacity and knowledge to form his own conduits.”

      “But he’s one we have to worry about,” Chasten said.

      “Yes. But so far, it seems as if we have time.”

      “How much time?”

      Sam didn’t have an answer for that.

      He and Tara headed into the Academy, continuing to test the communication spheres. They wandered the halls, working their way from place to place before going down into the alchemy tower. Several of the students glanced up at him, then Tara, before turning their attention to their books.

      They went into the lantern room, closed the door, and sealed it off.

      “I can still hear you,” Chasten said.

      “We didn’t say anything.”

      “Oh. Maybe I just imagined it.”

      “What did you hear?”

      “It was like a whisper.”

      “A whisper?” Sam asked.

      “I don’t know what it was,” Chasten snapped.

      “Maybe all you’re hearing is us breathing,” Tara said.

      But something shifted. Sam could feel it. It happened quickly, a faint tracing of greenish haze beginning to build, and he pulled Tara back, away from the center of the room. He immediately began to reach for the source, splitting a dozen different strands, and a dozen more, and then a dozen more. As he did, he could feel the power that he had pulled upon, and he was ready for anything.

      There were two possibilities that he hoped to find, and only two. Either Joiner or Lilith would come through.

      He hadn’t seen Lilith in a while. She had been off searching for evidence of Rasan Tel, he knew, and he didn’t want to intervene in her search, but he also worried about that. She had been distant even before. It stemmed from her experience with her former mentor, and now that he was free, Sam did worry a bit about what she might do and how she might react. He didn’t feel the same way about her as Tara did, doubting her loyalty, especially as Rasan Tel had certainly done anything and everything in his power to try to harm Lilith, but he worried about what steps she might think to take to get revenge.

      When the haze began to clear, he saw Joiner.

      The man frowned. “What are the two of you doing here?”

      Sam held out the sphere. “Testing alchemy. Havash asked me to create a communication device.”

      “Did it work?”

      “Yes, and t’s not all that complicated.” He described what they had done.

      Joiner nodded. “Good. Then I need you to come with me again. It’s time for you to test it.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” Tara said.

      “No. We need to test it from a distance.” Joiner leaned close and inhaled deeply, wrinkling his nose as he stared at the sphere. “I can smell something within it. Am I supposed to?”

      “Probably the corishan.”

      “Or maybe he’s smelling Chasten through it,” Tara said.

      “I don’t think it works that way,” Chasten’s voice said from inside. It sounded just as loud as it had been the entire time had they used it. Sam couldn’t help but marvel at that, feeling amazed at all of it.

      “It works,” Joiner said.

      “We told you,” Sam said.

      “Where is he? The other room?”

      “Across the street,” he said.

      “Amazing. And if he’s across the street, then maybe this will work. Maybe we can keep ahead of what they plan.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you’ve seen something we need to know about?”

      “As I said, I came back here to find you. I didn’t think it was going to be this easy, but now that you’re here, you can come with me, and I can show you.” He turned to Tara. “And you.”

      Sam held the orb close. “Stay alert, Chasten. I don’t know what we’re going to find. But if it’s anything like the last time we went with Joiner, there is a real possibility that we might need your help.”

      “I don’t know what I can do to help, but I will be ready.”

      Sam tucked the sphere back into his pocket. Tara nodded, and he turned his focus to Joiner. “Let’s go.”
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      As the lantern took hold, Sam quickly began to weave a series of connections to secure them and ensure that they weren’t influenced as they traveled. He didn’t know if such a thing was even necessary, but seeing as how Joiner didn’t do it, Sam wanted to offer a measure of protection around them on the off chance that something might happen.

      Joiner looked over, frowning slightly as if Sam were being unreasonable, but Sam ignored it.

      The pressure began to build, a kind that Sam was intimately familiar with, though not being the one in control of the conduit felt strange. These days, he manipulated conduits more often than not, and he didn’t always care for the feeling of unease when he was not in charge.

      “I don’t suppose you can tell me where you’re guiding us,” Sam said.

      “I’m not sure where it is,” Joiner said. The conduit squeezed again. There was a moment where it felt as if they simply floated, the conduit carrying them, and then it passed, releasing them out.

      Sam immediately ducked down. The conduit had emptied them into some space that was barely tall enough for him to stand.

      He looked at Joiner, who was still holding on to the source, and snorted. “You could have given us a little more warning than that. What would have happened had we ended up smacking our head into this?”

      “I doubt that would’ve happened,” he said.

      “You doubt? You don’t know,” Sam said.

      “I came through here once before,” Joiner said. He continued holding the source, and Sam realized that he wasn’t trying to link to the lantern so much as he was creating a split strand barrier that would meet any voice.

      “Who’s out there?”

      If this was anything like the last time they’d traveled with Joiner, there was a danger in what they might find. How many Nighlan were there?

      “That’s just it. I don’t know. This is near a city, but it’s not any city I’ve ever visited before.”

      “You just brought us here?”

      “For a couple of reasons. One, because I think we need to understand where this is and whether the Nighlan have influenced it. And two, if you have created some way of communicating, we might need to use that.” He tipped his head toward Sam in a nod.

      Sam pulled out the sphere from his pocket, holding it up. “Chasten. Can you hear me?”

      There was a hint of a delay, maybe a second or two, and then Chasten spoke. His voice sounded thin, muted, but it was clear enough.

      “I can hear you. Where are you now?”

      “Someplace,” Sam said. “I’m going to seal you off for a little while. If you need us, or more likely, we need you, I will get back in touch. Until you hear from us, I need you to leave us be.”

      “Be careful,” Chasten said.

      Sam wasn’t sure that he could be careful with the way that Joiner had brought them out here. Still, he was willing to give the man the benefit of the doubt.

      “Now what?”

      “I was hoping you might have some idea. I headed out of here once, saw that I was on the edge of some strange city. I didn’t want to risk getting cut off. I can’t create a full conduit just anywhere.”

      “That’s not exactly true,” Sam said. He had seen Joiner creating conduits on his own, and he didn’t need to have the connection to the lanterns to travel.

      “This one is different,” Joiner said. “It’s more difficult. Didn’t you notice the squeeze when we came?”

      “I did,” Tara said.

      Sam shrugged. He had noticed, but he hadn’t really thought much of it. “I suppose that I did, as well. And that is what you were talking about?”

      “Something like that,” he said. “But I want you to stay alert. Tara, use the arcane arts and keep that ready for anything. And Sam, if we encounter anything unusual, I want you to be ready to bring us back.”

      “Just bring us back?” He laughed. “It might not be that easy. Aren’t you telling me that you aren’t sure how risky this is?”

      Joiner nodded. “Again, I don’t know.”

      They followed him, and Tara began to form angulation, creating a complicated weave that would form a barrier around her. Sam added a hint of a single strand of the source through it, which would fortify her own weave, but wouldn’t keep her from removing it. She glanced over but then nodded.

      He created his protection, everting it to make it colorless. It was straightforward, but there was also the possibility that he wouldn’t be able to hold on to this as long as he hoped. The last time they had come someplace like this with Joiner, they’d ended up spilling out into a dangerous realm, and none of them had known what to make of it. This time . . .

      Sam was on edge.

      “Is it Nighlan?” he asked, getting closer to Joiner, muting his words with a weaving of the source.

      “I followed the Nighlan signature out this way,” Joiner said. “That’s what I’ve been doing ever since you took over the alchemy tower.”

      “I wish I could’ve been doing that,” Sam muttered.

      “It’s dangerous. I think Havash feels like you’re more important than me. Better to risk people like Lilith and me, along with some of the other arcane artists that are still at the Academy, than you.”

      “I’m not so sure that’s true.”

      “If it comes down to defeating Rasan Tel, I thought that I might be able to overwhelm him, maybe even surprise him, but I can’t split my strands quite as well as you can. Yet. And even when I can, I don’t have the same knowledge that you do.”

      “You can learn it.”

      “Just take a compliment, Sam.”

      Sam squeezed his eyes shut. He focused, testing whether he could detect anything out and away from him. So far, he felt nothing other than those who had come with him.

      They headed through a narrow tunnel and reached a doorway, where Joiner paused, resting his hand on it for a moment. “Beyond here.”

      Tara moved closer to Sam, pushing up alongside him.

      She had shifted, drawing out another line of angulation, this one in preparation for an attack. She was weaving it outward, and he noticed that one aspect of the angulation was slightly askew. He nudged it.

      “No,” she said. She pushed against him, reverting to her slightly disorganized angulation. “I’m just holding it off angle. That way, if I need it, I can pull that angle back in. You don’t need to correct me, Sam.”

      “Sorry. I got used to doing that with people that I’m working with.”

      “Not with me.”

      He should’ve known better. Tara didn’t need him to correct her angulation. She was skilled—probably the most skilled he’d ever met regarding exactness.

      They stepped through the doorway.

      The first thing Sam noticed was that the air was warm. Hot, even. There was a humidity to it that was not present in Tavran, and he wished that he wasn’t  wearing his Academy robes.

      “I think we’re overdressed,” he said to Joiner.

      “We aren’t going anywhere other than taking a look. If we were going on a scouting mission, I would certainly have us dress more appropriately for wherever we are, but right now, all I wanted was for you to see this and to tell me if you can pick up on anything else here.”

      “What do you think I might pick up on?”

      “Just tell me if you find anything?”

      They stepped forward, and the air shifted. It grew even hotter, more humid. It was as if he were passing through some thick blanket of overheated air. At times, the Barlands could be humid, but it typically burned off relatively quickly given the frequent storms. This humidity seemed to build and build to an oppressive point.

      “I don’t like it,” Tara said.

      “Just a few more steps,” Joiner said.

      “Until what?”

      “You’ll see.”

      They kept moving, and Sam glanced around, realizing that he could see faint lines around him. They were yellow, different from the soft lines of pale white energy that made up the arcane arts, different from the source's greenish energy. Then there had been that purple energy that they had seen when they had fought with the Nighlan recently. What was this yellow?

      “Did you find another power?”

      “I don’t know if it’s another power or simply another way of accessing power. That’s the problem. But just wait.”

      They stepped forward again, and then the humidity lifted.

      They were on the edge of a forest. The building behind them seemed to be built into the hillside, and Sam paused for a moment, feeling that energy but also feeling something else about it. He couldn’t quite place what it was, only that the energy continued to rise, but only behind them.

      He turned to study it, trying to grasp exactly what they had just experienced. There was some pressure there that seemed to come from a pattern he was unfamiliar with.

      Could it be a use of the arcane arts? Or perhaps a mixture of the arcane arts and the source? Whatever it was, it was different than anything he had ever experienced before.

      “Sam?” Tara asked.

      Sam turned. “What is it?”

      “Look.”

      They were situated on a hillside, with the trees around them, though he noticed how she was motioning. The trees were tall, with improbably wide bases and a strange texture to the bark. Massive, yellowish-green draped down, nearly the size of his head. But even that wasn’t what had drawn Tara’s attention.

      It was what they saw down below the hillside.

      A town.

      It was unlike any Sam had seen.

      He looked at the buildings, trying to understand. Most of them were rounded, as if they were grown out of the earth itself, and there were small holes that looked to be made for windows. Sam couldn’t see any sign of doors.

      “You knew this was here?” Sam asked, looking at Joiner.

      “I saw it when I came through here before,” Joiner said. “It’s strange. I’ve never seen anything quite like it before.”

      The buildings were definitely odd, but they weren’t the only thing there. There were people scattered around them. Dozens moved through what looked like streets, though they were not cobbled like he had seen in Tavran, nor as he knew they were in Erstan. These weren’t even hard-packed, but rather grassy paths.

      Sam had a sense of power here, though it wasn’t the source, and as far as he could tell, it wasn’t the arcane arts. When he said as much to Joiner and Tara, Joiner nodded.

      “There is something familiar, though.” He motioned into the distance.

      When he did, Sam saw a towering structure, different than the other buildings in the town. It looked to be made of a bleak, almost dark stone, and there was something about it that struck him as familiar, startlingly similar to what he had seen from the random tower in the Barlands.

      He turned back, looking at the building that they’d come out of, and reached out with a tendril of the source, linking a lashing of power around it, spreading through the building, testing for any other connections there, or any other power. He didn’t feel anything more.

      “It’s like the Barlands,” Sam said.

      “That was my thought as well,” Joiner said. “It looks the same, but it doesn’t have the same feel.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Tara asked.

      “Well, the Barlands have the storms raging throughout, and there’s a distinct power there, something different than what we have experienced anywhere else. It’s almost like the Barlands brings us closer to the source,” Sam said. He closed his eyes—he could feel the rhythmic, drumming thundering that occurred in the Barlands, and was aware of it even without getting closer to it. It wasn’t real. He was just in his mind, a memory, but that connection bridged him to the source in a way that he could not otherwise.

      “If this is like the source, will this connect you to it in the same way?” Tara asked.

      “I couldn’t get over there,” Joiner said.

      “You could just open a conduit,” Sam said.

      “As I said,” Joiner insisted, looking over to him, “I couldn’t get over there. Try.”

      Sam frowned. He began to focus on the source, drawing it through him. He reached for the first five access points, opening himself to them easily. Then he began to split the strands, severing them into narrower and narrower bindings, and started to wrap them together, forming a conduit to the tower the distance. But even as he attempted to push through, he recognized the pressure against him and realized something was trying to squeeze back, to push against him.

      He relaxed, looking at Joiner.

      “They have some sort of barricade,” he said.

      “That was my thought, but I’ve never seen anything quite like it before. I can feel that the conduit should form, but I can’t quite stretch across the distance to reach it.”

      “What if you try the arcane arts?” Tara asked.

      “That was why I wanted you here,” Joiner said. “I’m not exactly sure if the combination of the source and the arcane arts might make a difference. I’m not able to use the source, and if Sam can’t, then I doubt we will be able to use that, but it’s possible that your power—or yours combined with ours—would be enough.”

      Tara frowned. “I don’t know. I can try, but I don’t know if it’s going to work the way that you want it to.” She stared off into the distance, continuing to draw upon the arcane arts. White lines of energy began to flow out from her, and Sam could feel the way she was pulling on it, could see her attempting to place an anchor.

      Maybe he could help with the conduit if he could add to it, but something resisted him. It was similar to the dam of power that had blocked him, but not quite the same. Sam was aware of the source but also aware that whatever prevented him from reaching it was temporary.

      “We need to learn what they’re doing. If we could figure out how they’re holding that power, we can use it against Rasan Tel,” Sam said.

      Joiner nodded. “And that’s another thing I agree with you on. They have a different kind of power here.” That wasn’t entirely surprising, especially given what they had seen of the strange purplish power.

      Sam knew the knowledge they possessed of the power that existed in the world was incomplete. Rasan Tel knew more than them, but Sam suspected even he had gaps in knowledge that they might be able to take advantage of. If they could figure out what Rasan Tel didn’t know, they might be able to use that against him.

      He looked at Joiner. “We need to get over to that town.”

      “If you have any ideas, I’m all ears.”

      “Well, how about we take a walk?”
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      They moved quickly, looping out and around the town, using the sun’s position to stay along the southern edge. They didn’t want to draw any attention from those in the city until they better understood what was going on here. Sam focused on his connection to the source as he walked. As before, he opened himself up to that connection, began to feel the flows of power, tried to access some energy that he knew to be there. He started splitting strands, testing whether he could use a conduit or any other pattern.

      Before, his tests had shown him that he couldn’t form a conduit. Somehow, the place on the hillside had been shielded to prevent it, but out here in the open it was different. If he had lanterns, Sam wondered if he might be able to form a conduit regardless of the shielding.

      Another idea came to him. If he could learn how to create something similar, then along with a workaround, they might have a way of countering Rasan Tel.

      Sam kept trying different methods to split the strands, pushing on the source, reaching for other aspects of his power, but he continued to struggle. Each time he attempted something different, there was the same resistance. Tara seemed aware of it, holding his hand and squeezing as he tried to draw on the source. He even attempted to mix angulation into his attempt, but it didn’t make any difference.

      Joiner glanced over. “I’ve been trying, too,” he said.

      Sam could see it every time that Joiner reached for the source, though he wasn’t always aware of what type of weave the man tried. The source was different than the arcane arts. With the arcane arts, Sam could see the angulation, he could see the glowing energy that came from it, even if he wasn’t always aware of anything else.

      “We are going to have to walk quite a ways,” Tara said. “And here’s my concern. If we find some danger out there, we aren’t going to be able to escape.”

      “I know. I realize that.”

      “Oh, good. I worried you weren’t thinking things through. You need to stop being so stubborn.” She glanced at Joiner. “And you have to stop facilitating him. I know we need to understand this, but we need to bring more people, much like the last time. Other arcane artists. Maybe even Lilith. At the least, we should bring weapons that won’t require access to power.”

      They had circled entirely around the whole town at this point, and Sam still hadn’t seen anything to explain why they couldn’t call upon the power. He kept waiting, half expecting that there would be something, but found nothing except the yellowish discoloration.

      “She’s not wrong,” Sam said, looking over to him. “We might be making a mistake by coming through here. Until we’re better prepared, it might make more sense for us to head back and gather some supplies.”

      They needed answers about Rasan Tel and what he planned, and if there would be any way for them to overpower him if he attacked. Each time they found either some sign of the Nighlan or a way to defeat if not just delay them, they had to retreat. Too often. It felt as if they were just biding their time.

      “I want to take a look,” Sam said.

      “Fine. We look. If we find anything dangerous, we leave.” Tara glanced from Sam to Joiner, holding both hostage with her gaze. “I don’t want any argument with me. Any sign of danger, we retreat. You understand?”

      They headed through another forest that was much like the one they had emerged from, full of tall trees with strangely grainy trunks, though the air here was not unpleasant. It had been humid, but that humidity had shifted as they walked, the tower growing closer until they reached the clearing in the forest. They stopped at the edge, no one wanting to get too close.

      Sam looked at Joiner. “Any ideas?”

      “Nothing that comes to mind.”

      The clearing was empty. Tall grasses grew along the tower’s base and spread toward the forest itself. Nothing here looked as if it had been disturbed anytime recently. Sam held on to the source, attempting to probe for resistance, but could not do anything. He said as much to Tara and asked her if she could try the arcane arts.

      “What am I supposed to try for?” Tara asked. She sounded irritated, but she had straightened, and she was still holding her connection to the arcane arts, glowing with pale white energy. “I fail to see what you think we might find here.”

      “In the Barlands, the tower seemed to draw upon the source. Either that, or it harnessed the source.” Sam wasn’t exactly sure, but he had more questions about that power now that he was here. It had been isolated, separated from anything else around it, and it was much like this one was. That couldn’t be coincidental, could it?

      But as he looked at Joiner, an idea came to him. “The tower in the Barlands had lanterns inside of it. There was a way to open a conduit directly inside of the tower. Maybe there’s something similar here. The only problem is that I don’t know if this tower represents a different kind of power.” Sam described what he had seen in the town, the yellow energy. “The source and the arcane arts are not completely dissimilar.”

      “It’s different,” Tara said. “The way that I form an angulation, and the power I can summon, is different than what the two of you can do.”

      “Different, but not dissimilar,” Joiner said. “Had you asked me even a few months ago, I would’ve told you that they were completely separate, but I’ve had time to study around those who have significant power in the arcane arts, much like I’ve been around those who have significant power with the source.” He let out a deep breath, and swept his gaze around, forming a pattern of his own with the source. “Our patterns are different. Yours are more exacting, where ours go more on feel. I think it’s that difference which is difficult for someone like Sam, who has such an exacting and rigid mind.”

      “I’ve seen the similarities,” Sam said.

      Even in Voran, the books had both the arcane arts and the source. What if this power—and the purple power—were complementary in the same way? It would make sense that Rasan Tel would also want to find that power.

      “You said that you started to think about things differently,” Sam said.

      Joiner nodded. “After the Nighlan attacked us, you claim that you saw some kind of purple energy. I haven’t heard of anything like that before, and I don’t know what it means. I started to question if there might be another kind of power. Perhaps not a different power, just different to us. Then I found this place. There is some aspect of it that is different but was also similar. I can feel the source here. And yet, I can’t use it in quite the same way. Which begs a different question. What makes you connected to the power in the way that you are, and Sam connected the power in the way that he is?”

      “Because I can access the arcane arts, and he can access the source,” Tara said.

      “What makes the source different than the arcane arts?”

      “The kind of power,” Tara said.

      “But the effect is not dissimilar, is it?”

      “I suppose not,” she said. “But the power is different enough. It may be similar, but it’s not the same. Besides, when Sam and I merge our powers, we create something altogether different.”

      “There is something different,” he said.

      “You think the power we’ve experienced here is another variation.”

      “I don’t know,” he said, spreading his hands and grinning. “That’s just it. I don’t know, but I think that we need to learn, don’t we? If anybody knows, it’s Rasan Tel. Perhaps my mentor did, but it’s one thing that he never taught me.” He shook his head, and his voice started to fall off. “I can’t imagine what I might’ve learned from him had he managed to stay alive.”

      “I feel the same way about my father,” Sam said.

      “And I think the same holds true for him. Lilith might know, but Rasan Tel restricted so much from her—I think so that he could hold power over her.”

      Could it be that simple? That there were other powers in the world, and those powers melded together to create something akin to the kind of alchemy that he and Tara attempted?

      Or was it that Rasan Tel didn’t know about such possibilities until he had seen Sam and Tara? Which was the cause, and which was the effect?

      “You intend to go into the tower? We’ve been out here long enough.”

      “I was hoping that you could detect or do something,” Joiner said.

      Tara shook her head. “I don’t feel anything in that tower, so if there is anything there, it’s nothing that’s tied to the arcane arts.” She glanced at Sam. “And from the way that he’s looking, it doesn’t seem like he’s detecting anything from the source. So what now?”

      “Now, I think we try to open it,” said Joiner.

      “Did you see a door?” Tara asked.

      He frowned. “Not on this side.”

      Tara snorted, then started looping around the clearing. The clearing was large, maybe several hundred yards across, but it didn’t take long for them to walk around it. They found nothing more than flat blank stone. No doors, no entry point.

      When they finished their loop, Tara crossed her arms over her chest, looking at Joiner again. “Now what?”

      “I don’t suppose you can open a conduit inside of there?” Joiner asked Sam.

      Sam had tried that already, testing whether his conduit would even work out here, but found that it did not. Any attempt to form a conduit met with the strange resistance he had detected before. It was like there was a barrier preventing him from pressing through. He wondered if this was the same kind of barrier and resistance that Rasan Tel had dealt with when imprisoned.

      “I can’t. But increasingly, I feel like I need to find a way through.”

      Because if they could, and if they could understand what prevented them from opening a conduit, then they might have a way of stopping Rasan Tel.
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      The tower was quiet when they returned. Joiner didn’t stay long before going back out to search. The haze surrounded him, building up rapidly, streaming the faint, greenish energy that swept out and away from him. Sam could feel the form of the conduit, how it stretched outward. Even if he wasn’t entirely sure where Joiner was going, he realized that he could still track the conduit if he closed his eyes and focused on the anchor points.

      “We should get moving,” Tara said, tapping him on the arm.

      “I was focusing on the conduits.”

      “You don’t need to do that. Joiner can.”

      Sam looked around, letting out a long sigh. “I know that he can, but he’s been gone for longer and longer stretches away from the Academy.”

      “Why does that bother you? You don’t need him to teach you any longer,” she said.

      He smiled. “It’s not so much that I need him to teach me. It’s just that we have so few people who can reach the source working with us. It’s nice to know where they are.”

      Tara took one of the spheres out of her pocket. “You gave him that, didn’t you?”

      Sam nodded. “I did.”

      There were times when he wasn’t sure how Joiner would react, especially given what he had gone through. At what point would he decide that he’d had enough?

      And then there was Lilith. She was the only other one besides Joiner and Sam who had any connection to the source.

      They had to stay connected.

      More than that, they had to work together. That was the purpose of the spheres. Using those, they could keep the Academy connected. And if Sam could involve Joiner and Lilith in making them, he wouldn’t have to activate quite so many.

      And then he might not even have to stay in the Academy.

      “I know that look in your eye,” Tara said.

      They had left the lantern room. The energy of it hovered, the green haze of the activated lanterns having faded once again, disappearing back into nothingness, as whatever power was activated when they were triggered dissipated into a faint swirl. Sam didn’t know where that power came from, other than the lanterns themselves, though he suspected that it involved some part of the source, along with some aspect of the conduit itself, that opened and spilled power outward.

      “I don’t have a look in my eye,” Sam said.

      She snorted. “Oh, you most definitely do. I’ve seen it. You’re thinking about how you might get out and join Joiner with whatever he’s doing.”

      “Other places he’s found,” he said.

      “Fine. I can’t deny that exploring would be fantastic. I can think of dozens of different places I’d love to explore and see, and I know that there are other places in the world that we can’t even fathom. The conduits open the world to us in a way that I would never have imagined possible. But until we know the dangers there, and how to mitigate them, it’s simply safer to stay here.”

      Sam smiled. There was always going to be a danger, he suspected, whether that was Rasan Tel or a place like the village where he couldn’t open a conduit on his own. And increasingly, Sam felt as if he needed to understand the powers that existed in the world and his place in them. More and more, he felt certain he had a place.

      “I can take you back to Voran if you’d like,” he said.

      She shook her head. “I think I’d rather stay here until we can make a couple more of those communication spheres. At least that way, I know that you can reach me if you do go off and get yourself into trouble. And to be honest, I don’t need you to be checking in on me all day.”

      “You have to promise to take care of yourself when you’re in Voran,” he said.

      “You don’t think I do?”

      “I know that you don’t eat,” he said.

      She started to laugh. “That’s rich coming from you. Do you realize that when you were working in Chasten’s workshop, you didn’t eat anything all day?”

      He frowned, pressing his hands up to his belly. “I didn’t?”

      “And you aren’t even aware of it now.”

      “I suppose when you’re used to being hungry—”

      “You can’t make that excuse any longer. You haven’t been hungry like that since you came to the Academy. You get plenty of food. Plenty of drink. And you have a safe place to sleep.”

      “Fine. I allow myself to get distracted with my work, much like you. I think having both of us with that same pattern—” He shook his head. “It means that the two of us have to take care of each other to make sure neither of us ignores our dietary needs. We can go and make some alchemical spheres if you’d like. Otherwise, I have a few ideas about what we could be doing. You might not like it, though.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m starting to think we need to make preparations. I know that all of this is more than what the two of us can do. We have our unique role in it.”

      “We haven’t seen the Nighlan,” she said. “And I don’t know about you, but I’ve talked with Havash, and I’ve been getting reports. The border has been safe. There has been no sign of Nighlan incursions anywhere they have attacked before.”

      “So far,” Sam said. “We both know that is probably temporary. The Nighlan don’t necessarily need to have a massive presence along the border to make a difference. Given what we know of Rasan Tel’s control over the lanterns and his overall connection to the conduits, it’s not going to take much.”

      “It’s not,” she agreed. “And I think you probably are right about a few things.” She arched a brow as he began to grin in response. “Don’t make me regret saying that. You’ve done what Havash wanted, and you figure out a way to make some communication device so that the arcane artists can talk across distances. Now I think it’s time that you—and me, as you’re not going without me—go and see if we can figure out what happened to your father. Considering what we just saw,” she said, glancing back at the lanterns, “I wonder if maybe we might find something there to help us know how much they knew about these other powers.”

      “I feel like I have delayed everything long enough. Each time I get ready to go, something comes up.” It was part of the reason he feared something might happen now. How likely was it that Rasan Tel and the Nighlan would attack? Havash had made it clear that they’d started to feel the same kind of energy trembling that had precipitated other attacks, so Sam didn’t know if it would be safe for him to leave.

      “Why don’t we meet back in your private workshop later, and we can start thinking of different weapons. I think it’s time for us to get creative with them and blend as much of our powers as possible into the device. We have plenty of devices that can work against the arcane arts, and some against the source, but we need true alchemical devices that blend the two powers.”

      “We tried,” Sam said. “But it’s never held as well as we want.”

      “But now that you know about corishan and the way that it lingers with the source, maybe there’s some way for us to use that in something else. I’m sure you’ll come up with something.” Tara patted him on the arm and stepped out of the door. “I’m going to get some food. Take a bath. I’m going to see if Havash has any reports, and I will tell him that you already solved his little challenge.”

      “Maybe let’s hold off on that until we make a few more. I don’t want him to give me another assignment before I can go to the Barlands.”

      “I suppose we can wait a little while, but Chasten will tell him.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me,” Chasten’s voice piped in suddenly.

      Sam groaned. “Great. You’ve been listening this entire time.”

      “You really are going to have to start planning for that,” Chasten said.

      Sam looked at Tara, holding her gaze. “We really are.” He redirected his voice to Chasten. “Can you bring that sphere over to the Academy?”

      “You just want it so that I don’t have it.”

      It felt like he was talking to the sphere.

      “I just want it to give to Lilith. The three of us who can reach the source need to be connected.”

      “You’ll be making more?”

      “I will make more,” Sam said.

      “I’ve made about two dozen while you were off with Joiner.”

      Sam and Tara shared a look. Two dozen that quickly?

      Sam knew they weren’t that complicated to make, but it still felt quick. Of course, Chasten probably had been bored waiting, and after having been attacked by the Nighlan, he probably wanted to do whatever he could to counter them as quickly as possible.

      “How much could you hear?” Sam asked.

      “It was muted,” Chasten said. “But not entirely. I managed to catch about every other word while you were there. The gist of it is that you think there might be some other power there, something that was restricting you from accessing the connection you have, but you aren’t entirely sure.”

      “That’s about it,” Sam said.

      “If that’s the case, it makes you wonder why we wouldn’t have seen it before?”

      “What makes you think we haven’t?” Tara asked.

      “If there was another kind of power, I would have suspected we would’ve seen it.”

      Tara frowned. “I suppose.”

      “What if, and I know this is going to sound strange, but what if these powers don’t get along? It wouldn’t be terribly surprising, would it? Power is power, after all, and some resent another for having a power that they don’t have. I could envision a time when those who can use the arcane arts, or those who can use the source, wouldn’t have necessarily gotten along with each other.”

      “You think they were pushed out?” Tara asked.

      Sam looked at the orb. It was strange to be talking into it, but it worked well. He glanced back to Tara. It wasn’t just that they might’ve been pushed out. He had a very different feeling about things. Given what he’d seen of Rasan Tel and his desire to overthrow others, along with the kind of weapons he possessed, Sam wondered if perhaps there was something else to it.

      “Not pushed out,” Sam said. “But destroyed. That’s what you’re concerned about.”

      “This is what we’ve seen.”

      Sam closed his eyes, and he frowned. If that were the case, then he wasn’t exactly sure what more they would need to do.

      “We’re going to get some rest, but if you could send the sphere here, we would appreciate it,” he said.

      “I will, and then I’ll bring over these other dozen I want you to activate. I’m thinking that we could link them in a few different combinations. I’m not sure how quite yet, but I’ll let you know when I get there. Maybe we do it in smaller quantities at first, and then eventually, we can link several together. I have to give some thought to whatever organization makes the most sense.”

      “You don’t want us to just be able to talk to everybody at the same time?” Tara asked.

      “Oh, I think that’s probably going to be needed, at least until we can fine-tune the design a little bit better and can specify which thread we want to use, but for now, I think we keep it simple.”

      Sam started to laugh. “You’re already thinking about how to fine-tune it?”

      “You aren’t?”

      “Well, I have a few ideas about my work,” he admitted, “but they aren’t necessarily easy.”

      “Multiple spheres inside of spheres?”

      Sam laughed. “That was where I was going.”

      “And my thought, as well. The key, I think, is making sure that the size doesn’t get too cumbersome. I think it would be easier to use a singular device rather than several at one time, but I also worry that if we make the devices too large, it’s going to become problematic for trying to ensure a measure of stability.”

      “You keep thinking about it,” Sam said, and then he laughed. “Now that we’ve solved the problem, I’m fully sure that you can come up with a way to simplify it.”

      “I have to contribute somehow,” Chasten said.

      “You are contributing,” Sam promised.

      There was silence for a moment. “I know that I am. I have to. More and more, I feel like I need to be a part of this, a part of stopping them, but I’m not a fighter. I thought maybe I could be.” Chasten fell silent again. “When I was captured, I didn’t like what they did to me. And I learned that I freeze, Sam.” He sighed, and even that came through crystal-clear. “You’ve proven a willingness to do anything necessary to defend the Academy, to protect those you care about. Not everybody is like you. I tried. And I think if it comes down to it, I can’t fight. I freeze.”

      “There’s no shame in that,” Sam said.

      “There is when people die. But this way, I feel like I’m contributing. I’m making a difference. It may not be the same as you, and it may not be the same as Master Stone, but it’s a difference. So I will be thinking about this problem. And I might ask you to help me with some of the tests. But now that we have the foundation, I think I can focus on fine-tuning it while you do what you do best, Sam. Think beyond.”

      “That’s what I plan on doing,” Sam said.

      “Corishan is a strange ore. It was never beneficial for most of our alchemy devices, but we were always taught to add it in.”

      “What was that?”

      “That’s why you’re going to the Barlands, isn’t it? That and whatever you think you might find about your father. I’m just saying the ore is unusual. It always has been. It was found to be valuable, but I never felt that way. When I was making my own alchemy devices, I never included it. There were some where I did, simply because it was expected in them, but it rarely did much.”

      “That’s helpful.”

      “Is it? Well, good. I’m glad that you find my historical tidbits of some use. I don’t know if it’s going to make a difference in what you intend to do, nor if it would make a difference in where you have to go, but I appreciate the idea that I might be helping you in some manner.”

      “You can bring those spheres over at any time,” Sam said. “I’m going to test a few things and probably do the same thing as Tara. Eat. Clean up. And then I can be ready.”

      “If you’d like, I could join you in thinking of some ways of creating weapons. I do have some talent there.”

      Sam looked at Tara. She had been staring at the sphere, a troubled expression crossing her brow, but when Chasten suggested that, she locked eyes with Sam and nodded.

      “We would love your help, Chasten. You know that.”

      “Good. I’ll make a few more of these, and then I’ll be over.”

      He fell silent. Sam looped a bit of the source around the sphere, walling it off.

      “I’m worried about him,” he said, whispering.

      “Me too. I saw it before. But what he said makes sense. When the Academy was attacked, he was there for it, but now I wonder if perhaps he was only there because he recognized the kind of power used. And then when Tavran was attacked, he helped make alchemical devices, but he stayed in his workshop.”

      “He brought people to his workshops,” Sam said. “He gave them space to work. Supplies. He did anything in his power to help protect Tavran.”

      “He must’ve known that about himself even then. I never understood why he was so willing to simply give up that time and space, but I think I do now.”

      “We can do this with him. We can help him. And to be honest, Chasten does know about weapons.”

      “He does.”

      “Let’s work on this,” said Sam, “and then I’m going to talk with my sister, and then we will go to the Barlands. Maybe we can even set some alchemy students working on different items. We can turn them into our workshop.”

      Tara shook her head, but she didn’t object. There were quite a few of the students who were decently skilled in alchemy. With their help, many different items could be created while he and Tara hunted.

      She left him, and Sam looked around the lantern chamber, wondering if something else would come up before he had an opportunity to make this journey. He hoped not, but he felt a measure of unease. Maybe that was simply the thought of going in search of his father and what happened to him, or perhaps it was fear of what might still be out there.

      What might cause that pulsing of energy Havash had mentioned? What were the Nighlan planning?
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      The sharan tower was quiet. It felt strange to Sam to come to a tower that was not his own so openly, but it was easier than trying to sneak in through the Study Hall and risking the kind of questions that might be asked there. He had come alone, dressed in his master robes.

      The first person he came across was the last person he wanted to encounter. Gresham glowered at him, but the expression gradually faded. He was a solidly built young man, about Sam’s age, and gifted with the arcane arts.

      “What are you doing in our tower?”

      Sam stopped. He reached for the source, but he didn’t form any patterns with it. Though he doubted he would need to defend himself against Gresham, he was ready. It would be unusual for the student to try something against Sam so openly, especially now that Sam was a master level instructor.

      “I came to speak to one of the sharan students. Is that not permitted?”

      Gresham opened his mouth to offer his opinion on that, but Sam responded by arching a brow, nothing more. At this point, Gresham couldn’t object to his presence any longer. That brought a smile to Sam’s face.

      “Masters are permitted in all of the towers,” Gresham said.

      Sam nodded. “We are. I imagine that you have some work to do on the alchemy assignment I gave those in your level today?”

      Gresham clenched his jaw. Of the students in the alchemy tower, he was the one who seemed most irritated by Sam’s promotion. It was one thing to have Sam as first in the tower, but now that Sam had taken on a very different role within the Academy, Gresham couldn’t openly object to his presence, and he couldn’t hope to force his way past Sam.

      Worse for Gresham was that most other students had simply accepted Sam as their new master instructor. Partly, that had to do with how Joiner had deferred to Sam and continued to do so, something Sam still struggled with, but also the fact that he had proven his prowess with alchemy even before he had been promoted. It wasn’t as if he had simply made the leap or been assigned by Havash or one of the other instructors without having proven himself.

      “It’s time consuming,” Gresham admitted.

      “I know. What I’m asking of students at your level is challenging. It’s a mixture of the arcane arts with some complicated alchemy. But if you can master that, then there are a few other techniques that you should be able to employ to help progress with alchemy.”

      “I haven’t seen your attempt at the same thing.”

      Sam bent his head toward the man slightly, then reached into the pocket of his robes, pulling out the sphere. He held it toward Gresham and rolled it slightly in his palm. The colors were spiraling shades of black and green, and the surface was perfectly smooth, reflecting the pale white lantern light in the hall.

      “These are relatively straightforward works of alchemy, and I will need you, along with other advanced alchemy students,” Sam started, hating that he had to prop Gresham up that way, “to help make as many of these as possible. Havash—the grandam—needs that to help us fight the Nighlan.” Complimenting him might convince Gresham to help more than he would usually be compelled to.

      Gresham frowned at Sam. He said nothing for a long moment, leaving Sam wondering what he might ask, but he finally shook his head. “Do you need me to show you through the tower?”

      Sam decided against telling Gresham that it was not his first time there. Perhaps there were rumors about it, or perhaps Gresham had realized that through the Study Hall, Sam could navigate anywhere that he wanted inside of the Academy, and he had.

      “I think I will be fine.”

      He stood, neither of them speaking for a long moment while Sam waited on Gresham, anticipating that he would argue more and thankful when he did not. Finally, Gresham turned and strode down the stairs, looking at every moment as if he intended to turn back and try to follow Sam.

      He didn’t, thankfully. Regardless of what position he might have within the Academy, Sam still didn’t want others to know that Mia was his sister. Not because he worried for himself, but more because he feared what students like Gresham might do if they were to learn the truth. When they had first come to the Academy, it had been Sam who had needed the secrecy, mostly so that he could complete the task Havash had assigned for him. Increasingly, though, it had been Mia who wanted it, because she had struggled within the Academy.

      Sam had tried to visit with her several times since his promotion to master of alchemy, but he hadn’t managed to find her alone. He didn’t want to have that conversation in front of others. Now, it was long overdue. They had come to the Academy together, and everything had changed for them both. Far more for Sam than for Mia, but perhaps it was time that changed, as well.

      He took a deep breath, then let it out before heading up the stairs. Each of the towers was designed similarly. They were named after ancient weapons of alchemy that had apparently been designed to contain the arcane arts, but their construction was comparable. He knew where to go and how to reach the upper levels to find students at Mia’s level. It was late enough that she would hopefully be present, though he had checked the library, along with the courtyard outside the Academy, and seen no sign of her. It left him thinking that she would be in her room, which was ideal for trying to have a quiet conversation with his sister.

      He passed a few other students. Most of them hurried quickly when they saw a master’s robes, without even bothering to pay much attention to who was wearing them. When he reached the first-level students’ section, he strode down the hall and reached Mia’s door. He knocked.

      Sam straightened his robe, feeling the sphere’s weight in his pocket. They would serve as one more weapon against Rasan Tel and the Nighlan. Between that and whatever weapons they created, it still might not be enough.

      Other than finding evidence of the strange new Nighlan, there had been no sign of Rasan Tel. That led to a measure of complacency among those who remained in the Academy and couldn’t travel by lantern. Increasingly, that complacency was the real danger.

      When the door didn’t open, Sam knocked again.

      Unsurprisingly, he could feel the use of the arcane arts on the other side of the door. These days, Sam could easily feel it and didn’t have to question the patterns used, even if he couldn’t see it. This layer of protection was mixed with a hint of a spherical shape that could be used in an attack. It was skillfully made.

      It didn’t seem to be something that Mia would use. At least, not from his experience with her. She had wanted to defend herself, and he had seen her working with some of the older students so that she might learn different attack techniques, but he had never seen such subtle control from her. And it wasn’t just the control that left him impressed. This had control, plus a measure of skill at manipulating more than one pattern at a time.

      Could there be somebody else inside the room?

      Sam didn’t think so. The signature of the patterns was similar enough that he could swear it came from one person. And he had been around his sister enough that he recognized the touch of her use of the arcane arts. When he felt the angulation that she was drawing upon, he knew that it was hers. Mia had progressed rapidly.

      The door opened, and Mia stood on the other side. She didn’t relax her protective barrier even when she saw him.

      She looked older than she had the last time Sam had seen her. Her eyes carried an almost haunted look, and the rings beneath them suggested that she was working hard and staying awake to do so.

      “Sam?” She glanced down the hall. “Just you?”

      “Just me,” he said. “Do you mind if I come in to talk with you?”

      She stiffened at the question, and her angulated pattern of pale white energy seemed to shift just a bit. Very few people understood what Sam could do with the source, but he had shared with Mia, so she understood that he could recognize when someone altered their control and when someone used that to send surges of power outward, much as she did now.

      “Just talk,” he said.

      She still hadn’t released the attack orb she was holding. He was less concerned about the defensive pattern she held around herself and more concerned about that. It was a spiral of power, and given that it came from the arcane arts and angulation required to control it, each aspect took a slight angulated turn. It wasn’t exact. Sam didn’t need to analyze it in depth to note that the angles were not quite as symmetric as they should be. It had to be perfect for her to have control over power. Most who worked with angulation and the arcane arts were not nearly as exacting as they could be, especially when they were early on in their studies.

      He pushed out with a hint of the source and created a small ball of energy that looped around what she was holding. Then he squeezed it. The attack sphere of angulated power collapsed. Mia staggered back, irritation flashing in her eyes.

      “You don’t need that,” Sam said.

      “How did you—never mind. I know how you did that.”

      “Are you going to let me in?”

      “It’s quite unusual for a master instructor to come visit with a first-level student in her room.”

      “Then you can come see me in my office if you would prefer.”

      He hadn’t given that much thought, but she wasn’t wrong. He might be making things more difficult for her unintentionally. If word got out that he had come to see her and gone into her room, he could easily imagine the kind of rumors that would spread. He had heard rumors like that himself.

      “What do you want to talk about?”

      Sam sighed. There was one other alternative, and it would keep questions from being raised about them.

      “Form a protective barrier around both of us,” Sam said.

      “You want me to—”

      “I am asking you to form a protective barrier around us. Here in the hall. Do it now.”

      She frowned. “I’m not going to—”

      “Would you challenge a master instructor of the Academy?” Sam made a point of raising his voice, pitching it so that if anybody were listening, they would hear the irritation in his words.

      Mia flushed. She began to form an angulated pattern. It was rudimentary, but he didn’t need complex strength with her barrier at this point. He needed her to form it, and then he would shift the pattern and augment it. She was still just a first-year student, regardless of how her control had improved since she had come here. And as she formed it, he waited. It was little more than an angulated basket that surrounded them, a spiraling pattern starting from the floor, working up and around them. This was something that she would not have been able to do even a few months ago. It was an impressive use of the arcane arts, and he hoped that Mia recognized how much she had progressed. He worried that she would not see it the same way, though, given what she had gone through.

      “Now hold it.”

      Her jaw clenched, and she held his gaze, anger flashing in her eyes.

      Sam nudged her pattern ever so slightly. He had read every book on angulation and the arcane arts that existed in the library. He understood patterns and what was involved in forming them, even if he didn’t have the same potential. But he knew how to position the threads of power around him. And more than that, because he did, and because he could see and feel them, Sam could alter those patterns. He could strengthen them, or even defuse them completely. As her pattern set the way it was meant to, Sam felt the full strength of it forming. Once it was done, he drew upon one access point from the source, split it into ten separate strands, and wove it inside her pattern, linking them together.

      It was a form of what Sam had come to believe was a true use of alchemy, mixing the source and the arcane arts together. And it allowed them both to release their hold. The protection would remain intact until one of them removed their thread. Given that he doubted Mia would know how to do that once she released it, Sam would have the power to do so.

      “There,” he said, breathing out. “No one will hear what we say, and now you’ve been challenged by a master instructor, so you don’t have to worry about rumors about the two of us spreading.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “I know what you were worried about. And I’m sorry I didn’t think about that. I’ve been trying to talk with you, but you remained distant and difficult for me to reach. We need to have words.”

      “Why? So that you can brag about what you accomplished? Something that no other student ever has?”

      “That’s not why I came to you,” he said.

      “Well, if it was going to be somebody, I’m not surprised that it was you. And to be honest, I’m not upset. I’m glad you have this connection, Sam.”

      “I understand how hard this is for you.”

      “It’s not hard,” she said.

      “And I understand how difficult it has to be for you to see me doing this. I can see in your eyes how hard you’ve been working. But your skill has improved. Even if you choose to do nothing more with it, your skill has improved.”

      “You think that’s what I care about?”

      “Honestly, Mia, since we’ve come to the Academy, I don’t know what you care about. I’ve been trying to stay connected to you, but I’ve also wanted to give you the right amount of space so that you don’t suffer because of me.”

      “You don’t know anything, Sam. You haven’t paid any attention.”

      “I want to fix that. Which is why I came. I haven’t had a chance to talk to you about what I’ve learned, and where I’ve gone, and what I’ve seen, but I think it’s time that changed.”

      “Now that you’re a master?”

      “Partly,” Sam said. “It opens things up for us. You don’t have to acknowledge that you’re my sister. You don’t even have to pretend to like me. But you don’t have to hide from me, either. Now that I’m an alchemy instructor—”

      “You aren’t an alchemy instructor. You are the alchemy instructor. Master of alchemy. First among the tower.”

      “Fine. Now that I’m that person, I’m going to be able to teach. Well, I have been teaching. I haven’t seen you in any of my classes.”

      “I’ve been busy.”

      “There’s an expectation that all first-level students take alchemy.” That was a new expectation, and one that Sam had instituted. He knew how much that would irritate some of the other students, but given what they had seen from the Nighlan and their familiarity with alchemy, he wanted the students to have more than just a passing understanding.

      Sam still didn’t know how many would have the potential to access the source. He suspected that it would be more than just Wayand, but so far had not found enough. “Your excuse is not accepted.”

      “That’s what you came here to tell me?”

      “No. That’s not what I came here to tell you, but it is something that I think is important. I need you in alchemy. You, especially.”

      “Why me especially? So that you can show me how much I don’t know? So that you can make sure I feel how ridiculously ignorant I am?”

      “What do you think I can do?” Sam asked.

      “Alchemy.”

      “And do you think the kind of alchemy that I know how to do is the same as what others in the Academy can do?”

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “Because as I’ve told you, and I continue to tell you, I don’t have any way of accessing the arcane arts, but I still have a connection to power. You’ve seen it. You’ve felt it. I know that you know. And with that being the case, I know you realize the implications of what I’m trying to tell you.”

      “You think that I have some potential.”

      “Maybe more than me,” Sam said. “You have access to the arcane arts. I don’t know if you can reach the source, but it would make sense. And with what we’ve dealt with and what we might still have to deal with, I think you need to learn.”

      “Why would you think that I do?”

      “Because of Father.”

      She shook her head, glancing along the hall.

      One of the doors had come open, but it was brief, as if whoever had opened it had seen Sam and Mia standing in the hall quickly retreated. He supposed he should be thankful for that, partly because he didn’t have to answer questions about what he was doing here and partly because it proved his point.

      “Why because of Father? What does any of this have to do with him?”

      “I had the same question. And even now, I’m not sure I have any better answer. But from what I can tell, this has everything to do with him. I intend to go looking for where he disappeared.”

      “Why?” It was the first time that her tone had softened, though it was still laced with an edge of irritation.

      “Because I need to know what might’ve happened to him. And I’d like you to come with me.”
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      Sam tried to ignore the arcane arts flowing from his sister. Mia was drawing upon considerable power, and she sent it swirling around her, creating a pattern of angulation that was not entirely controlled. It irritated him—not because Mia dared use power around him, but because she remained sloppy.

      “You need to stop,” he said.

      Tara shot him a look, and Sam shrugged.

      “If you are going to use these patterns, at least be more exacting in them. I can’t have you flashing around power like this,” he said.

      “You can’t have me doing what?” Mia asked.

      They stood in the lower level of the Academy, near the lantern room, though Sam had not yet opened the door. He still wasn’t sure how his sister would respond to it. She had never traveled like this before, and he had no idea how she might react to a conduit. Each person tended to respond differently. There were very few who traveled in this way—very few who ever needed to. Only those who had access to the source could do so, as well as those who traveled with them from the Academy.

      “I can’t have you slinging around power without any real control. Now, if you want to relax, I can help you with that pattern, or Tara can, but if you’re going to come with me, you’re going to have to trust me a little bit.”

      Mia looked up at him. For a moment, Sam worried that she would try to fight him again, and he didn’t know how he’d react. He didn’t want to argue with her. After all, this was his sister, and he felt as if the two of them needed to find a way to work together. But it was more than just that. It was where they were heading that had him on edge, though perhaps that was why Mia was on edge as well.

      What he needed was some compassion for her.

      He took a deep breath, and as he reached for the door, he heard someone call his name from behind. Sam spun and immediately began to form a weave of the source, splitting the strands into a dozen different ways, forcing them out and creating a layer of protection.

      It was James.

      The boy grinned as he approached, and Sam could see his mouth moving but couldn’t hear anything.

      “Relax,” Tara said. “Isn’t that what you were just telling her?”

      Sam lowered the protective layer, and James strode forward. He had on his robes, and he carried an item in his hand. He held it out, showing it to Sam. “See? I told you that I could do it.”

      It was one of the spherical constructs. There were imperfections in it, but as Sam took it from him, he could feel the corishan inside of it and suspected that it would work just fine. Maybe the ore mattered more than the rest of the alchemy around it.

      “The others were saying you had something in mind with these? Nobody knows what they do.”

      “It allows you to communicate,” Sam said. “But James, now isn’t the best time. I’m getting ready to leave for a little while, and . . .”

      In his mind, Sam could imagine James telling him something that would delay him again. He was tired of getting delayed from leaving the Academy, and he wouldn’t put it past Havash to send James just to keep him from going.

      “Leaving? Through a closet?”

      He had given James some idea of some of the things they had done, but he hadn’t shared the lantern room with too many people. Most believed it was a private space of study for higher-level alchemy students. And it certainly was, in some regards.

      “Exactly,” Sam said.

      “Where are you going?”

      “James,” Tara said, turning to him, “you have to excuse Sam. He’s been kind of an ass lately. He feels like he has to deal with all the difficulties the Academy has been struggling with, but he’s neglecting his common decency.” She looked over, a smug expression on her face. “What Sam meant to tell you is that we were going to visit his old home.”

      “The Barlands? How are you—”

      Sam raised his hand. “We’re traveling through alchemy,” he said. “I won’t be gone that long. If you run across Havash, or he tries to send word to me for some reason, you can reassure him that it won’t be long. I’m just checking on something, and I need supplies for additional alchemy that will help the Academy and our fight with the Nighlan.”

      “He really has you on a tight leash, doesn’t he?” James said, smirking.

      “It’s not so much that, it’s just that every time I get ready to leave the Academy to look for answers, something pulls me back,” Sam said. “I thought—well, I guess it doesn’t matter what I thought. Anyway, we’re heading to the Barlands.”

      “Can I come with you?”

      Sam looked at Tara, who shrugged. “You think it’s a good idea?”

      “Well, we’re bringing your sister, so I don’t know that it matters if we bring one more person who has some training in the arcane arts. Do you expect to run into any difficulty?”

      “I don’t know what we might run into. I can protect them, I suppose . . .”

      “Typical,” Mia muttered.

      Sam gave her a look. “What part is typical?”

      “You. Believing that you have to protect me. That’s what’s typical.”

      “Fine,” Sam said, turning to James. “You can come. That way, if Mia has any difficulty, you can be the one to protect her. Of course, given the kind of thing we might have to deal with, it’s just as possible you’ll have to protect each other.”

      “Sam,” Tara began.

      He pushed open the door and waited for the others to join him. “Go on. Get in there. We won’t be long.”

      They headed inside, and Tara rested her hand on his arm. “You need to relax here.”

      “I don’t need to relax with anything,” he said.

      “I can see the tension in you. You’ve already solved Havash’s problem, and we know Chasten has worked on simplifying it while also making some weapons, and we know Joiner is off doing whatever Joiner likes to do. We haven’t seen Lilith, though I’m not surprised by that. We just need to relax. We can go out to the Barlands, we can see what we can find about your father, and then we can return. There will be plenty of time to deal with Rasan Tel and his power once we get back.”

      Sam let out a heavy, frustrated sigh, knowing she was not wrong. There would be plenty of time. He knew that, much like he knew that he needed to help his sister through this, rather than trying to push her away. Stepping inside, he closed the door, and found Tara and James looking around the room.

      James glanced at Sam. “There are stories about this room, you realize. Most people think that you’re hiding some high-level alchemy books here. And given how often Tara comes in, there are just as many rumors about a bed in here.”

      Tara flushed.

      “It’s neither,” Sam said. He herded them to the center of the room. “And you can put a stop to any of those rumors.”

      “Put a stop to them?” James laughed. “I like the one about the two of you. I think maybe a bed wouldn’t be the worst thing. Sometimes you just get a little attitude, especially now that you are the great Master Bilson.”

      “Master Bilson might have to ensure that you are punished for that kind of attitude,” Sam said.

      James laughed. “I’m sure. You have to get back at all those people who bullied you when you were still a lowly student. That’s the other rumor about you, you know.”

      “That I’m getting back at other people?”

      “That one, I think, comes from Gresham, though most people know that he’s just a turd.” He looked at Mia. “Sorry. I know he’s in your tower, but he is.”

      Mia ignored him, addressing Sam. “What is this place?”

      “These are alchemy lanterns,” Sam said. He shifted his demeanor. If he was going to take them on this journey, he wanted them to know some elements of the truth. He would start with transporting them to the Barlands, to the tower, using these alchemy lanterns, and from there, they would begin to explore other aspects of the area. “It’s an advanced form of alchemy. The making of the lanterns was lost long ago, but they form what are known as conduits.”

      “Conduits?” James asked, glancing at Tara.

      “It only works with his kind of power,” Tara said. “Not the arcane arts. Not yet.”

      “Anyway,” Sam said. “What we need to do here is to try to activate the lanterns, and then we are going to travel to the Barlands.”

      “The same way that Havash brought us here,” Mia said.

      “Similar, but not the same. That was a bit destructive. This will be easy, if that makes sense. Or not easy, but easier. Anyway, we can travel, and it will carry us to the Barlands, and from there we can go other places, but this is the safest way for me to go from here to there. The sensation will be strange—you’re going to feel a squeezing, but it will pass. If you start to feel like we’re getting pulled on, Tara or I will offer protection. I don’t want either of you using the arcane arts while we’re doing this. It could disrupt something for me, or something that Tara has to do.”

      “What do you mean if we feel something?” James asked.

      “The conduits were influenced by Rasan Tel, up until recently. I’ve managed to remove most of that influence, especially now that I can control the conduits myself, but there’s still a danger that he might try to activate something and put us in danger. Do you understand?”

      “You’re going to use some magical portal to carry us. Got it,” James said.

      “And you can’t fight it,” Sam said. “You might feel compelled to do so, you might think that you need to resist, but you have to relax.”

      “I bet that’s what he says to you when he brings you back here,” James said to Tara.

      She gave him a shove on the shoulder. “I might use my status as a master at the Academy to see you punished, as well. Maybe some kitchen detail?”

      “I think that might be the best,” Sam said. “But we can’t neglect the trash.”

      “And there are the baths that need to be scrubbed.”

      “Fine,” James said. “I’m sorry that I’m giving you both a hard time. I’m just excited that you’re allowing me to come with you. I think this is the most exciting thing I’ve done in the Academy.”

      “Exciting isn’t always fun,” Sam said.

      “But it is something,” James said.

      Mia watched James for a moment. The boy was one of the few people in the Academy who knew that Mia was Sam’s sister, and he knew that they had struck up something of a friendship, mainly because of Sam, partly because James had offered to try to intervene with her and wanted help. He appreciated that they were comfortable around each other. Given where they were heading, there was a real possibility they would need to work together.

      Sam focused on the source.

      As soon as he began to draw upon it, he reached for five different access points. He opened them quickly, then immediately split the strands, sending them out gradually toward each of the lanterns.

      “What’s happening?” James asked.

      “I’ve activated the lanterns,” Sam said.

      “With your different magic?”

      “The source.”

      “I feel like I can see it,” Mia said.

      Sam looked over to her. He had once wondered whether she would have access to the source or not, but so far, it seemed as if she were only connected to the arcane arts. If she had any connection to the source, she had not shown it yet. Then again, he had not shown it until recently, either. It had been walled off inside of him.

      That made him pause. What if it was walled off in Mia, as well? They had the same father, so it made sense for them to have a similar ability. But why would she not have it? Or did she, and she just had not been able to reach it?

      He kept pushing.

      “It will take just a moment,” Sam said.

      Activating the transport from here to the Barlands was easy. As he pushed, he hesitated for just a moment during the transport, ensuring there was no sense of resistance there.

      And then they traveled.

      The conduit took them quickly, carrying them in little more than a heartbeat across the distance. When they emerged, they did so in the broken remains of the tower. Sam had pushed them away from the tower itself, using a complicated pattern that connected to the ring of lanterns. Tara looked over, frowning at him.

      “I haven’t returned since,” he said. “I didn’t know if the tower was stable.”

      “What tower?” James asked.

      Sam pointed to the pile of debris in the distance. The sky was dark and gray, and thunder rumbled periodically, sending cascading energy all around. It was the Barlands, and he could feel that energy and recognize the power and the connection to the source within it.

      He watched Mia. Maybe she did have some connection to the source.

      “That was a tower?”

      “Once,” he said.

      “What happened to it?” James asked.

      “Rasan Tel. The Nighlan.”

      Mia frowned. “They were here?”

      “They were,” Sam said. “They were after me. After something that I had.”

      “That strange metal device,” James said. “What did you call it?”

      “It’s called a vrandal,” Sam said. “It helps me connect to the source. It’s an ancient piece of alchemy that was used to form Rasan Tel’s prison.”

      “And he got hold of it here?”

      “He destroyed it here,” Tara said.

      Sam looked up. He could feel the energy crackling around him, and he formed a latticework weave, probing upward. When he had done that before, it had allowed him to connect to the source more thoroughly than ever. Now, when he attempted to do so, he could feel that power as he probed upward and recognized how it latched him on to something different. A beam of power, something that sparked a true connection to the source, but why here?

      He looked at Tara and saw her studying the debris from the tower.

      “He really is free, isn’t he?” Mia asked.

      Sam nodded. “He is. I know the stories about Rasan Tel aren’t that widespread. Not yet. And that’s probably for the best. Since he destroyed the vrandal, he’s been quiet. He’s up to something, but I don’t know what it is. I’m looking for answers.”

      “Why did you bring me here?” Mia asked.

      “This is where we start. This isn’t where we’re going to stay.”

      “Why here?” Mia asked again.

      Sam looked over at the tower and focused on the sense of the source, the power that exploded around him with each crackling of thunder and lightning overhead. It connected him to that energy far more deeply than he naturally was. It created a torrent of energy as he remained open to the source. He thought that if he were going to have to defeat Rasan Tel, it would have to be here. He might need the source and the connection he could form here, but the danger was that Rasan Tel probably had access to that same connection.

      He turned to his sister. He remained open to the source. “Because Rasan Tel knew our father. That’s why I brought you here. Rasan Tel killed him. At least, that’s what I think. But there’s a possibility he left something for us out here in the Barlands. And we’re going to find it.”

      “How is that even possible?” Mia asked.

      Sam glanced at James. The amusement that had been in his eyes before had faded. Now he started to back away, giving the siblings space. Even Tara had backed off. She was holding on to the arcane arts, though, glowing with pale energy, forming an angulated pattern.

      “They worked together. That’s all I know. Rasan Tel told me that they had worked together, and he told me that they had shared knowledge, though to be honest, anything that man told me is likely a lie.”

      “But you believe it well enough to think it possible.”

      “I do.”

      “And you think he might actually have known our father?”

      “I do.”

      “Why wouldn’t Father have told us?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “He was in Erstan our entire lives. Why?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t figured that out.” Sam glanced up. “But I think that it’s tied to this place. If you focus, you might be able to feel the power that here.”

      “In the storm?”

      “The storm of energy is tied to the source. And yes. I do think that if you focus, you might find a connection to it. Might, though,” he said. “I don’t know for certain.”

      “Where do we go now?” Mia asked.

      “Are you ready to come and see?”

      “This is what you wanted, wasn’t it? This is why you brought me here.”

      “It is,” he said.

      “Then let’s go.”

      She started toward the tower, and Sam didn’t have the heart to tell her that she was going in the wrong direction. They had no interest in the tower itself.

      Tara came over, slipping her hand in his. “You had more time to deal with things. She needs to adjust.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s going to be difficult. And you can’t blame her.”

      “I know,” Sam said.

      “And—”

      Sam turned to her. “If I just wanted to find what Rasan Tel was after, I could come on my own. She needed to see this. She needed to know. And maybe it will help both of us heal.”

      At least, that was his hope. As he watched his sister making her way toward the tower, he wondered if perhaps she wouldn’t keep as open a mind as she needed to. When thunder crackled, accompanying a particularly powerful burst of lightning, Mia stiffened and glanced up.

      Maybe this was a mistake. But this was his sister. And they both deserved to know the truth.
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      Sam focused on the source and held on to the different strands he had split. In this place, it was far easier than in almost any other. It was simple for him to create the anchor point and then force them away. When that power surged around them, it carried them.

      James had started to say something to Sam as it squeezed. He cut it off abruptly.

      The conduit carried them directly outside of the city of Erstan.

      It wasn’t a city, not really. More of a town, or even a village. Even with what he had seen in his travels, Sam wasn’t sure what to call it. Tavran was enormous compared to Erstan, though some part of it still felt comforting, at least in his mind. He wondered if he would still feel that way if he were to stay here. He was an outsider now, and connected to the Academy in a way that he wanted to maintain. That wouldn’t be possible in Erstan.

      “You brought us back to Erstan,” Mia said. “Why? Do you think we will find some answers about our father here? Our home was gone, Sam.”

      “I know. We could still go and take a look.” That had been part of his thought about all of this. Visit their old home, visit the run-down ruins of a building they had called their broken palace, and maybe even see a few of the people they’d once considered friends. Then again, there were precious few of those. He doubted that many people were terribly concerned that he and Mia had suddenly disappeared.

      There had been some who had helped when they had first been homeless, though that help had quickly dried up.

      He looked at Mia and saw tears welling up in her eyes. “You don’t have to do this,” he said. “Maybe I made a mistake. I know you weren’t always happy here.”

      “That’s just it,” she said, her voice a whisper. “I was happier here than I have been in the Academy.”

      “What?”

      Tara frowned at Sam, and he could already tell the line of thoughts racing through her mind. They had been homeless. They had struggled to eat. They had suffered. And his sister had been happier here?

      “When we were here, all you thought about was taking care of us.”

      “That’s all I still think about,” Sam said.

      Mia looked up. “Is it?” Her voice had a hard edge, and she took a deep breath, settling herself down. “You keep a distance from me, and I understand the reason. I’ve even encouraged it, I realize, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy for me. I don’t want to have a distance from you. I want to have my brother. But it doesn’t feel like I get him anymore.”

      “You still get him,” Sam said.

      “I don’t know that I do. And now I’m starting to wonder if I even can. Maybe you’re lost to me.”

      “I’m not lost,” he said. Sam slipped his arm around her shoulders, and she stiffened for a moment, but she didn’t pull away. “Think about what we had here, Mia. Nothing. We had a building that leaked when it rained—which was almost all of the time. We had to struggle for food. And I didn’t have any prospects in town.”

      “You were going to be an alchemist,” she said, her voice soft.

      “We both know that was never going to be the case. He used me for free labor, but I can’t even complain. If he hadn’t, I don’t know what we would’ve done.”

      “You would’ve done the same thing that you did,” she said.

      “I don’t know. There was going to come a time when I was going to lose the opportunity to keep working with him. I know he showed a willingness to let me run errands for him, and he threw some pennies our way, but it was never enough. It was never going to be enough. At some point, begging wouldn’t even have been enough.”

      “I miss sitting in the rain, talking to you,” Mia said.

      Sam smiled. “You know, I put so much effort into getting us away from here, so much time trying to get us to safety, that I didn’t think about the parts of here that were good. I suppose that makes me terrible, doesn’t it?”

      “You are always looking to the future. I was always looking at the present,” Mia said. “Some days were hard, but not all of them. Some of them were wonderful. Like when we sat in the storms, listening to the rain, finding the dry patch. When you managed to get some fruit, and I begged for enough loose change, and we had full bellies.” That was more often for her than for him, but he didn’t say that aloud. “Or when we sat in the old school, when we had the opportunity to read together when teachers came through the village.”

      “I know,” Sam said.

      She wasn’t wrong. He had always looked for the future. He had been the one who had made plans on her behalf to get her into the Academy, so that they would have enough money to find a way to survive.

      And then he had changed it.

      But then, shouldn’t Sam have been allowed to have happiness, as well? Didn’t he deserve to find his way and find his place? He had planned, and he had worked, and he had done everything to get them to the point where they could have enough.

      Mia looked over. “I guess I never gave enough credit for all things you did. You did get us to safety. You did get us to the Academy. Well . . . me. And you made sure that we had enough to eat. It’s just that now that I’m there, I’m not even sure that’s what I want.”

      “You know you can choose,” Tara interrupted. “You don’t have to stay in the Academy. All Sam did was give you an opportunity. You get to decide whether you make anything of it. And if you’re going to complain about learning how to use the arcane arts, you’re not going to feel any sympathy from me.” She swept her hand toward Erstan. “I doubt you’re going to feel much sympathy from anyone here, either. You know what opportunities are available to somebody who finishes just the first year of the Academy?”

      Mia nodded. “They told us.”

      “No. They’ve tried to tell you, but I don’t know that you can truly understand. I’ve been around the Academy long enough to know what happens to those who don’t even finish. There are plenty of students who don’t pass the first-year exams and who don’t move on to the second, and beyond that. Do you know how many of them live in poverty like this?”

      Mia looked her in the eye. “We have people with money.”

      “You probably have merchants. Craftsmen. People who think a few coppers here, silver there, is wealth.”

      Mia nodded.

      “And yet, if you even make it to the end of your first year at the Academy, you’re never going to have to struggle. Think of what you can do with the arcane arts now. I’ve seen you, Mia. I’ve seen the kind of power, and I know that you’re going to have no difficulty moving on. But you have to want it. It can’t be out of spite, and it can’t be because you fear it. It can’t be for any reason other than what you want.”

      “She does—”

      “No,” Tara said, cutting Sam off. “She’s made it quite clear that you were the one who wanted that for her. And perhaps that was fine when you were here. I don’t blame either of you for wanting to get out of this place. You’re situated at the edge of Olway with the storms cascading all around, and I can’t even imagine how you managed to survive this. I can feel this energy, and . . .” Tara stared off into the distance. “I can feel it.”

      “I know,” Mia said. “When you’re here for a while, you start to get used to it. It is strange to think of it now, especially after having been in the Academy as long as I have, and having seen how there isn’t anything similar to this there, but—”

      “No,” Tara said. “Can you feel it?” She looked over to Sam. “No. You can’t. If you could feel it, you would’ve said something about it. So that tells me that you aren’t aware. That’s odd.”

      “Why is it odd?” James asked. He had stayed silent ever since they reached Erstan, and now he was looking into the town, almost as if he’d been bothered by what he saw. Then again, so many people viewed the Barlands as backward, and James had defended Sam ever since he first came to the Academy. Maybe James realized that was a mistake. The Barlands was backward, to a certain extent.

      “Because there are so many uses of power that Sam is aware of that I’m not. He can see the arcane arts. He can see the source. And he can influence both of them. But if he’s not aware of what I’m feeling . . .”

      “What are you feeling?” Sam asked.

      “I know you wanted to come here because you were worried about the reason that your father had come.”

      “Actually, I wanted to come because I wanted to know what he might’ve been hiding here.”

      “Hiding.” Tara nodded. “That’s a good thought. Hiding. There’s so much of the source here, right?”

      Sam shrugged.

      In the distance, several people were now standing at the edge of the town, looking out toward them. They must have cut a strange appearance, the four of them simply standing there. They would’ve simply appeared out of nowhere, and with no horses. Getting visitors to Erstan on foot was incredibly unusual.

      “If your father wanted to hide something, wouldn’t this be a good place? If he were trying to keep something from someone who could use it, or somebody who might try to find it, then it would make sense that he would come out here.”

      “But he wouldn’t be able to hide it from somebody like Rasan Tel. He knows the source probably as well as my father did.” Then again, Sam didn’t know how well his father had known the source. Only that they had worked together. Along with Joiner’s mentor, they had been three alchemists of considerable power. “What if they made something, though?”

      “A weapon,” she said, looking at Sam. “Rasan Tel kept coming back here, didn’t he?”

      “Well, he came to destroy the tower, and—”

      “He also shifted the conduit here, along with the connection to the source. That’s what you said.”

      Sam nodded. “He was doing something along those lines, though I’m not exactly sure what it was.”

      “I thought that you could feel that.”

      “I could feel something. I wasn’t exactly sure what Rasan Tel had done.”

      “Well, let’s assume that he somehow shifted the source. What reason would he have to do that?”

      Sam had been trying to figure that out for a while, though he had stopped searching.

      And maybe that was a mistake. Rasan Tel didn’t do things for no reason.

      Then again, at the time, Sam thought that it was tied to freeing himself from prison. Maybe that was a part of it, but not the entirety.

      “What do you think he was after?”

      “I don’t know. But given what I can feel drawing on me, I think we have to go after it.”

      “Well, you have some of your townsfolk who seem to be watching us strangely, so should we go into town, or should we go after whatever it is that you feel out there?”

      Sam looked at Mia. “What you want to do?”

      “You brought me here to find something about our father.”

      “I did, but I also wanted to bring you back to Erstan. It’s been a while, long enough that I thought that maybe you’d want to come.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “I’m really sorry, Mia. I didn’t even think about how my decisions were impacting you. I never really gave it much thought at all. I was thinking about getting us to safety, regardless of what that meant for either of us, and—”

      Mia turned to him. “No. You’re right.” She glanced at Tara. “And she’s right.” She started to smile. “I haven’t always been the best sister. Even when we were here, I wasn’t always the best. I let you take care of me, and I didn’t argue because you’re the big brother. I let you do what you needed to do. At least, what you thought you needed to do. And when I started to show some talent, I didn’t think much of it, but I never really tried to work with it, either.” She looked down at the ground. “Maybe if I had, I could’ve gotten to the Academy earlier.”

      Sam started to laugh. “You do realize that you came to the Academy at the exact age that you were supposed to? Had you tried to come any earlier, they wouldn’t have permitted it.”

      James butted in. “Well, they might’ve brought you someplace you could start to learn about the arcane arts, and somebody might’ve mentored you, and . . .” He trailed off and shrugged. “But none of that is what you want to hear. You’re right. You’re the right age, and you’re even younger than me by a year, but Sam is right.”

      “Can the two of you just be done with all of this?” Tara asked. “Because I’m getting tired of this family drama between the two of you. Sam did what he thought he needed to do. Mia did what she thought she needed to do. Now you’re back here, and you’re both going to be fine.”

      Mia looked at Tara, and then back at Sam, and started to smile. “She’s right, isn’t she?”

      “She usually is.”

      “I know we need to go to whatever it is that you feel,” she said to Tara, “but I would kind of like to go into Erstan. Not because I miss it, or at least not that much.” She frowned. “It’s strange. I was so happy to be away from here at first. When I got into the Academy, when I got into my tower, I got caught up in having people around me that weren’t my brother, but then I started to miss you, and then I started resenting you, and then I didn’t know how to apologize.” She looked off into the distance. “But now that we’re back here, I still wonder what it might’ve been like had we stayed.”

      “It would’ve been horrible,” James said.

      Sam looked over.

      The boy shrugged. “What? If you’d ended up here, I wouldn’t have met you, and poor Stone would never have met you, either. And she needed to meet you, Sam. You don’t know what she was like before you came.”

      “You don’t know what I was like before he came,” Tara said.

      “I’ve heard stories. You know there are stories about you before you got caught up with Sam?”

      Tara crossed her arms over her chest. “Go on. Tell me those stories.”

      James blinked for a moment and took a step back. “Well, maybe stories might be a bit harsh.”

      “Why are they coming at us like that?” Mia asked.

      Sam frowned. He’d been laughing with James, enjoying the teasing of Tara, but perhaps that had been a mistake. He looked where Mia pointed. The people he’d seen at the edge of town had started moving.

      And he noticed something about them that he hadn’t noticed before.

      He reacted, quickly forming a draw from the source. Had he not been in the Barlands, or near enough that he could feel that energy exploding around him, Sam wasn’t sure that he would’ve been able to react as quickly as he needed to. He drew upon the source, quickly split the strands, and wove a lattice of power around them, pushing it out.

      Just as he did so, some kind of energy struck. It was a coursing power, and it was laced with darkness.

      He looked at Tara. “I need an angulation pattern. Quick.”

      Tara locked eyes with him. “What is it?”

      “Remember that purple power?” She nodded. “Well, it looks like we have some of them out here.”

      “Why would they be out here? The only time we’ve encountered anything like that was when we were with Joiner and jumping from conduit to conduit.”

      Sam stared. There were three of them, and from the force of the blow that had struck him, nearly forcing him to take a step back, they had strength.

      Or perhaps they didn’t even need strength. Maybe it was just the kind of power they used, and that was enough.

      “I think they were here because they’ve been waiting for us.”

      And they hadn’t been quiet. Sam had been drawing upon the source, pulling upon power, using conduits without even thinking about whether they might’ve been tracked. Leave it to Rasan Tel to have sent someone to Erstan to wait on their behalf.

      Tara hurriedly formed a pattern. Sam shoved some of the source through it, weaving it quickly, as another attack struck. He was forced back, and this time, even Tara frowned, gritting her teeth under the strain.

      “I’ve never felt anything quite like this before,” she said.

      “Just when we were with Joiner.”

      “Thoughts?”

      “I could form a conduit.” He didn’t want to leave now that they were here, especially now that Tara claimed she felt something, but he also didn’t want to put his sister and James into danger.

      But getting out of here meant that he had to split the strands, form an anchor, and with each attack of that strange purple energy, Sam wondered if he’d be able to hold two different patterns at the same time.

      “It’s not going to work,” he muttered.

      “What then?” Tara asked.

      “Well, I think we have to fight.”

      She looked at Mia, then James. “What about them?” she said, lowering her voice so they couldn’t hear.

      “We keep them close—we let them use whatever arcane arts they need, and we fight.”

      Tara stared off into the distance. “I never thought I would have trouble coming back to your home.”

      “I should’ve known better,” Sam said, shaking his head.

      “Well, let’s get to it.”

      He turned his attention outward, reached for as many access points to the source as he could, and began to split them into dozens upon dozens of different strands, readying his attack.
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      Sam hadn’t been prepared for the possibility that he might need to fight when he came out to Erstan, of all places. This should have been a place of safety. It might be situated on the edge of Olway, but Erstan had never been a part of any real danger. Then again, it was part of the Barlands, so why should he be surprised that there was something odd here?

      “Any thoughts?” Tara asked as she focused on her angulation, creating a straightforward barrier sweeping out from her. She didn’t bother to lower her voice any longer, and James turned to look at her.

      “I’m thinking that we need to try to push them back,” Sam said.

      Tara glanced over. “Just push them back? That’s all you want to do?”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “We need to know what this is, Sam. We don’t understand what kind of power they’re using, but we do know it’s different than yours or mine.”

      “So you want us to capture one of them?”

      “Capture, or perhaps just test them.”

      “Can the two of you stop talking?” James asked. “I don’t like this, and these gentlemen are getting closer to us. You two might be far more familiar with getting attacked than the rest of us, but I don’t think that Mia or I like it very much.”

      “We don’t like it very much, either,” Sam said.

      “You both seem like you aren’t nearly as bothered by this.”

      “Well, we do have some experience with it,” Sam said. “Unfortunately, we know what it’s like to—”

      “Sam!”

      He glanced at Mia. She was performing angulation, weaving out a streak of power, and he found himself impressed by the level of control. He offered a hint of a surge to the pattern she formed, shifting it back into place, as she had not been drawing upon it quite as accurately as she should have.

      He looked at Tara again. “We need to protect them,” he said softly.

      “Agreed.”

      “We also need to try to capture at least one so that we can interrogate them.”

      “Agreed.”

      “What does that mean you’re going to do with the others?” Mia asked.

      “Whatever we have to,” Sam said.

      With that, he strode forward. He focused on the source, drawing upon as much power as possible, letting that energy flow through him. It was like a raging river. Sam had learned to latch on to access points, but each time he did, he could feel those points straining until he split the source, slowing its speed. Sam now could reach for fifteen different access points. He didn’t know if there were limits, or if there was a possibility of him reaching for any more, but that seemed to be abutting the maximum ability to tap into the source.

      But that wasn’t the maximum ability for him to draw strands of it away. He could split those strands, and when he did, Sam created dozens upon dozens of different lines of power. Now, he wove them into three separate protective balls, and then he reached for the power Tara was drawing and drew that up, forcing it into the pattern. She gasped, glowing brightly with the power of the arcane arts, but she had gone through this enough times that she understood what he was doing, and didn’t fight it.

      Then he shoved one of those protective balls of power forward, already beginning to form another as he did.

      “I don’t know if it’s going to hold,” Tara said.

      “I don’t know that I can call upon anything more powerful than that,” Sam said.

      It struck the lead man. He was dressed in tattered brown clothing, and his face was deeply tanned, but that wasn’t even what drew Sam’s attention. It was the purplish discoloration of his power, something that reminded him of tainted energy, though he wasn’t sure if that was it. The power itself wouldn’t be corrupted, would it? It was more about how the man used it.

      Sam could feel the man’s resistance pushing against his pattern, and surprisingly, that power continued to squeeze outward. Sam struggled to fight against him. He tried again, drawing upon even more power, knowing that he needed to find a way to overwhelm this.

      “Any ideas?” he asked. “Even with as much strength as I’m calling upon, it’s not going to be enough.”

      The men had position themselves in something of a triangle formation, and they had only been drawing upon their power. Sam could see the dark energy, swirling almost as blotches of blackness, as if they were summoning the shadows themselves. Then again, shadows were never purple like this.

      “No good ones,” Tara said. “I can feel what they’re doing to you.”

      “What are they doing?” James asked.

      “They’ve overpowered anything I’ve tried,” Sam said.

      “What if you don’t try to fight them power for power?” Mia asked.

      Sam frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “All you need to do is knock them down, right? You wanted to capture one?”

      He wanted to capture one, but he also wanted to incapacitate the others. He didn’t want to deal with any of them. Unfortunately, given what he had encountered with the Nighlan, Sam no longer worried about harming those who would harm him. It was a brutal realization, but he had long ago learned that others did not care to hold back, so he could not either.

      “That’s what we want,” Sam said. The strange energy started to swirl toward them. There wasn’t nearly as much of a pattern as what he and Tara used. It slithered. It seemed to snake across the ground, though all three men had a similar kind of power slipping out, and it drifted toward them. It didn’t even seem controlled.

      How would he overwhelm that?

      But maybe Mia was right. Overwhelming might not be the right call. He needed to try a different approach. Not to overwhelm the power, but simply to disrupt the men holding on to it.

      “Target the ground,” he said.

      “What?”

      “All three of you. Use the explosive patterns that you were taught,” Sam said, looking at James and then Mia. “You’re not targeting the people, but the ground. You might feel something as you form those angulations, but just keep doing it.”

      Tara nodded. “I’ll take the one in the middle,” she said. “Mia, take the one on the left. James—”

      “The one on the right. I got it.”

      They began to form angulations. Sam waited a moment. Tara was the fastest, though that wasn’t surprising. Her angulation was perfect, and he hurriedly wove the strand of the source into it, augmenting it, before tying it off. Mia, surprisingly, was almost as fast as Tara. She needed a slight nudge to form the pattern, but Sam had already helped her before, and he was not surprised that she knew what she needed to do. She started the angulation quickly. He slipped several strands of the source into hers as well.

      James needed a bit more prodding and help, but he got there. Sam added several different strands of the source into his angulation, weaving them into an explosive burst, and then waited.

      The first explosion struck at the foot of the man nearest them. The ground trembled, and for a moment, the pressure on them began to ease.

      Then Mia’s explosion struck. Then James’s.

      “Keep at it,” Sam said.

      Each of them continued to form their angulated patterns, and Sam continued with what he was doing, adding the connection to them, augmenting them, but feeling as if he wasn’t really helping. When they’d dealt with the Nighlan in the past, Sam had been directly fighting. Here, he felt like he was barely a part of it.

      He looked over. James had his jaw clenched, his eyes tight, and though he was working quickly, Sam could tell that he was growing fatigued. Mia had formed another explosive angulation ball of energy, though smaller than before. Tara was the only one who managed to create one after another, with her experience in fighting the Nighlan and using the arcane arts.

      They were going to have to end this quickly. If they didn’t, none of them would be able to withstand the attack any longer.

      “Be ready,” Sam said.

      “What do you intend to do?” Tara asked.

      “I’m going to do what you suggested. Well, I’m going to do what Mia suggested. I’m going to attack the ground at their feet, but a little differently.”

      “With what?”

      “I have a different way of connecting to power than you do. I figured that I might be able to use that to push them away.”

      It was more than just pushing them away, he knew. This was more about destroying, at least in a certain sense. That wasn’t a way that the source tended to be used. At least, it hadn’t been in Sam’s experience, but at this point, maybe it wouldn’t matter. He had to push, fight, do whatever he could to get his sister and James free of here. This was not the reason for their visit.

      Sam sent a heavily woven ball of energy outward, but at the last second, he everted it.

      It was a strange thing that he had uncovered when he had been using the source, along with the different patterns that he’d found in the almanacs. When he shifted the type of power ever so slightly, it didn’t necessarily change what worked, but it did change the intention behind it. Most of the power that he’d read about in the almanacs was tied to defensive measures, but they became offensive weapons if he turned some of those defenses differently.

      And this was a burst of energy, but it was unstable. Sam knew that, and he didn’t expect it to do anything to the men directly. But it was the instability that he needed.

      When it struck, a burst of air washed outward, sweeping toward the men and then thundering through them, sending the lead man staggering.

      Tara caught on to what he did, and she immediately reacted, sending a quick blast at the ground. Sam followed, doing another everted explosion, and the wind gusted again.

      The instability was the key.

      Mia helped. Her blast struck one of the other men, and Tara struck again.

      But they weren’t fast enough.

      The third man, the one James had been targeting, seemed to have recognized what they were doing, and he sent a snake of purplish energy toward them. Sam had to cut off his attack and hurriedly erect another barrier, forcing outward, testing whether he could hold it in place. The dark energy was powerful, and somehow, it squeezed against him, making it difficult for Sam to hold it tightly.

      The others stabilized again. Every bit of progress they’d made faded.

      Sam looked at Tara. “We might need you to continue the attack while I attempt to open a conduit.”

      “That’s not safe,” she said.

      “It might not be,” Sam agreed.

      Just the thought of opening a conduit while they were under attack left him worried. Not necessary for himself; he could probably use a layer of protection around himself. And Tara, if it came down to it, understood how to mingle her power into his. It was about whether he could protect his sister and James. They did not have the same experience.

      “We can try something else,” Tara said. “If we can figure out a way to counter the kind of power that they’re holding—”

      “How do we counter it? We’ve been trying, but this power seems almost like it was designed to deal with ours. Anything we’ve tried so far has failed against it. Which is why I think we need to just do this.”

      “If you think so,” Tara said.

      “Unfortunately, I do.”

      Sam took a deep breath, then started to split the strands, separating them into five different individual channels and then weaving several different strands together, readying for the attack.

      He could feel Tara simultaneously forming her protection, beginning to sweep power out, using it to assault the three men. Even as she fought, he could tell that her power began to grow weaker.

      What he wouldn’t give for some of their alchemical devices. The only one they had was the communication device, but that wouldn’t make a difference. The problem for him was that they hadn’t planned on the attack. Maybe that was his mistake. These days, given what they had encountered with Rasan Tel, everything was potentially an attack. He should’ve known better than that.

      Sam continued to ready his anchor points. He had to focus on that alone right now. Tara continued to use the arcane arts, pushing the attack back.

      “I need all of you to get close,” Sam said. “This is going to happen quickly.”

      “What are you doing?” Mia asked.

      “I’m getting the two of you away from here. I’m doing it as quickly as I can, but it’s going to feel different than the last time.”

      “How?” James asked.

      “No questions,” Sam snapped.

      Tara looked over and nodded briefly. They had to do it now. He could feel that urgency. She was struggling, starting to get tired.

      But then again, so was he. He had battled against Rasan Tel, and he had very nearly not survived, but that had been different than this. This was as if he had to hold on to the source continuously, rather than throwing an attack, then regrouping. Then again, when he had been here before, he had drawn upon the power of the Barlands.

      The Barlands.

      He wasn’t that far from the Barlands.

      What if he were to open that latticework of energy that helped connect things?

      But then, he wasn’t prepared for that, either. They would need to deflect the power here for him to do that, and he didn’t dare risk that with Mia and James. If it was only him, or him and Tara, Sam knew what he would be willing to do. But when his sister was involved, he couldn’t.

      The three men took a step forward.

      That purplish energy slithered outward, starting to work its way around them.

      “You have to work faster,” Tara said.

      “I can see that. The energy is moving toward us. I don’t see it quite as well as I see everything else, but I see it—”

      “Sam!”

      He had to focus quickly. They needed to get back to the Academy. Then he could get help.

      He quickly released a burst of power, and the conduit formed.

      Sam felt a squeeze.

      Nearby, Tara cried out, but he didn’t dare look over to see whether she was struggling. He focused on the conduit. He had wrapped as much of the remaining strands of the source around the four of them as he could, knowing that if he had to hold them together, that would be the only way he could ensure that they all made it into the conduit. But even as he held that squeezing connection to them, he felt something pushing against him. It was a strange sensation, but it seemed as if the conduit was taking hold the way he needed to.

      He looked Tara in the eye.

      “I have to try something dangerous,” she said.

      “Tara?”

      “Just bring me with you,” she said.

      As the conduit took hold, Sam recognized the angulation that she created. It was complicated, far more so than anybody else within the Academy could create. And she wove it quickly. The various lines of angulation streaked away from her, setting up a pattern of power that she layered outward. She formed it all around before it exploded, sweeping out. There was a burst of air, trembling energy, and then she sagged toward him, her eyes fluttering closed.

      There was a trickling of movement, barely more than that, but Sam had enough time to pull the conduit together, and he wrapped power around Tara, around the rest of them, and then surged along the conduit. Even as he did, he felt the conduit deflected.

      He focused on a different point, one that might strengthen him, and drew upon the source, upon every ounce of it that he could, forcing them forward through the conduit until they stepped free.
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      Sam staggered.

      He could barely move. He had drawn upon more power than ever before. When he had dealt with Rasan Tel, Sam had used a direct connection to the source, layering whatever it was that bound this pattern to the direct connection of the source in the Barlands, but he hadn’t done that this time.

      This time, it had all come from him, and it was overwhelming.

      He wasn’t the only one who struggled. Tara was hurt. He had no idea how much power she’d called upon in order to fight through the danger, but clearly it was significant.

      Sam sat up, looking up at the sky. It was gray and overcast, with the sound of thunder rumbling distantly.

      “Where are we?” James asked.

      “Did they follow?” Sam asked. His voice sounded distant, and everything within him hurt a bit.

      “I—Well, I don’t think so, but I don’t know. Are you sure that you want to trust me?”

      Sam tried to shift, to sit up and look around, but he had a hard time doing so. How much had he expended of himself?

      “I don’t see anyone.” This came from Mia.

      He realized that everything was gray, but it wasn’t just that. Everything had gone dark, dimming around him. Had he used so much of the source that he had lost his connection to his eyesight?

      That was always a danger, given the connection he had. Sam depended upon drawing on the source in order to see. The only other time this had happened was when he had been dammed off from it.

      He tested his connection and was reassured when he could still feel that power. He wasn’t disconnected from it, thankfully. That was a real concern for him. He knew what would happen if he lost it, and he knew that he needed to have that power in order to be able to deal with any other danger here.

      Sam closed his eyes for a moment. He felt himself drifting, but when he opened them again, he heard someone calling his name and felt somebody shaking his shoulders.

      He blinked. His eyesight was hazy, but better.

      “What is it?”

      James crouched down in front of him, looking at Sam. “You. You passed out.”

      “What?”

      “Well, only for a few minutes, but you went out on us. I’ve been trying to get you to come around.”

      Sam blinked again. He could feel the slow trickle of the source starting to come back to him. The connection was there. But it was more than just that. There was an energy all around him, one that he could feel easily.

      Thunder. Lightning.

      The Barlands.

      “What about Tara?”

      “She’s fine,” James said.

      “You don’t sound like she’s fine,” Sam said.

      He shifted, finally getting to his feet, and looked around. They were on a rolling hillside, and everything around seemed to be unsettled. There was an energy in the air that he couldn’t shake. It had to be the Barlands, but this was not at all like the tower where he had spent so much time.

      “Well, she was awake at first too, but now she’s sleeping.”

      Sam looked over to see Tara curled up, her dark hair hanging in front of her eyes, but she was breathing regularly. He checked to make sure that she had a solid heartbeat, and it seemed fine as well. Sam didn’t know how to do healing the way she did, though he doubted she needed any. She had simply expended herself far more than she probably should have.

      “I thought you were going to get out of there?” James asked.

      “I tried, but I felt something pushing on us.”

      “Pushing?”

      Sam nodded. “The only thing I can think of was that it was those attackers.” He blinked again. Each passing moment made him stronger, but his connection to the source was still weak. Though he might have some here in the Barlands, it wasn’t a vast connection, not nearly enough for him to be able to reach for a conduit. They were trapped.

      But they didn’t have to be. He fished into his pocket, pulling out the sphere. “Joiner?” He waited. There was no sound in response. “Joiner. If you’re there, I need your help. We were attacked by some of that purple energy, and now we’re someplace in the Barlands. I had to use considerable power to reach it, but I don’t know that I’m strong enough to get us back out of here quite yet.”

      He found James and Mia watching him, concern rising in both of their eyes.

      There was no response. So much for the spheres working wherever they traveled.

      But they had tested it before. Why wouldn’t it work here?

      Had something happened to the sphere during the journey? Sam doubted that. More likely it was something about the Barlands that prevented the spheres from working.

      He got to his feet and started to walk slowly, trying to get his strength back. He looked around at the others. “It seemed as if we might be stuck here a little while. At least until I get my strength to return. I need to have access to the source in order to reach the conduit again.”

      “How long?” James asked.

      Mia was watching him, and he couldn’t tell whether it was anger, irritation, or fear in her eyes.

      “I don’t know. It takes considerable strength to open a conduit.” And that was probably part of the problem. Sam had opened several while preparing to fight, and he had drawn upon enough strength to carry all four of them from the Academy and then to the Barlands and then from the Barlands to Erstan. That amount of travel with all of them might’ve been more than he could handle.

      Then again, there had to be a reason that the ancient alchemists had formed lanterns the way they had. It made it easier to travel. Somebody didn’t need to have as much control over the source. That had to be part of the reason. And Sam had gotten arrogant, a bit overly confident, with how he could use his connection to the source. That was a mistake. He should’ve known better, should have known that he had limitations. It was too easy to forget. Thankfully, he doubted that it would take all that long to recover, especially in a place like this where it felt like he was closer to the power of the source.

      “This would be where Father went, wouldn’t it?” Mia asked.

      Sam looked over, holding her gaze. “Someplace like this,” he said. “To be honest, I haven’t explored the Barlands very much. I’ve been to the tower, but I haven’t gone anywhere else. I haven’t felt like I needed to.”

      “How would you have found him, then?”

      “I don’t know. I had thought that we might see if we could follow what you and I remember of the stories that he told us.”

      It hadn’t been uncommon for their parents to head out into the Barlands. They had always claimed they hunted relics, supposedly items they could sell, though Sam had never really seen anything like that. He didn’t know what to believe.

      Tara moaned, and Sam saw her stirring. He hurried over and crouched down next to her. A wave of dizziness worked over him as he did, and he hesitated for a moment, letting that pass.

      Tara blinked, then opened her eyes, looking up at him. “Did we make it?”

      “Well, we got away,” Sam said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that we might’ve gotten away, but we didn’t get back to the Academy.”

      “Where are we?”

      “Near as I can tell, we’re someplace in the Barlands, and we’re stuck here until I’m strong enough to get us back.”

      Tara sat up, rubbing her temple. “It hurts.”

      “I saw what you did,” Sam said. “I didn’t know you knew how to control that one.”

      “I didn’t. That was the point. I needed to let it go uncontrolled. I figured that was going to be the best way for us to ensure that we got out of there safely, at least until we closed the conduit.”

      “Well, it worked.”

      “It took everything out of me,” she said. “More than I would’ve expected.”

      “What did you do?” Mia asked.

      “Just a complicated bit of angulation,” Tara said. “It’s the kind that I can’t fully control yet, so I figured that it was going to be useful in helping us escape.”

      James laughed, and when Sam raised an eyebrow at him, he shrugged. “Well, I have to admit that I’m surprised that Stone can’t do some angulation. I heard the master instructors talking.”

      “What now?” Sam asked.

      “Just that they comment on her ability. She’s one of the most skilled angulation arcane artists in generations. And if Stone can’t do it, then it probably can’t be done.”

      Tara sat up and held Sam’s gaze. “It can be done, just not by me. Not yet, at least.”

      “How did you learn it, then?”

      “A book,” Tara said. She got to her feet, and Sam helped her up. She glanced up at the sky and frowned. “This really is the Barlands, isn’t it? I can feel the energy here. But it’s more than just that—I can feel the way it’s drawing on us.”

      “What’s drawing on you?” Sam asked.

      “Well, the same thing I felt before. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I can feel it now.” She looked at James and Mia. “What about the two of you? Can you feel anything?”

      James shook his head. “I don’t feel anything. Should I?”

      Mia nodded slowly. “There’s something. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I can feel it.”

      Tara nodded. “Good. I think we might need to use that awareness.”

      “That awareness?” James started to laugh. “For what?”

      “Mostly so that we can follow it.”

      “Wait. You want to go deeper into the Barlands?”

      “We came out here because of them,” Tara said, gesturing at Sam and Mia. “Because their father is connected to all of this in some way. And now that we’re here, and I feel something, and we’re sort of stuck, why shouldn’t we follow what we can detect?”

      “Because . . . well, because. You’d go deeper into the Barlands and end up with us getting lost.”

      “We aren’t lost,” Sam said.

      “Not yet, but I’ve heard stories of this place. I’ve heard what happens to people who come out here and how they get trapped. That’s what you want for us?”

      “Once my strength recovers, we aren’t going to be trapped,” Sam said. At least, he didn’t believe that they would be. Then again, he hadn’t expected to end up this weak, either.

      “I’m curious what’s drawing on me,” Tara said. “I feel it, but I don’t know what it is. I think we should follow it. Once we find out what it is, then we can return. That is, if you’re ready.”

      At this point, he didn’t really know, but he was hopeful that his strength would continue to recover, and by the time they found whatever was out here, he could bring them back.

      “There’s another possibility,” Sam said.

      Tara shook her head.

      “What other possibility?” James asked.

      “Nothing,” Tara said. “Are you ready to go? I don’t know how fast I’m going to be able to walk. Don’t get too upset when I’m not able to go as quickly as the rest of you.”

      James looked at Mia. “What aren’t they telling us? You know, sometimes I think the two of them have their own language. And their own little plan, and they don’t want anyone else involved.” He made a face at Sam, but pointedly excluded him from the conversation.

      “You’ve been around this before?”

      “Oh, quite a few times,” James said, waving his hand at Sam for a moment. “I keep waiting for them to include us, and to be honest, I was expecting them to do so earlier than this. Well, I expected them to include me earlier than this. I knew you weren’t pleased with your brother after I learned that he was your brother.”

      They started off, following where Tara pointed.

      Tara lagged back, and Sam slipped an arm around her waist, helping her.

      “If the Nighlan are out here,” she whispered, “I don’t know that we’re going to be able to fight them off. We aren’t in any condition for it. And those two aren’t ready for it.”

      “They might be better prepared than you realize,” he said. “I have to admit I was a little surprised my sister was so competent at creating some of those blasts.”

      “And James?”

      “He just needs practice.”

      Tara breathed out heavily. “I don’t know. It feels like it’s more than just practice. Maybe we made a mistake bringing them out here.”

      “Probably.”

      “I suppose you’ve tried to reach Joiner?”

      Sam nodded. “No response.”

      “Could he have sealed off the sphere, or do you think it’s this place?”

      “I figured this place, but maybe he did block us off so he didn’t have to hear us talking,” Sam said.

      “It could be. We know the Barlands is strange. But maybe it’s just that Joiner fell silent because he’s working on something. That fits him, as well as anything else.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Joiner would be the kind of person to go off, to go silent on them not because he was in any danger but because he was looking into something.

      “We just have to keep trying.”

      “As long as you aren’t sealing off the sphere, he should be able to hear everything that we’re saying.”

      “He should,” Sam agreed.

      “But you don’t think that he can.”

      Sam shrugged. “Again, I don’t know.”

      Tara sighed, and they kept going. They picked their way through the Barlands, falling into a comfortable sort of silence. The air crackled with periodic lightning and the occasional rumble of thunder, and as it did, Sam felt his strength gradually beginning to return. It was steady, but the longer they walked, the deeper they got into the Barlands, the more he could feel his overall energy beginning to recover. He was thankful for that. After a while, he could reach for a single access point. When he did, he simply opened himself to it and allowed that power to linger inside him.

      He let it go. He wasn’t going to hold on to it like that and run the risk of weakening himself before he was ready.

      Tara guided them. The Barlands were a series of massive mounds of rock, cut into valleys, and the stone seemed to be built in layers, black and red and orange all piled atop each other in perfectly symmetric lines, as if some supernatural entity had placed the stone here in that way. It would have been beautiful if they weren’t so isolated and if Sam had the strength that he needed to get them out of here.

      Given the gray clouds, they didn’t have much of a sense of the passing of time. Sam kept looking up, trying to get an idea of how long they’d been traveling, but the sun was hidden behind the overcast sky.

      “How long before you can open a conduit?” Tara asked.

      “I’m getting closer,” Sam said.

      “Good. I think we’re getting closer to whatever’s up here, as well. I just want you to be ready if you have to open one and send us through.”

      She flicked her gaze ahead, looking at Mia and James.

      Sam nodded. She wasn’t wrong. If something happened, and if he wasn’t strong enough to open a conduit for all four of them, Sam might still be able to for just the two of them, force them along it, and then close it behind them.

      Might. He’d never tried sending someone else through the conduit alone, but the concept seemed sound.

      “We’ll do what we have to do,” he said softly.

      “We will,” she agreed.

      They kept walking, and the ground started to shift after a little while. The mounds were larger, the layers more pronounced.

      Mia paused at one, crouching down, tracing her hand along the stone. “This was where our parents came?”

      “I have no idea. They didn’t talk about what drew them out here.”

      Sam needed to tell her more about their father, but he wasn’t sure that he had any real answers even in that. The only thing that he knew with any certainty was that Rasan Tel wanted something out here.

      And what Tara felt might be tied to that. That was what he had to be most concerned about. There was a real possibility that whatever was out here, whatever power existed, was dangerous to them. Then again, there was also the possibility that it was tied to what his father had come out here for.

      Tara raised a hand. “We’re close.”

      Sam nodded, glancing at the others. “I’m going to sneak forward and look. You stay here.”

      “Sam—”

      He raised his hand, cutting them off. “Tara is still too weakened. The two of you are too inexperienced. And I’m just going to the top of this rise.”

      He climbed, and only when he neared the top did he realize that the other three had followed him anyway. He shook his head. They should have known better. Then again, so should he.

      When he leaned over the top of the rise, he found a small clearing set into the Barlands. But that wasn’t all that he found. Buildings. Ancient buildings, from the look of them, all made of the same layered stone, occupied the clearing. And there was a faint glow of green energy, the sign of somebody using the source, in the middle of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam lowered himself down on the top of the rock, peering over the side as he attempted to make sense of what he saw. He held on to his connection to the source while doing so, readying a protective pattern, though he hoped it wouldn’t be necessary. He had to be ready, even if at this point, he wasn’t sure he had the necessary strength.

      Tara crawled close to him. “Well?” she whispered. “We’ve now got some unknown structure out here in the middle of the Barlands, and from the look on your face, there must be bothering you.”

      Sam glanced over to where Mia and James were crawling forward. He still didn’t know if he had enough strength to open a conduit and send them back, but perhaps he should try anyway. Something strange in the middle of the Barlands? He needed to understand it better.

      On the other hand, this might be tied to his father. Maybe even his mother. And with that possibility, he couldn’t help but feel as if Mia had every right to be here as well.

      “There is considerable power here,” Sam said, turning his attention back to where he’d been looking. “I see the source, though I can’t tell what’s out there, nor what we might have to do.”

      Was this what his father had chased? A place in the middle of the Barlands, something that looked as if it had been built centuries ago? It fit with what he suspected.

      “It looks like we’re going to have to go down there,” Tara said. “So is it going to be all of us, or—”

      “Or . . .” Sam said.

      Tara looked over her shoulder. “They can’t stay here.”

      “I know.”

      “Then what do you intend to do with them?”

      “I’m still working on it,” Sam said.

      She laughed softly. “You may not get to decide for them. Your sister, at least, looks like she wants to choose her own path. And from everything that she’s said since we brought her out here, I’m getting the sense that she’s more than a little upset about how things played out. She might be inclined to have an opportunity to see all of this on her own.”

      “I know,” Sam said.

      He crawled back, staying low. He didn’t want to reveal his presence, especially as he didn’t know what he might find on the other side, but when he pulled back to his sister, she was starting to get up.

      “You found something up there,” she said.

      “I don’t know what it is,” Sam said. “It looks to be some sort of ancient site. And I feel some of the source. Well, I see it.”

      “Then we should go and take a look,” James said.

      Sam shook his head. “I’m not sure how safe it’s going to be for all of us to go.”

      “You’re weakened,” Mia said. She gestured at Tara. “And she barely survived whatever it was that she did. You need the two of us.”

      James just shrugged. “Well, she’s not wrong,” he said.

      Sam looked at Tara, who had stayed quiet. Mia might not be wrong, but that didn’t mean that he wanted her to end up putting herself in danger.

      “We don’t even know what’s down there,” Sam said.

      “Which is why you can’t just go on your own,” James said. “Besides, didn’t we help before?”

      Sam started to tell him that they had not, that it had been what he and Tara had done, but that wasn’t entirely true. They had helped. Not exactly the kind of help he might have expected or wanted, but it definitely had done something.

      At this point, they needed to see what Tara had detected that had drawn them down here.

      “We go carefully, and if we detect anything, I’m going to try to open a conduit and send you across.”

      Mia looked as if she wanted to argue with him, but James nodded.

      “I want you to hold on to something to shield yourself. It doesn’t need to be complicated. I’m going to add a layer of my own connection to the source through what you’re holding, and the combined pattern should be enough to add an element of protection for you. That’s all I want. I just need for you to hold it.”

      Neither of them argued. If they had, Sam wasn’t entirely sure what he would have done. He was tempted to send them away regardless, though increasingly, he wasn’t sure if that would be the right strategy.

      Tara looked at him and nodded.

      Sam had to focus. He had no idea if what he intended would work. The longer he lingered, the more likely it was that the wielders of the purple power would return.

      Mia and James began to form their patterns, which Sam reinforced with a strand of the source, weaving it inside the angulation.

      When it was done, he sat up. “Hold on to it. Don’t release it.”

      He probably could have taken enough of the source and forced it on them, making it so that they wouldn’t have been able to relax the protection at all, but he didn’t want to run the risk of them getting stuck holding power they didn’t necessarily need, and potentially unable to draw something they did.

      “What happens if we have to help you?” James asked.

      “We‘d better hope that doesn’t happen,” Sam said.

      He glanced over to Tara, locking eyes with her, and then they crept down the rock. It had a striped coloration out here in the Barlands, and he made his way down, moving carefully and quickly until he reached a flat section near the base. There probably were ways for him to make them invisible, but he had not. Tara had already proven that she had a technique that could shield them while moving, but with her recent injury, he didn’t dare ask her to push herself so hard. Of course, he was pushing himself as well.

      Sam looked around at the ancient structures. They were old, as he’d been able to tell from above. Now that he was down here, though, there was a more distinct sense of age from them. The stone looked faded, and the contours of the construct were far simpler than most buildings that he had seen in Tavran or other places around Olway. It was stout, and it looked as if it had been weathered, worn down by countless rains. It made sense, given the severe storms out here in the middle of the Barlands.

      Sam hurried to the nearest building, focusing on the vague sense of the source that he detected. Maybe the air crackled with it, as he did not see anything. Everything in the Barlands was connected to the source, after all.

      “Is there a trail here?” Tara asked.

      “I feel like there is some connection to the source here, but I’m not exactly sure what it is. Does that make any sense?”

      “When it comes to you and that power, there isn’t a whole lot that makes sense to me.” She flashed a smile. “But then, I figure that it’s up to you.”

      He focused on the source. When he was around others who could use the source, Sam could feel the different strands. Joiner had taught him that, and then time around Lilith had helped him master it. But this was different. When he was out here, he knew there was some power, but he still could not feel it, despite attempting to draw upon it. And maybe there wasn’t anything that he could detect. The source was here, but did that mean that somebody was drawing upon it?

      Sam stood and held on to the singular access point. He began to realize that he could reach for a second and a third access point, and he drew upon that power. Maybe he would have enough strength now to open a conduit. He should at least have enough to protect them while traveling if he could reach just one more.

      Sam moved forward, and when he stepped in between the next set of buildings, he became aware of some energy there. The sense of power reminded him of what he felt when they were in Voran. This was something fresh, as if somebody had called upon the source recently. He paused, raising his hand. Tara had followed him, and was already starting to form an angulation, but there wasn’t anything for her to target.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t exactly know,” he said. “Power, but I’m not exactly sure of the origin. I keep thinking that I can find something.” Sam closed his eyes to place himself in the darkness, the way he had been when he lost his eyesight. It connected him to the source and the two other powers better. He focused, testing whether some pressure might push upon him to grant him an even greater understanding, the same way that he once had done while wandering the Academy blind.

      As he focused on it, he felt something deep.

      It was indistinct, but it was power. It flowed, but there was no sense of why or where it went. It had no distinct pattern.

      He raised his hand, and they kept moving. They headed to the next building, and Sam maintained his connection to the energy there. The source, and something else as well.

      Something that restricted his ability to reach the source fully.

      That was unusual in the Barlands.

      He looked around but saw no sign of the purple power.

      Sam went to the next nearest building. It reminded him of when they had traveled to the strange place with yellow power, as there were no doors and no windows. By the time they finished a circuit of the ancient settlement, Sam had finally managed to reach for a fourth access point.

      He looked over to Tara. “I wish that I could bring us inside one of these buildings.”

      “When your strength returns.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know what we might find when my strength returns. I don’t know what’s here.”

      But there was definitely some sense of the source.

      He wasn’t sure what it was at first. Maybe it was the rumbling of thunder, the energy that crackled overhead and suggested to him the power of the Barlands, but the more he focused on it, the more he realized that wasn’t the case.

      “Have you been able to detect whatever it is that drew you out here?” Sam asked Tara, who stood near him, watching.

      “Unfortunately, I know that there’s something out here, but I’m not exactly sure what it is, nor why it called me out here. I’ve been trying to understand it, but I don’t feel it the way that I did before.”

      What had changed? Without knowing what had drawn them, there was no way they could learn what Sam had been detecting.

      “Sam?” James said.

      “What is it?” he asked, sweeping his gaze around the ancient settlement.

      “I can see something. Well, I can feel something. I don’t know what it is, but I think that if we stay here too much longer, we will find out.”

      Sam’s heart began to pound more rapidly. “What do you mean?”

      “I feel it, too,” Mia said.

      She had shifted, turning to look away from the settlement and out toward the hilly slopes of the Barlands. Her pattern remained, and she continued to hold on to considerable power. Sam was thankful that he had woven a strand of the source within what she had done, as it had not only helped anchor her pattern, but also helped solidify it in a way that would keep her from being surprised by any potential attacker.

      It also served one greater purpose that he hadn’t anticipated. It made sure that Mia held the pattern exactly correctly. He’d seen that his sister had skill at holding on to her angulation, but she didn’t have enough experience and would eventually lose control. Hopefully, his strand of the source would prevent her from slipping. The same for James, though Sam wished he’d woven even more power into the boy’s pattern.

      “I don’t know what’s out there, only that I can feel it.”

      Sam closed his eyes again, starting to focus on the energy that might be out there around him. He hadn’t been giving it much thought, but perhaps that was a mistake. If there was something out here, he should be focusing on it, trying to be ready for whatever might come in their direction.

      And then he felt it. He hadn’t been paying attention to it. That was a mistake.

      He snapped his eyes open. “Get to the center of the settlement,” he said to Tara. “Get them to it, as well.”

      “Sam?”

      “I think we have company.”
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      They reached the center of the settlement. The building at the heart of it was taller than the rest, a finger of rock with a sloped peak, and it looked as if the rains had worn it down to something of a point. Much like every other building in this part of this settlement, lines of worn rock created the layers to the stone, giving it something of a decorative appearance. Sam wanted to get inside one of these, and this one seemed like it would be the most beneficial, but he didn’t dare try right now. Instead, he needed to maintain his strength.

      He could reach for four access points easily—which meant that he likely could strain for a fifth.

      But that would be all.

      Once they reached the center of the settlement, Sam closed his eyes again. Mia and James both tried talking to him, but he ignored them. Tara shushed them and explained that Sam was trying to feel for power. He ignored her, as well.

      As he focused, he could feel that pressure around him. At first, he thought it was from the direction they’d come, but the more he focused, the more he sensed that same pressure building upon him from other directions.

      He snapped his eyes open and looked. On three sides, forming a triangular pattern around them, were figures dressed much like those in Erstan. The purple energy radiated from them.

      “It’s time for us to go.”

      Tara locked eyes with him.

      “What if this is where your father came?” Mia asked.

      “I don’t know,” Sam said. “There was something of the source here, and when I focus, I can still feel it, but I don’t know if this was where our father went.”

      Mia looked over. “You think it was, though.”

      Sam nodded. “I think it probably was.”

      “Then we have to find out why.”

      “If those attackers return, they’ve already shown they’re strong enough to overpower both Sam and Tara,” James said. “They’re about as powerful as we have at the Academy. Maybe if we come back with greater numbers—”

      “If they reach us, could they get what they are after?” Mia asked.

      Sam’s concern was that they could, but he didn’t want to say it. He didn’t necessarily want to leave here, because he was worried about what would happen if they abandoned this place, if they lost whatever might be here.

      There had to be something. He had felt the source. The problem was that he didn’t know if they would have the opportunity to reach it.

      “I’m only going to have the strength open one conduit.”

      “Just one?” Tara asked.

      “One that I can do safely. We’re in a difficult place, and the power here is difficult for me to maintain. I worry that if I try to do too much, we’re going to end up stuck.”

      Mia glanced at James before turning her attention back to Sam. “You brought me out here because of our parents, and now that we’re here, close to where there might be something that would help us understand what happened to them, we’re just going to run?”

      “We’re going to go so that I can keep you and James alive.”

      “But why should we run if there’s something here? Maybe it’s something that will help us defeat them,” Mia said.

      The problem was that if they stayed, there was no guarantee that whatever might be here would help them disrupt the kind of power coming at them. Sam had no idea what power that was, only that he could feel it building. If he waited too much longer, the dark energy could prevent them from escaping.

      He couldn’t do that to James. And he wouldn’t do that to his sister.

      “Just get closer to me,” he said. “I’m going to focus so I can summon the necessary connection. I’m going to anchor and get us back to the Academy. At least there, we have some defenses to protect us.”

      “Will there be?” Mia asked. “We’ve seen what these people can do against power like ours, and Tara is as skilled as we have at the Academy, right? I saw the kind of pattern she was forming.”

      Sam hesitated for a moment, realizing what his sister was saying. Had she seen what had formed, or was that simply her way of suggesting that she understood the kind of complexity that Tara had used in her pattern?

      “I don’t know that I’ve felt anything quite like that before. Even some of the masters of angulation have not created anything quite like it. If she can’t stop one of these, and Sam with his power can’t help, what hope do we have if we return to the Academy?” Tara asked.

      “We have numbers,” James said.

      “And what good are numbers when they have this?” Mia waved her hand around. “Obviously, they have come out here because they’re after something. And they didn’t know how to find it until they followed us. That tells me that whatever is here is important.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but Sam wouldn’t be the reason that something happened to them.

      He felt for the different access points. He started to reach for them, one at a time. When he reached the fourth access point, he felt the source beginning to rush past him. It was moving rapidly enough that he knew that he would lose control over it if he did not gather that connection. There was a strength to the source right now, and he didn’t have a matching strength.

      He lunged as he had learned to do when he was first trying to reach for the different access points. When he grasped that fifth one, he dove into it, clinging to it. He held it tightly for a long moment until he was certain that he could keep his hold. Now he could feel the power flooding past him, and he began to split the strands.

      “Tell me when you’re ready,” Tara said.

      Sam finished his weave, and placed five anchors around him.

      “Sam,” Mia said.

      “I need to get you to safety,” he said.

      “But we don’t know what he found here,” she said. “You’re the reason we came out here, and you said that there had to be something out here, something important to him, so why won’t you let us find what it wants? This mattered to our father and mother. It mattered enough that they were willing to leave us, even if they didn’t know it would be for good.”

      Sam held on to the anchor, feeling how he was forced to the Academy. The conduit began to form. Strangely, there was a different sort of power here.

      As Sam started to push, forming the conduit, he felt resistance around him. He was pushing inward, squeezing on his conduit. The resistance came from that purple energy, and Sam recognized that they’d attempted to redirect him once again. But it was more than just that this time—they were trying to cross the conduit.

      He strained, forcing himself through it. He could feel Tara forming something near him. It was a pattern that he could not follow, too caught up in the power he was holding, but he recognized that she was drawing on considerable energy. Even James was trying to do something, though it was unlikely the boy could make much of a difference.

      The only one doing nothing was Mia. She had come close to Sam, standing across from him, watching him.

      “Please,” she said. “If this is about our father, we need to know what it is so that we can understand him better.”

      “We can only understand him if we survive,” Sam said. He continued to form the anchor. It took considerable strength on his part to hold down those five points, looping them together as he formed the conduit, though it continually threatened to collapse around him. He looked to Tara, holding her gaze. “I can’t . . .”

      “Why not?” Tara asked.

      “Whatever they’re doing is squeezing down the conduit. I might be able to get one of us away, maybe two of us, but not all.”

      “Then send the other two. You and I can stay and fight.”

      “Stay and fight with what?”

      “I don’t know,” Tara said.

      The dark, purplish energy continued to squeeze and constrict around them, and as it did, Sam felt a hesitation. He realized that it came from something that Tara had done.

      “Do that again. If you time it right, I think that I might be able to use the opening and send us all along it.”

      “Are you sure?” Tara asked.

      “Well, not entirely, but I think there has to be something I can do here for us to travel. I can open the conduit long enough to get us away from here, but I’m going to need you to disrupt whatever they’re doing.

      Tara turned to face the other attackers.

      “Please help,” Sam said. “I can hold on to this for a while longer, but I don’t want any of us to get stuck here. I promise that we will return.” He looked over his sister, who had kept her focus on him.

      She let out a heavy sigh, and then she began to shift her pattern.

      “I need each of you to attack from a different angle,” Sam said. “It doesn’t have to be perfect. We need an uncontrolled burst of a pattern. We need them to be thrown off guard.”

      If they could do that, they might be able to spill out enough of Sam’s connection to the source for him to open the conduit fully. Then, they’d only need a moment to escape.

      He felt Mia explode her pattern, followed by Tara, with James last.

      There came a moment, little more than that, where the power built enough that he thought that he could send it sweeping away from him.

      But even as he did, Sam began to realize that some part of what he was squeezing, and how he was squeezing, started to push back against him.

      He did the only thing that seemed possible. He pushed on the nearest sense of energy that he felt. It was James. Sam grabbed him, forcing him along the conduit. There was a bit of squeezing pressure, and then James was free. Sam could feel it, which was significant, as he wasn’t always aware of where somebody was along the conduit like this. He grabbed for the next person, latched on, and then squeezed, sending a rippling wave of constricted energy forward, pressing them along the conduit. He heard a shout, his sister yelling “No!”, but he ignored it as he forced the energy away.

      He had very nearly not been able to keep the conduit open.

      That left Tara.

      Sam wondered if he would have enough strength to send her. He started to push, but he felt resistance along the conduit even as he did. This came from the attackers, like they were wringing out a towel and forcing it back. Something else began to build.

      Sam looked over to see what Tara was doing.

      Not Tara.

      “Mia?”

      She locked eyes with him. “I thought you were going to send me second,” she said.

      “I intended to. I didn’t mean to send Tara.”

      “I think that’s why she shouted at you. You didn’t hear it?”

      Sam shook his head. “I thought it was you.”

      Something began to squeeze the conduit again, and he strained against it, trying to force it upward. The power of these others was too much for him to withstand. When he attempted to force it outward, it failed.

      “Attack them,” Sam said.

      Mia nodded, gritting her teeth. She began to weave patterns.

      “They need to be uncontrolled. It doesn’t matter what you do. Just explode them.”

      She released a half-formed pattern, and a wave of energy exploded from her, heading toward one of the closer mounds of people. She did it again, turning her attention and focus to another, and as before, she blasted outward, using another similar connection. The third one was weaker. She’d been using too much strength.

      Sam tried to reach for another access point, but he was still tired. He strained, wanting to pull up on something more, but he still only had five. That was a significant number of access points, but he had to hold on to the anchor, or else he would lose the conduit.

      The pressure continued to squeeze, to the point where he could no longer push against it. “I don’t think that we’re going to get out of here,” he said.

      Mia’s eyes widened. There was panic there. But there was something else that he hadn’t seen in them for a long time. Resolve.

      When they’d lived on the streets in Erstan, Mia had found that determination. She had been stronger than she had believed.  Sam liked to think that he was the only one who ever really got to see it,  and he saw it now. He held his sister’s gaze, and he felt his determination building. Nothing was going to happen to his sister. He would fight on her behalf, do whatever he had to in order to help her and bring her back.

      He would save her.

      There had to be another way.

      Sam might not be able to push the conduit out, but there was still that sense of the source. Could he use it somehow? Sam had not tried to use the conduit to bridge himself to that connection, but what if he could somehow tap into it and use it?

      He focused on the connection to the source that he felt deep beneath the ground. Maybe he could latch on the way he’d once latched on to the crackling power of the Barlands. Perhaps that was what had drawn him here in the first place.

      “I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be able to hold out,” Mia said. “I’m letting you down. I’m not like Tara.”

      Sam took her hand. “You’re my sister. I’m thankful we get to fight side by side.”

      “If we can find what Tara felt —“

      “I don’t know how to reach it. I’ve been trying to squeeze through the conduit—”

      The conduit collapsed. Sam still had the anchor, but he couldn’t force himself along it.

      He looked at Mia. “I don’t know what’s beneath us. There’s some connection to the source, but . . .”

      “Do what you think you can,” Mia said.

      He closed his eyes, and while he felt her building some kind of energy tied to the arcane arts, he could not tell exactly what she was doing. Only that she was holding on to some power. Then, as he focused, he became aware of something. The source was drawing down and down, but it had an end point.

      He’d been trying to push up with the conduits.

      What would happen if he tried to push down instead?
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      They traveled slowly across the conduit. Sam usually felt it carrying them quickly, especially as he held on to anchor points with significant power from the source. Maybe it was fatigue from trying to draw upon as much as he had, but it felt like pushing into mud. Or perhaps it was that he was pushing downward, as if trying to open a conduit in another direction.

      The wrong direction.

      Sam focused on that and let himself be guided. He held tightly to his sister and was distantly aware that Mia was holding on to the arcane arts, attempting to form a pattern. Given where they were traveling and how much energy she’d summoned, Sam doubted there would be anything she could do here. He was thankful she was willing to try, but he also knew that her attempt would not get them anywhere. All she could do would be to let him take her where the conduit carried them.

      And then they were free.

      Everything was dark around them. Dark, but he had a distant sense of the source.

      Sam took a careful breath. The air tasted stale, but it was air. He took another breath, and then another.

      Mia was still holding his hand. He squeezed hers again, trying to offer a measure of reassurance.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I need light.”

      “I think I’m strong enough for that.”

      He saw her arcane arts before seeing the glow of light that erupted from her.

      It really was a simple use of angulation, and he shouldn’t have been surprised that Mia still had the strength necessary for it. Sam clung to four access points in case he needed to open a conduit.

      “Where are we?” Mia asked, keeping her voice in a whisper.

      Sam used the light that she’d created to look around. Everything was still slightly darkened, but the shadows left him feeling like something was here. The walls were all stone, dark and brown, and they looked damp.

      “Someplace underground,” he said. “And it’s tied to the source. I can still feel it, though I’m not exactly sure what it is.”

      “Could we be directly beneath where we were?”

      Sam shrugged. “That’s not generally how a conduit works, but I’ve never felt anything quite like that before.”

      “You said you felt some of that source here, right?”

      “I felt it, but I don’t know why, and I don’t know where it brought us.”

      “Can you still follow it?”

      Sam closed his eyes, probing the way he once had when he had lost his eyesight. He let his mind wander, his attention and awareness of the source drifting so that he could trail after it. A line of power flowed outward.

      The power had a different signature here, something almost familiar.

      “I think I have felt this before,” he whispered.

      “Could it be him?” Mia asked, hope rising in her words.

      Sam was still holding her hand. “I don’t think we’re going to find him down here. I’d hoped for the same thing, but I don’t think he’s still alive. He might have been out here searching for this, but if he was, I don’t know what he came looking for.”

      Mia nodded. “I know it’s too much to believe. They’ve been gone for so long, and I have sort of forgotten about how it felt, thinking they might eventually come back. When you came to me, you started talking about our parents again, and it brought back those memories.” She turned to Sam and breathed out heavily. “I’m sorry. I should have been better with you. I should have been better for you. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m sorry, too.”

      “But you wanted to find them.”

      “I only came out here with you because of what I heard about our father. I don’t know that I would’ve come looking otherwise. Not that I don’t want to know what happened to them, but I sort of feel as if we’ve gotten to the point where it doesn’t even matter. We’ve moved on. Or I thought I had.”

      The longer he was down here, the more Sam realized that he probably had not moved on quite as well as he had believed. He often found himself thinking about his parents and the mystery of their disappearance, and only more so lately. If it was tied to some part of the source, and something that had happened with Rasan Tel, then perhaps he was more connected to all of this than Sam could have imagined.

      “If we can figure out what’s down here and why I can feel the source so profoundly, maybe we can come up with an idea about what happened with our parents, and learn whether there was anything that we were supposed to find.”

      Mia looked at him. “I’d like that.” When she pulled on his hand, he started forward. “I’m glad I’m with you. I know you wanted to stay with Tara, but I’m glad.”

      He held her gaze. “I’m glad I’m with you, too.”

      And he was. It was better that it was Mia, in some regards. If he was going to be stuck here, if anyone were going to fail in the Barlands, it might as well be the Barlands boy and his sister.

      But Sam was determined to get her to safety. Whatever it took, he would get his sister out of here—even if it meant sacrificing himself.

      “Why do you think the source guided you here?” Mia asked.

      “I don’t even know if I followed the source or if the purple energy pushed me here. I didn’t have the right kind of control. I’m sorry I couldn’t get us all out of here.”

      “But you tried.”

      Sam focused on the source before releasing some of it. “Let’s see where it takes us.”

      Maybe he could follow the sense of the source, and it would guide him.

      But guide him to what?

      Power, possibly. Or perhaps something that his father had been after. That was of more importance. And not just his father, but Rasan Tel as well. He had come out to the Barlands searching, hadn’t he? He had sent Lilith out here, too.

      There were answers here.

      They had found this ancient settlement, and increasingly, Sam believed this was what he was meant to find, even if he didn’t understand it. There had to be something else to it.

      The tunnel opened up before them. Everything was still dark in the distance, with Mia holding on to just the faintest tracing of light. There was a slight breeze, a whisper of wind that seemed to come from somewhere in the distance that Sam could not quite isolate.

      “Is there a tunnel up to the surface?” Mia asked.

      “I don’t know. Possibly? If we’re directly beneath what we found in the Barlands?”

      “Then what would keep them from following us down here?”

      Nothing. He should’ve considered that already.

      And here, he had thought that the conduit might be the only way in, but what if there was something else? He had not been able to open anything into the buildings, but that wasn’t to say that those purplish attackers wouldn’t be able to do the same thing. They had a different kind of power. Sam had no idea whether they could force their way in. If they could, he and Mia had to work quickly.

      “Come along,” he said. “We need to find whatever it is that drew us here in the first place before they get to us. I need you to create a brighter light here. Whatever you can. I just need to be able to see more.”

      “I can make a few different patterns, but I don’t know that I can hold anything brighter.”

      Sam turned to her. “It’s a good thing that you have me with you. I might not be able to use the arcane arts the way you do, but I read every single book in the library to try to understand them before I ever had sniffed at the source. And I do happen to be an instructor at the Academy, after all.”

      She started to laugh. It was nice hearing her laugh again.

      “I’m going to give you a pattern that you can try. It is one of Mayfield’s patterns in his Compendium. You would have ended up needing to know this anyway by the time you reach the second year, but we’ll move you along a little faster. I’m going to recite some angulation, and if you have any difficulty with it, I’m going to nudge your pattern ever so slightly. It shouldn’t hurt, and if this works, we should have an effective light while we’re down here.”

      “I can do it.”

      Sam started to recite the pattern. The angulation was not terribly complex, but quite a few steps were involved. He had memorized Mayfield’s Compendium, so he had little difficulty telling her all of the steps.

      He began to see a faint glow start to build, with increasing intensity the longer he instructed her.

      Mia remained close to him, saying nothing. Sam could tell the arcane arts glowed from her, bright and vibrant energy radiating off. His sister wasn’t forming a pattern at this point; rather, she seemed to be focusing on creating a hold over the power that she had.

      “We shouldn’t have to go that much farther,” Sam said. “Move carefully.”

      The tunnel began to shift, the contours starting to change. He recognized something. There was a bit of the stone, but there was something else here. Writings. He had seen writings like this before, though only in Voran itself.

      Mia glanced at him. “What is the problem?”

      “Not a problem,” Sam said. “It’s just that I’ve seen this before.”

      “The stone? A place like this?”

      “No. The writing.”

      The only thing that he could think of was to push some of the source into the wall. He could feel the energy beginning to bloom, and that power started to flow out from him into the walls, causing them to start to glow a pale green. Within that energy were tracings of symbols that he had seen. Sam hurriedly scanned the walls, trying to make sense of it.

      It wasn’t obvious, but it was clear enough. He recognized the pattern. He couldn’t form it easily, but he recognized its construction. It was complicated.

      Sam traced his hand over a section of the wall. “This is probably the most complex form of alchemy I’ve ever read about,” he whispered. It was mostly for himself, but Mia was there and pressed up alongside him, looking over his shoulder.

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “You don’t see the line of energy?”

      “I don’t. I can see the glowing light I’ve emanated, but I don’t see anything else. There’s writing in the wall?”

      The kind of power that he pushed out was confined to the source, and he was the only one who could see that, so he shouldn’t have been surprised.

      “It’s a description of alchemy,” Sam said. He scanned the wall. “A complex and very detailed description of alchemy. I have never seen something quite like this before. I have books on alchemy, but nothing like this is stored in books.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. The steps here are far greater than even in the most advanced books I’ve read. Maybe that’s the reason it wasn’t added to them?” Sam frowned as he continued working his way along the walls. He could still feel the pressure coming from above, and he worried about the purple energy coming toward them and how much time they had, but he wanted to try to understand this. He needed to understand this.

      “Keep an eye out for me.”

      “Are you sure that it’s safe?”

      “I think I need to know,” Sam said. “There is something here.”

      “Is this what they’re looking for?”

      He didn’t know. They moved carefully, Sam’s gaze lingering along the hall as he read the markings. When he reached an end section, the writing continued on another wall nearby. Sam hurriedly pressed out again, using the source to read the section. He could feel the energy there, and he could see the writing starting to take shape. It flowed into the wall, forming a flowing script of energy.

      He tried to hold the complicated pattern in his mind, focusing his mind on each letter, searching for answers.

      “I need you to push your arcane arts into the wall,” he said.

      “To do what?”

      “To see what changes. Hurry. I don’t know how much time we have here.” He didn’t want to tell Mia that he feared coming under attack while they were probing the walls. “It doesn’t have to be any specific pattern.” At least, Sam didn’t think it did. If he was wrong, he might be able to change the pattern and direct it in such a way that he could call the power out. “Just push outward with the arcane arts so that we can see if anything is written here.”

      “That’s not how the arcane arts work.”

      Sam shook his head. “Trust me, Mia. This is sometimes how things work.”

      She looked behind her, bringing her hands together. “I can try. I don’t know if it’s going to make a difference, but I will try.”

      He felt energy before he saw the pale white of the arcane arts glowing from her. It flowed, and when it touched the wall, he released his hold on the source, letting that flow in as well.

      The markings on the wall began to flutter, flickering for a moment before fading altogether. When Mia pressed her connection into the wall, there was nothing.

      “Is it working?”

      “Not yet,” Sam said. “I’m going to try one more thing.”

      He added the source. Pressing into the wall, he could feel the layer of energy working its way in, but he could also feel something else to it. There was an element of pressure there. This was natural, though, as if he were supposed to be mingling his power with Mia’s, and together the two of them would bridge that energy and force it into the wall.

      He began to see a flickering.

      The combined powers began to merge, similar to when he worked with Tara. They mixed together, creating a pale blue that he pressed into the wall as well. There was a flash, little more than that. A series of symbols marked on the wall. He locked them into his mind.

      “I need you to draw upon a little bit more,” Sam said.

      “I don’t know how much more I’m going to be able to. I’m calling on as much as I can, but I’ve been using far more of the arcane arts than I normally do. It’s difficult.”

      He rested his hand on Mia’s arm, squeezing gently. “I know. You can do this.”

      She had to. They didn’t have any choice but for her to succeed.

      More of the arcane arts flowed. He pushed that, along with the source, into the wall, memorizing the symbols. Sam had to hold on to them in his mind, and they didn’t have much time. It reminded him of when he was younger and only had a few moments to read.

      The pressure behind him continued to build.

      They couldn’t stay here any longer. If they lingered, the others would reach them. He motioned to Mia, who released her connection, her glow beginning to fade.

      “Did you get what you needed?”

      Sam looked back along the hallway. “I don’t know. I hope so.”

      They continued through and reached another chamber. Sam noticed another pulse of energy here, and it seemed to him that it came from the source. When he reacted, pushing out with a connection, he could feel that energy beginning to build around him. He pressed it into the walls, much like before, but didn’t feel anything. There were no writings.

      “Why that hall?” Sam whispered.

      “Do you see that?” Mia asked.

      He turned and frowned, trying to figure out what she was pointing at.

      “What am I supposed to see?”

      “Over here,” Mia said, pointing.

      A pedestal in the middle of the room drew his attention. An object rested it. It looked somewhat silver, mixed with brown. He started toward it, and was about five paces away when he froze.

      Sam knew what it was.

      A vrandal.

      “That has to be what Tara detected.”

      But why this? This wasn’t why he was here.

      Sam started toward it, but a blast of energy struck him. He reacted quickly, forcing up a barrier of the source, but the power still threw him back and away from the pedestal.

      He looked up to see five wielders entering the small chamber.
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      Sam focused on the source, trying to draw upon as many access points as possible. Even as he started to focus on that power, he couldn’t call nearly enough of it. He tried to summon as much as possible. He could reach for six access points, but against five of these attackers that wasn’t going to be enough. Sam could feel it.

      He looked over to Mia. “We need to get that vrandal,” he said, motioning to the pedestal. “Whatever else we do, we need to get that. I think it’s what Rasan Tel and these others are after. So whatever else we do, we have to get to—”

      Another attack struck, a burst of languid, purplish energy that exploded, filling the entire chamber with this blackish energy that tried to squeeze toward Sam. He reacted, forcing out a barrier and pressing it from him. He stretched it from floor to ceiling, using the stone as an anchor.

      At least in a place like this, there was something else he could hold on to. Maybe it would allow him to keep hold of enough power to fight, but he might just not be strong enough. Sam didn’t know the limitations of this purple energy, though there had to be something. All power had some limitation, but Sam needed time to explore and uncover what it might be for this strange kind.

      He wove his pattern as a lattice of energy, stretching it from floor to ceiling, pushing it toward the five attackers. Thankfully, the lattice pattern did not take quite as much strength to form.

      Sam pushed again, using the stone, but as he did, he could feel it resisting him. There was a surge and a blast, but each time he focused, Sam could not find a way to squeeze past them. The power they held was beyond what he could manage.

      He squeezed again, and each time he pushed, he felt that resistance. Sam doubted they would have survived had they faced an attack like this with the Nighlan before. It was only through his multiple access points and newfound knowledge at splitting the strands that he could do anything.

      “I need you to help,” he said to Mia. “Hold on.”

      She looked at him, her eyes narrowing. “I can try.”

      Mia took a step in his direction, looking as if she were sliding through mud or sludge. The only thing Sam could think might help them escape would be mingling their powers—creating alchemy.

      “I need you to hold on to an angulation. It doesn’t matter what pattern you use. Just build it, and I will know.”

      “Why?”

      “We aren’t going to attack,” Sam said. At this point, he wasn’t even sure that he could. He had to push.

      Pressing outward, he waited while his sister began to form an angulation. It was weaker than the last one. She had clearly grown much more tired. Mia no longer held her other angulation quite as potently; the glowing light inside the chamber had dimmed.

      As her angulation began to flow from her, Sam started to push it into his own weave, mingling it and building so that it would modify the two. He formed the pattern, a combination of both the source and the arcane arts, creating true alchemy. As it mingled, there was a flash of pale blue, and he felt the latticework of energy begin to solidify.

      Then he could move.

      Mia glanced at him before starting toward the nearest pedestal. Sam felt a strange sensation of separation, and understood it. He tried to resist but didn’t know if he could push past it.

      What was this?

      The lattice of energy. It was starting to crumble.

      Whatever this purple magic was, it was more than he could overpower.

      The figures squeezed past his barrier.

      Sam tried to draw upon the source, to squeeze the man out, but he had already weakened and had lost several of the access points.

      The man ignored Sam. A bubble of energy formed, and the purple power flowed around him, sweeping toward Sam. He pushed downward, trying to drive the last of energy around him, wanting to cut off this man from his power, but could not.

      Then the man grabbed for the vrandal.

      He locked eyes with Sam, then took a step back and away.

      He separated through the lattice, and the pattern that Sam had been holding began to form once again. It squeezed inward, creating a pattern of power, the latticework sealing off and closing up so that there was no other pressure.

      Then came a burst of power, and the pressure upon them eased.

      Sam didn’t need to see what had happened. He knew.

      They had gone.

      He released the latticework of energy, and Mia’s power began to unravel simultaneously.

      Sam looked around the chamber.

      The other attackers were gone, as was the pressure on him. There was no sign of where they had gone, no sign of the kind of power they had been holding.

      Mia sputtered but created more of the pale light, allowing him to see better. “What happened?” she asked.

      Sam shook his head. “I think they came for what they wanted, and they got it. Now they’re gone.”

      A weapon. Sam was sure of it. There had to be some power in that vrandal, some reason that Rasan Tel had been after it.

      Why?

      What purpose would he have for something like that? He was already powerful enough, and he still had his own vrandal, having destroyed the others. Why would he want it?

      Sam looked around the chamber. The pedestal was made of simple stone, and there were no markings on it, nothing to suggest anything about what it had carried. He searched and saw some faint scratches in the stone, but nothing else to make sense of this.

      He saw another hall that he hadn’t seen before, and started down it, but soon stopped. The attackers were gone.

      Sam focused on the source, noticing that the walls reacted to what he was doing. He sent some power into it and felt a fluttering of energy. Unlike before, no letters formed. There was just a flickering sense of energy.

      “I need to try something here,” Sam said. “Push outward with a probe of angulation in the walls.”

      “Like before?” Mia asked.

      “Something like that.”

      She began to form an angulation with the arcane arts, and he nudged it toward the wall, already suspecting what he might find.

      Letters formed.

      Sam focused on them. He tried to memorize the instructions, thinking about how they elaborated a pattern. It was complex, far more than anything in Voran, and targeted toward angulation rather than the source.

      He added a bit of the source to it, holding on to it, locking Mia’s angulation into the wall. Then he saw a brief flicker of a pattern. It was a symbol, nothing more than that. It faded.

      Sam shifted her angulation, nudging it so that it pressed into the other wall. When he did, it began to glow, taking on other letters and symbols, similar to what he had seen before. And as before, Sam focused, holding it in his mind. He had no idea if he could for long enough. He’d always had a good memory, but this would have to be perfect. He pressed a bit of the source. Another flicker, and another series of symbols formed. Sam held them, and then they faded.

      Mia staggered. Sam was there, slipping his arm around her shoulders.

      “It’s taking so much,” she said. “I’m tired. I’ve been using too much. I don’t know that I have anything left to give.”

      “It’s okay,” he said.

      “Is it? We didn’t keep him from getting whatever they were after, Sam. I don’t know what they wanted, but I know they were stronger than us. Weren’t they?”

      Sam nodded slowly. “They were.”

      “And you couldn’t slow them.”

      “I tried,” he said.

      “But they were stronger than you. Everybody keeps saying that you’re powerful, but if you can’t stop them—”

      Sam had believed that he had to counter Rasan Tel—that it was the only thing he needed to learn how to do so that they could defeat the Nighlan and the threat they posed. Now he started to question if even that would be enough. How could it be?

      Maybe Rasan Tel had found an ally, a kind of magic greater than anything the Academy could understand. The Nighlan had swept through country after country, place after place, all in pursuit of destruction, all trying to claim different kinds of power. Maybe they had learned enough that they no longer had to hesitate in their attack.

      He backed off into the chamber and looked around. There was no other way in. Just those two halls.

      “I think we can rest here for little while, let me get enough strength, and then bring us back to the Academy.”

      “You don’t think we’re going to be attacked again?”

      “Not now.”

      Sam looked over at the pedestal where the vrandal had been. What he would have given to have claimed it. If he had been a little faster, if he hadn’t paused to try to read the walls, he might have reached it before them, but he had taken too long.

      This was his fault. His desire to understand had kept him from getting to what he needed. He had made a mistake.

      Sam took a seat, resting on the pedestal, staring at it. He couldn’t help but wonder just what it was that he had lost. What weapon had he permitted Rasan Tel to acquire? How long before he used whatever he had claimed to attack the Academy?
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      The moment they returned to the Academy, Sam looked over at Mia. The air had a strange odor to it, a hint of lingering green haze obscuring the walls, but Sam was most aware of his pounding heart. “You can return to your tower. I have something that I need to do.”

      “I can help you,” she said. “I was helpful, wasn’t I?”

      He smiled at her. “You were. Incredibly helpful. I don’t know that I could have held them back even a fraction as long without you.”

      “Then what do you intend to do?”

      Before settling his gaze back on his sister, he looked around the haze that filled the lantern chamber. “I need to try to remember.”

      She nodded as if she understood, though it had been a long time since Mia could understand. She had been away from him too long. He had to write the passages down, so he could study them before he forgot what he had seen.

      “I’m sorry that I brought you into that,” Sam said. “I’m sorry I nearly got you hurt.” Or worse, but he didn’t say that. It had been too close a call. He was thankful that she had survived, and managed, but he was not going to run that risk again. He would do whatever it took to keep her safe, to keep anything like that from happening to her again.

      “I’m not. I’m glad you brought me in. I’m glad you thought I could be a part of that.”

      “I would rather have been able to try to see Erstan with you,” he said. “That was what I wanted to do, anyway.”

      “Well, we saw Erstan,” she said, smiling. “And we saw a place that maybe our father went to.”

      Sam nodded. “I don’t know, but I hope so.”

      “And . . .” She turned in place, sweeping her gaze around her. “I guess, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d be interested in knowing more about all of this. I guess I’d be interested in learning more about what you do here.”

      For a moment, everything froze. He strained to remember the patterns but wanted to give his sister the attention she deserved. “You want to join us in the alchemy tower?”

      “I do.”

      “I think I might know someone who can help with that.” He smiled at her. “But I hear he can be kind of pain in the butt.”

      “Oh, I know.”  She grinned and started to turn, then hesitated. After a moment, she spun back to him and wrapped him in a tight hug.

      Sam stiffened and held her tightly, having missed the embrace of his sister for far too long. When he squeezed her, he took a deep breath.

      This was what all of this had been for. This was the reason for everything he had done. He had come to the Academy in the first place because of Mia, to try to help her. She needed his assistance, and they had deserved more—and better. And the only way that they were going to find it would be by working as a team. As a family.

      He let her go, and she grinned at him before spinning away. His sister seemed to have returned. Despite everything else, despite having lost the vrandal to Rasan Tel and the others, Sam couldn’t help but feel as if he had succeeded in something.

      He breathed out, focusing on the energy in the lantern room. There was a considerable amount of here, and he could feel it swelling.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out one of the spheres, holding it up. “I don’t know if you’re there, Joiner—”

      “Sam!” a voice shouted, practically booming.

      It was Joiner.

      “There you are,” Sam said. “I’m back. Did Tara and James make it?”

      “They’ve been back for a while,” Joiner said. “I returned after I heard word that something happened to you.”

      “I am sorry,” Sam said. “We got separated, and I did what I could.” He looked around the room. “I need you to meet me in Voran.”

      “Why there?”

      “Because I have something dangerous I need to document.” He focused on the lanterns and started to prepare his connection to the source. It was nearly back to what it should have been, but not quite. “Find Tara and bring her to me, if you could.”

      “I think she’s already going to be coming for you.”

      As if on cue, the door to the lantern room opened, and Tara came striding in. Anger flashed in her eyes. “You pushed me away?”

      “I thought I was pushing Mia away. I was going to keep you with me, even though I knew you were weakened.” Her expression gradually softened as he explained.

      “I’m feeling better now,” Tara said.

      “I wouldn’t have sent you away,” Sam said. “But I did try to send Mia and James away so that they wouldn’t be in danger.”

      “Well, you succeeded in part of that,” she said, sweeping her gaze around the inside of the lantern room. “And then everything went quiet. I had to find a way to get word to Joiner, which wasn’t as easy as I was hoping it would be, you know.”

      “Because I had the sphere.”

      She tipped her head. “Because you had it. Thankfully, Havash had sent another one with him. He’s not terribly happy about all this, either, especially because a master instructor brought two first-level students out of the Academy.”

      “Well, it was two master instructors that did that,” Sam said.

      She frowned. “Are you going to tell me why we’re still here?”

      He looked around, hurriedly drew upon the conduit, and sent them to the library in Voran. The soft alchemy lantern glowed with a pale green light, and there was energy here, as there often was. He took a seat at the table and waited for Tara to join him.

      “I need a pen and paper. I’m also going to need some silence. I can show you as soon as I’m done with it, but I have to remember.”

      She opened her mouth as if to argue with him, but then reached into a pouch and pulled out a stack of blank sheets of paper, along with a pen. She set them in front of Sam.

      While he was waiting for his strength to restore itself, he sat in place, using memory tricks like he had for so many years to recall the patterns and the writing he had seen on the walls. He had to go back, but he wasn’t strong enough right now, and needed to document what he remembered before it began to fade.

      Tara leaned over his shoulder as he started to trace, watching him. She had a deep frown, and he tried to ignore it, but finally he paused, setting his pen off to the side.

      “What is it?

      “I’ve seen something like that,” she said.

      “You have?”

      He looked up to the shelves. In all of the books here, he had not seen anything quite like it.

      Tara shook her head quickly. “Not there. At least, I don’t think it’s there.” She sat back down and let Sam begin.

      He worked quickly, pausing every so often and examining his memories, making sure that he could come up with the contours of the patterns, that everything was where it was supposed to be. Gradually, he began to build the pattern until it was fully formed.

      When he was done, he rested his hands on the table, staring at it. “This is the first one,” he said.

      She scanned the page. “This was just the first?”

      “Well, not exactly. This is the first one I found with the source, and there were a few symbols that began to appear when Mia added her connection to the arcane arts.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Just wait. I have one more I need to show you.”

      He drew out the other pattern, working as quickly as possible. As soon as he started, Tara began to try to follow the instructions.

      “Do you know what that does?” she asked.

      “Not really,” he said.

      “I’ve been trying to follow, but I can’t maintain the full pattern.”

      Sam nodded. “I can’t do anything with this one, either,” he said, motioning to the page with the source written on it. “It’s one of the most complicated forms of alchemy I have ever seen before. And I don’t even understand what the other symbols I saw were for. They obviously had some intent, but I don’t know what.”

      “Finish what you’re working on,” she said. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t keep interrupting you.”

      Sam closed his eyes and concentrated, thinking about the markings he had seen on the walls. When he was holding on to the power of the source and pushing it into the walls, he had felt the writing almost as much as he had seen it. In this case, with the arcane arts, Sam was focusing on what he could remember seeing, but there had been very little of what he had felt. He had felt the other additional symbols that formed when he sent his surge of the source into them, but nothing else.

      Sam opened his eyes and hurriedly scrawled out the rest of it. He added those extra symbols and then leaned back, resting his hands on the table.

      “That was a lot harder than it should have been,” he said. “It just isn’t holding inside my mind the way it should be.”

      “Imagine that,” Tara began, and started to smile. “The great Sam Bilson, unable to remember a full pattern? What has the world come to?”

      “I think we need to know what this is for,” he said, ignoring her. “This was in a place where you felt that drawing sensation, even if we don’t understand what it was doing. I can’t help but feel as if this is something significant.”

      “Maybe,” she said, looking down at the page. She studied for a moment, and he could see her lips moving as she read. He noticed the distinct tension at the corners of her eyes, the way that she scratched at an ear and tapped her foot. She was uncertain.

      Then again, she was trying to evaluate a very complicated pattern. She would have to summon considerable power.

      “I don’t know if I can do this,” Tara said, looking up at him. “The way it reads suggests that one person should do it, but the steps involved, and the power it requires, means that it should theoretically require at least seven people.”

      “Or one incredibly powerful and competent person,” Sam said.

      “Sam—”

      “I know,” he said. “I understand what I’m suggesting.” He grabbed the paper with his own pattern on it and slid it over to her. “This one isn’t that much different. It’s far more complicated than anything I’ve tried before. Even those,” he said, motioning toward the books on the walls. “The patterns on the spines aren’t nearly as complicated as what I saw there.”

      “Maybe it’s some secret of making the lanterns. You haven’t found that anywhere, have you?”

      “I haven’t,” he whispered.

      “But that’s not what you’re hoping for.”

      Sam shook his head. “It’s not.”

      “You really think that this might be some way of creating a vrandal?”

      “Again, I don’t know.”

      “But you think it’s possible.”

      “Given what I saw there, I’m hopeful it is, but there’s too much about it that I can’t explain. And unfortunately, there’s a real possibility I won’t ever be able to understand it.”

      “If it works, and it helps you create a vrandal . . .”

      They both understood the purpose of the vrandals, but neither of them was all that optimistic about it. The power might be what they needed to hold Rasan Tel.

      “Work on your pattern,” Sam said.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t have any idea. Maybe read books?” He snorted, shaking his head. “I feel like we were close, and I lost it.”

      “You didn’t lose anything. You weren’t close. Well, you were close, but you don’t know how close or what you were close to. The only thing you know is that there was something there, not what it was, nor its purpose.” Tara leaned forward and squeezed his hand. “That’s not what’s bothering you, is it?”

      Sam shook his head. “No.”

      “You’re hoping to find something about your father?”

      “You knew your parents.”

      “You knew yours, too.”

      “That’s just it,” Sam said. “I thought I did. Now, I’m not sure. What if I didn’t really know them? What if my father really was this powerful being who had complete control over the source?” He looked at the page. “What if he knew how to use this kind of pattern?”

      It was more than just that, though. What if Rasan Tel knew how to use that kind of a pattern, more than Sam could control? It was that inability, and that uncertainty, that bothered him.

      Given what they had already gone through, he was ready for it all to be over. He was prepared to either destroy Rasan Tel if they could or place him back in prison, if that even remained possible.

      He got to his feet, pulling his hand free from Tara’s grip. “I’m going to study these books. I’m going to redouble my efforts to understand the basics. And then I’m going to see if I can’t figure out this pattern. At this point, I don’t even know what that is for.”

      Tara didn’t need to tell him that they were on a timeframe that wouldn’t permit him to sit and study. They were running out of time. Worse, they were running out of options.

      And Rasan Tel had allies more powerful than they could conceive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Joiner’s voice came through the sphere, and Sam looked up from the book, rubbing sleep from his eyes. He’d been sitting here for the better part of several hours, having gone through dozens of books, each one increasingly complicated, making sure that he understood the patterns before moving on to the next. He had no difficulty forming patterns, and had begun to work through various offensive and defensive ones, each increasingly complicated, but still had not mastered enough to understand what that strange marking on the wall was for.

      “Are you there?” Joiner’s voice boomed.

      “I’m here,” Sam said.

      “We need you to come. There was an attack.”

      At least that explained why Joiner hadn’t come to Voran in person. “We will be right there,” Sam said.

      He stood, glancing at the book that he had been reading before making a point of shelving it. He put the rest back neatly where they had come from, knowing that the organization mattered. Even beyond that, he didn’t want to leave the library in disarray.

      Tara, still across from him, grabbed the paper he’d been working with, and then another before folding one of them up and stuffing it into her pocket.

      “I made several copies,” she said, looking at Sam. “We can leave a couple here, but then we can bring the rest with us.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, they are more complicated than anything that either of us can do. I doubt that anybody else is going to be able to do anything with them that will put us in any danger, but I want us to have an opportunity to keep working on them.”

      He didn’t argue. Instead he held his hand out, waited, then activated the lanterns, carrying them back to the Academy.

      When the haze cleared inside of the lantern room, Sam stepped out and into the main part of the alchemy tower, only to find Havash waiting there for him. The grandam was dressed in his robes of office, his graying hair hanging lanky down to his shoulders, fatigue ringing his eyes.

      “There you are,” Havash said.

      “We were working on something.”

      “Something to defeat the Nighlan?”

      “I don’t know. What happened?”

      The door to the alchemy tower opened, and Lilith strode in, dressed in a jacket and pants. She even had a sword strapped to her waist, which was surprising. Why would she need a weapon like that?

      Unless it was an alchemical sword.

      “There was an attack,” Lilith said.

      She shuffled them back into the lantern room, then nodded at them both. “I’m glad you’re here. We will wait for a couple more.”

      It didn’t take long before Chasten and two other masters of the arcane arts came down into the alchemy tower. Then Joiner joined them. One of the other students—a third-year named Rolth—seemed to notice that all the instructors were there and immediately turned away, darting back the way he had come. Sam would’ve smiled were the situation not so dire.

      Everyone gathered in the lantern room.

      “I’m going to trigger the lanterns,” Lilith said, looking at the others. “I don’t have the same strength as Sam, so you’ll have to forgive me. It might be a little rough. I am hoping that Sam can follow and guide us.” She stared at him pointedly. “No hesitation.”

      Sam understood. That meant that wherever they were going, and whatever Lilith had seen, was dangerous.

      He supposed he shouldn’t be terribly surprised. At this point, danger was expected.

      “I’m ready,” Sam said.

      “As am I,” Tara said.

      Their time in Voran had restored some of their strength, hopefully enough for him to do what she wanted. The others nodded their understanding, and then Lilith began to draw upon the source. She reached ten access points and then split her strands, hurriedly forming different strands per lantern.

      “You’ve gotten stronger,” Sam said, keeping his voice quiet.

      “After what we’ve gone through, I thought that I needed to. I’ve been focusing on some of my earliest lessons,” she said, not sharing where she’d gotten those lessons, “and thinking about what you told me. If I can figure out how to create the barricade, I can use that to create enough of an influence to help me with this.”

      Sam nodded, and then they followed the conduit.

      It happened slowly. It felt like passing through water, but not quite mud. It was far slower than Sam was used to, though he understood the reason. There were so many of them trying to force through the conduit that it took considerable strength and power. It was a measure of Lilith’s ability that she had managed to open one like this at all. Sam could, at least if he knew where they were going, but he wasn’t sure who else.

      When they stepped free, the sky was hazy. At first, Sam thought it was dark. Having lost track of time in Voran, it was easy to believe. The longer he stood in place, though, the more he realized that it was a haze. Dust. Dirt. Smoke.

      That last put them on guard, and he immediately reached for the source.

      All around him, the others reached for their own power.

      “You don’t have to worry,” Lilith said. “There’s not going to be any attack.”

      “Why not?” Sam asked.

      “Because it’s already come and gone,” she said. She gestured all around before turning back to the others. “Can’t you see it?”

      “What is there to see?” Havash asked. “All I can see is smoke in the air. I can smell . . .” He wrinkled his nose.

      Sam could smell it, though. He could smell the dust. The smoke. The fire.

      How much had been destroyed?

      “Where are we?” Chasten asked.

      “East of Olway,” Lilith said. “Beyond the border, but closer than it was before.”

      “What city was it?” Havash asked.

      “This was Garinal,” Joiner said, now whispering.

      Sam looked over to where he stood. Joiner wore a pained expression on his face, almost agonized.

      “But it’s home to several hundred thousand people,” Havash whispered.

      It was a city that large? How far from Tavran—and Olway—were they?

      Sam had not explored beyond Olway, even though he had the conduits and the ability to do so. Maybe that had been a mistake. He had not looked for where else the Nighlan might attack.

      The city would have been the same size as Tavran, maybe even larger. And from what Sam could tell, from the smoke and dust and debris on the air, the entire thing had been destroyed.

      “It was,” Lilith said.

      “Was?” Tara asked.

      “It’s gone,” Sam said. “I don’t know what happened, and I’m not even sure that I can tell much of anything here, but I can feel an energy.”

      He looked around for any sign of that energy, trying to see if there was a power here that he might be able to identify in order to understand what happened here, but he couldn’t see or feel anything different. The kind of power that had come through here was unimaginable.

      Sam described the purplish power to Lilith. “Was it like that?”

      “I don’t know,” Lilith said. “I didn’t come in time. I don’t know if it’s the other one, either.”

      “The city is gone?” Chasten asked.

      “Entirely,” Lilith said.

      Tara took Sam’s hand, squeezing it. “How could they destroy the entire city like this?” she whispered.

      Sam didn’t have an answer for her. But he had other questions.

      “Why would they have destroyed the city?” he asked, looking at Lilith. “There has to be some purpose behind this. They wouldn’t have destroyed it unless they thought that they would gain something by it.”

      “I can’t tell you why Rasan Tel and his people do the things they do,” Lilith said. “I know what he’s willing to do to chase power. I’ve seen it firsthand. He wants more and more, and takes and takes, unmindful of who he might hurt—or use.”

      Sam looked away. It was one thing to be told that Rasan Tel was responsible for what happened to his family, and another to see the man destroying something like this. When he had been imprisoned, he had been limited in terms of what he could do and how much he could influence. Now that he was free, was this what they would have to deal with? Would more cities fall just like this one?

      “Is there anything else you intended to show us?” Havash asked.

      Tara looked frustrated. “Isn’t this enough?”

      “This isn’t the first time we’ve seen the Nighlan attack like this,” Havash said softly. He stared for a few moments, his gaze lingering in the distance. Finally, he shook himself as if breaking from a trance. “We have preparations to make. There are no signs of the Nighlan here, but we don’t know what they might try next.”

      Sam hadn’t given that much thought, but the grandam was right. There was no sign of the Nighlan. The attack had come and gone, and from the smell in the air, it seemingly had been recent enough that whatever destruction had come through here had left the entire city leveled. Nothing and no one remained. Worse, at least for Sam, was that while he was aware of the power that had been involved in the attack, he could scarcely see anything.

      He strode forward, holding on to the source, prepared to anchor and open a conduit if necessary. But as he headed on, he saw no sign of anyone, no reason for him to open one. Tara stayed with him, holding his hand. She flowed with the power of arcane arts, that pale white energy glowing off of her, while he clutched the green power of the source that flowed from him. The other stayed behind.

      “There has to be a reason behind this,” Sam said. “Rasan Tel does things with purpose.”

      “Maybe his purpose was simply to destroy,” Tara said.

      Sam let out a heavy sigh. “But why?”

      “It’s war, Sam. There doesn’t have to be a why.”

      “But there does. He wouldn’t have done this without any justification.” He looked back to see Lilith standing quietly. Joiner was watching her, saying nothing. Anguish filled his eyes.

      “I think you’re giving him far too much credit. This is somebody who wants to destroy, who has proven he wants to destroy. And because of that, there is probably no reason other than a desire for that destruction.”

      He wasn’t as sure. From his experience, Rasan Tel always destroyed with a purpose.

      As he strode forward, focusing on the destruction, he looked for any signs of the power that had been used here. There should have been some signature to it, something he could follow, but as he traced through this space, he found nothing. If there was any evidence, Sam didn’t know how to uncover it now.

      He strained with the source and began to weave it together, forming the lattice of energy he had used before. He swept that toward the remains of the city but still did not feel anything. No signs of the Nighlan or where they had gone. Nothing at all.

      He nodded to Tara. “We can go.”

      Sam approached Joiner, and found him speaking to Havash and the other masters from the Academy. Chasten stood off to the side, clutching an alchemical device in hand, watching Lilith.

      Sam went up to him. Lilith watched him, but Sam paid more attention to Joiner. He had the sense that this was painful for him in a way that it wasn’t for others. “What do you know of these people?”

      Joiner flicked his gaze to Sam while continuing the conversation with Havash. He was maintaining his connection to the source. Sam could see the energy sweeping out around him, waves of power that would allow him to create an anchor if he needed to.

      He was scared.

      Chasten answered Sam. “Not much. There are places that the Nighlan hadn’t touched before. We haven’t been entirely sure why they’ve always been a danger to those of us here, but we never understood why certain places were left alone.”

      “Could they have some natural resistance?”

      “Possibly,” Chasten said. “It’s something that fits, even if we don’t understand. But again, we’ve never really understood the reason behind that.” He squeezed the alchemical device in his hand. Sam couldn’t tell what it was. Possibly some way of unleashing an attack. “I can’t fathom this kind of destruction. I can’t imagine what they did, nor why they would be so willing to destroy.”

      “They haven’t reacted like this before,” Sam said.

      “I’ve been chasing the Nighlan ever since his last attack. This isn’t the first time that he has done this. There will be more.”

      “They wanted to destroy those who have magic, but they’ve never targeted an entire population before,” Havash said.

      “That’s not entirely true,” Joiner said.

      Sam looked at him. He was reminded of what Joiner had said about his people and what had happened when the Nighlan had attacked there—of what they must have been through, and lost. Seeing the pained expression on his face, Sam could only imagine what that was like.

      “Some peoples suffered more than others,” Joiner said. “I was younger—my people never knew anything like the danger of the Nighlan. We never knew anything like the violence they would bring. We were peaceful. We thought others would be peaceful.”

      “Joiner,” Havash began.

      Joiner looked up, his eyes stained with tears. “I thought I could learn how to protect others from that same fate. Now, I don’t know that I can. I’m beginning to think there may not be anything we can do. I felt the depths of the attack.” He stared at Lilith for a long time before tearing his gaze away. “I’ve seen what Sam and Tara have seen, what they’ve gone through. There isn’t anything that can be done to stop somebody like this. There isn’t anything we can do to slow someone willing to destroy in this way. There isn’t anything that we can do.”

      “If they continue their attack, we have to try,” Tara said.

      Sam looked toward the city. Even if he had known about it, could he have stopped the Nighlan? And, perhaps the better question—was this the Nighlan?

      Maybe it had been something else, or some new element of them, some new aspect of an attack they had used. And if that were the case, if it involved this strange new power, this purple and yellow energy, it was very possible that he would not have been able to do anything.

      “We should regroup,” he said.

      The others turned to him. It occurred to him that they were looking him for the answers, which seemed strange, though should it? Sam had certainly been the one to coordinate much of the attack on the Nighlan, and the reason that they had managed to withstand so much of the violence. But now, what could he do?

      “I don’t have any answers,” he said softly.

      He had barely survived against five of their attackers, giving them everything that he could. Well, maybe not everything, as he had already tapped himself out trying to stop three of them, but how could they hope to defeat even more? Sam did not have answers to these questions. And he could see they left Joiner troubled.

      “We can regroup. We can try to prepare for whatever we can to help stop the Nighlan, and we can see if we can find any solutions.”

      Sam had no idea what it would take. He saw the anger in Lilith’s eyes, the sadness in Joiner’s, but it was Havash’s that bothered him most. Uncertainty—mixed with a little fear.

      How could they stop a power that could destroy like this?
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      The last two days had been painful for Sam.

      He’d been working with Tara, trying to understand the pattern they had pulled from the Barlands, but there had been no answers. He’d even dared return, tentatively opening a conduit to transport himself there, checking to see if there was any sign of the pattern that had been on the walls. The energy had faded. It was faint, little more than a sweeping of power, and as Sam pushed the source in the walls, much like he had before, the energy didn’t work as effectively as he hoped. There was nothing.

      Sam was forced to redouble his efforts to understand the pattern, but each time he felt like he was getting somewhere, he and Tara were interrupted.

      Lilith and Joiner had continued to find more evidence of the Nighlan moving.

      Sam readied for the likely outcome when the spheres began to buzz again.

      Another city or town was destroyed.

      That had been the case for quite a while now. Each time they thought they were making some headway, each time he or Tara came across something that might help them, they received word that something else had happened.

      After the second city fell, Sam and Tara vowed to find answers before it happened again. By the time they reached the fifth city, beginning to form a ring around Olway, the they had started to question again whether stopping it was even possible. Unfortunately, with each devastation, it became increasingly clear to Sam and Tara that there might not be anything they could do to slow the Nighlan from these new attacks.

      He looked up, rubbing his eyes. “I’m supposed to be back to teach one of my classes,” he muttered.

      “They haven’t given you an excuse away from this?”

      “Not yet,” he said. “And I feel like with what we may have to face, the students need to be as equipped as possible. I want to do what I can to try to help them be ready, and that includes using whatever alchemy I can teach.”

      He started to get up, and as he turned his head, his eyes blurred for a moment.

      Tara shifted the stack of notes around her. She had begun to rework the pattern on the page so that she might be able to understand better. Sam hadn’t interrupted—he doubted he could offer her anything, especially given the way that she was trying to pick through it, but the more she began to work through the pattern, the further she got, the more he sensed her frustration. It was complicated.

      If they had months, he thought they might be able to accomplish it, but they only had a matter of days, maybe not even that much, before the Nighlan reached the borders of Olway.

      “How long before your parents are in any danger?”

      Tara looked up. “What was that?”

      “I don’t know Olway all that well,” Sam said. “How long before the Nighlan poses a danger to your family?”

      “My family will be safe,” she said. “I’m more concerned about James. And the Barlands.”

      “I don’t know that they need the Barlands.”

      But it was more than just not needing the area. He didn’t know if anything in the Barlands would matter to them. At one point, he might have said that they could use the ore, but increasingly, Sam didn’t think that would be of much benefit for them. Which left him wondering why they’d push so hard.

      “They don’t need Tavran, either,” Tara said. “There’s nothing there.”

      “Nothing that we know of,” Sam said. He had read through all of the books on Tavran in the library, and then there was the book that Chasten had given him, but there were no answers there, either.

      “Fine. Nothing that we know of. Why would he care so much about the Academy? He’s gone after it, which doesn’t make any sense to me. What reason would Rasan Tel have for caring so much about the Academy?”

      Sam didn’t know. Other than what the Academy represented, it didn’t strike him as having any real value to Rasan Tel.

      “We really should be helping fortify the Academy,” he said. “Trying to add as many alchemical devices and as many protective patterns around it as possible so that we can help defend when the Nighlan do reach the city again.”

      “Do you think that’s going to stop them?”

      She had asked him that before when he had mentioned the same concern about them helping.

      “No,” Sam said.

      “We have to do what we can, then. I’m just not sure what it is.” She looked over to him. “Can you stop that purple energy?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Do you know what they were after there?”

      “The vrandal.”

      “And do you know why?”

      “No.”

      “Then maybe it doesn’t matter.”

      “I wish I knew what Rasan Tel knew,” he said. “If I . . .”

      Sam frowned.

      Tara glanced up before turning her attention back to her books, but his mind began to turn.

      If they knew what Rasan Tel knew.

      That stuck with him. Why hadn’t he considered that before?

      He started to pace in place, then skimmed his gaze around the books. He had been spending countless hours looking through these. Ever since the attacks, he had made every attempt to ensure that he remembered everything in these books, but his memory of the patterns wasn’t the issue. It was his understanding of more complex patterns. And there might be a way.

      “What if we went where Rasan Tel was?”

      “You want to go where?” Tara looked up—that had gotten her full attention. “You can’t be serious.” She sat up. “No. You are serious. You want to go to his prison?”

      “We’ve been trying to understand what he wants, but haven’t found anything, have we?” Now that Rasan Tel was free, where else could Sam go but the place that he had escaped from? Perhaps they could find something there to understand the pattern.

      Sam looked around. “I think—I think I need to go.”

      “Now?”

      “I don’t know that any time is better than any other. He won’t be there.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Would you return to a place where you were imprisoned?”

      “Well, I suppose not.”

      She glanced down at her pages for a moment before folding them and tucking them into her pocket. “We really should let the others know where we’re going and what you plan on doing, especially if we’re going to be gone for a while.”

      “We do have the spheres.”

      “Are you sure that they’ll work? When you were in the Barlands, the spheres didn’t work to reach Joiner or Lilith.”

      “There’s only one way to find out.”

      He couldn’t go without her, so he had to wait for her to get to her feet, and then he activated the lanterns. The transport to Rasan Tel’s prison was quick, little more than a blink, and when they emerged, Sam focused on holding on to the source, readying for possible danger.

      Tara looked over, practically glowing with the energy of the arcane arts.

      “Do you feel anything here?” she asked.

      Sam swept his gaze around but didn’t feel or see anything to be concerned about. “I don’t think so, but I can’t be certain.”

      “If Rasan Tel is here, then we need to be ready to return.”

      Strangely, after so long of fighting him, Sam felt that if Rasan Tel were here, he might have a better chance at handling him than the strange purple magic attackers. At least with Rasan Tel, Sam understood the kind of power he was facing, and could use his own connection to the source to deflect some of it.

      “We’ll move carefully,” Sam said.

      The lanterns in this part of the prison were slightly different than in other places Sam had been. He paused for a moment and tested one of them, layering a latticework of the source over it, but he did not detect anything of substance. He tried again, shifting to another lantern, but as before, nothing that would help him understand the strange connection.

      He nodded to Tara, and they picked their way through the simple, stone-walled room and reached the hallway. The memory of when he had faced Rasan Tel in this exact place came back—the danger, and the power he had felt even then.

      He made his way along the hall. “He had someplace up here where he brought Bethal.”

      “It was an act, Sam.”

      “Maybe, but she did disappoint him, after all.”

      “And you know he doesn’t care for those who disappoint him.”

      It was a horrible thing to think about, but this was somebody who had betrayed the Academy multiple times, so he didn’t feel all that terrible about the idea that something would happen to her in her service to Rasan Tel.

      They headed toward Rasan Tel’s chamber, where Sam had tried to understand him. When he reached it, he hesitated again, focusing the power of the source, sweeping it out from him. That energy he had felt was there, but he didn’t know what it meant for him.

      “Do you feel anything?”

      An angulation of the arcane arts flowed from Tara, creating a complicated weave that she used to sweep out and away from her. That was all that he could tell, though. For whatever reason, it seemed as if his connection to the source faded in this place.

      “I haven’t noticed that before,” Sam said.

      “What?”

      “The way that the source didn’t seem to work quite as potently as it should,” Sam said. “When I was here before, Rasan Tel was limited, but I also didn’t have the same connection to it as I do now. I remembered watching him and Joiner fighting, and it seemed they were incredibly powerful, but now I wonder if they were limited here.” He focused on the different access points, reaching for all of them he could, and held on to that power as much as possible before beginning to shift what he could focus on and feeling the way that it began to build from him. He split the streams, dividing up the access point as much as possible, to the point where the energy was ready for him to reach for something else. Then he began to feel for different types of power, readying himself. He felt some strange external pressure against him.

      It seemed similar to that purplish power, but not quite the same.

      He frowned. “Can you feel anything here?”

      “I don’t feel what you do, Sam.”

      “I don’t remember anything like this when I was here before,” Sam said. “When Rasan Tel was here, as a manifestation of power, or whatever it was that he might have been, he battled Joiner. Joiner didn’t tell me he had any weakness with his connection to the source. And I think he would have known if that were the case.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I had some connection to the source then. Maybe I didn’t have it strongly enough to know. I just remember how powerful Joiner seemed compared to me and how much more powerful Rasan Tel was at that time.”

      “There’s something here that’s inhibiting your power, and you don’t know what it is? Maybe it’s just the prison?”

      “Maybe,” Sam said. “Or maybe there is something to these other attackers that we’ve faced.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Tara asked.

      “I don’t exactly know,” Sam said. “I’ve been trying to figure something out with it, but none of it is really fitting. If Rasan Tel knew about these other attackers, why wouldn’t he have used them on us before?”

      “Like you said. It’s possible he’s made new friends.”

      “That’s what I’ve been assuming,” Sam said. But as he looked around and felt this power, he started to wonder if he had been wrong, had misread the situation. An idea began to form, and if he was right about it, then the situation was far more complicated. “There’s another possibility,” he said, looking at Tara. “But I’m not entirely sure what to make of it.”

      “Which is?”

      “What if this other power is something different? What if they came because of Rasan Tel?”

      “That’s what we’ve been saying,” she said.

      “No. Not like that. Not to help him. What if they came because they detected his power?”

      “You think we have a new enemy?”

      “I don’t know. But I’m beginning to question.”

      “If that’s the case, then maybe we can work with them.”

      He looked around, focusing on what he could draw of the source, increasingly aware of how it was limited. Something here definitely felt like when he’d faced that purple magic, leaving him restricted.

      The question now was who was responsible—and why.

      “Let’s explore his prison and see what we come up with.”

      “I don’t want to stay here very long,” Tara said.

      “Neither do I, but I think we’re getting closer to answers.”

      The problem was that Sam wasn’t sure if he had the right questions.
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      They spent the better part of the day searching through Rasan Tel’s prison. They found many different markings, always on the stone, never on paper, which surprised Sam. Each time they encountered something like that, he paused and tested with the source, working through the markings as he had in the Barlands. Sam was increasingly certain there was something here he might be able to use and understand, but it was a matter of trying to find that knowledge and master the connection.

      He found several different patterns scratched in the stone that he recognized from what Rasan Tel had used on him. Each time he came across them, Sam broke down the patterns and then copied them, recognizing the techniques. He started to consider them Rasan Tel originals—similar to the techniques that he had seen in Voran, but with unique twists.

      He found other things scratched in stone. He struggled to read a few writings, but what fragments he could only suggested  the man’s anger at his captivity.

      He couldn’t help but wonder how long he had been trapped here. What would that have been like? If Sam had been in that position, what would he have done?

      “What about here?” Tara asked, crouching down on a section of the floor. She’d been studying markings as well, looking for evidence of a way to use the arcane arts, but that was not something Rasan Tel had been at all concerned about.

      “I don’t see anything there,” Sam said. “If there’s something useful, I don’t understand it.”

      “Well,” she began, crouching back, resting on her heels. “I think we’re getting to the point where we’re going to have to return. We can always come back. Maybe we can bring others, but if we’re starting to think about a different possibility, maybe we should share that with others.”

      He picked his way through the entirety of this chamber and still didn’t find anything that would help them understand what Rasan Tel might’ve been doing or his goals. Everything that Sam knew about him had to do with the Nighlan, with his desire for escape.

      But there had been no desire, at least not that he had seen, to destroy other cities. What purpose would Rasan Tel have in that?

      “What do we know about his prison?” Sam asked.

      “I don’t know. Only what Joiner and Lilith and he have said to us, right?”

      “Exactly,” Sam said.

      “Where are you going with this?”

      “What if our understanding of his imprisonment was wrong?”

      “Why would it have been wrong?”

      “To be honest, I’m not sure about any of it. The only thing that I know is that he was placed in some strange prison where he shouldn’t have been able to influence things, but he still was. We don’t even know how long he was imprisoned, right?”

      “Years,” Tara said.

      “Years, but if he had been active even ten years ago, wouldn’t there have been some record of it at the Academy?” Sam frowned, squeezing his eyes shut. Even in the book Chasten had given him, there had been no comment about that. But he believed that Rasan Tel knew Sam’s father. “But there wasn’t. The only thing that we know was that Rasan Tel knew the weapons that were in the Academy.”

      “And?”

      “Don’t you see the issue there? The ancient weapons were used so long ago, the towers of the Academy were named after them.” Sam stopped moving. He kept his eyes closed, his mind racing. “I’ve been trying to understand this. How long ago Rasan Tel was imprisoned. Who imprisoned him. How they imprisoned him. We don’t know any of that. We just know he was placed in this prison. I believe that he knew my father, but there were things about my father that I didn’t even know.”

      “You think his escape, and whatever happened, is somehow tied to . . . what?”

      “I have no idea,” Sam said. “And that’s part of the problem.”

      Tara started to laugh. “Well, at least the great Sam Bilson doesn’t have all the answers.”

      “I don’t have any answers. Those who might have, Joiner’s mentor and my father, are gone.”

      “I suppose you’re going to tell me that you want to ask Rasan Tel.”

      Sam fell silent.

      Tara shook her head. “No. You can’t be serious.”

      “I didn’t say that I was going to just have a conversation with him.”

      “I know what you’re getting at, Sam. You want to find a way to reach out to him. Do you think Rasan Tel is going to tell you something now? You do remember the last time we saw him, he was trying to kill you.”

      “So that he could break free of his prison.”

      “And?”

      “And he’s free.”

      “We’ve been dealing with Nighlan attacks—”

      “That’s just it. What if these haven’t been the Nighlan?”

      When the Nighlan had targeted Olway and Tavran, they had only targeted the city’s defenses, not obliterating the whole cities. They hadn’t attacked civilians in a massive way either. Sam had seen other places where the Nighlan had attacked, and it was nothing like the destruction that he had glimpsed when Lilith had guided them outside of Olway.

      The Nighlan chased power. They’d wanted it to free Rasan Tel.

      They didn’t want to destroy.

      Either that desire had changed, or they weren’t dealing with the Nighlan.

      “I think we need to find some way to contact him.”

      “You actually want to try to contact Rasan Tel.”

      “It’s not that I want to. If there were any other way, I would much rather do that, but I don’t know that there is.”

      “There are plenty of other ways for you to do this, Sam, that don’t involve going after him, especially considering what happened last time.”

      “What if I have a way of connecting to him and communicating to him that wouldn’t involve actually exposing myself?”

      She paused. “That might be better . . .”

      “I’ve been thinking about it a little bit—maybe we can use the conduits to call to him.”

      It made sense, didn’t it? He could use corishan, along with alchemy, and communicate over distances. When he did that, it seemed to Sam as if he were somehow drawing upon the power of the conduits. If he had some way of directly speaking through one . . .

      That might be his way of getting to Rasan Tel, and safely. They could try to open a conduit, and rather than traveling somewhere, they could simply speak.

      “We need this, Tara.”

      “Because you think that he has some answer for you. Because you think he’s going to answer you.”

      “Would he have any reason to lie to me?”

      She threw her hands up, waving around the prison. “Look at this, Sam. Look at everything that he’s been through. He was imprisoned here for who knows how long, and as soon as he finally escaped, he targeted you.”

      “He targeted the vrandal,” Sam said. “He wanted to break out of the prison. And since he has, I don’t have the sense he’s come after me.”

      She let out a frustrated groan. “Let’s assume he’s willing to respond, and let’s assume he does provide you with answers. How will you know if he’s telling you the truth?”

      “I won’t,” Sam said. “But we have someone who might know. Lilith knows him. She can help.”

      “I don’t like this,” she said.

      “I don’t think we have to like it. But at this point, we have to figure out just what we’re facing.”

      Tara let out a heavy sigh and turned around. “That’s fine. We haven’t had any success here.”

      “Other than seeing some of Rasan Tel’s patterns. Most of them are not as complex as I expected.” He had found a few that were a little bit more complicated, but not overly so. Certainly not as basic as what he had found in the very first almanac, which had helped him understand how to reach for the source and the type of pattern that he could form, they were still not nearly as complicated as what he had seen in the Barlands.

      “Why don’t we head back to the Academy, try to reach Lilith. Maybe she can talk you out of this.”

      “And what if she doesn’t try to talk me out of it?”

      “Then I guess we’re going to try to call Rasan Tel,” Tara said.

      They looked around the inside of the prison a little longer before making their way back to the lantern room. Sam focused and pushed out on the source. As before, he felt a surge of resistance, making it more difficult for him to call upon the source.

      He had to push harder than usual on the source and let that power sweep away from him and out into the lanterns, which he then split and split again, anchoring himself as he secured the transfer. They flickered for a moment before he and Tara traveled by the conduit to the Academy.

      As the swirling green energy dissipated, he pulled out one of the spheres, holding it to his mouth. “If you can hear me, Lilith, I need you to join us in the alchemy tower. I have a dangerous proposition for you.”

      He waited, wondering if she would respond to him, and if she would even be willing to listen to what he suggested.

      Then her voice came through the sphere. “I will be there.”

      They didn’t have to wait long. The lanterns triggered, and Sam stepped away, making sure to leave Lilith space so she didn’t suddenly appear in the middle of them. As she stepped free, she looked between Sam and Tara. Lilith always had a hard edge to her, as she often did, but right now she seemed angry in a way Sam hadn’t seen before. It must have been the attacks.

      “Did you hear what we were saying?” he asked.

      “I have blocked away most of the communication through that, but I did hear you talking about Rasan Tel. You think you can reach him. That’s a mistake.”

      “I know you think —“

      She shook her head. “You can’t understand. When I was working with him, I couldn’t have imagined the kind of monster he’s turned out to be. I would never have imagined he would do what I’ve seen. And now that I’ve seen a dozen different places like this, a dozen different places he’s destroyed, I can’t help but feel as if I should have known earlier.”

      “What if I tell you I’m not sure that this is the Nighlan?”

      “You’ve seen it, Sam. You’ve seen the destruction. And you saw what he did in the Barlands.”

      “In the Barlands, he was after something in particular,” Sam said. He held out his hand, now bare. For a long time, Sam had been accustomed to wearing the vrandal. Right now, he was acutely aware of missing it. “Once he got the vrandal, he didn’t need to attack any longer.”

      “Then why has he destroyed all of these places?”

      “That’s just it. It doesn’t fit with anything that we’ve experienced the Nighlan doing before.”

      “They want power,” she said.

      “But how does this get them power?” He looked from her to Tara. “The reason I called you here is that I’d like to try to reach Rasan Tel.”

      Lilith started to laugh. “Of course. You probably think that you can get through to him, talk him down from attacking, make him see the error of his ways.”

      Tara started to smile. “He probably would believe that,” she muttered.

      “I don’t believe that,” he said, shooting a glare in her direction. “I don’t think that’s even worth trying. But that’s not why I want to reach him. I have questions for him.”

      “You could just ask me.”

      “Do you know how long he was in prison?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Do you know how he ended up in prison?”

      “No,” she said.

      “I didn’t think so. I don’t suspect he wanted to talk very much about that.”

      “No. He did not.”

      “Which is why I wonder if perhaps it makes more sense for us to ask him directly.”

      “Because you want to know about his imprisonment? You sure know the right way to ask a psychopath about something sure to anger him.”

      “I’m not responsible for his imprisonment,” Sam said. “And though I tried to fight him getting freed, I also don’t entirely know if we have all of the details correct.”

      “Which means—”

      “Which means I want to know more about why he was in prison, and how long he was there, and more importantly, who was responsible.”

      “Why did you need me?”

      “Because we need somebody who knows him to tell me whether he’s telling us the truth.”

      She laughed again. “Well, I’m not exactly sure that I’m the right person for that, either. Considering how much he fooled me, I don’t know if I can help you.”

      “You can at least give me some guidance.”

      “Fine. How do you intend to do this?”

      “The conduits,” Sam said.

      Lilith looked around at the lanterns before settling her gaze back on him. “What?”

      “I think there’s a way of reaching him through the conduits. I just need to ask him a few questions. I know it’s not going to be easy, but I need somebody who knows him. Or knew him.”

      “When?”

      “How about now?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam had anchored himself as fully as possible, and Tara had formed a protective barrier of the arcane arts around all three of them. He had added a measure of the source, careful not to use any more power than necessary.

      They hovered in the conduit, basically holding themselves in place, and waited.

      Sam hadn’t been sure that he’d be able to slow the conduit transfer, but he could always feel a measure of pressure. He’d waited so that he could feel that power and then began to push to hold himself in place. He wasn’t anchored exactly, but he wasn’t untethered either.

      “Get started,” Tara said. “If this is going to work—”

      “I don’t know that it’s going to, but we need to reach him.”

      Sam spread outward, using the source, trying to strain out into the conduit space. He continued to push until he could feel other conduits beginning to form. He had to split the strands into tiny filaments, but he wasn’t attempting to travel along the conduit, so he didn’t need as much strength. All he needed was to open a way to speak.

      As the conduit stretched around him, the energy of the space filled him. Sam continued to strain for that connection. It seemed as if it should be easy for him to reach, but there was some part of it that remained obscured.

      “Rasan Tel,” Sam said.

      His words sounded muted in his ears, but strangely, he also felt them carrying in a way that he had not anticipated. They flowed outward, drifting into a space beyond where he stood.

      “I call to you to speak. Nothing more.”

      They hovered in the conduit. The surrounding energy continued to strain.

      “Rasan Tel,” he said again. “I come seeking knowledge.”

      Tara flared with her connection to the arcane arts, and Sam looked over. As she met his gaze, her barrier shimmered briefly.

      She jerked around. “I can feel something,” she said.

      

      Sam turned, focusing on the different connections to the source. He had opened himself to all the access points he could reach and then had split the strands into so many fine filaments of power that it stretched away in little more than hairs of energy.

      “Hold it,” he said.

      “I’m trying to, but he’s doing something. I don’t know what it is.”

      “He’s trying to disrupt this,” Lilith said.

      She was holding on to her own connection to the source, though she wasn’t trying to open any conduits. Lilith was Sam’s way of ensuring that if Rasan Tel came, they had one measure of defense if he attacked.

      “All I want is to communicate. Nothing more.”

      Tara’s hold over the arcane arts shimmered again, and as before, a stuttering of power slammed into them. She solidified, bracing just a moment, long enough that she deflected the danger, but there was still evidence of it.

      “I don’t know how long I’m going to be able to hold on to this,” Tara said.

      “He’s testing us,” Lilith said. “He’s testing to see if you’re trying to attack him.”

      “Don’t do anything that could be mistaken for an attack,” Sam said.

      He didn’t need to tell them that. Neither of them needed instruction at this point, everybody was on the same page, but he wanted to say it aloud so that Rasan Tel would hear it.

      Sam wove a few more of the thin filaments into Tara’s fortified barrier, and he felt her protections solidify again. It wasn’t perfect, but it was enough that he expected it would hold.

      “You don’t need to attack. We aren’t here to harm you.”

      Even as he said it, he realized the mistake.

      Lilith shot him a look, and Sam immediately regretted his choice of words.

      “He’s not going to like that,” Lilith said.

      “Well, we aren’t here to harm him.”

      When he’d faced Rasan Tel before, Sam had barely escaped, but at the time, he hadn’t understood the full extent of his connection to the source. Even now, Sam didn’t fully understand it, though he had gained more knowledge and ability.

      Another surge of energy struck, this time hitting Tara’s barrier, but Lilith had added her layer of power around it. The two of them pushed back, but did nothing more. They simply held on to the protection, ensuring that Rasan Tel wouldn’t be able to push through.

      “You don’t need to attack,” Sam said.

      He waited, not knowing if the man would answer. It was a gamble doing this, probably a mistake, but at this point, they needed to take risks.

      “You dare to call to me?”

      The voice boomed through the connection, far louder than Sam would’ve expected. It sounded almost as if it were coming through one of the spheres. Then again, the spheres worked through the conduit, so perhaps the technique was similar.

      “Just to talk,” Sam said, now directing along the conduit that he felt Rasan Tel coming through. “Nothing more.”

      There was a surge of green energy, and a hazy form began to take shape. Was he actually here in person? Sam might have done better by keeping them out of the conduit rather than manifesting fully, but he wasn’t sure he would’ve been able to.

      “I see that you’ve found new company to keep,” the figure said, seemingly looking at Lilith.

      “You know what I—” Lilith started.

      “We did not call you here to fight. If that’s what you want, I am perfectly happy to engage,” Sam said. He had drawn back his connection to the source and begun to form a latticework, a band of energy he had already proven would hold Rasan Tel. Or at least would give him reason to pause. “I need answers.”

      “You need nothing. You understand nothing. You could have, but you—”

      “Enough,” Tara snapped. “You’re acting like a child. Maybe if I was in prison for as long as you were, I might act the same way, but Sam thinks that you have something that might help. And he thinks he might have something that could help you. Either you’re going to not be an ass so that we can have a conversation, or the three of us are going to chase you through the conduit, find where you’re hiding, and destroy you. If you don’t think we can, then you haven’t been paying attention to how quickly Sam has grown with his connection to the source and how much he’s taught others how to reach it.”

      He seemed to regard Tara for a long moment. Then he started laughing. “She has spirit.”

      “I don’t need for you to tell me I have spirit,” Tara snapped at him again.

      “I need to know if you have your Nighlan attacking,” Sam said.

      The figure turned its hazy green energy on Sam, and he had the distinct impression that Rasan Tel was watching him.

      “Because I don’t think you have been. Others do.”

      “Attacking what?”

      “Cities around the perimeter of Olway. Pushing toward Olway. There have been quite a few that have been completely destroyed.” Sam glanced over to Lilith briefly before turning his attention back to the energy that was Rasan Tel. “I don’t think it was your Nighlan. I don’t think they have any reason to attack. They were after power so they could free you, but now that you’re free, I don’t think they have any reason to target things the same way.”

      Even in that, Sam wasn’t entirely sure that he was right. They were after power, but was it only to free Rasan Tel, or could it be a search for power so that they could learn how to deflect these others?

      “Were you?”

      Rasan Tel surged with green energy, and Sam prepared himself for the possibility of an attack.

      It never came. Instead, he appeared fully before them.

      He was hovering, floating in the conduit in much the same way that Sam had been. It occurred to Sam that Rasan Tel might not have known how to do that until Sam had demonstrated it. Perhaps they both could teach each other something.

      His voice shifted. “If you try to attack, I will destroy the conduit, and you will be trapped here. Given how quickly you’ve learned, I have little doubt you will find a way to return, but you may float endlessly.”

      Sam couldn’t tell if it was an empty threat, but he wasn’t going to chance it.

      “Have your Nighlan been attacking?”

      “Not in Olway.”

      “How about around Olway?”

      “No.”

      Sam glanced at Tara. “See?”

      “Only if you believe him,” Tara said.

      “I think he’s telling the truth,” Lilith said.

      “Why would I lie about that?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “You lied about so many things. Maybe that’s just how you do things.”

      Rasan Tel laughed. It was a deep, almost hearty sound. “I do miss you. I miss having someone like you around to teach.”

      “You tried to use me.”

      “I tried to use many people,” he said with a shrug. “When you’ve been trapped as long as I have, you do what you must escape. Trust me, if the situation were reversed, you would’ve done the same.”

      “I would not have,” Tara whispered.

      Sam wasn’t so sure. If he were trapped in prison as Rasan Tel had been, wouldn’t he have done anything to get free? “How long were you trapped?”

      “Time doesn’t have as much meaning where I was,” Rasan Tel said.

      “How is that possible?” Tara asked.

      “How is it possible for you to follow along the conduit with him and to travel from one place to another in little more than a blink of an eye? Such things are.”

      “The source?” Sam asked. The energy around him continued to flow. He was distinctly aware of the overwhelming power of the conduit, even though there was nothing within the conduit that he thought he could use here.

      “The source is a part of it, though my prison was less of the source than it was others.”

      “What others?”

      Rasan Tel snorted. “So ignorant. But such potential.” He chuckled. “Your father would have been proud of you.”

      “Don’t talk about my father.”

      “Because he’s gone?” Rasan Tel asked. “You don’t even understand the truth of that, do you?”

      The question brought back painful memories for Sam, memories that left him troubled. Rasan Tel had been responsible for what happened to his father, taking his father from him before he had a chance to learn about the source, about his father’s connection to it, and about the kind of power that existed. It was because of Rasan Tel that Sam had lost everything.

      “You killed him.”

      “I did not. They did.”

      “You were angry because he placed you in prison.”

      “You think that’s what angered me?” Rasan Tel laughed, and this time it was a bitter sound. “No. I’m angry because he didn’t come for me. You think that you’ve mastered everything, but you know so little. You’ve been protected from so much. All of you have been. That has started to change, it seems.”

      “The purple power,” Sam said, looking at Tara again.

      “What did you say?” Rasan Tel demanded.

      Sam looked back. “That’s what you’re talking about, isn’t it? We’ve faced them. Several times.”

      “And survived,” Rasan Tel said.

      Sam surged with the source for a moment. “Well, I am here with you now.” Barely, he didn’t add. “But you know them.”

      “They are the reason I was imprisoned.”

      “Tell us,” Sam said.

      Rasan Tel’s face was a mask of anger and rage.

      “We can help.”

      “Sam—”

      “I’m not saying that we’re going to help him destroy everything that we know, but if he’s going against this new power, then shouldn’t we be a part of it?”

      “Assuming he isn’t the one controlling them.” Lilith took a step forward, floating closer. “How can we trust that you aren’t the one responsible for this?”

      “Have I ever destroyed?” he asked.

      She started to laugh. “Have you? Well, let’s see. You had me hunting for a different kind of power on your behalf. You’ve taught me to—”

      “I taught you how to control the source. I have never taught you to destroy. I taught you to do what was necessary to break free and find the kind of power that I needed to escape. That is all.”

      “You’re saying that you never intended to destroy places? That the Nighlan were simply misunderstood?” Tara laughed, shaking her head. “We all know that’s not the truth.”

      “The Nighlan have accumulated power for a purpose,” he said. “It’s unfortunate that you cannot see that.”

      “To stop this other power,” Sam said.

      “Yes.”

      “Who are they?”

      Rasan Tel turned to Sam, and his lips curled a bright smile. “You’ve been walking through these conduits all this time, and you still don’t understand. You have never understood, have you? A shame, really. Perhaps if your father hadn’t been such a fool, he would have learned.”

      “Why was my father a fool? Because he didn’t agree with you for some reason?”

      “Let me give you a history lesson, Samran Bilson. What you think you know about the source, and the power that exists here, is not at all what is.” He glanced at Tara, locking eyes with her. “And what you believe you know of the arcane arts is something else entirely. Have you ever even given any thought to why there are so few who can draw the source?”

      “I thought it was a rare gift,” Sam said.

      Rasan Tel snorted. “Rare. Almost impossibly rare, isn’t it?” He spread his hands, and as he did, the green tendrils began to flow from him, spreading outward and away.

      It took Sam a moment, but he realized what those tendrils represented. Conduits.

      “You’re saying that his power comes from another land,” Tara said.

      Sam shook his head. “That’s not what he’s saying,” he said. “Not another land. Another world.”

      Rasan Tel snorted. “Clever. Perhaps you could be taught. Maybe. I doubt there’s time for it, though. Not if they have already begun their invasion.”

      Sam blinked. “Their invasion?”

      “Those like us, those who reach what we call the source, once lived elsewhere.” He shrugged. “I don’t know it. I was never there. But they settled in a place where they thought they could hide, a place where there was enough power to conceal their presence, or so they thought.”

      “The Barlands,” Sam said.

      Rasan Tel nodded. “Indeed. A place with great natural power. But evidence of the invaders came anyway. Those who came before me, your father, and another thought to mask our power. And they did. For a time. Three of us thought that we had perfected it. We did not.”

      “The vrandals,” Sam said.

      “We used those devices to concentrate the source in a place where it was strong. There were other places like that, but fewer than there once had been.”

      “How did you know my father?”

      Rasan Tel laughed softly. “Time passes differently when you’re strongly connected to the source, as well. You will learn. Or perhaps you could have. Now that the invaders are coming, you may not live long enough.”

      “Why did my father go into the Barlands?”

      “The same reason we all did. He chased power.”

      “That’s not what he would’ve done.”

      “Why do you think we were there? It’s more than just the source. Others came before us who had the knowledge we did not. We hoped to find it.”

      “Because of the invaders?”

      “To stop them,” Rasan Tel said. “Until they trapped me.” He laughed bitterly. “And it worked, too. Trapping me there kept the invaders’ attention away from this world. But not any longer.”

      “How?” Tara asked. Her voice was softer now, and there was less of a command in the question.

      “If you have faced them, you have felt them. They should not be here. If they are, it suggests there will be more. But I have been preparing for such an eventuality.”

      “You didn’t know they were here already,” Sam said.

      “It doesn’t matter what I knew. It matters what I have readied for. I will destroy the invaders, and then I will take hold of the rest.”

      “The rest of what?”

      “The rest of this world,” Rasan Tel said. “Do not get in the way.”

      “If they’re targeting us, our places and our people, then we should be working together.”

      “You think you understand enough to face them?” He laughed again. “Do not get in the way.” With that, Rasan Tel opened the conduit, a bit of darkness swirling around it, and then he disappeared.

      Sam held them in place for a moment before pushing them back to the Academy.
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      “You can’t believe that he’s telling the truth,” Tara said the moment they stepped free of the lanterns, the hazy green energy fading around them.

      “He wasn’t lying,” Lilith said. “That wouldn’t be the kind of lie that he would tell, but it was more than that. I could see the look in his eyes.”

      Tara looked over. “You can’t be serious. You think that some otherworldly invaders have come, attacked, and are here because of the source?”

      “I’m not sure if they’re here because of the source or because of Rasan Tel,” Sam said. “They didn’t come until he was released. And yet, once they got here, what have they done?”

      “Targeted other places, other cities, and destroyed them,” Tara said.

      “Exactly,” Sam said. “They’ve done what Rasan Tel said he has not. And I believe him. The Nighlan have conquered, claiming power, but they haven’t destroyed. Not like these invaders.”

      “So what?” Tara asked. She looked from Sam to Lilith. They stood in the lantern room, the hazy green energy continuing to swirl, nothing else around them. Sam had approached the door and waited, hesitating for a moment as he tried to gather his thoughts.

      Sam had hoped he would come to some understanding of what had happened to Rasan Tel, but maybe that wasn’t possible. He’d been trapped while searching for power after making the vrandals, but something didn’t feel quite right. Not only with how his father and Rasan Tel could have been contemporaries, but about the source itself.

      Then again, his father had never attempted to show Sam the source. If he had believed that it was dangerous and would expose this world to these invaders, why would he have taught his son? But it left Sam wondering if perhaps there was a way to shield his use of it.

      “I’m going to make preparations,” Lilith said. “He’s going to start a war, isn’t he? That’s what he implied. I need to make preparations so that we are ready for it.”

      “It seems to me that we are already in a war,” Tara said.

      Lilith pulled open the door and stepped out, leaving Sam and Tara alone in the room.

      “Well?” Tara asked, turning to him. “Do you think he’s telling you the truth?”

      “I don’t know. There’s something that doesn’t quite fit. I believe these invaders are targeting us, but I believe they’re doing it because they’re upset with Rasan Tel, not necessarily with all who use the source.”

      “But he did ask a good question. Why are there only so few of you with the ability?”

      “I’ve been wondering about that, wondering why our ability is similar, but different. There’s the power that we faced, along with the yellow.” Only the yellow one was different. And Sam couldn’t help but wonder if Rasan Tel even knew about it.

      Others had to, though, as the lanterns formed a conduit to that place.

      He immediately pulled on strands of the source, and they opened a conduit, stepping through. Tara gasped as soon as they did. They were back in the strange land where he had felt that resistance to him using the source. In this space alone, Sam could draw upon source, but this was the only place where he could. Anywhere else, he could not.

      “What are you doing?” Tara asked, her voice staying in a whisper.

      “Look at this. This place. There’s something here. Power, of a sort, but it’s not the kind of power we understand, is it? There’s something we can find here.”

      “I don’t know if it makes sense for us to come back here. You know what happened the last time.”

      “What? Other than the fact that we could have ended up stuck here and without any way of returning.”

      She laughed, shaking her head. “What are you thinking that we would do? Walk out and into that village, see if they have anything that might help us understand why their connection to power resists ours?”

      “Assuming they even speak our same language,” Sam said.

      “Exactly. Assuming that.”

      “That wasn’t what I intended, but I do like your thought process. We need to know more about this power. And more than that, we need to know if there are others. We have four different kinds, right? Two that we already knew about, and two that we have recently experienced. What if there are others?” He looked around the lanterns. “These conduits. The lanterns form them. I had thought that they were alchemy of a sort, but I haven’t been able to break down the constituent components to form something similar. I can use the conduits with alchemy to open a line of communication, but I don’t know that I could re-create the lanterns myself.” Sam turned one of the lanterns, tracing his hand over it. He focused on the source and then began to form a probing weave of power, letting that layer over the top of it. As he did, he couldn’t feel anything within the lantern. “I feel like there should be answers, but I don’t know what they are.”

      “You think that it’s more than just the arcane arts and the source.”

      “Possibly.” He strode forward, standing in the doorway that led to the outside world. It was dark here. He had lost track of time, having been in Voran, then with Rasan Tel, and now here. The air felt still, and as he took steadying breaths, he realized he didn’t know if it would be safe for them to explore out here. “What if we go into the town, look for anything that might be familiar?”

      “I suppose it’s dark and late, so that it might be reasonable. But you know we won’t be able to use our powers out there.”

      Sam looked around him, turning back toward the darkened cave. “It’s strange, isn’t it? We can use them here, almost as if this is some other space, but once we step beyond it, we can’t.”

      “Maybe they have their protections around it.”

      “Why would the conduits come here?” The source didn’t work quite the same here. He could feel it, but he couldn’t use it. The arcane arts didn’t work quite as well, either. What of the purple power?

      Maybe they had formed a conduit here to protect against the invaders.

      Sam turned his attention back to the cavern. The lanterns were here, and he had a connection to power, which seemed significant. “I don’t suppose you could give me a little light.”

      She started to glow softly, pale white energy flowing from her, swirling across the ground.

      Sam picked his way through the chamber.

      “Joiner didn’t say how he found this place,” Tara said.

      “He was testing different conduits,” Sam said. “And it brought him here.”

      “I wonder where he took to get here.” She looked at him. “Because now that you know it’s here, it’s easier to reach it, but would you have been able to find it on your own?”

      “I could follow the conduits, but it’s not quite that easy.”

      “Well, do you think you can track the conduits directly connected here? It seems that there has to be a reason for this, right? This place, and whatever it represents, has some natural resistance to our use of the arcane arts at the source. What if it has a natural resistance to this other power as well?”

      “It might take a moment,” Sam said.

      Tara looked toward the door. “You take all the time you want. I’m going to look around here.”

      She wandered over to the walls, continuing to glow with the arcane arts. Sam focused on the source. He could feel the flows, no different than usual. He opened to the source, reaching for a dozen different access points, slowing it down and filling himself with it. He began to form the weave, using that to link to each of the lanterns and then pushing the conduit open.

      Sam didn’t force himself along it. Instead, he simply held it open, and focused.

      A vibrant line formed in his mind, an anchor point that he would need to push along to follow that flow, but there were others. At least a dozen others. He suspected he could take different pathways toward more, but those twelve to thirteen different pathways were the most natural ones. They were the pathways that the lanterns were designed to connect.

      Why those?

      He forced his way along one, straining, and then he froze. There was a familiarity to it. He had been there before, and recognized the Barlands as soon as he to it—he could feel that power flowing.

      This connected to the Barlands?

      Then again, why should that surprise him? The Barlands were a place of power.

      He withdrew, but only so far as to focus on the conduit again.

      This time, he pushed gently across it, feeling for that distinction, and recognized the opening to that conduit and where it guided him. As he pushed, he felt a bit of resistance.

      Sam hesitated. Resistance could mean danger. But it could also mean that he had found something. He focused again, and waited, feeling for that energy, searching for anything to help him understand the connection.

      What he detected was faint. That connection was there, but what he picked up was subtle, so he began to push along the conduit a little more. He sent the connection across, letting it form, and then tentatively reached across the conduit, creating an anchor.

      Had he not attempted to reach Rasan Tel similarly, Sam wasn’t sure that he would’ve known how to hover in between places by holding on to the conduit. He pushed partway and then began to retreat, then did it again.

      When he pushed a third time, he stepped partway through. It was like opening a doorway and looking out. As he did, he saw something.

      Water. Ocean.

      Sam had been here before.

      He withdrew, releasing his connection to the lanterns and letting the energy swirling around him fade. He’d been blaming Rasan Tel. He’d accused him of being the reason that these invaders had come. And perhaps that was a part of it. Rasan Tel certainly could be to blame, but was he entirely to blame?

      Rasan Tel, Sam’s father, and Joiner’s mentor had made the vrandals to draw upon more power.

      What if they had summoned the invaders by doing so?

      And now, when he and the others had returned to that strange conduit, they had alerted the invaders.

      “We need to go back,” Sam whispered.

      “What is it? Did you find something?”

      “An understanding. I think it’s our fault, or at least somewhat our fault, that the invaders came.”

      “What do you mean?”

      When he told her about what happened and what he remembered of the initial attack, she frowned.

      “You think that they came because we showed them we were here?”

      “We used the conduit and headed toward their place. Think about the lanterns there. They were submerged in the water. We opened it, forcing our way through. They might have stayed because of Rasan Tel, but they came because of us.”

      “What do we do?”

      Sam looked around. “I don’t know.”

      He paced around the inside of the room, Tara still glowing softly with the power of the arcane arts. As he wandered, he came across a section of stone that he hadn’t noticed before.

      There was a single symbol on it, one he recognized. Sam had seen it in several of the books in Voran. He pushed a bit of the source into that symbol. It flowed out from him, glowing pale green. Then a section of stone moved away.

      A single leather journal rested in an alcove.

      Sam pulled it out and flipped it open. His heart hammered suddenly.

      It was his father’s writing.

      “Sam?”

      “My father was here,” he said, holding up the journal.

      He flipped through the book, looking for any answers, and a section soon caught his attention.

      

      We’ve lost him. We’re not sure where he was drawn nor how to summon him back. We’ve been trying, but he has been gone for weeks upon weeks. We keep searching for a way to free him from whatever conduit he traveled along, but cannot detect him.

      

      Sam froze. “They didn’t trap him.”

      “What was that?”

      He pointed to the page in the journal. “They didn’t trap Rasan Tel. It sounds like it was an accident. Either that, or he trapped himself. They were looking for him. That’s why my father was going into the Barlands.” And possibly why Joiner’s mentor had stayed where he had.

      “You don’t know this is your father’s journal.”

      “It’s his handwriting. I would recognize it anywhere. I just haven’t seen it for a long time.” He wiped away a tear that had come to his eyes unbidden. His father had been in the Barlands searching for a way to free Rasan Tel.

      In the Barlands was a place of power. A place connected to the source.

      Sam wasn’t entirely sure how his father had lived as long as he had, but if he was tightly bound to the source and living in a place powerful with it, that might explain it somewhat.

      But it didn’t even matter.

      What mattered was that Rasan Tel hadn’t been his father’s enemy. He had been his friend.

      “We need to go. I need to try to talk to him again.”

      Tara looked as if she wanted to argue, but she nodded. She joined him in the center of the lanterns, and he focused, opening up a conduit. It burst with power as they stepped back into the Academy. As soon as they arrived, the sphere in his pocket began to chirp.

      Sam withdrew it, holding it out

      “Where are you?” Joiner shouted through the sphere.

      “We’re here,” Sam said.

      “I need you to find Havash. His office.”

      “Why?”

      “Because something happened.”

      Sam looked at Tara. “What now?” he muttered.

      They hadn’t been gone that long, he didn’t think, but then again, he had started to wonder if perhaps he didn’t understand the truth of the conduits, how time passed in relation to them. Rasan Tel had been imprisoned here for a long time, but wherever he was imprisoned it hadn’t been that long. That mattered, somehow.

      They hurried through the alchemy tower and then up the stairs to the second level and Havash’s door. Students moved through the halls, suggesting to Sam that it was still in the middle of the day, and they were heading to and from classes.

      Mia saw him, and she said something to the younger woman she was talking to before hurrying over to Sam, adjusting her striped robe. “What is it? You look troubled.”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I’m about to find out.”

      “Does it have to do with the Nighlan?” She kept her voice low, pitched quietly as she looked around.

      “If it does, I’ll make sure the Academy is safe.”

      “But you can’t, can you? You don’t know if you can do anything to keep the Academy safe. Not with those attackers. You don’t know what they can do, and you don’t know how to—”

      “Sam will do all that he can to keep the Academy safe,” Tara said, holding Mia’s gaze. “And you still have classes to attend, I believe. We are dealing with master-level business now.”

      “Don’t do that to me,” Mia said, turning to Sam. “I can be a part of it.”

      “I hope you don’t have to be. But if something comes to the Academy, I want you to step up. Defend it. Do—”

      “I will do what I think you would do, Sam.”

      She smiled. It occurred to Sam that he hadn’t seen her smiling in her time at the Academy. It felt good to see it now. When she hurried off down the hall, Tara shook her head.

      “I’m a little worried for her,” Tara said. “She’s starting to remind me of you.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?”

      “Well, we do know what you got yourself involved in when you first came to the Academy.”

      “We do. And it seems as if everything is far more complicated than we ever imagined.”

      “Let’s see what Havash wants now,” Tara said.

      They pushed the door open. Havash wasn’t alone. Joiner was there, as were Chasten and several other master instructors. There was no sign of Lilith, though.

      “What is it?” Sam asked, striding over to the grandam’s desk, where he had spheres resting. Voices were coming from each of them. Sam hadn’t realized that Havash was using them quite that much.

      The grandam raised a hand.

      “I don’t know what’s happening,” a panicked voice said through one of them. “It looks like seven people are approaching. Maybe ten. But there are thirty coming at them.”

      “Are we confronting the Nighlan?” Tara asked.

      “Not us,” Havash said.

      “I can feel something. It’s powerful. I can’t tell whether it’s the arcane arts or if it’s something else. And . . . Oh. I—”

      The sphere went silent.

      Havash lifted it and shook it for a moment before setting it back down. “Each one has been doing that,” he muttered. He looked up at Sam. “I don’t suppose you can explain what is going on? Who is attacking the Nighlan?”

      “I don’t know what to call them. Invaders, I suppose.”

      “Allies?” Chasten asked.

      Sam shook his head once, glancing at Tara. “Unfortunately not.” He filled them in on the strange powers he’d faced, which caused Joiner to nod slowly. “I’m beginning to suspect the Nighlan are actually the allies we need.”

      “What?” Joiner asked, turning to him.

      “As hard as it is to say, I think we’re going to have to help Rasan Tel.”
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      Sam stood off to the side of the great hall, remembering the first time he had been here and how strange it had felt. When he’d arrived at the Academy, he had been an outsider, knowing that he didn’t belong. Now he was here as a master instructor, preparing for a battle that might decide its entire fate.

      “Are you sure about this?” Tara asked.

      Sam tilted his head. “I have always felt sure of what I need to do,” he started, trying to think about how to phrase it to her in a way that she would understand. “This time I’m not, but I still feel like we need to do this. This is something that feels right.”

      “That’s not like you,” she said.

      He smiled tightly. “I know.”

      “But if you think we need to do this, and if this is what you think will make a difference, then I’m with you.”

      “You don’t have to. You could stay here, and—”

      Tara took a step toward him and took his hand, squeezing it. “Stay here? Without you? You realize everything you have done in the Academy has been tied to me? Ever since I met you, Sam, everything has changed for me. I’d been content as the best student in the Academy, knowing I would eventually serve on the council and be satisfied with whatever life would bring me. It wasn’t until I met you and began to see other things in the world that I realized that content wouldn’t be enough. The two of us work, Sam. Arcane arts. The source.”

      “Alchemy,” Sam said, taking her hand and squeezing it.

      “Alchemy.”

      He held her gaze for a long moment, then leaned over to kiss her. After, he took a deep breath, settled back on his heels, and looked at the others at the far end of the great hall. Supplies were being gathered, as many alchemical supplies as Chasten could bring, and Joiner and Lilith were opening conduits from here to bring as many of the others to the great hall as possible. This would be the staging room until they brought others down to the alchemy tower.

      “What do you have in mind?” Havash asked, striding up to Sam. “This is your plan, Samran.”

      His plan.

      Ever since he had come to the Academy, Sam had fought on behalf of it, dealing with the Nighlan and others who wanted to harm the place. Sam had done it willingly and had not objected to what he’d been asked to do. In all that time, he had felt as if he were doing what needed to be done, but he had always been working outside of the official pathway of the Academy. This time, he would be the one coordinating.

      And he felt so poorly prepared.

      “I don’t want anybody to go who doesn’t agree with the plan,” Sam started, looking at Havash. “I don’t want anybody who is with us to question what we need to do.”

      “I think everyone here has a bit of natural suspicion,” Havash said. “Understandably so, of course. Given what we’ve encountered with the Nighlan and how much our people have struggled, I think it is only fitting that we would have issue with what you are asking us to do.”

      “I’m asking that we stop these invaders.”

      “What you are asking, Sam, is that we align ourselves with the Nighlan. Even if it’s temporary, that is difficult. We have faced them for a long time. Longer than even you have been present at the Academy. If anyone other than you suggested this, I doubt that you would have much buy-in. You have distinguished yourself, though, and so others are willing to at least give you the benefit of the doubt . We will go with you, but I don’t think that you can question the hesitance that some might feel.”

      “I understand.” And he did. “Continue to gather the supplies, then meet me in the alchemy tower.”

      Havash nodded. “Make your preparations.”

      Sam slipped off to one side of the great hall, Tara following him. He triggered an opening into the Study Hall and stepped inside. It was an opening that he had not spent much time traveling to. There wasn’t much in the great hall for him to ever have needed to travel here, but he had known that there was an entrance here.

      Once in the Study Hall, he sealed it off and let out a heavy breath.

      “If this goes wrong . . .”

      “If it goes wrong, then it goes wrong. I was there. I know what you said to him. And besides. If it’s just the Nighlan, we can handle them.”

      Sam looked over. “Just the Nighlan?”

      “Think of all of the alchemy items you’ve helped Chasten make. You’ve been coming up with many new suggestions, all of them useful against the Nighlan. And now they’re going to be useful for another purpose. But if the Nighlan turn on us . . .”

      Sam knew he should take solace in that. If the Nighlan were to turn on them, they would have something that they could use. The surprising thing was that Sam didn’t expect the Nighlan to turn on them. Not if this went the way he expected.

      He hurried through the Study Hall, picking his way carefully, finding himself in an aspect of the Hall that he had not taken before. Stairs led down, and from here, he had a mental map that would lead him back toward the alchemy tower.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t remember coming through here before,” Sam said.

      “Wait. We’ve reached a part of the Study Hall Sam hasn’t visited? I can’t believe it. Maybe something good will come out of this. You might get to explore even more.”

      Sam shot her a look. “That’s not really needed.”

      “Isn’t it?” Tara elbowed him and then pulled him along the hall.

      They reached a staircase that spiraled downward.

      Now it was quite a bit different than other aspects of the Study Hall, though it did remind him of the hidden chamber where he had once battled with Bethal and the Nighlan, confronting Rasan Tel for the very first time. When he reached the lower level, different branch points angled out. He could feel the element of the source that he had woven through the Study Hall, and tracked one of them off toward the alchemy tower. Sam knew which direction to go, but he still stopped.

      “It’s almost as if this were some sort of centralized place,” he said.

      “We always knew that the alchemy tower was built over something old.” She shrugged. “It’s been here for a long time. An impossibly long time.”

      There were five branch points. Sam could almost imagine that they went to each of the towers in his mind. One of them certainly went to the alchemy tower.

      He’d started in that direction, focusing on the source, when he felt a stuttering of energy. It was a reverberation. An echo. He paused.

      “Sam?”

      “Just a minute,” he said.

      He focused on the source, and then he began to create a weave of power, splitting strands and layering them along the walls. It reminded him of what he had felt in the Barlands, though Sam wasn’t exactly sure why that should be. He glanced at Tara. “Would you mind giving me just a hint of the arcane arts?”

      She didn’t question. She began to form an angulation, and the power started to flow into the walls, much like his had. He took her strand of angulation and began to manipulate it. The walls glowed faintly, and he nearly lost control.

      “The pattern,” he said. “It’s here.”

      Having studied it for as long as he had, Sam was sure. He had seen it before. He had felt it.

      Why here?

      He backed toward the central chamber.

      Closing his eyes and focusing, he thought about how it would lead him to the tolath tower. Sam hadn’t spent much time in that tower lately, but he had been there so many times that he knew instinctively where it would be in the Academy. When he found it, he headed toward it, then stopped. As before, he used a surge of the source, layering along the walls. He looked over to Tara, who shrugged and began to form an angulation, layering it into his. There was a fluttering. And then he noticed a different pattern taking hold.

      Sam had started to expect that this would be the same pattern he had seen in the Barlands, but it was not. It was similar, but distinct.

      “Do you see this?”

      “I see the pattern.” Tara strode past him and immediately began to work along it. “Some of this is speaking about angulation, but some of it is not.”

      “Source,” Sam said. “I can see it.”

      “We don’t have time for this.”

      “I think we have to make time.”

      Tara looked over and shook her head. “Sam. We need to keep up with what the others are doing. They need us.”

      She wasn’t wrong. They did, especially as this was his plan—he couldn’t be the reason that it failed.

      “Let’s go look in the other halls quickly, long enough for me to at least get a glimpse of whether there’s anything there.”

      She appeared as if she wanted to argue with him, but she nodded just the same.

      They backed out, reaching the main room, and from there, he hurried down the side halls until they reached what seemed to him to head toward the sharan tower.

      Sam layered the source, Tara added arcane arts, and another pattern formed.

      With each one, he felt as if there was something significant here.

      He went to the other two halls, and they were much the same.

      When he made it back to the main chamber, he stood there and then created a lattice of energy that he layered downward, pushing it through the center of the chamber and then spreading it outward.

      He didn’t feel anything different. There were some tremblings of energy, a hint of something that reacted to the source, but that was it. He waited, and Tara added a bit of her power, but it didn’t change anything.

      Finally, Sam released his hold over it.

      “I don’t understand,” he said. “Why would these markings have been here?”

      There was no doubt in his mind that one of the patterns was the same as what he had seen in the Barlands, but not the one for the arcane arts. What linked them?

      “When we finish this, you can start to ask different questions. But for now, I think that we need to get moving.”

      “Fine.”

      They started along the tunnel to the alchemy tower, though Sam focused on the source and sent it sweeping behind him, hoping that he might find another answer. Answers never came.

      By the time they reached the alchemy tower, stepping into it from the hidden hall, he hurried toward the lantern room before turning back to the main hall, where he found a gathering of students. “The alchemy tower is closed until further notice.”

      They all looked up at him, including Gresham, who frowned deeply. “I don’t suppose you’d like to tell us why?” he asked. “I’m sorry. Master Bilson.” He practically sneered the title.

      Sam looked down at him. “Because we’re going to war, and we need the tower. If you’d like to join us, feel free, but otherwise, move away. The tower is about to become very busy.”

      Several students jumped to their feet and grabbed their belongings before racing to the door. A few whispered, and he heard the Nighlan mentioned more than once. Gresham fumbled quickly, grabbing his belongings, before following the others out. It was chaos for a brief moment. Then everything fell quiet.

      “There might’ve been a better way to handle that,” Tara suggested. “Though I did enjoy seeing his reaction.”

      “There’s always going to be a better way, but unfortunately, I just don’t have time for that.”

      Only one of the students had lingered. Tracen.

      “I’m happy to help.”

      “I’m not kidding when I said that we are preparing for war.”

      “I believe you,” Tracen said. He looked around. “I can help with alchemy. I think I have some skill.”

      He had more than just some skill. He was one of the most capable students, though Sam knew how difficult that was for Tara to acknowledge.

      “And I know what others have lost,” he continued. “I’m willing to be here, fight if needed, and offer myself to the cause. That is, if you will have me.”

      Sam wondered how Tara might react, but she just nodded.

      “Make sure that the others who come down here will have enough space, and organize anything that they might need. Reach out to Chasten when he gets here and see how you can help. We are going to need supplies, as many alchemical devices as you can manufacture as quickly as possible, and I don’t know how much time we have.”

      “We’re finally taking it to the Nighlan,” Tracen said.

      “Not exactly,” Sam said. “This time, we might be fighting alongside them.”

      He turned away before he had an opportunity to see Tracen’s reaction, and strode down to the lantern room, pulling the door open and stepping inside.

      “I’m going to try to reach out to him again,” he said to Tara, who’d followed.

      “You don’t want me.”

      “I don’t think I need you for this. Well, I need you,” he corrected, “but I don’t want to draw upon too much strength until it is necessary.”

      “Do what you think you need to do,” she said.

      “I’m just going to open the conduits. I’m not even going to push myself along them.”

      She stood off to the side.

      Sam focused. The lanterns gave him access to the overall conduit system—it was definitely a system—but they didn’t necessarily make anything that much different for him when he wasn’t drawing upon a whole lot of power. What he needed right now was first to enter the conduit system and then to open additional conduits, much like when he had been trying to reach Rasan Tel. But in this case, all he wanted to do was send his voice across the distance. He had an idea of finding Rasan Tel, or at least how to find the Nighlan, but he wasn’t entirely sure that it would work.

      He pulled upon the source, splitting the different access points, and then linked them as he opened the conduit. As soon as he did, he immediately began to press outward, splitting into ever-narrower filaments while standing in what seemed to be an empty void around him. He was vaguely aware of swirling, hazy green energy, the power that seemed to come from the conduit itself and from what he had done to open it. As he stood in place, he continued to push outward, linking the different filaments of the source into a fine mesh. Then he prepared to open it.

      But he hesitated.

      While holding on to the fine mesh pattern, he began to recognize something. There was a strange sort of power here. It was the conduit, he was certain of that, but there was something more to it as well.

      Sam had always known there was some additional aspect of the conduit that he needed to master, more than what he had done while anchoring and transporting himself, but he had never had the time.

      He felt a subtle pull, and the influence, as well.

      It took a moment to realize what he was detecting. Invaders. They were pressing through the conduit. But he felt something else, something that felt even more wrong. It was like an assault on the conduits.

      He called out. “Rasan Tel. It’s Sam Bilson. I need you to gather the Nighlan.”

      He waited.

      “Rasan Tel. It’s Sam Bilson—”

      “I’m in the middle of something.”

      The man’s voice boomed, drifting from someplace along one direction, and Sam tracked that, solidifying his own connection to it so that he could speak to him more clearly.

      “You’re dealing with the invaders.”

      “Someone needs to.” There was menace in his voice, venom practically dripping from it.

      “You don’t have to do it alone.”

      “Who’s going to help? You? You barely understand what you can do. I have been preparing for this the entire time I have been in prison. Do you think that I sat there trying to plot my vengeance against your father and others? No. I was looking for a way to keep the invaders at bay so that we could openly use our abilities.”

      “You don’t have to do this alone. I found my father’s journal. I can tell you more later, but they didn’t hold you there. I don’t know what happened . . .” Sam realized that now wasn’t the time to go into details. “He was looking for you. They both were. Let us work together.”

      “How?” Rasan Tel asked. Sam wasn’t sure if that was agreement or not.

      “Gather the Nighlan. The Academy is coming.”
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      When Sam returned to the lanterns, he noticed a haze beginning to build. A surge of power formed, and he stepped off to the side, questioning whether Rasan Tel was coming through the lanterns. If he did, Sam could not fight him. They needed his help.

      Instead of Rasan Tel, Lilith stepped free.

      “Is it true?” she asked.

      “We’re going to help.”

      She shook her head, glancing around at the lanterns. “What he said. Is it true?”

      “Which part?”

      “Do you think he really could have been preparing to deal with these the entire time?”

      “I don’t know,” Sam said.

      It worked out logically. Rasan Tel wanting to battle these invaders would explain why the Nighlan had accumulated power. What other way would there be to defeat this monstrous force?

      “We’re preparing to join them. You don’t have to come if this is going to be too difficult for you. But many of the Academy are going to go.”

      “I’ll come. They will need somebody like me, Joiner, and you, who can open the conduits to get us there.”

      Sam nodded. He wasn’t going to decline the help.

      The door to the lantern room opened, and Havash stepped forward. He looked at Sam, then Lilith, before nodding to the two of them. “It is a shame that Master Stone has not come up with some technique for us to open these conduits ourselves. I should very much like to be able to do that. But in the meantime, it seems as if we will be reliant upon your kind.”

      “You don’t have to sound so excited,” Lilith said.

      “Well, honestly, none of this pleases me. Given what we’ve gone through and how much we have suffered and lost, I have no interest in helping Rasan Tel. I wouldn’t were it not for what Master Bilson has suggested. Are we ready to make the journey?”

      “I’m waiting,” Sam said.

      “For what?”

      “Confirmation.”

      Havash looked around the room. “Such a strange space to have such strange power, isn’t it?”

      “Who founded the Academy?” Sam asked, figuring it would make sense to get some answers while they were waiting here. That hadn’t even been in Chasten’s book. Maybe he could uncover something from his father’s journal if he had more time, though he suspected it detailed more about how he’d searched for Rasan Tel. “The Academy sits on an old site, doesn’t it?”

      Havash frowned. “Your timing is odd, Sam.”

      “It may be odd, but we are waiting for Rasan Tel to confirm that he’s ready for us, so consider me curious. Who founded the Academy?”

      “Well, it depends on which record you read. Some of the oldest and most restricted records—which I believe you have had access to—speak about a great war. And then there are stories about some of the earlier families present here. Why?”

      Sam wanted to explain it to Havash, but the same time, he had to try to understand it better himself.

      “After this is over, then we can talk. But I’m going to need to know more about the Academy and how much you or others might know about the tunnels beneath it.”

      Havash started to smile. “The Study Halls? I believe that many students can give you any lesson you’d like on that. You and Master Stone might be the best equipped for that.”

      “Not there. Something else.” He didn’t get the chance to elaborate. A faint stirring came from the conduits.

      Sam hurriedly latched on to the lanterns, forcing open the conduit.

      “We will gather here,” Rasan Tel’s voice said, and a surge formed in Sam’s mind, one that showed him everything that he needed to know about how to find the Nighlan. As soon as he latched on to it, it faded. “There are many—”

      Rasan Tel’s voice suddenly cut off.

      The conduit closed.

      Sam looked at Havash. “I know where we’re going.”

      “And you still think we can trust him?”

      “Trust?” Sam shook his head. “I doubt that we can trust him. I do think that he wants to stop this attack, though. And I think we need to help. If we don’t, it’s only a matter of time before Olway suffers the way that some of the other cities have.”

      Sam looked round. Others from the Academy had started to file toward them.

      But there was no sign of Chasten.

      “Where is he?” Sam asked.

      “Who?” Havash said.

      “Chasten. I’m going to need his help for this.”

      “I’m here,” a voice said from Sam’s pocket.

      He pulled out the sphere and snorted. “You aren’t supposed to have this.”

      “Well, I’m outside of the city with Joiner, and I’m readying the first and the third armies.”

      “I don’t think that we can open the conduit long enough to get the armies there,” Sam said.

      “No,” Chasten said, laughing. “I can’t imagine how much strength that would require. Probably everything you have.”

      “Possibly,” Sam said.

      “But I have been working on a particular alchemical device. We did have some aspect of that technology before you came to the Academy, Sam. I’m just modifying it. What you worked on gave me an idea. I’ve tested it a few times, and it works, but I need Joiner to activate it fully.”

      “You can use a conduit for the entire army?” And he needed Joiner.

      True alchemy, then.

      “If we know the destination, we can. So, once you go through, I want you to open a conduit to me out on the field, and then Joiner will latch on to that, and we can form a connection. It’s all quite complex, as you can understand.”

      Sam started to laugh. “You know, here I thought I was a skilled alchemist.”

      “Oh, Sam, you are. It’s just I have a different kind of experience.”

      He looked at Havash again. “How many arcane artists are coming?”

      “As many as you can send.”

      Sam nodded, then forced open the conduit. He followed the pathway that Rasan Tel had formed. One by one, people approached the lanterns, and Sam pushed them along, forcing them through. He made sure that the conduit remained open long enough for them to step through, and once he was convinced that it would, he let as many through the connection as he could. He hoped it would be enough. They didn’t have as many arcane artists as they probably needed. Some had been lost in the war with the Nighlan, and some were simply unable to make the journey or hadn’t had enough time to reach them. He counted barely more than thirty.

      Then Sam forced his own way along the conduit, stepping free.

      Tara grabbed his hand, and he swept his gaze around. They were on a rocky hillside, and the air crackled with a strange energy. It reminded him somewhat of the Barlands. It was not as filled with the source, but there was still some element of it here.

      “What now?” Tara asked. The other arcane artists, along with Havash, were filing out and looking around them while Sam tried to make sense of what was here.

      “Chasten. Joiner. The army.”

      He formed a conduit, latched on to it, felt Joiner create his connection, and released his. That was done.

      Sam had no idea whether or not it would make a difference. He had no idea whether they could bring as many people here as Chasten believed, but he and Mia had traveled to the Academy through something similar.

      He followed Havash toward the ridgeline. In the distance, he saw purple energy swirling. It flowed like a ropey power that swept along the ground, slamming into others. That was all that Sam could think of them as. They were Nighlan. He was sure of it. Some were drawing upon the source, though it was a weak connection. The draw was nowhere near the way that Sam and Lilith and Joiner had drawn upon the source. Others were using the arcane arts. They were battling separately.

      He shook his head. “They need alchemy,” he said to himself.

      “I doubt they have taken the time to learn how to use it that way,” Havash said. “There are not many who see potential the way that you did.”

      “I don’t think they’re going to survive this,” Sam said.

      There weren’t even that many of the invaders. Maybe two dozen. And yet, even with so few, the others were being pushed back.

      He looked at Tara. “Are you ready?”

      “For what? Do you think that we can head down there, join the Nighlan, and they’ll just step aside to let us in?”

      “Well, I wasn’t thinking about it quite in those terms, but I do think that we have to get down there so that we can see what’s going on.”

      Power crackled, and for a moment, Sam thought that it was the Nighlan beginning another surge, but it came from overhead. The air itself seemed to funnel with power. It was the source, only there was some aspect to it that didn’t feel quite right.

      A single figure strode toward them.

      Sam began to reach for the source. An aspect of his connection was weakened more than it had been before, and as he felt for that, he couldn’t help but question if there was some inhibition to his ability to reach for the source. He tried, straining to draw upon that energy, but even as he did, he felt it not respond to him the way it should have.

      He looked over to Tara. “I’m not going to be as strong here as I should be. I can feel the source, but something is off. I don’t know what it is.”

      By the time Rasan Tel reached them, Sam had latched on to seven different access points, and he was trying to adjust to the connection.

      Rasan Tel looked at the arcane artists gathered behind them. He had an amused sneer on his face. “This is all you brought?”

      “I figured that you could handle a couple dozen of these invaders.”

      “This is the first strike,” he said, turning and looking. “They’re laying the groundwork. Once they succeed, others will come. They do not require nearly as many to be successful.”

      As Sam watched, he saw ten of the Nighlan fall. It had taken only a single of the invaders to do that.

      “What’s wrong with the source? I feel it, but something is different here.”

      Rasan Tel snorted. “The connection has shifted. That’s why I chose here, rather than the Barlands. That place would still have some power, but it’s already starting to change.”

      “What?” Tara asked.

      Others had started to push toward them, but Rasan Tel didn’t seem to be bothered by the fact that the arcane artists they were there. In fact, he seemed almost amused.

      Sam had a moment of doubt. He couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps Rasan Tel wanted this. It would be one way to decimate the Academy quickly. Draw these invaders here, make it look as if they were fighting on opposite sides, and then turn the attack on to the Academy, wiping out the ability to resist him in one single attack. But he also could feel what was happening to the source. And more than that, he was aware of how Rasan Tel used his power. He was diminished.

      “Can you still use the vrandal?” Sam asked.

      “How do you think I managed to bring my people here?” He shook his head. “If this is all you have, we will need to retreat.”

      He turned, and another cluster of Nighlan fell. As far as Sam could tell, none of his people had managed to push back any of the invaders.

      “We can use the source,” Sam said.

      “How do you propose to do that?”

      “A prison, similar to the way that you were imprisoned.”

      Rasan Tel turned back, and darkness clouded his brow. “There is no way of recreating that. The knowledge is lost.”

      “If we could find it—”

      “Find it? How do you think that you can find it in the time that we have?” He snorted, shaking his head. “You can use your people, distract them, while I take care of keeping more from coming.”

      He started to stride away, leaving Sam standing, watching him.

      More of the Nighlan fell. Far too many.

      Sam pulled the sphere out of his pocket, holding it up. “Chasten. If you have any way of bringing the soldiers here, now is the time.”

      It seemed strange they would need traditional soldiers, but given that the source and the arcane arts had not made much difference against these invaders, that might be their only hope.

      “I’m having a little trouble here,” Chasten said. “Something is resisting me. I’m still working on it.”

      The twisted source.

      Sam frowned. Focusing, he created a quick anchor all around him, and just him. He immediately formed the conduit, and as Chasten had suggested, he could feel the resistance pushing against him. He wasn’t exactly sure what it was. He had felt it when probing along that connection before and thought it was from the invaders, but this wasn’t quite like that. There was resistance here, but not from some outside source. It came from inside of the conduit itself.

      He released the conduit and turned to Tara. “He intends to destroy the conduits. He thinks that’s going to prevent the invaders from coming through.”

      “Then it might be a good thing.”

      “It might, but think about how much will be lost.” Tara looked as if she wanted to argue, but Sam didn’t give her the opportunity. “Rasan Tel,” he said, running after the man. “You can’t destroy the conduits. We need them here.”

      “I’m going to push them into the conduits, and then I will destroy them. That’s how we remove the invaders. Everything that we learned back then suggests that is how it was done before. Then they were sealed. We never learned what happened to those seals. I’m not even sure that I know how to do it. That pattern has been lost.”

      “And then what?”

      Rasan Tel looked him in the eye. “And then we are free.”

      “We don’t know if that’s going to keep them.”

      “Don’t we? How else you think they managed to get here?”

      “I don’t know, but we need to prevent more from coming. They might have another way of getting through. If we destroy the conduits, you remove our ability to counter them. We won’t be able to reach one place or another quickly enough to be able to do anything against them.”

      “If you would have brought me an army, I might have hesitated. But as it is, this is the only thing that I can do.” He nodded off into the distance. “You see what they are doing?”

      “Dying?” Tara asked.

      “They are sacrificing,” Rasan Tel said. “The Nighlan. Those that you have long derided. They are sacrificing. They’re forcing them back, and once they reach a specific point that can funnel them, I’m going to draw the source down upon them and force them into the conduit, where I will shatter it.”

      “What if you can’t? The source is starting to shift. I don’t know if you can feel it, but it is. Maybe with the vrandal, you’re not aware of it as much as I am without it, but I know that we have to—”

      Sam didn’t finish.

      He couldn’t. He felt a wave of cold.

      Darkness seemed to fold in the distance. It was like a wave of purple energy.

      As he looked off toward it, he knew what was happening.

      “And now it is too late,” Rasan Tel said. “The others are coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam couldn’t help but stare. The darkness was folding, shifting and changing, but there was almost a pattern to it. When he had been trying to understand the purplish energy before, there had been no pattern.

      “Force the conduit,” he said, pulling the sphere up. “Push as many of the army through as you can. Use everything you have, Joiner. You have to get those men here.” He stuffed the sphere back in his pocket, then looked at Rasan Tel and pointed into the distance. “Get me over there.”

      Rasan Tel laughed bitterly. “I don’t take commands from you.”

      “You have the vrandal, and you still have access to the source in a way I don’t, so get me over there. I need to see—”

      “You need to see? Because you want to die? How eager are you?”

      “I’m not going to die. I intend to get over there, and I intend to see the pattern. And there is a pattern.”

      Tara tugged on his arm. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Not entirely, but I think we need to do this.” He found Lilith standing behind him. “Work with Joiner. Get the army here.” Sam turned to Havash. “Coordinate with the army. You will need to activate the alchemy, but I don’t know how much the arcane arts are going to work.”

      “That’s just it,” Tara said. “I can still use them.”

      Sam nodded. “Fine. Use the arcane arts and attack. They have some way of mitigating a direct attack, so you have to target the ground, the air, anything like that to throw them back.”

      Havash locked eyes with Sam, and then nodded, turning and issuing commands. He was no longer a teacher, no longer the grandam. Now he was like a general in an army, though his army was small and compact, little more than the thirty arcane artists Sam had managed to draw through the conduit. But if they could get down to the Nighlan, and if Havash could somehow coordinate with them, they might be able to swell their numbers enough that it would make a difference.

      Sam had to hope it would work.

      “Now,” he said, turning back to Rasan Tel, “I’ve done my part, so take me over there.”

      “It’s a shame I had to destroy your vrandal to escape. I can’t help but think of what might’ve happened otherwise. You might’ve been useful.”

      With a quick surge of the source, a swirling of energy that worked around him, they were carried through the conduit. It wasn’t a long distance, though it took longer than it should have. Traditionally with the conduit, everything happened quickly, regardless of distance. In this case, he could feel the effort that Rasan Tel put into making the transport and just how hard he had to push.

      Thankfully, they managed to appear before the folding purple energy continued its pattern. It was slow, much like the energy coming from the invaders seemed to be.

      Sam stood before it, taking in its pattern.

      “I don’t think you want to be here when they come through,” Rasan Tel said. “Unfortunately.” He glanced back. “And—well, would you look at that?”

      Sam glanced behind him.

      Hundreds upon hundreds of soldiers now filled the field behind them. They were surging, pressing through the Nighlan, who had turned, prepared to attack them. But the soldiers of Olway were on their side, and they let them through. Bursts of green and white alchemy exploded across the field.

      And then the pale white energy of the arcane arts began to swirl. Balls of power slammed into some of the attackers from different directions.

      “Perhaps I underestimated you. It still won’t matter. There’s nothing we can do to prevent this from coming through.”

      “Quiet,” Sam snapped. He watched the swirling of purple energy. “Does that look similar to anything that you’ve seen before?”

      “Sam, I don’t see what you do,” Tara said. “I’ve never been able to see the power the way that you do. I just took on faith that you could see this purple energy.”

      Sam looked at Rasan Tel. “What about you? You brought us over here.”

      “I opened the conduit, and you carried us.” He shrugged. “And I can feel the influence. I can feel that something is starting to come through, but she is right. I don’t see anything.”

      Sam could, though.

      He started to laugh, realizing how crazed he probably sounded. “And I think you probably had something to do with this,” he said to Rasan Tel. “If you hadn’t attacked in the Academy, and if Bethal hadn’t tried to strip the vrandal off of me, I might not have needed to rely upon the source to open my eyes in a way that would permit me to see that I wouldn’t otherwise.”

      “Am I supposed to be pleased? This world is about to be overrun. It’s time that I leave. I can regroup with my Nighlan, and—”

      “If these invaders come through in the numbers it seems like they intend to, you won’t be able to regroup with any of them. And whatever plans you had for this world, whatever thought you had of ruling,” Sam went on, though he still didn’t know what Rasan Tel actually wanted, “is going to fail. They will take away any opportunity for you, and they will hunt you.”

      Sam turned his attention back to the swirling of purple. He could see it. Others could not. And what he could see formed swirls of energy that created patterns, and those patterns had significance to the invaders. Sam was sure of it.

      “Maybe we don’t need to worry about it,” Tara said. “The army is having success.”

      Sam looked over, and she wasn’t wrong. Despite the strange power, the army still was managing to push them back.

      He couldn’t tell how many of the Nighlan were still alive, but it seemed to Sam that Havash stood near the rear of the battle, commanding everyone. It should have been glorious, a great victory. And yet given what he saw here, he couldn’t help but feel as if it was little more than a precursor to something worse.

      He turned his attention back. “I think there’s something here that I can do. I see it. I just don’t know what it is.”

      “Sam . . .”

      He looked up at Tara. Fear filled her eyes as she stared off into the distance.

      He didn’t see anything there. All he could see was the swirling purple.

      “There have to be hundreds of them,” Tara whispered.

      Next to him, Rasan Tel was pulling upon the source, but Sam could feel something in it change even as he did. It was weak, diminished, as if whatever they had done already here had altered it.

      Altered the source.

      The Barlands. Here.

      “How many places are like the Barlands in this world?”

      “What?” Tara asked.

      Sam ignored her, looking at Rasan Tel. The man held his hands out front of him, and he was performing the weave, though his source was faint. It reminded Sam of when his power had been walled off from him.

      “How many places like the Barlands are there? You had said there were more at one point.”

      “There were once many, and now few,” he said. “Why?”

      “Were there many before the invaders came this time?”

      “No. Before I was imprisoned.”

      “And now there are few?” Sam asked.

      Rasan Tel turned to him, annoyance flashing in his eyes. “You had better make your point. I’m afraid we won’t have much time for conversation soon. You might need to use whatever faint power you have.”

      “I’m trying to understand what they’re doing. They chose this time to come through. Why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Something happened. I thought it was me. I thought that I somehow revealed our presence, but maybe that wasn’t it. Maybe there was something more.”

      His prison.

      The vrandals had done something to form the prison, but . . .

      It wasn’t just the vrandal. It was what Rasan Tel had done to escape from his prison. He had shifted the power of the Barlands somehow.

      Unless Rasan Tel hadn’t shifted it.

      “When you escaped, were you the one who changed the direction of the power in the Barlands?”

      Rasan Tel looked at him as if he were insane, and Sam knew that wasn’t the case.

      It had been going on for longer than that.

      He didn’t know what they had attacked in the Barlands for, why they had gone after the vrandal. There had to have been some sort of protection there. After the attack, Sam hadn’t returned to the Barlands, so he didn’t know whether anything had changed.

      “Sam, there are more of them.”

      But the purple energy was still swirling in front of him. The pattern was still forming. They might be coming, but they weren’t here yet. Sam had to hope that they still had some time.

      He needed to find a way to overpower it.

      Sam watched the patterns. He tried to think through everything he had read at the Academy, everything he had seen and looked through in all the books in Voran, anything that could help.

      But there was nothing.

      He thought of the strange patterns in the Barlands. He thought of the source, the arcane arts, what he had seen in the towers beneath. None of them fit.

      No. Not none.

      One did.

      “Your pages,” Sam said, holding his hand out.

      “What pages?” Tara asked.

      “The pages that you have. From the patterns in the Barlands. I need them.”

      Tara shook her head and pulled out a folded stack of papers, handing them over to Sam. “You know, I used to think that you had a perfect memory.”

      “Not perfect. And not right now.”

      If he had more time, he wouldn’t have felt so frantic, but he wasn’t going to defeat these invaders with violence. Sam had to use his mind. He had to be an alchemist. Wasn’t that what he was? Something more than just the source. He could synthesize information from other ways, other patterns, other techniques that he could not even use.

      And that was what he needed to do now.

      He laid out the pages and found the strange symbols that he had seen, the ones that had not been a part of the arcane arts, nor of alchemy.

      And there they were. They flashed.

      “Form the pattern here,” Sam said.

      “It’s too much,” Tara said. “I’m not going to be able to do it.”

      “You can. All we need to do is have you layer it out. And . . .” He focused on the pages again before looking up at Tara. “I can help.”

      “Not with this,” she said.

      “I’m not going to try to draw your pattern out for you, but I can realign it.”

      “Why do you think this will work?”

      “I have no idea,” Sam said. “But these symbols were there. I don’t know what they were for or what they mean, but they were there.”

      Rasan Tel leaned down. “Where did you get that?”

      “There was a place in the Barlands. I’m starting to wonder if my father had something to do with it, but maybe he only rediscovered the pattern. I just don’t know.”

      Rasan Tel shook his head. “There should not have been.”

      Sam tapped on the pattern. “Can you make this?”

      “It is the lost pattern,” he said. “Your father found it?”

      “You recognize it?”

      “We always believed there was something that connected the Barlands. We had seen evidence of it. It was old, faint, and yet . . .”

      Rasan Tel began to form the pattern. He worked slowly, but his weave was precise, fitting of a master of the source who had studied it for far longer than Sam could conceive.

      Sam looked at Tara. “You have to do this. I can help. I’m not going to form your pattern, but I can at least help adjust it.”

      When she started to glow with the arcane arts, Sam felt a moment of hope. Then she faltered.

      Tara looked off into the distance. “There are too many coming,” she said.

      “Don’t pay any attention to them. All you have to focus on is this pattern.”

      “Sam—”

      “You can do this. Focus on the pattern.”

      He could feel somebody approaching, and he looked back to see Lilith coming toward them.

      “What’s going on? I can feel something. The source isn’t—”

      “We don’t have time,” Sam said. “Help Rasan Tel with his pattern. Just support him. Don’t interrupt.”

      Lilith looked at Sam. “Why me?”

      “Because you were his apprentice once. I’m not asking you to forgive him, but he needs to do this.”

      Sam turned to Tara again. “You can do this.”

      She looked at him, holding his gaze.

      Then came a swell of energy. Strands of darkness began to stretch outward from the purple folding power, and some of the army screamed.

      “Ignore everything. Focus on me. Nothing else.”

      Tara took a deep breath. Letting it out, she began to form a pattern.

      This had to be the greatest pattern that she had ever formed. It had to be the most precise. And it had to work.

      She managed to get about a dozen steps in before she hesitated.

      Sam could feel the hesitation, and he drew the arcane arts along the pathway. He helped her shift the ankle, locking it in place before she took over again.

      From there, the two of them worked. Tara formed part of it, Sam helped manipulate, and they gradually stretched the pattern out until they neared its completion.

      He looked over. Rasan Tel was almost done. His jaw was clenched tightly, and Lilith was there, standing at his shoulder, helping him. Sam couldn’t exactly tell what she was doing. Rasan Tel would instruct her, and somehow, she would add some access to him.

      “It’s done,” Tara said. “Now what?”

      Rasan Tel had finished his pattern, as well.

      “Bilson?” he said. “I’m holding this about as much as I can, so do whatever you think we need to do.”

      Sam had no idea what that was. He had thought that forming the patterns would somehow work on its own, but the purple energy continued to slip past them, heading toward the army, toward the Nighlan and the arcane artists. The power flickered in front of Sam. He could see hundreds upon hundreds of the invaders coming.

      With this kind of power, they would fall.

      “Alchemy,” Sam said. He looked at Tara, who nodded. “The patterns have to merge.” He pointed to Rasan Tel. “You hold yours, Tara will hold hers, and I’ll link them.”

      Rasan Tel frowned, looking as if he wanted to argue, but then he began to shift his pattern. He brought it closer to Tara, and as Sam turned, he saw something. He hadn’t seen it before, but they were mirror images of each other.

      “Face-to-face,” Sam said.

      Rasan Tel moved carefully, as did Tara, and when they faced each other, he felt the tension between the two patterns, and he reached for the source. He had very little strength now, but he wasn’t sure that he needed much for this. He could feel it walling off. It reminded him of what had happened when the Nighlan attacked him, but as then, Sam knew how to escape it. He pushed power around the barrier, splitting it into thin tendrils, and began to loop them around the two patterns, lacing them together until they coalesced. The whole thing flashed with a bright and vibrant blue.

      And then Sam turned it, pushing it toward the purple energy.

      Power exploded.

      It crackled.

      And as it did, Sam felt something change. A conduit opened. But it wasn’t just a conduit. It was almost as if it were pulling on them.

      “Tara,” Sam said hurriedly. “I need you to anchor us here.”

      “I can’t anchor,” she said.

      “You don’t have to hold on to the pattern. It’s self-sustaining now. You need to anchor us. Grab me. Lilith. Rasan Tel.”

      She released the hold over the pattern and hurriedly began to form a different angulation. Then she latched on to Sam. He could feel the energy that she held, but he also felt something else. Something from behind him. He focused, using the source, little more than tendrils of it now. He latched on to everything that he could feel near him, forming a conduit, drawing upon what was pulling them backward.

      Slowly, as if through mud, they were dragged. He blinked and realized that they had traveled to Havash. He was the one who had latched on to them.

      There was an overwhelming sense of power, and it pulled on some part of Sam.

      He felt the source, felt how it seemed to be ripped away, trying to draw upon him.

      He fought—he had to hold on to his anchor.

      Sam would not have succeeded had he not been through everything he had. He knew how to reach for multiple access points. He knew how to split the strands. He knew how to anchor solidly.

      Even all of that wouldn’t have made a difference, though, were it not for the arcane artists around him.

      He linked on to them. Tara mostly, but there were others he could use as well.

      She pointed. “Look.”

      Sam turned. Where the energy had been was a massive crater. There was no sign of any of the invaders.

      “You did it. We did it,” Havash said.

      Sam squeezed Tara’s hand, and looked over to see that Lilith was there, but there was no sign of Rasan Tel.

      “I didn’t have him,” Lilith said. “I tried to grab him, but the power had links to him. I didn’t have him”

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said.

      The battlefield was in ruin. He hadn’t seen how many of the strands of purple energy slipped through, but large swaths of the armies had been destroyed. Sam had no idea how many of the Nighlan or the arcane artists that had come with them remained.

      “He helped us, didn’t he?” Lilith asked.

      “He did.”

      “And he taught me. More than I realized.”

      “I’m sure,” Sam said.

      “What about you?” Tara asked. “Can you feel for the source?”

      Sam focused. It was there. He had to strain. He didn’t know if that was because of the attack or because some aspect of the source had shifted, but it was there.

      “We did it,” Sam said. “And now we know how to keep them from coming through. We know the pattern. If they try to come again, we can wall them off.”

      That must have been what the Barlands were. A seal.

      It wasn’t so different than the seal that had kept Rasan Tel away. Only that seal had been on a much grander scale.

      Sam sank to the ground. “I might need a minute before we go back,” he said, looking over to Havash.

      The grandam stared at the remains of the battlefield. “Take as much time as you need, Samran. I think we all need time.”
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      The tower was quiet. Sam sat at a table, looking at a stack of books. His mind was distant, wandering as he tried to think through everything he had recently encountered. He could reach for the source, but some part of it had seemed to shift, and it had taken him a few days to understand that change. Now that he did, he could draw upon it with just as much strength as before. He wasn’t sure if it would stay permanently altered. In fact, each day, it seemed to be gradually changing back. Almost as if whatever the invaders had started to do was reverting.

      There had been no further sign of them.

      He was ready. Tara was ready.

      Sam had begun to teach Joiner and Lilith how to form the pattern, while Tara was teaching Havash and several other arcane artists how to form their pattern. They would be able to defend.

      The door to the alchemy tower came open, and Sam looked up. Tara strode in, robes on and eyes drawn. She let out a heavy sigh as she sank onto the table next to him. “I am exhausted. Do you know how much work it takes to form that pattern over and over again? I’m getting stronger at it. And I no longer need you to guide me as I did. But . . . Thankfully, Havash is starting to get better at it, and then he can start teaching. I think we have a new test for advanced angulation.” She started to laugh.

      “That seems to be a bit extreme,” Sam said.

      “Extreme or not, it might be necessary. Just like you working with the others.”

      Sam glanced toward the lantern room. Lilith was off somewhere. She’d been quiet ever since Rasan Tel’s disappearance. He understood that she’d been conflicted. He had been her mentor, had betrayed her, and then had disappeared trying to save them from the invaders. Sam didn’t know if he had sacrificed himself—doubtful—or if he had simply been drawn away by the invaders.

      Whatever it was, he was gone.

      For now. He still didn’t know if Rasan Tel would be able to open a conduit from wherever he had ended up. Sam had been straining across the conduit, searching for him, but there had been no sign. As far as Sam could tell, he was truly gone.

      He felt conflicted about himself. He had faced Rasan Tel, and his Nighlan invaders, for the entire time that he’d been in the Academy, fearing them, only to need them in the end. Most of the Nighlan had died in the attack, but not all. Those who had survived had scattered, though any with arcane arts ability had been invited to the Academy by Havash.

      For now, they had peace.

      “I don’t know what to do,” he said, looking up at Tara. “Now that we have this settled, with no threat of the Nighlan or Rasan Tel, I feel uncertain. I’ve been trying to read through my father’s journal, but it only shows his search for him.” Which told Sam that they had been friends. “And a few references to what he uncovered in the Barlands.”

      The lost pattern. It was the one Rasan Tel had been after. The one Sam’s father had found. Sam had no idea if they would have been able to subdue the invaders had he not.

      He still didn’t understand why his father had stayed in Erstan, other than perhaps for him and Mia, so that they didn’t get trapped by the power of the Barlands and the connection to the source. Learning more about his family only left Sam with even more unanswered questions. Now that Rasan Tel was gone, he might never get them.

      But he had found something of his father’s. Using that, Sam thought he might track where the man had traveled through the conduits. Maybe he could even find where his father had disappeared.

      He suppressed those thoughts, looking over to Tara.

      The door came open, and James and Mia strode in. They were holding hands.

      Sam arched a brow at his friend, who flushed, but didn’t pull away from his sister.

      “I told her that it’s time,” James said, shifting his Academy robes with one hand. “She’s seen enough, done enough, and understands what has happened in ways that most in the Academy don’t.” He glanced at Tara, and Sam knew that James believed he understood what happened in the Academy more than most, as well. Given what they had faced with the invaders, perhaps he did. “I told her it was time for her to learn alchemy. Besides, with her brother knowing alchemy—”

      “Her brother?” a voice said.

      Sam looked in the direction of the voice. Gresham had been sitting at a table there, and he hadn’t even noticed. The young man was tucked into an alcove, hidden in shadows, with only a pale green alchemy lantern glowing for his studies.

      Sam laughed. “Gresham, I’d like you to meet my sister, Miana. You know her as Mia. Now, if you’d like to call her Barlands Girl, go ahead, but I will have you know that in the alchemy tower, where I am the master instructor, we’re not going to demean any of the students. Given what I’ve seen of her strength while dealing with Nighlan and then the invaders, I don’t think you want to deal with her outside of the alchemy tower, either.”

      Gresham scowled at Sam but turned his attention back to his books.

      Sam sighed. He couldn’t get through to everyone.

      Then he looked up at his sister and rose to his feet. “Is this what you want?”

      “I want to know how to use alchemy. I want to learn what you can do. I want to know if I can do what our father could.”

      Tara smiled at Sam. “You’ve been wondering what you are going to do.”

      “I knew I had to teach,” he said.

      “Teach, yes, but now you can teach your sister. And you can see if she has any potential, as you do. If she can touch the source, you’d have one more person to help with the lost pattern to keep the invaders away. Or anyone else that might come,” she said.

      They’d been testing the pattern, and it was incredibly powerful. Far more powerful, especially when joining alchemy to the arcane arts, than anything else they had ever tried. It wasn’t just destructive. The more Sam worked with it, the more he had begun to see possibilities. That could be his legacy.

      “And besides, it might be helpful to have a few others join us while we travel.”

      “Travel?” James asked. “Like when we went to the Barlands?”

      Gresham shifted, looking over. He tried to make it seem like he wasn’t listening, but he definitely was.

      “Maybe not quite like that,” Tara said, “but—I do think there is something else we need to do. Maybe not just yet. At least, not until we understand the pattern a bit better and make sure there’s not going to be another threat.”

      “What does she mean?” Mia asked.

      Sam was shaking his head at Tara, but he smiled as he did. “I think what she’s getting at, and what she’s inviting you to be a part of, is that we have other worlds to explore.” After he studied the patterns in the Academy a bit more, of course. That was tied to all of this. There were still mysteries to their power that they didn’t understand. “Are you interested?”

      “What do you mean?” Mia asked.

      “I would love to have my sister with me. You’re the reason I started this journey, after all. I think it would be more enjoyable with you along.”

      Mia flashed a grin. Once again, Sam was reminded of how nice it was to see her smiling.

      “When do we leave?”
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