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      THE CARAVAN ROLLS

      The caravan rumbled along the road, moving with a steady creak that Torian had become all too familiar with. It wasn’t unpleasant, though it was lonelier than he had expected, despite all of the people that were now with him, including his sister.

      He found himself looking around, half expecting to find Astrid, but she was not there. He found himself missing her more than he should have. They were friends, nothing else, and she hadn’t even been completely honest with him, but he couldn’t shake the connection that he had known they forged.

      “You should go and talk to her,” a soft voice said from atop the caravan wagon next to him.

      Torian looked over to Sylvia. The smaller, dark-haired woman looked up at him, watching his face, and her fingers moved in a bit of a pattern, quickly working through some of the primary patterns as if she were testing to ensure that she had the necessary skill to make them. She’d changed into a dark green cloak that would blend into the forest around them, something that would have been far more valuable in the days leading up to this, but perhaps she did so now because she feared the possibility of another Rusav attack.

      “She’s gone,” he said.

      Sylvia’s brow wrinkled, and she let out a soft laugh. Her voice was accented compared to what Torian was familiar with, though her accent was subtle enough that he didn’t struggle with it. “I don’t mean Astrid, though it’s good to know where your heart is.”

      “It’s not my heart,” he said. When she arched a brow, smirking at him, a flush came to his cheeks. “I don’t mean that, either.”

      “Oh? And what do you think I implied?”

      Torian shook his head. The wagons were moving slowly enough that they had time to look through the forest and time to see the shadow wolves that were crawling alongside them. In the distance, he could just make out the dappled fur of the shadow wolf that had brought him to Sylvia in the first place. He couldn’t feel the shadow wolf, though. Visthor claimed that over time, Torian would be able to make a connection to the massive creature but he had not yet done so. He didn’t know when or if he would be able to, though he wanted that. How could he not? He’d seen how Visthor used his connection to the wolves for quite a few different purposes.

      “Why do you think she left us?”

      Sylvia shrugged, sitting back and staring straight ahead. Her hands were moving in another pattern. They had been doing that ever since Aldrich had disappeared.

      Not just disappeared. He had died.

      Torian had a hard time with that. Harder than he would’ve expected. It wasn’t as if he knew Aldrich for all that long, but the older man had taught him so much in the time that he had known him, becoming more of a mentor than any of the instructors that Torian had at the school in Sarot.

      “It’s hard to know why people do the things that they do. We found her and Johan together, but we were never helping her as much as I think she needed.”

      “I don’t think she betrayed us,” Torian said.

      “I didn’t say that,” Sylvia said.

      Torian wanted to argue with her, to contest what she was saying, but Sylvia was right. She hadn’t really said that, though there had been a bit of implication there.

      “What I mean is that you should go to your sister.”

      “I’ve talked to my sister.”

      On the last day, ever since they had returned to the wagons and started toward Corsalt where they would find the university, Torian had done all that he could to ensure that his sister was safe, but he felt a distance between them. Perhaps that was a mistake. His sister was the only person he had left.

      “You’ve talked to her, but have you talked to her?”

      “I’m not sure what the difference is.”

      Sylvia sniffed. “The difference is what you talk about. You have much to grieve. Both of you have lost so much, and you are what you have left. Be thankful that you have her.” She looked along the caravan until her gaze stopped on a large, massive muscular man dressed in a simple gray shirt and dirty brown pants. Visthor was walking alongside the caravan, occasionally letting out a soft whistle that Torian knew was meant to call to the shadow wolves. “Think about what would have happened had you not even had this.”

      Torian breathed out heavily, and he knew that she was right and knew that he should be thankful for Liana, but that didn’t change how hard it was for him. He had never been close to his sister. That didn’t mean that he didn’t want to protect her. Even though they hadn’t been close, he had always wanted to do what he could to ensure that she was looked after, and she had been his motivation to keep searching after their parents had been killed. But now that he knew that she was safe, Torian felt strangely hollow.

      “I don’t know what to tell her,” he admitted. When Sylvia looked over to him, Torian focused inwardly. He could feel the weight that was inside of him that pressed down upon that power that he had access to. For so long, Torian could not do anything with that weight. At least, not consistently. There were times when he had been able to heave it, free to give him access to that power, only for it to sink back down and suppress his ability to do anything more than form the primary patterns. It was that access to the sahir power which connected to the Saith, the gods that granted all sahir their abilities. “I’ve changed.”

      “Have you changed so much?”

      It was a good question, and it was one that Torian didn’t know if he had a good answer for. At least, his experiences had been enough that he thought that he had changed considerably. He was different. And maybe that was what bothered him, or at least gave him reason to pause. It was his difference and the difference in power that he had that made him question just how much he could share with his sister.

      “I suppose not that much,” he finally said.

      “Are you afraid of how she will take your advancement?”

      “Liana has always been better than me. And I don’t mind,” he added hurriedly as if he had to explain that to her, though he wasn’t sure that he really needed to. “It’s just that I feel…”

      Torian wasn’t even sure how he felt. And perhaps that was part of the problem.

      “You feel distracted,” Sylvia filled in for him. “Given everything that you have encountered, and all that you have become, you feel as if there are other things that you must be doing. Is that it?”

      Torian shrugged. Maybe that was a part of it. They were heading toward Corsalt, where they were hoping to find other sahir, though there was a part of Torian that wondered if they would encounter any. If the sahir had survived in Corsalt, why would they not have fought Rusav and kept them from all that they had done?

      “I can’t tell you how to behave, nor can I tell you what you need to do with your sister, but if you keep traveling with us, then you will need to come to terms with how you leave things with her.”

      Torian looked over.

      “I see,” she said. “That is where your real difficulty lies.”

      “No,” he said hurriedly but realized that it wasn’t true, and Sylvia seemed to watch him, though there was a bit of a strangeness to the way that she was watching. “You said that Aldrich wanted me to do this.”

      “Aldrich thought that you needed a better grasp of your valsahir potential. That relies upon understanding the sahir aspect of the Saith. They are interconnected, Torian. And there is only so much that I can teach you. I will show you as much as I know, but I am not a Navarin sahir trained like your university could potentially train. That is what Aldrich wanted for you.”

      He nodded. He knew that and now that he had better access to the potential that he had, he couldn’t deny that he wanted to do more with it, and the only way that he thought he might be able to do more would be by learning how to control his Saith in ways that would allow him to prove himself.

      “Then let’s work,” he said.

      She smiled tightly, and they spent a while practicing variations on the primary patterns before moving on to the first-tier patterns, of which there were not quite as many variations, but Sylvia still knew more than Torian did. They had been working on these ever since they had lost Aldrich, almost as if Sylvia was determined to help him find answers on his own. After a while, she got tired and said as much. Torian climbed down from the wagon and joined Visthor. His hand remained near the hilt of his Blade of Wind strapped to his belt, though he had not withdrawn it since facing the Rusav soldiers and Tamish.

      “Sylvia has you working hard,” Visthor said.

      “She says that I need to be ready for Corsalt.”

      “Yes. Corsalt. Learn sahir. Then learn valsahir. Focus on one, then the other.”

      Visthor whistled, and one of the shadow wolves came bounding over. This was a large, dark gray shadow wolf that bristled at the sight of Torian before nuzzling its head up against Visthor’s hand, acting more like a dog than a wild massive wolf.

      If he never went with the others, he would never learn what it would take for him to connect to the shadow wolves. Or just a shadow wolf. That was something that he had never thought that he wanted up until it became a possibility. Now it was something that he found himself thinking about, dreaming about, and wondering if he might gain anything from such a connection. Visthor had once told him that the wolves spoke to him. If he could learn how to speak to the wolves as well, maybe it would help.

      “Where’s the caravan going?”

      “After Corsalt? Only Sylvia know,” Visthor said, tipping his head toward the wagons.

      The paint on the wagons had long since faded, making it difficult to make out any of the writing that was on them. They caught some of the sunlight drifting through the treetops, and Torian tried to make out what had once been on those wagons, but had been unable to uncover anything. Any time that he had asked, primarily talking to Visthor and Sylvia, neither of them had answered him as if there was some secret to the wagons themselves.

      “How long do you think it will take us to get there?” Torian asked.

      “Sylvia, take it slowly,” Visthor said. “For the best. We need to be careful. Rusav not gone.”

      “We haven’t seen any sign of Rusav in the last day.”

      “One day is one day,” Visthor said.

      Torian started to smile, but Visthor didn’t join him.

      And he kept his gaze sweeping around him, along with the wolves prowling in the trees, which suggested to Torian that Visthor was far more on edge than he had realized. Perhaps Torian needed to be better, as well. He could use the stacked stone tracking pattern to check for anyone else and had not.

      It was something that he simply forgot about. Having not had his power for very long, Torian found it difficult to think about things that others who had that power for longer would have considered obvious. None of it was obvious to him. He paused for a moment, forming the tracking pattern, and then let it flow out from him. It was a strange sensation. It felt as if he were suddenly connected to the ground and everything beneath him, in a way that he had not been before. He pushed on the power inside of him, letting it spill out through his arms, through the pattern that he formed, and then downward through the tracking pattern.

      He felt Visthor and the others within the caravan. He felt the shadow wolves, including the shadow wolf that had traveled with him. And then he felt the trees. Torian continued to push outward, thinking that he might find the power spreading beyond and something that he might be able to use, but there was nothing.

      He released it and found Visthor watching him. He had stopped as well, though partly because the caravan had mostly passed them.

      “Have you found anything?”

      “No,” Torian said. “I should have done it before. If Aldrich were still here, I probably would’ve thought about it, and I would have realized what I needed to be doing.”

      “Aldrich gone. You must learn. Practice.”

      Torian nodded. It seemed as if Visthor wanted to make it harder than what it seemed. Then again, Visthor often saw the world differently than Torian did. His experience had been a terrible one, having lost so much of his family through the war, and it gave Visthor a very different experience to what happened with Rusav than so many others.

      But not all that dissimilar to Torian.

      “What do you think that I’ve been doing with Sylvia?” He tried to smile, but Visthor watched him with a bit of irritation in his eyes. “Fine. I need to practice more. With Sylvia. With you. And I need to stay focused.”

      “Always stay focused. You become valsahir. But not without focus.”

      “There are times when I question that I can be this valsahir like you all seem to think.”

      “You no believe Sylvia?”

      “I believe that there are aspects to what I can do that are different than what I ever believed possible. But I also know what Aldrich said about this power. There’s a weight inside of me, limiting me. And if I push too hard on that weight, I can end up harming myself, burning off my own ability. What happens then?”

      “You learn to do so carefully,” Visthor said matter-of-factly. “Like all things. You learn blade carefully, also.”

      “This isn’t like the blade,” he said.

      “No,” Visthor agreed. “This easier.”

      Torian started to smile when he recognized a strange energy. He felt it all around him, and he froze.

      Visthor seemed to recognize that something was going on, and he immediately whistled. There were three sharp bursts, followed by silence, followed by another three sharp bursts. The wagons rolled to a stop, but that wasn’t the only thing that happened.

      The wolves howled.

      The sound of their voices filled the forest. There had to be a dozen of them now traveling with them, though perhaps there had always been a dozen. That included the other wolf that Torian believed he was meant to connect to; if only he had to understand that wolf.

      “What is it?” Visthor asked.

      “I’m not sure,” he said.

      Torian focused on the stacked stone pattern again, using the tracking pattern that he had learned. It had never been useful to him before, but then, he had never had the strength necessary to use it, so perhaps one was reliant upon another. As he radiated that connection outward from him, through his body, and out through the ground around him, he felt the presence of the wolves, and then…

      Then he felt something up ahead.

      Torian wasn’t sure what it was, only that whatever he detected seemed to be off. He nodded, and Visthor started forward, his blade now unsheathed, the handle twisted so that he could attack in whatever way. Torian reached for his own blade, twisting the end to extend the blade, and used the lantern beam pattern through the blade, causing it to glow.

      “Be careful,” Torian said, hurrying up to Visthor. The much larger man shot him a look, then turned his attention straight ahead.

      Torian followed, connecting to the power that was within him, and began to focus on what else he might have to do. He began to form the stacked stone, letting it ripple outward from him. He felt a resistance that should not have been there. Torian began to push on it, recognizing that whatever was out there could be dangerous, and it might be better if he used the stacked stone pattern rather than risk the wolves or themselves heading through it.

      And he felt a trembling.

      “Wait!” Torian shouted, grabbing for Visthor and immediately pushing on the weight inside of him. He shoved it harder than he intended, allowing a massive burst of energy to flow inside of him. He wasn’t sure what was up there, but everything inside of him suggested that it was dangerous.

      Visthor whistled. The wolves stopped.

      And then the air in front of him exploded.
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      CLEARING A TRAP

      Torian braced for a Rusav attack.

      Though it had only been a day since they’d faced them the last time, it felt like they should be safe from additional dangers. They’d defeated Tamish, and Torian didn’t think they had to worry about anything more happening to them without Tamish leading Rusav, at least not in this part of the world.

      But the explosion struck him as having sahir power.

      Visthor darted forward with the blade of wind at the ready, though he wasn’t moving in any of the patterns that he’d been teaching Torian. He was simply ready to fight. Jakob had jumped down from one of the wagons, his dark gray cloak fluttering behind him as if it were caught in some second-tier wind pattern, his own blade ready. He had nearly surpassed Torian's skill with the blade, despite coming to learn to use it much later than Torian.

      Torian didn’t move.

      Not because he wasn’t going to engage but because he knew the value of what he could add. With his sahir ability—and perhaps valsahir, were he to think himself capable of that—he thought that anything that he might be able to do to make a difference would come from how he summoned the other powers. That was what he needed to try to do now, though Torian didn’t have that much experience using those powers in battle, and that was what he needed to do now.

      “What do you feel?”

      He hadn’t noticed Sylvia joining him, though he could feel something from her as if she were controlling one of the patterns that he was supposed to feel. “I noticed resistance,” he said softly, “and I didn’t realize that it was anything to be concerned about until I pushed through it.”

      The stacked stone tracking pattern didn’t reveal anything more to him, though Torian continued to try to push along that pattern to test if there might be anything he could feel. Nothing was obvious to him, though that was a danger. Still, it felt odd that he was the one who had to protect the others.

      How did it get to that point?

      “Good,” Sylvia said.

      Torian looked over, and the shorter woman shrugged.

      “Imagine what would have happened had the wagons gone through there? It’s possible that this is nothing more than a trap.”

      “You don’t think Rusav is here?” he asked.

      But then he heard shouts from inside the forest. That answered the question about whether or not there was anything here. Torian could feel the energy around him beginning to build, even if he wasn’t sure whether it came from Rusav or from what Visthor and Jakob were off doing. The air whistled, the sound distinctive as it came from one of the blades of wind, though Torian questioned whether there was something else that was taking place that he might be able to intervene with.

      “Perhaps there is some element that remains,” Sylvia said. She stepped forward and began to push with wind. She used what he suspected was a second-tier pattern, but she had a preciseness to the way that she placed the pattern that Torian had not yet learned how to replicate. He could feel the power coming from her and stirred, sweeping out toward the forest and away from Sylvia.

      “Let me go,” he said, and she looked over at him. “Stay with the wagons. Protect them if you need to.”

      “You aren’t ready for this,” she said.

      Torian wanted to argue, and he wanted to tell her that he was ready and that he had been a part of dealing with Rusav and Tamish, but she was right. He might not be ready. He wanted to be, but Aldrich had not taught him how to be a battle sahir quite yet. And maybe Aldrich was never going to teach him that. Torian didn’t know what Aldrich had wanted from him other than for him to learn how to control pushing upon the weight inside of him so that he could master that connection and be a better sahir and possibly even a valsahir.

      “Keep an eye on the wagons,” Sylvia said.

      She darted forward, and Torian focused on what he could feel through the stacked stone tracking pattern, but there was an interruption up ahead of him that made it difficult for him to feel much of anything. There did seem to be something, but without attempting to push through it, Torian wasn’t sure that he’d be able to tell just what it was that he detected.

      “Torian?”

      He looked over. A face poked its way out of one of the doors in the wagons. Liana looked around, her lips pressed together in a tight frown, her eyes narrowed in worry. She still had youthful features, and her dark hair was so much like their mother’s, but her eyes looked as if she had seen something in the time that she had been imprisoned.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, knowing that wasn’t going to make a difference to his sister. “I think we just triggered something.”

      Torian had not spent nearly enough time talking to assist her since her rescue, but he realized that he needed to. Not only that, but she didn’t really understand how much he had changed. To her, he was still the boy who hadn’t even learned enough to become a sahir, though he wanted nothing more than that. She had always been the one who had talent, even though she had not used it. In the time that she’d been away, time that Torian had spent learning how to push on his weight much more effectively and to master more of the patterns, she’d been trapped. He didn’t even know what had been happening to her in that time, though he began to suspect that he should ask, as those details seemed significant.

      “They do that sometimes,” Liana said softly. Her gaze drifted toward the trees. “It’s how they capture others.”

      “Others like this?”

      “I don’t remember encountering any other caravans like this, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what they intend,” she went on. “It feels… Well, it feels like the kind of thing that they would do. They’re violent.” She turned, looking at him. “Then again, you know that, don’t you?”

      Torian nodded slowly.

      “I thought that you were able to help.”

      Was it disappointment that he heard, or was she questioning whether he was really as capable as what he had alluded to?

      “Sylvia went,” he said, nodding toward the trees. “And Visthor.” Along with Jakob, he didn’t add.

      Then again, Torian was at least as skilled as Jakob with the blade, so if either of them were going to go and face Rusav with the blade, Torian thought that he should be the one to do that. Torian had the advantage that he could add aspects of sahir power to his movement with the blade, which should have given him additional leverage against anything that Rusav might do, at least the typical soldiers that they had encountered.

      “That’s good. I’m glad you didn’t go,” Liana said. “I don’t want to lose you again.”

      Torian wasn’t quite sure what to say to her. He was supposed to become a valsahir, though he wasn’t sure how. Corsalt would help him learn the techniques that he needed so that he could master the Saith power within him, allowing him to become a true sahir. But how was he going to learn more without someone like Aldrich to teach him?

      “I haven’t had much battle training,” he admitted.

      “That’s what they were trying to teach us,” she said. She kept her voice low and kept her face behind the window, almost as if she were afraid to come out into the open. Maybe she was. Torian didn’t know if she feared revealing herself and feared what would happen if Rusav were to return. Torian would do anything in his power to ensure that she wasn’t taken by Rusav again. “At least, those of us who had some potential. They claimed we needed to know how to fight.”

      “They wanted to train you?” That didn’t make a lot of sense given what he had seen of Rusav, along with what he had seen of Tamish. He wouldn’t have expected that either of them would’ve been all that eager to have helped the people of Navarin gain additional power.

      “They said that we would have to fight. They didn’t give us much choice in the matter.”

      “I see.” Torian wasn’t quite sure what to make of it, though. “Do you know what happened to Jensen?”

      He hadn’t asked Liana in the time that they had been away, but partly that was because he wasn’t sure what she would say and partly because Torian wasn’t sure that he wanted the answer. He feared what had happened to the young man.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “They took him early.”

      “What do you mean that they took him?”

      “I mean that they took him away. He was taken from us. I don’t know what they intended for him. They didn’t share anything like that with us. They kept their plans to themselves.”

      Jensen had obvious potential, which meant that Rusav would’ve used him in some way, but hopefully not the way that he had seen others like Heshian used.

      “I’m sorry, Torian,” she said.

      “It’s not your fault,” he said.

      “Wish that I knew more. I was so scared. I couldn’t really pay attention to what they were doing when I was with them. And then they took us, brought us… wherever it was that they brought us. I don’t even know. I just couldn’t focus.”

      That was something that Torian actually understood. He had been a captive, as well, and he understood the fear of having no idea about what was going to happen to you, the same way that she obviously had no idea what was going to happen to her. How could he not, as when he had been captured by Rusav and dragged with the other men from Sarot, he had wondered all along what they might do to them.

      “Why don’t you relax? I’m going to make sure that the rest of the wagons are safe.”

      “I should come with you,” Liana said, but she made no effort to try to get out of the wagon and no effort to try to help.

      Torian offered a placating smile. “That’s not necessary. You stay there. I can do this.”

      She opened her mouth, and in that moment, Torian suspected what she was going to say, but to her credit, she bit back and just nodded at him. “Thank you.”

      She closed the window, pulled the curtain back, and disappeared inside the wagon altogether.

      Torian began to make a quick circle around the wagons, all while focusing on some of the different patterns that he might be able to use. He nodded to Invat, who said nothing, only gripping the reins of the horse that he was leading. He was a solid man with plain features but a friendly smile. The only other one from the caravan, Charlek, was working his way alongside the wagons as well, but he seemed to be checking on the wheels, making sure that they were ready to depart if the situation required urgency. When Torian reached him, the other man frowned for a moment.

      “I don’t know what we are dealing with,” Torian said. “Sahir power, I suspect, and that Sylvia has gone after it.”

      “Times like this, I wish we still had him with us,” he said. Charlek was quite a bit shorter than Torian, and a solid, muscular man, though not nearly as muscular as Visthor.

      Torian breathed out heavily. He shared that sentiment as well, as wishing that they still had Aldrich with them. Then again, there were probably things that Aldrich would not have been able to help with, even here. He was powerful and skilled and probably had been very near valsahir himself, but he had fallen while confronting Tamish.

      And I didn’t.

      Torian had thoughts of that encounter that stayed with him. He had no idea what he had experienced, only that he suspected that it was tied to one of the Saith powers. He had felt that power, even if he wasn’t entirely sure what it meant for him. It had spoken to him, in fact.

      “We just have to get these people to Corsalt,” he said, though it was mostly for himself and not so much for Charlek. He didn’t know what Charlek would say, though he did know that the others with the caravan were eager to get the rescued sahir to Corsalt and to the university there, if only so that they didn’t have to have so many people with them. “But then I don’t know what Sylvia intends.”

      “I don’t think Sylvia knows what she intends,” he said.

      He continued to check the wagons. By the time he finished making a circle, Visthor, Jakob, and Sylvia returned, looking as if they had not encountered anything dangerous. A pair of wolves marched alongside them.

      Sylvia reached Torian, and she nodded to him. “A trap. Nothing else.”

      “Then what did I hear?”

      Visthor nodded. “Wolves deal with threat. Simple. Creatures from Rusav.”

      Torian glanced at Jakob, saw the grim look on his face with the way that he clenched his jaw, and didn’t know whether he should press for more information or not. Considering what they had dealt with, he didn’t think he needed to keep pushing.

      “I’d like you to sit with me near the head of the wagon,” Sylvia said. “You can use earth to detect anything, and I will work with you on different pattern variations.”

      It was a reasonable request, especially as he thought he probably was more powerful than Sylvia, but she knew more than him. And having an opportunity alongside her to continue to work with the patterns, to learn whether there was something different that she might be able to teach him, was valuable.

      The wagons moved faster than they had been, as if Sylvia wanted to make greater haste, despite the fact that they had very nearly encountered some trap that would’ve exploded upon the wagons themselves. The wolves continued to follow them, calling out from time to time, but otherwise kept hidden in the trees, hiding within the shadows.

      It was late in the day when the wagons cleared the outskirts of the forest. None of this was familiar to Torian, even though all of this was part of his homeland. He had never traveled this way to Corsalt.

      Far ahead, the city loomed in front of them, massive and sprawling upward atop a gently rolling hillside, surrounded by a wall that had been built for the defense of the city. Or once had been there for the defense of the city. Even from the distance, Torian could see much of it.

      The wall was missing. Great sections of it were destroyed, leaving the city itself open to the road. Smoke streamed from still-smoldering sections inside of the city. Much of the stonework of the city remained intact, though, unlike Sarot, where much of the town had been completely leveled.

      At least here, the sahir had managed to resist.

      But what was left?

      This was where Aldrich had wanted him to go so he could learn what was necessary for him to control the Saith power inside of him, but if the university had been overthrown, how was he going to learn what he needed? How could he become the sahir that Aldrich wanted—along with the valsahir?
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      DANGERS IN THE FOREST

      The air outside of the Corsalt hung with a hint of smoke. The city still loomed quite a ways from them, but smoke drifted, filling Torian’s nostrils. Some came from trees that had been knocked over, scorched, and burned, little more than the corpses lining the road. Some came from buildings that had been shattered, dust hanging in the air like a cloud.

      Torian had grown accustomed to that smell during their travels, as they had come across several different places that had been burned, leaving little remaining. That didn’t mean that he cared for it, as it reminded him all too much of what he had encountered with his family while traveling. He found himself stiffening involuntarily, with Visthor glancing in his direction, grinning slightly.

      “You do not fear,” he said.

      Torian squeezed the hilt of the Blade of Wind in his pocket, though he didn’t withdraw it. “I’m not afraid.” Torian shifted his cloak, keeping his shoulders covered. Without meaning to, he tried to reach for the Saith connection within him but couldn’t feel anything significant with it other than the deep well of power that he had been trying to make sense of. “Maybe nervous. I don’t know. I know I should be excited about getting closer to a place where I can learn to control my patterns, but…”

      “But you not know what you find,” Visthor said.

      Visthor patted Torian on the shoulder and whistled softly. A pair of shadow wolves bounded out of the trees looking at Visthor for a moment, before darting away. Visthor’s connection and control of the wolves left Torian marveling. As a valsahir—assuming that was what Torian actually was—he was supposed to have some connection to the wolves, as well. So far, his connection had been minimal. He had attempted to speak to the wolf that had led him to Aldrich, but attempting to speak to a wolf was like attempting to talk to the wind. Neither answered.

      “What did you ask them to do?” Torian asked.

      “The wolves understand that they cannot get too close to the city,” Visthor said. “And the wolves not so easy to spot.”

      “Even in the city where there are people who have a real connection to the Saith? There will have to be some incredibly talented sahir within the university. If they recognize the shadow wolves—”

      “They not recognize what coming.”

      “So you mean that the wolves don’t have to be worried about being detected by the sahir, but they have to worry about something else?” Torian flicked his gaze around him. He pressed his hands together, using one of the second-tier earth patterns and focusing on tracking the earth through it. It was easy enough for him to do now, as it wasn’t so much the pattern that limited Torian as it was the power, and Torian had more than enough power to access the second-tier patterns. He focused on the ground beneath him and pushed the stored sahir power out through him, down his legs, and into the ground below.

      There was a faint trembling.

      Torian accessed the second-tier patterns; there was often a bit of a trembling, as he had been pushing so much, and partly that was because it was the only way that he knew how to focus that power, but partly because he started to wonder if perhaps what he needed to be doing was pushing as much as he could. Aldrich had been working with him to better understand how to control his power, but without Aldrich, Torian had to fumble along with it on his own.

      “There are no other creatures,” Visthor said.

      “We don’t know that,” Torian said. “We’ve been dealing with the shurrel, the duba, the asmith—”

      Visthor started to laugh, and Torian shot him a look. Visthor shrugged. “No soul sucker here. Feel. Do you detect the demons?”

      “They aren’t demons,” Torian said.

      “No,” Visthor agreed, “not demons, but they are not here, either. You not worry. You safe.”

      “What happens if Rusav calls more of those creatures?”

      “That would be unusual.”

      There came a soft howl deep in the trees, for a moment. Tilting his head back, Visthor whistled. Another whistle responded.

      The shadow wolves spoke to Visthor. It was something that Torian would love to learn, as he could easily imagine how useful it would be to have that ability, but Visthor had been unwilling to teach him so far.

      “What is it?”

      “Not know,” Visthor said, but he reached for his own blade of wind and twisted the end of it, extending the blade.

      Torian glanced behind them. They had been patrolling in the forest, far enough away from the rest of the caravan that he wondered if either of them needed to go back and warn Sylvia or the others about what they had encountered. The problem was that Torian wasn’t quite sure what they had encountered. He had the distinct sense from Visthor that he didn’t know, either.

      They didn’t have very far to go before reaching the city, and as long as the wagons continued the pace they had been on, they should reach Corsalt by the end of the day. Still, there was something in Visthor’s expression that caught Torian off guard: worry.

      That was unusual for Visthor.

      They slipped through the trees, weaving carefully. Visthor moved cautiously, holding onto the blade and pausing at different trees as he did before turning back to look at Torian.

      “Perhaps this not necessary for you to come,” Visthor said.

      “I’m not leaving you here,” Torian said.

      “Then you be ready,” Visthor said.

      “With what?”

      Visthor frowned. “With valsahir, of course.”

      “I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to use the blade,” Torian said.

      Visthor sniffed. “I use blade if it comes to that. You use valsahir.”

      He crept forward. Visthor could move almost soundlessly, to the point where if Torian worked with him, he doubted that he would even hear the man there. He was enormous, which made it all the more impressive. He slipped from tree to tree, staying close to them, somehow clinging to the shadows around him. He didn’t think that Visthor had any control over that one of the Saith powers, as Visthor had denied it when Torian had asked, but seeing and feeling how he maneuvered left Torian thinking that there was at least the possibility of it.

      Torian used darkness. It seemed fitting, especially in the forest. One of the easier patterns for him to form using darkness was shadow summon, though it was still complicated. It involved twisting his hands outward, bending his wrists completely back toward himself, and then entwining his fingers until they locked together and pressed on the back of his hands. He had to make a slight movement with them until he felt the pattern form. The only way that he knew to use this pattern was to tentatively push power through himself as he was attempting to reach for it. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have the necessary connection to control it.

      This time, he felt it lock on more rapidly. Torian pushed outward and felt the shadows beginning to swirl around them, settling ever so subtly through him. Then he pushed those out as well.

      Visthor glanced back at him but nodded. “Good idea. Conceal us. Conceal wolves.”

      Torian suspected the wolves had some way of using the Saith power to conceal themselves and did not need him to help, but he wasn’t going to say that to Visthor.

      They continued creeping forward.

      The smell of smoke grew stronger.

      At first, Torian had thought that they were going to come across another campfire or perhaps some burned-out ruin of a village, but that wasn’t what he detected. It seemed to drift through the trees and…

      And could he use that?

      He focused on the shadows a little longer before pushing more of them so that he could summon the darkness to keep them concealed before slowly twisting his hands until his thumbs were the only thing interlocking them. He pressed outward through that, and wind began to draw toward him.

      It was easier to summon the wind than it was to push on it. Much like it was easier to summon the shadows than to dispel them. Certain patterns were easier for Torian than others. That had always been the case. He hoped that as he increased his control and his connection to the Saith power that he would increasingly learn to command those patterns, even when they were more complicated to him. It took time and practice, but Torian thought that he had both now. And at least he wasn’t limited with power the way that he had been before.

      “What are you doing?” Visthor whispered.

      “The smoke,” Torian mouthed, though he realized that with the shadows that he’d summoned, Visthor might not be able to see him as clearly as he needed. He stepped toward him, making too much noise but hopeful that the sudden pull of wind would conceal them. “I can smell something in the smoke. I was hoping that I might draw it to us so that we could follow it.”

      “We not need to follow smoke. We follow wolves.”

      Wolves.

      Of course.

      And here Torian was thinking that he was helping, but maybe all he did was add to a measure of confusion. He released the wind, settling that power back into himself and no longer pushing through that Saith connection.

      As soon as he did, he heard another howl.

      Visthor’s brow furrowed, and then he darted forward.

      “What is it?” Torian asked, reaching for his blade but wondering if that was the right strategy or not. Torian was valsahir, from what everybody kept telling him, and his power was not going to come through the blade. His power was going to come through his connection to that valsahir side of himself.

      “You not hear?” Visthor asked.

      “I can hear, but I don’t know what it is. I don’t speak to the wolves the way that you do.”

      “Then we must fix,” Visthor said.

      He spun, and he slipped forward, still moving as quietly as he ever did. Torian followed him until he nearly collided with Visthor. The shadows that Torian had summoned had clung to Visthor, swirling around him as if he were holding onto the effect of that pattern longer than Torian had intended. Either that or Visthor had some way of summoning the shadows himself, though Torian didn’t think that was true. He was not sure what his ability was but believed that there had to be something.

      “Careful,” Visthor said, raising his hand but holding the blade in his other.

      “What—”

      Torian didn’t get the chance to finish.

      Something—and Torian suspected that it was either sahir or worse, valsahir—pressed on the shadows. They suddenly began to dissipate.

      Torian wanted to hold them around him, but Visthor shook his head.

      “Not necessary,” he said.

      “But if there are sahir…”

      He didn’t finish.

      If there were sahir, maybe they were Corsalt, the large city in the northern part of Navarin where the university was found.

      But what if they were Rusav?

      The shadows started to drift away from him, and Torian readied for something else.

      What would he use?

      He held onto the blade and remembered how he had used it against the dark creatures in the forest before, how he could summon power through that blade. If it came down to it, Torian thought that he could replicate it, even if it was going to be challenging. He had to try to push something, only he didn’t know what he was going to be able to push or whether it was going to be enough for him to maintain, only that he could draw upon light, maybe even fire, and perhaps use that.

      When the shadows were down, he saw shapes in the forest.

      Dark figures. Several of them were armed.

      Blades of Wind.

      Rusav.

      Visthor darted forward.

      Torian wanted to call him back, but this was Visthor, and there was never any calling him back. He needed to warn him that there was somebody here who had the ability to dispel shadows, but then, Visthor probably already knew that.

      Which meant there was a sahir.

      Torian had not faced another sahir, though he had barely survived Tamish when they had confronted him.

      He slipped forward, gripped the blade of wind in hand, and focused on the lantern beam pattern through it.

      He squeezed it.

      Something was pressing on him from behind, a bit of wind, maybe cold, or…

      Torian spun, sweeping the blade around. He didn’t create the same whip-crack of wind energy that Visthor did though he wasn’t sure that it was necessary. When it came to fighting with the blade, all Torian needed was to use it effectively. He had to fight, carve through any dangers, and be ready to support Visthor.

      In this case, though, Torian didn’t know what he was facing.

      Wind swirled against him again, and he swept the blade around.

      It wasn’t going to work.

      If he was facing a sahir, he would need to use that kind of power.

      They might have more knowledge, but Torian was valsahir.

      He had to take advantage of that, and so he did.

      But the blade could be a focal point, a way to summon that, and he sent that connection through himself, through the blade, and a burst of light exploded from the end of the blade. It was almost blinding, though Torian’s vision cleared rapidly. A wave of energy washed out from the blade, leaving Torian feeling surprisingly drained. He had used the blade like that before and had never felt anything quite like that.

      Somebody grunted near him.

      Torian darted toward it. He was already shifting the pattern in his mind, though he wasn’t sure that he could twist his hands around the hilt of the sword to turn it into stacked stone that might give him a bit more strength. The benefit of the lantern-beam pattern was that it seemed perfectly suited to summon through the blade. Other patterns were not quite as beneficial.

      He found a tall, older man lying on the ground. He was dressed in the dark gray of a Rusav soldier, though he had an unfamiliar crest on one shoulder. He was raising his hands, twisting them, using a pattern that Torian didn’t recognize.

      Then again, there were plenty of patterns that Torian had not yet seen before. Sylvia had demonstrated that there were variations to the patterns that he had learned, and many of those variations made it so that he could continue to learn even subtle changes of each pattern, which shifted some aspect of it. If he had more time to train with Sylvia, he might master more of them, but they had only been working diligently over the last few days, ever since Torian had begun to truly appreciate moving the weight inside of him.

      The man started to form a bit of cold on Torian, who kept his hand, sending them sweeping apart.

      He pointed the blade of wind at him. “Don’t try that again.”

      Distantly, he heard fighting. Visthor was there, but there were also strange horrifying snarls. The shadow wolves. They were there, hunting and fighting alongside Visthor.

      And given Visthor’s skill with the blade of wind, Torian thought that he might even have the upper hand, depending upon how many other soldiers were there.

      He started to turn when a bit of wind knocked him down. He scrambled to his feet, holding out the blade and immediately summoning the lantern-beam pattern through it, but the man was gone.

      Torian searched, though he didn’t see him.

      He hurried toward the center of the small clearing, toward Visthor.

      He found him looking down at one of the fallen soldiers.

      “There was a sahir here,” Torian said.

      “And a dozen Rusav soldiers,” he said.

      “So close to Corsalt,” Torian said. “Do you think we will continue to find them?”

      “If we do, we deal with them this way.”

      “I don’t know if I can handle too many sahir.”

      Visthor took a deep breath, scooping the fallen soldier’s blade off the ground and stuffing it into his pocket. Torian realized that he had acquired several others, as well. “Of course, you can. You valsahir.”

      He whistled and waited until he heard a soft whistle in return.

      Then he strode away as if not needing to wait for Torian.

      Torian hesitated, though. Visthor believed Torian to be valsahir, and given everything that had happened, Torian believed that it was likely. But he wasn’t convinced that he was strong enough to take on multiple sahir. Not until he knew more.

      But what if he wasn’t given that chance?
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      RUINS OF A CITY

      The approach to Corsalt went slowly. Nobody was speaking. A somber air had passed over the wagons, as everybody within the caravan had seemingly come to understand the severity of what had taken place here. Corsalt was once a massive city, a place that should have been safe from Rusav with the number of sahir that were present in the city.

      Only it had not.

      “So many were lost,” Sylvia said, coming to drop down next to him.

      Torian glanced over briefly before turning his attention straight ahead. “Have you been to Corsalt before?”

      “We have passed through a few times,” she began, as she motioned to Invat to keep the horses moving more quickly, afraid of what would happen if they did not. “The people of this city have been welcoming to strangers. That’s not always the case.”

      “I’ve only been here a few times,” he said softly. “Never by horse or wagon, I suppose I should say.”

      “How did you come?”

      “Sarot is only a few days by foot.”

      It was a long walk, but it was one that he had gladly made when it had been his turn to come. And now… Now Torian wondered how much of what he had experienced in Corsalt had been lost.

      The smoke that continued to stream up looked as if it left sections of the city completely devastated. Many of the buildings within the city were stone, and though he couldn’t tell how many of them were still standing, at least most on the outskirts were. It was a drastic difference from what he had seen in Sarot, but people?

      He didn’t see any activity inside Corsalt.

      “They’ve slaughtered all of the people here?”

      “I doubt they did that,” she went on. “Not because they wouldn’t, as you’ve seen that such a thing is incredibly likely when it comes to them, but I just think it unlikely that they would have taken that step here. What’s more likely is that they met a different type of resistance. That is what we need to see so that we can understand whether that resistance mattered.”

      Mattered. That was an odd thing for her to say, but Torian understood. Corsalt had a powerful university, one of the greatest in Navarin, some of the most skilled instructors. All of the instructors that had taught Torian at his school, except Willa, came from the university in Corsalt. Willa had not, but she had always claimed a different connection to Sarot, so Torian had never really considered her an outsider. None did.

      “What do we do if there’s nothing left here?” he asked Sylvia.

      He’d already questioned that and knew that Sylvia probably didn’t have an answer, but this was where Aldrich had wanted him to go. Given what he knew of Sylvia and her connection to Aldrich, she would want to follow everything that he suggested.

      There were times when Torian wasn’t sure what he wanted.

      The university had been a dream for much of his life—but that had been all it had been. Torian had come to think he’d never reach it. Now that they’d neared Corsalt, he had the possibility of something he’d longed for since he was young. And the power to prove he belonged.

      Why did he feel strangely conflicted?

      He didn’t want to leave the wagons. His sister. Jakob. Visthor and Sylvia.

      But he knew he needed to.

      What would he be able to do with his Saith connection if he didn’t fully learn to use it? How could he ever prove to himself that he was valsahir otherwise?

      “We will lead the wagons to the west of the city,” she said, motioning toward where the wall should have been and where the city led up to the forest itself, “then we will go and see what remains. I want you to be prepared for the possibility that you might find much like what you experienced in your home. Perhaps worse.”

      Torian didn’t know how much worse things could have been. He had known that Rusav had targeted much throughout his country, but he wasn’t entirely sure what else he might have seen were it not for that devastation. They made their way forward until they reached the outskirts of the city. Visthor whistled, and the wolves howled softly in response. They stayed in the trees, streaming alongside them and not getting any closer to their location. Torian thought that was probably for the best, as if the wolves were suddenly to appear out of the trees, he could easily imagine how that might cause the people of the city to react.

      But Visthor marched along the wagons. He had his blade at the ready, though he was gripping the handle without the blade extended. Torian thought that strange, at least until he realized that if he were to keep the blade extended, it might be seen as another Rusav attack. Jakob stayed with Visthor, his blade retracted as well.

      “Have you felt anything?” Sylvia asked.

      Torian had not been trying to use any of the patterns since reaching the city. Up until that point, he had been using the stacked-stone tracking pattern, testing for anything that he might encounter out and away from the wagons. There had been nothing. That had been reassuring to him, along with Sylvia, but once they had come upon Corsalt, Torian had forgotten what he needed to do.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I haven’t been paying as much attention as I should.”

      “You don’t have to apologize,” she said. “I haven’t either. It can be quite alarming to see the effects of war. That is what it is.”

      “I know,” he said.

      “It’s different when it is your home,” she went on as if he hadn’t even said anything. “Everything is devastating there, as you expect your home to be safe. But it’s another thing to see a place that you know or even know about and see how war has ravaged it. Rusav can be violent and destructive, as you have seen. The fact that the entire city has not been leveled is promising though.”

      “How can you say it like that?” Torian asked.

      “How else am I supposed to say it? It is promising. We have seen so much destruction from Rusav over the years, so for them to have failed destroying the entire city is promising.”

      They reached the outskirts of the city and moved off to the west, getting closer to the forest. The wagons continued rolling until Sylvia motioned for them to stop. Only then did she climb down from the wagon and look over to Invat.

      “Get the wagons secured. Ensure we are ready to leave quickly.”

      He nodded to her while Sylvia motioned for Torian to join her.

      “I’m going to need whatever sahir ability that you have to help us navigate here quickly.”

      “I’m not so sure that it should just be me,” he said. “There are others with the caravan that may need to help us. Especially given what we have encountered so far.”

      Sylvia frowned. “Perhaps you are right. I doubt that we will find any threat of Rusav, but they may need to help us detect any additional traps that might exist in the city.” She turned so that she could look back toward the wagons. “How skilled do you think they are?”

      Torian started to answer when he caught himself. He didn’t know all of the people that they had rescued that well. “My sister is relatively skilled,” he started, “but I don’t know that she’s going to be able to detect any traps.”

      “You seem uncertain,” Sylvia said.

      Torian breathed out heavily, and then he shrugged. “Well, it’s just that it’s a bit strange for me to say it like that. There was a time when I would’ve said that my sister was far more skilled than me. But now I don’t know that she would be able to do nearly as much as I can.” She could reach the second-tier patterns, he suspected, but she wouldn’t be able to reach third-tier patterns. Not like he could. And given what they were trying to do and how they were going to track power, he thought that they would need money to push as effectively as possible. Torian thought that perhaps he could use what he knew, and then the others could follow.

      “Do you still struggle with your experience?”

      “A little,” he admitted.

      Sylvia flashed a smile. “Good. We don’t want you getting too big up ahead now, do we?”

      She started off, and though she moved carefully, he recognized that she was drawing upon one of the more advanced detection patterns. He couldn’t tell what level it was, as when it came to Sylvia, Torian simply didn’t know how skilled she was, only that she seemed to be more capable than many others that he had encountered.

      “What’s going on?” Jakob asked, sliding over to him and looking toward Visthor, who was now standing and talking to Sylvia. “Visthor told me I had to withdraw my blade,” he said, using a tone that sounded as if he were mocking Visthor. “I don’t see why I need to withdraw the blade, especially given what we see here. The wall is gone. Rusav obviously was here.”

      “But as far as we can tell, they aren’t here any longer,” Torian said. “If they were, we would have been attacked. And we don’t want to make it look as if we’re with Rusav.” He looked down to where Jakob gripped the hilt of the blade of wind, thankfully keeping it withdrawn. “Any of the city defenders who remain might decide to take action if that were the case.”

      Jakob swept his gaze along the ruins of the wall, looking toward some of the rows of buildings that were just beyond where the wall had once been. Many of those buildings were damaged, some stone having cracked and crumbled, while others looked as if they were completely intact. Though it seemed hard to believe that they were, Torian suspected that many of those buildings had runic markers on them that offered a measure of protection to them.

      Just like the temple had.

      But the temple had been destroyed. It hadn’t taken all that much power, even. They had used the blades to destroy it and ensure that the remains of the temple were lost to time. If Tamish had come through here…

      If Tamish would come through here, Torian suspected that much more of the city would’ve been destroyed. That it had not been suggested that maybe he hadn’t come here. Maybe only others of Rusav had come here. And if that were the case, then perhaps the defenders of the city had been enough.

      Where were they now, though?

      Torian didn’t have that answer.

      “Do you feel anything?” Jakob asked him, looking over to Torian for a moment before shrugging. “I don’t really know how it works, only that when we were getting ready for the initial attack, or whatever that was, you seemed to be able to detect something then.”

      “Nothing,” Torian said. “But things are a little bit different here, though. It’s almost as if…”

      He had been trying to focus on what he was capable of feeling, expressing some part of himself along the stacked-stone detection pattern, but finding nothing as clear as what he wanted to be. He wondered if that was tied to natural protections that were within Corsalt or if it just meant that the city itself was as empty as it seemed.

      He paused, stretching his hands down to either side of him, and then brought them together. He had seen the fourth-tier patterns before when Gaspel had taught him, though Torian had not had the necessary skill at the time to be able to appreciate what Gaspel was trying to demonstrate. In the weeks since he had been practicing those patterns, he had not managed to complete anything with them. That is what he needed now, he thought. He had to find some way to focus through the advanced patterns in order for him to use the tracking pattern. Maybe just a fourth-tier pattern would be enough.

      It was certainly complicated enough.

      He formed a pattern and shoved up on the weight buried inside of him, revealing even more of the power. He no longer tried to heave it as he once did, instead trying to slide it off to the side so that he could reveal more of that power. Once he did, he began to let it flow out through him into his hands where it concentrated and worked through that pattern, and then he pressed it downward and into the ground. He let it flow outward.

      It was a third-tier pattern and not quite fourth tier, though Torian thought that he might be able to attempt that given what he remembered from Gaspel and Aldrich. He attempted to shift from the third tier and moved into aspects of the fourth-tier pattern, using the power inside of him to guide his hands in the pattern.

      Sylvia and Visthor were obvious, as they were standing right in front of him, but as soon as it reached the outskirts of the wall around the city, Torian recognized the destruction and could even pick up on some aspect of what had been used against it. Wind. Then again, given the blade of wind, he wasn’t surprised by that, as those blades trapped an aspect of wind inside of them, which they used to release during the onslaught. He pushed beyond that, touching upon some of the buildings that were there. Many of them reacted to him in a way that he had not expected. It was almost as if they were trying to reveal the natural defenses inside of the buildings, warning him that he should not attempt to use the stacked stone, or even earth split, as he was now in an advanced pattern, against them because of the natural defenses that would prevent that from working. He moved past the buildings and pressed outward even further, feeling the streets, the cobblestones to the point where he thought that he might be able to even count those cobblestones using the tracking pattern.

      There was simply so much information within this pattern that Torian could follow if he were capable of doing it that it overwhelmed him. What would it be like if he were to try and complete the fifth-tier pattern?

      What is the fifth-tier pattern?

      A question he’d only answer if he could train at the university.

      “Torian?”

      Sylvia spoke softly; there was an urgency to her voice.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, and he started to withdraw his earth-tracking but recognized that too much power was flowing through him. He had pushed on that weight harder than he had intended, and more and more of it began to flow out from him, bottling up inside of him. “Sylvia?”

      “I can feel what happened,” she said, “and I don’t know how to help you. You’re going to need to find a way to withdraw it or perhaps concentrate it into something functional.”

      “It’s too much,” he said.

      He had never experienced that with this power before. But now that he did, he feared what would happen if he were to release it, fearing that it would be too powerful for him, and that was more than what he thought that he could withstand.

      “Use it for our protection,” she said.

      Could he?

      There were different ways of using the power, but now that he was focusing on earth tracking, he wasn’t sure that there were any other ways that he might be able to use it effectively.

      Earth. Stacked stone.

      He pulled back, withdrawing it to the wall, where the power that he was holding onto continued to flow. It touched upon the debris and the ruins where the Rusav attackers had destroyed much of the wall, and Torian pushed outward, using as much as he could until the weight inside of him toppled back into place. It tumbled and pressed down inside of him once again. That power settled, but not before Torian had released one additional blast of energy that offered a measure of protection that Torian had not anticipated that he would be capable of doing. The stacked stone had somehow pressed upward, drawing through the debris and the remains of the wall, and had reformed one section of the wall itself.

      Torian leaned forward, gasping for air.

      “See?” Visthor said. “Very strong. He will be of much use.”

      Jakob watched him but said nothing.

      Torian didn’t know if that was any sort of patterned power. It was simply uncontrolled use of earth. He hadn’t formed a pattern. He had just released the power that he was holding onto but had done it in a way that had felt…

      Surprisingly, it had felt right.

      Was that what it would mean for him to be valsahir?

      “Come along,” Sylvia said. “I think it’s time for us to find our way to the university and see how many of the city defenders remain.”

      “First, we go around wall,” Visthor said. He looked over to Torian. “It might be better had you not made wall now, but I like.” He grinned at Torian.

      “What about the others in the wagons?” Jakob asked.

      “They should remain with the wagons,” Sylvia said. “We need to see what is going on in the city before we risk the others. I would prefer for the four of us to go alone.”

      She looked at Torian. Did she know something?

      And if she did, what was it that she had already determined?

      This was Corsalt. This was supposed to be the destination. Why did it feel as if it was just the beginning of a journey though?
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      POWER IN CORSALT

      It was strange walking through the city. Torian had been to Corsalt before but had never spent much time here and so he didn’t have the connection to it that he had with Sarot, when he had seen it destroyed. Still, there was something unnerving about walking through a city this size, especially with how quiet it was.

      They had left the wagons along the road leading toward the city, positioned so that they could be quickly evacuated if necessary. Invat had instructions to guide the wagons away if they didn’t return in the next two hours, something that Torian thought might be a bit too aggressive of a timeline. Corsalt was a large city, and he didn’t think that they had enough time to be able to get through it that quickly. Still, he wasn’t going to argue when Sylvia asked, not while picking their way through the city that was as quiet as this one was.

      “Where are all the people?” Jakob asked.

      He had the Blade of Wind in hand, though he didn’t have it extended. Torian was thankful for that, as he worried what would happen if Jakob were to keep his Blade of Wind extended. Would there be a danger to them, along with the possibility that anyone they encountered might believe them to be with Rusav? Not that they encountered all that many people though. There were some. It was a large city, after all, but not the crowd that he had anticipated encountering as they followed the streets. Given that there was no sign of active fighting, he had half expected that Corsalt was freed.

      Or it had been completely taken over.

      But they didn’t see any Rusav soldiers, so that couldn’t be the case.

      What they saw, instead, were a few people who looked as if they were lost, wandering the streets with blank expressions on their faces. Others hurried quickly as if they didn’t want to be out and exposed for too long. There were no signs of merchants moving with carts, no markets, and no street vendors active and hawking their wares. Even the few stores that they came upon had their doors closed, as if none of the buildings were truly open.

      “This is what happens after Rusav,” Visthor said.

      Unlike Jakob, Visthor had his Blade of Wind extended. He kept it at his side as if he were ready to strike at any given moment. The much larger man had a grace about his movements, one that Torian found himself wishing he could model more and more, especially given just how dangerous he appeared.

      He wasn’t the only one who was prepared, though. Torian could tell that Sylvia was forming one of the lower-tiered earth patterns as if trying to detect the use of power around them. Given that they were in Corsalt and close to the university, anything that they detected here could come from the university itself.

      Torian had been trying to use his own earth detection while also all too aware of what would happen if he were to encounter another of the sahir. There should be many. But so far, despite how he had openly used incredible power—much more than sahir power, in fact—there had been no sign of any sahir coming to them.

      “We need to be quiet,” Sylvia said, her gaze darting along the street at an intersection. An older man hurried away from them as if trying to decide if they were a threat before scurrying off into the distance. Most people they had encountered had done the same, but then, if Torian had come across somebody looking like Visthor, he probably would’ve done the same as well, especially given what these people had been through. “And I need Torian to see if he can’t follow anything that he feels.”

      “Aren’t we just going to the university?” Torian asked.

      The university rose up in the distance as a single towering structure made of a white stone marked with runes all around it.

      He had been there one other time, though he had never entered. He had passed it when traveling in the city with his father, though it was long enough ago that he didn’t fully remember everything about it, nor did he remember what it felt like when he had neared. Only that he had felt a sense of awe at it and had wanted to visit more formally, though his father had denied that request.

      “Eventually,” Sylvia said, as she met Visthor’s gaze for a moment before turning and looking around her. “That is what Aldrich wanted for you, but we need to make sure that we do so the right way. Think of what we encountered outside of the city.”

      It hadn’t just been the Rusav soldiers, though they had encountered pockets of them  and dealt with them. It was also the strange creatures that they had found.

      “You think we might find something like that here?”

      Sylvia shrugged. “I can’t say. I just want us to be ready. And it would be sensible of us to sweep through the streets, get a sense of whether there are other Rusav attackers here before we head to the university.”

      “But if we go to the university, wouldn’t they be able to help us?” Jakob asked.

      Torian had understood what Sylvia was getting at. “The university would likely be the place that Rusav targeted,” he said. “And I think Sylvia is concerned that if the city truly fell, then there would be a greater Rusav presence there than anywhere else.”

      She nodded in affirmation.

      “I don’t get it,” Jakob said. “You just want us to walk the streets?”

      “We are looking for trouble,” Visthor said, a hint of a smile on his face as he did. It left Torian thinking that Visthor actually wanted to find some trouble. Of course, Visthor being Visthor, that wasn’t terribly surprising, anyway. “If we find it, then we can remove it.”

      “You want us to free the city if Rusav is still here?” Jakob started to laugh. “We’re just a few people.”

      “And Torian is valsahir,” Visthor said.

      “Maybe I can be,” Torian said. “But I don’t have any control.”

      Visthor paused, clasping Torian on the shoulder for a moment. “No control. Not yet. That is why we are here. Don’t worry. Rusav no here. If they were, we would know. I smell them.”

      They continued moving, and they passed a few buildings that looked as if they had been targeted during the fighting. Anytime they came across something interesting—and it was always a building that had cracked or had fallen completely—Sylvia would pause to give them a moment to evaluate whether there was any sign of Rusav remaining around it. Torian thought it unlikely that Rusav were still here. He had a hard time imagining that they would’ve remained near the site of other destruction. Rather than saying anything, he found himself looking at the buildings themselves, along with some of the runic markers that were on them, and struggling to make sense of them.

      The deeper they went into the city, the noisier it became. Maybe the outskirts were quieter, though that did make a certain sort of sense, Torian suspected. After a while, he noticed something that began to press upon him, a sense and an energy that made him think that perhaps what he detected was somehow familiar.

      When he said as much to Sylvia, she slowed. “What is it that you feel?”

      Torian frowned. “I don’t know what it is. It’s just something that seems…”

      “You have other ways of sensing, Torian. Use what you have learned.”

      There were times lately when she sounded more like Aldrich, though Torian suspected that was intentional. Since Aldrich had been lost, Sylvia had taken to trying to work with him more diligently, as if she believed that she needed to find some way to help him master his patterns before they reached Corsalt. Of course, maybe that was because she feared that if he reached Corsalt without having true ability, he might not be permitted to remain at the university.

      Torian focused on the earth-tracking pattern and pressed his hands together, beginning to form the pattern as quickly as he could. It happened slowly, especially as Torian was careful not to overdo the amount of sahir energy that he pushed through. He knew better than to release too much, as it was all too possible for him to lose control.

      He pushed the weight inside of him ever so slightly off to the side. It felt like a massive boulder shifted, freeing up some of the power trapped inside of him. Now that he could feel it as well as he could, Torian had less difficulty shifting that weight and managed to move enough that he was able to draw upon the power inside of himself and let the sahir energy flow from that part of him that was connected to the Saith, and extended outward and through his body and into his hands where he could concentrate it. In a place like Corsalt, so close to the university that he could see it in the distance, the gleaming white building rose above much of the rest of the city, Torian found himself thinking more about those early lessons on how he could draw the Saith power through him.

      He was careful now, letting that energy draw into his hands slowly and easily until it began to concentrate, before he pressed it down and into the stone beneath his feet, allowing him to track anything that he might feel. He didn’t know what it was that he had detected, only that whatever was out there certainly seemed to reverberate with him in a way that left him practically trembling from the power of it.

      “Anything?” Jakob asked.

      Torian resisted the urge to snap at his friend, as it wasn’t quite as simple as that, but then Jakob didn’t understand everything that it took for Torian to use this. It was a balance, at least these days. On the one hand, he had to balance mastering the patterns and being able to manipulate them enough that he felt as if he had a measure of control. On the other hand, he also had far more power than he had ever known before, so trying to maintain a balance of avoiding overuse was a bit difficult at times.

      “It doesn’t work quite that well,” Torian said.

      “I saw you in the forest, though. It seemed to work quite well there.”

      Torian took a deep breath, and he maintained his mental focus, along with the focus on the power that he was summoning now. It continued to tremble, and then he realized that he needed to draw on more within him. He had a limited reach. Perhaps a higher-tier pattern wouldn’t have such limitations, but in this city, and with the sahir that were here, he suspected that limitations came from protections that were placed all around. Perhaps it was in the buildings, or perhaps many of the people here were sahir. Torian just wanted to try to uncover what he felt, so he shifted the weight even more and drew upon even more power so that he could let it roll through him and out.

      He felt a strange sort of trembling.

      It was not where he expected.

      He pointed.

      Sylvia nodded and took his arm, not disrupting his pattern. “Hold onto it as we move. Track it.”

      Torian could only nod, and they started off. They took a few different intersections, weaving through the streets. The city was much like he remembered, with rows of fancy shops and enormous homes along wide boulevards. The only difference now was the emptiness. They were the only ones out.

      The farther they went, the more Torian had a better sense of what he was picking up on. It felt like sahir power, reminding him of what he felt when Sylvia used her patterns. That was intriguing, but even more surprising was that it didn’t seem to be leading them toward the university at all. It was there in the distance, near enough that Torian could see it and was aware of it, but they seemed to skirt around it a bit. After a while of tracking, they started toward it, but the concentrated power that Torian could detect did not come from the university itself. It came from someplace removed from it.

      During the walk, Visthor had grown increasingly tense. He still had his Blade of Wind in hand and had motioned for Jakob to join him so that both of them had their Blades extended. The only thing this would do if they were caught would be to make people think they were with Rusav. At this point, it was a risk that it appeared Sylvia was willing to take. More than that, they didn’t encounter that many other people. Any time they saw someone in the street, they turned away from them as if they were either hiding or perhaps it was Rusav here.

      Torian wanted to pause so that he could see if that was what he had detected. He had no idea if Rusav would feel different to him than sahir, as he didn’t have enough experience with earth-tracking, at least in this way, for him to know.

      “Why aren’t we going toward the university?” Torian asked Sylvia. “It seems like that should be where this is drawing me.”

      “But what are you feeling?”

      “I don’t know. It’s powerful.”

      “Then we follow it.”

      “Are you sure that makes sense?” Jakob asked. When nobody answered him, he continued with a bit of a shrug. “I know that I’m just here for the Blade,” he went on, glancing to Torian. “But if there is someone powerful up ahead, and they aren’t going to be too pleased with us coming into the city, should we be chasing them down? Maybe what we need to do is see if we can’t head to the university and find support.”

      “We follow this,” Sylvia said.

      Torian was of two minds on the issue, thinking that maybe Jakob’s idea made a bit of sense, especially as he didn’t know if they were going to encounter anything dangerous there. He could feel something continuing to press on him, and it did leave him unsettled, but he also didn’t know if there was any reason for them to be concerned about what he detected. He pointed again, and they reached a quieter part of the city, though in reality, all of this had been quiet. It was more than just that though. Many of the buildings here had runic markers on them, some with quite a few. That didn’t escape Sylvia’s notice either.

      The strange blooming of power continued to press on Torian, so he kept pushing against it, trying to track what he felt.

      When they finally stopped, they did so in front of a simple stone building that took up much of one section of the city. It was all a dark stone, nearly black, and it seemed to radiate some energy to Torian. Markings on the stone suggested runic power, but even those seemed difficult for him to identify.

      He looked over to Sylvia, who was studying the building.

      “This?” Jakob asked. “It’s probably just a warehouse. Look around you. There are quite a few different merchants here. That one looks like a general store. That one looks like a blacksmith. That one… Well, I can’t tell what that one is,” Jakob said, squinting as he studied one of the nearby buildings. “But I wouldn’t be surprised that they have a warehouse to store supplies. Hey. Do you think that bakery is open?”

      He started to turn when Visthor glared at him.

      “Fine,” he said. “I just thought that I could have a little fun. You all are too serious. There’s nothing here. There’s no sign of Rusav. There is very little sign of the people in the city. At least it seems as if they repelled the attack, but—”

      “But we have seen people,” Torian said. “So whatever is here is…”

      It was here.

      Sylvia took a step forward. “There are markings here. This is significant. Perhaps tied to the university, or perhaps not. Either way, we go inside.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Jakob asked.

      “You said it yourself,” she said. “There are very few people here. But Torian feels something here. I think we should find out why.”

      Torian wasn’t sure that he agreed with that, but maybe she was right. He found his gaze drawn toward the university. It was actually closer than he had expected and loomed over everything. The pale stone seemed to gleam, and even from a distance, he could feel power from it, though it felt different than what he detected here. The university didn’t radiate sahir power. It was more of a presence, and he suspected it was tied to runic patterns, as it gave off the same feeling that he had when he had been around the temple outside of Sarot. This, on the other hand, gave off a feeling of sahir power. Vast and considerable sahir power.

      Sylvia looked to Visthor, who nodded.

      Then he stepped forward, grabbed the door, and with a sharp yank, he pulled it open.

      “I guess we are doing this,” Jakob said, hurrying over toward Visthor.

      Torian breathed out and joined the others as they headed into the strange, darkened building.
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      A SEARCH FOR SAHIR

      The inside of the room carried the smell of death.

      It wasn’t a smell that Torian wanted to be familiar with, but unfortunately, during his travels, he had grown increasingly familiar with that stench. He had thought by coming to a place like Corsalt, he would no longer have to experience it, but he had also thought that defeating Tamish and what he planned would have kept them from needing to deal with it, as well.

      “It is awful,” Visthor said.

      For Visthor to feel that way, Torian knew that the stench must have been considerable. This was a man who had experienced quite a bit during the war and had survived it.

      “I didn’t think that the university would smell quite like this,” Torian said softly. He had begun to form the primary pattern for light, pushing some of that power through him. It was no longer as difficult as it once had been, especially now that he had shoved some of the weight free so that he could reach for much more than he once had been able to do. A faint tracing of pale light radiated out from him.

      Not the primary pattern.

      That was another strange thing for him, as he no longer struggled to make any of the first or second-tier patterns. Even the third-tier patterns came easily to him these days. Partly because of the power that he now had access to, and partly it because he had taken the time to work with Aldrich, who had been teaching him how to draw upon more power than he ever had learned while studying at the school in Sarot.

      “They brutal. You see this.”

      “I could have done without seeing what they had done here,” Torian said.

      There was plenty of evidence of what had happened throughout the city. Rusav had attacked all throughout Navarin while trying to accomplish Tamish’s goal of gaining a direct connection to the Saith power, and had nearly destroyed the eastern edge of Torian’s home country. He didn’t know what would’ve happened had they not intervened. And Sylvia still hadn’t shared with him what else they might have accomplished.

      Or what they still would accomplish.

      There were things that Sylvia kept from him, and though Torian thought that he understood the reason behind it, as Sylvia believed that she needed to protect him and others with her caravan, given what Torian now believed himself capable of, there were things that he needed to know.

      “No bodies here. This good.”

      Visthor loomed in a pool of shadows that Torian had not managed to push away with his lantern beam pattern. He didn’t think that Visthor was using any of the darkness, but he couldn’t be entirely certain. Visthor could use the blade of light, something that Torian suspected was tied to sahir ability, even if Visthor claimed otherwise.

      “None of this is good,” Jakob said, striding from the doorway behind them. He kept his blade extended and dipped toward the ground. There was no reason for Jakob to use the energy within the blade, but increasingly, Jakob had left his blade extended, as if he would need to use it to fight.

      “Keep searching,” Visthor said. “Find any evidence of bodies.”

      The larger man strode forward, leaving Torian standing in the middle of the room.

      It was familiar to him, even though he had never been here. The classroom was much like every classroom that he had sat in during his training in Sarot, down to the runic markers along the walls. They were more complex than the ones that were placed in the classroom in Sarot but not so complex that Torian didn’t recognize the pattern to them. He might not have been able to make them himself quite yet, but in time, Torian believed that he would develop that ability.

      “There has to be something here,” Jakob muttered, keeping his blade stretched out from him. It reflected some of the light from Torian’s lantern beam pattern, giving off just a hint of more power.

      “I always thought that I would come here,” Torian said softly, looking around him before his gaze settled on the desk that had been tipped off to the side. The wall above it had shattered. He didn’t know what had come through here, though he suspected what it would have looked like. A battle would’ve taken place, much like the battle that they had encountered in Sarot. “Well, maybe not here. But the university. I always thought that I would go there until I realized how useless I was.”

      Jakob poked at a pile of debris in one corner, kicking it off to the side, his nose wrinkled. He looked over to Torian. “Do you still think you’re useless?”

      “So much has changed.”

      It wasn’t even that much of a choice for him. There was a time when he thought that he was going to be able to choose, but increasingly, he believed that Aldrich—and, because of him, Sylvia—wanted him to go to Corsalt where he could learn what he needed so that he could be the sahir that they believed he could be. And once he managed that, they wanted him to be the valsahir they believed that he could be.

      “It’s what I once wanted. I don’t know anymore, but it’s different.”

      “Everything is different since our town was destroyed,” Jakob said.

      Torian squeezed his eyes shut. He could scarcely remember what that had been like. Then again, he could scarcely remember what it had been like for him not to have the power that he now did. He could easily call upon each of the first three tiers of patterns in ways that would have been enough for him to have been promoted to the university.

      “I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks about that,” Torian said.

      “There have to be other towns like ours,” Jakob told him. “That’s what I’ve been thinking about. How many others were destroyed by Tamish?”

      “I don’t know,” Torian said. He turned to the pile of debris that Jakob continued to kick and used a bit of the darkness to use shadow dispel, sending the shadows away so that he could more easily see what Jakob was working on. It was a section of the wall that had caved in. Behind it…

      It was open.

      Torian stepped forward, using the second-tier stacked stone pattern, and pressed through it. It fortified the wall so that it wouldn’t crumble down on him as he stepped through the opening. It wouldn’t do for him to have survived everything that he had only to be crushed inside some ruined classroom of the university.

      “Where are you going?” Jakob asked. “Visthor isn’t going to be that pleased. He’s going the other way, and—”

      “And we can go with Visthor,” Torian said without looking back at his friend, “but I need to know what’s through here. Think about what we smell. We’ve not seen any sign of what was here. There has to be…”

      He fell silent, staring into the darkness. He had used shadow dispel here, as well, and had cast away some of the darkness. His lantern beam radiated from him, permitting him the ability to see into that darkness, but now he wished that he had not.

      “What does there have to be?” Jakob asked.

      Torian raised his hands and switched to the third-tier lantern-beam pattern. It was much brighter and illuminated the inside of the space. It must’ve been some sort of lecture hall, as it was enormous. Nearly four times the size of any classroom that Torian had sat in while in Sarot school. The seats looked as if they were set into a terracing. None of that drew his attention nearly as much as the three bodies that lay motionless on the far side of the room, huddled around a strange metallic item etched with runic markers.

      “Oh,” Jakob muttered. “Did you know they were here?”

      “I just came in,” Torian said. “I didn’t know there was anything else here.”

      “What do you think this is? I’ve never seen a room quite like it.”

      “It’s tied to the university, so maybe it’s some auxiliary lecture hall. I don’t really know. We don’t have too many people that come from Sarot and end up at the university, and none who have ever returned.”

      They did not have very many who came from Sarot that managed to make it to the university. Maybe one each year. Perhaps there would have been more had Willa not betrayed them. Thinking about that was still difficult for him, as he hated the idea that she had betrayed them. Not only him. She had betrayed his brother. She was the reason that Leven had been lost.

      He stopped in front of the bodies, not really wanting to see them but feeling as if he needed to. They had obviously risked themselves, perhaps sacrificing themselves, though he wondered what reason there would’ve been for it. Bending forward, he reached for the small metallic item that the three bodies were crouched around.

      “What are you doing?” Jakob asked.

      Torian barely looked back at him. “They were protecting this.”

      “What if it’s responsible for what happened here?”

      “This isn’t responsible for it. That was Rusav. I don’t know what this is.”

      Probably some sort of weapon. He was near the university, after all, and he knew that runic markers were often placed into weapons, giving others the ability to do much more than they would have been capable of doing otherwise. It was how Jakob’s blade worked.

      “Careful,” Visthor said from the space in the wall behind them. “There is something unusual here.”

      “Torian thinks that these three are here to try to protect something,” Jakob said.

      “Possibly,” Visthor said. “But we do not know. Anything you touch can be dangerous. Especially here. Much power here.”

      Jakob watched him. Visthor didn’t have his blade unsheathed or extended the way that Jakob did. But there was still attention to Visthor that hadn’t been there before. Was it finding the bodies? Or had he seen something else?

      “What are you worried about?” Torian asked.

      “Not worry. Nothing to be worry about.”

      “That’s not true,” Jakob said, nudging one of the bodies with his boot. “We should be worried about whatever happened here. What if they come back for us?”

      “There’s no sign of Rusav,” Torian said.

      He was ready for the possibility of another Rusav attack but didn’t look forward to it. Even with an increasing measure of control over his patterns, along with an increasing level of control over the Blade of Wind, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to deal with them again.

      “Then what do you call this?” Jakob asked.

      “I don’t know,” Torian said. He grabbed the metallic item, holding it for a moment, fearing that it might be warm or active in some way, but it was cool. Almost cold. The surface of it felt slick, and his hands slid along a series of runic markers etched into the hall. He couldn’t feel anything more to it, nor did he know what it would do. If they had time here, he might be able to explore, but he wasn’t sure if that was going to make much of a difference, anyway. This was the university, not the Navarin army. Had he gone toward the army, he might’ve learned about how to make weapons if that was something he was interested in.

      And it was strange that he no longer felt the same limitations as he once had. There had been a time when he would have felt as if he would never be able to imagine coming to the army, where they didn’t require quite as much control over the tiered patterns, let alone the university where there would be an expectation that he could eventually reach the fifth tier of patterns.

      “Does it do anything?”

      “Not that I can feel,” Torian said.

      Jakob nodded. “Good. Let’s get out of here. I don’t like the way this room feels.”

      “Maybe it’s reacting to you holding your blade extended like that,” Torian said with a bit of a smile. He had to force it, as he didn’t feel any mirth and certainly didn’t think that he should be standing so close to the remains of three people who had been a part of the university.

      “I think you right,” Visthor said, turning his head and sweeping his gaze around him. “Something about this room is strange. We go. Talk to Sylvia. Find others.”

      “We haven’t found many others,” Torian said.

      He had thought that by coming to the university and searching for sahir instructors that they might find others of power, but there had been none. What if Rusav had slaughtered them? They had certainly intended to use other sahir for a different purpose, though he still wasn’t entirely sure what that was.

      He carried the metallic item out through the wall, and as soon as he stepped through, he felt it trembling. It came from the metal, which started to shake in his grasp. It was followed by a trembling of the stone behind him. Torian immediately began to try to use the stacked-stone pattern to fortify the wall and thought that he might be able to extend it deeper into that room, but there was not enough power within him to do that.

      Well, maybe he had the power, but he certainly didn’t have the control. He had been pushing through the stacked-stone pattern and could not feel whether that was going to be enough to stop whatever was happening. It seemed as if this runic-marked object was reacting in some manner.

      “You need to stop it,” Jakob said, looking down at it.

      “I don’t know that I can,” Torian said.

      “Leave it,” Visthor said.

      There was some part of Torian that cried out about that. He wasn’t sure what would happen if he were to leave that behind, but he could feel that doing so was going to be a mistake. It was almost as if the part of him that was filled with the ancient Saith power recognized whatever was happening and felt as if there needed to be something more.

      “Go,” Torian said, waving to them while holding the runic-marked object up against his chest. He didn’t dare let go. He was tracing a stacked-stone pattern around it while holding onto it, thinking that it would help keep anything from happening with it, though Torian didn’t know if that was the case or not. He could feel something to it, though. “I’m going to try to wall this off. But I need you gone.”

      “Torian—”

      “We go,” Visthor said, looking over to Torian. “Do not be a hero.”

      Torian offered a hint of a smile. “I’m no hero. I’m valsahir.”

      Visthor surprised him by laughing. “Perhaps not yet, but you could be.” He slammed his right fist up against his heart, as if in a salute, and then gave Jakob a shove, sending him out of the room. Once they reached the doorway, Jakob looked back at Torian, holding his gaze, worry etched.

      Torian could not worry about that.

      Instead, he focused on the object. He could feel the power beginning to cascade within it. It was cylindrical, and it seemed as if the markings along the surface were meant to draw power down through it. Dorian didn’t know what that was going to do, but there was something to it that suggested that the power it was drawing down into the runic-marked object was continuing to expand. If he let it expand too much, the outcome was not in any doubt.

      It was going to explode.
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      SEARCH AND RESCUE

      Torian had only a few different patterns that he thought might be effective to place a protection around the object and keep it from exploding. Still, he wasn’t sure which one would be the most effective here. It was the reason that he had come to the university, after all. Sahir power and the patterns so that he could learn these things.

      But he wasn’t just sahir.

      At least, according to Aldrich, who Torian respected—and believed.

      What if I try something else?

      He’d been hesitant to use anything more potent than what he’d done so far, primarily because he had felt so much power when he’d used the fourth-tier pattern out in the city and hadn’t known if that was something that he’d be able to hold onto if it came down to it. The last time had required that he release the power.

      By rebuilding part of the wall.

      Was that so bad?

      He’d used it for something useful, which seemed to him as if that could be beneficial rather than destructive. But the power that had filled him had felt destructive—at least a part of it had. If he were to try to draw on more of that, then he didn’t know if he’d be able to control it were it to come down to it.

      The runic-marked item trembled in his arms.

      He didn’t have much time left.

      Torian didn’t know what would happen if he were to lose control over this but suspected that it would be deadly—at least to him. Were he to get trapped here, he didn’t want to think about what more might happen. The university had already been heavily damaged, and there was a possibility that were this power to be released that it would cause even more damage.

      And I need to see the university.

      It was more than seeing the university. He needed to know what had happened here so that he could understand if there was anything that they’d be able to do to help with what had happened in the war. Rusav had targeted the city, though he had failed in ways that they hadn’t failed in Sarot—or in other places. Much of that might be tied to the runic markers that the sahir would’ve placed around the city, but not all of it would have been connected to that.

      He’d told Visthor that he’d figure out how to stop whatever was happening with it. Well, he’d done more than that and had tried to act as if he was confident in his ability as valsahir, which he very much was not. Maybe the stacked-stone pattern wasn’t going to work nearly as well as he had hoped, but that didn’t mean that another type of pattern wouldn’t be equally effective. There were the seven primary patterns, and earth was generally used for stability, but it wasn’t the only one. Torian was most confident with light, earth, and air; he had some practice working with water and cold, but not nearly as much with metal. And that was probably what he needed to do now, given the runic markers that were made on this. There had to be something useful here that he might be able to do.

      The primary pattern for metal affected the magnetic properties. The first-tier pattern did the same thing. Torian rarely found that useful, as it was not anything that he had much experience with. The second-tier pattern allowed him to manipulate the metal, bending it to his will, softening even the hardest of metals. That was one that Torian didn’t have nearly as much experience with. In this case, maybe softening the metal would be helpful.

      He pressed his fingers together and began to focus on the second-tier metal-shifting pattern. This was a relatively straightforward pattern, at least compared to some of the other second-tier patterns. Shadow dispel was quite complicated, even for a second-tier pattern. Water pushing was also difficult, though not impossible. But any of the others were straightforward, much like this.

      That didn’t mean the effect of it wasn’t impressive, as it was. He could feel the item beginning to soften. The effect was slow, steady, and continued to build the longer that he pressed into it, but it didn’t change. Second-tier pattern wasn’t going to be enough. The item continued to tremble. Power was building from it.

      Could he freeze it?

      The second-tier cold pattern would potentially help with that, but if he were to try that, he thought that maybe it would slow the effect if nothing else. He didn’t need to destroy it, after all. All he wanted at this point was to simply delay what was happening, to give him time to understand what power was inside of this item, and perhaps learn about the runic markers and understand what he was going to need so that he could disrupt them from working against him.

      He shifted the pattern. Ice began to form along the surface of it, but cold didn’t penetrate deeply enough.

      What if he tried a third-tier pattern?

      He shifted, but as soon as he did, the item trembled again. Power began to build.

      Torian did the only thing that he thought he could. He pushed on the power that was within him, shifting the weight off to the side, and then used unfocused power to press down upon it.

      Much like before, it was uncontrollable.

      He withdrew, but some of his power—possibly valsahir power—continued to seep out of him and into the walls. Without intending to, Torian let it flow into something akin to a stacked-stone pattern. It added to what was already there, blending with the runic markers that he felt, and as it flowed, he began to feel like it was draining some part of him.

      Enough that he felt the heaviness begin to fall back into place inside of him.

      And he was able to withdraw.

      Only then did Torian take a deep breath.

      Was that the fate of his valsahir potential? Was he destined to cause destruction?

      Aldrich had warned him that using too much of this power and pushing too much of the restriction away might permit him to draw upon so much of that Saith power that he would be destroyed.

      Not this time.

      He scooped the now crumpled item off the ground and threw it out of the room. He found Visthor and Jakob standing there. Both had their blades in hand, watching him.

      “You didn’t go very far?” Torian asked.

      “He not go,” Visthor said, motioning to Jakob. “Say he stay for you.”

      Jakob shrugged. “I wasn’t going to leave. I didn’t know what you were doing. I felt something.”

      “What did you feel?” Torian asked.

      “I don’t know. It made my skin itch.” Jakob scrubbed one hand along his arms, scratching for a moment before looking at Torian. “Was it because of what you did with that?”

      Torian held up the item, and Visthor took it. He nearly dropped it. “It’s hot.”

      “I had to use unstructured power,” he said. “I don’t even know how I did it, only that it was going to explode or whatever it was that it was going to do, and the only thing that I could think of doing was to use power so that I could keep it from reacting.”

      “Not hear of unstructured,” Visthor said.

      “I don’t know anything about it, either,” Torian admitted. “Aldrich hadn’t taught me that. He just said that I had power.”

      And as he focused on the weight inside of him and what he could feel, he was all too aware of the kind of power that he had inside of him. What if he could use it unstructured like that more often?

      What else could he do?

      But there did seem to be a limit. When he had drawn upon it, shifting that heaviness inside of him, he hadn’t been able to concentrate it nearly as well as he could when he focused it into one of the specific patterns. Maybe that was the key to those patterns and the reason behind them. And that might be the reason that none of his instructors ever spoke about unstructured and unpatterned power. There wasn’t much use for it, especially if you didn’t have any means of holding onto that kind of power indefinitely.

      “Is it done?” Visthor asked.

      Torian nodded. “As far as I can tell, it’s done. I think it’s safe. I don’t think that it’s going to explode, so there’s that.” He forced a smile, but Visthor nodded.

      “Good. There is something up ahead. We go.”

      “What’s up ahead?”

      “Not know. Sylvia come while you inside. She warned that we need to come. Tell us to bring blades.”

      Torian shared a look with Jakob, who merely shrugged.

      Sylvia had warned them?

      And she hadn’t even come inside to see what Torian was doing. Either she trusted that he knew what he was doing, or Visthor had kept her out, heeding Torian’s warning.

      Either way, he wasn’t sure what to make of it, nor was he sure that it even mattered.

      He was tempted to focus on one of his patterns, but given the lack of control that he’d been experiencing lately, at least within the city, he decided that wasn’t going to be the best use of power. Besides, he had his own blade of wind and could use that at least as well as Jakob could. Better, if he decided to use one of his patterns through the blade to concentrate energy into it. Light was easy enough, but Torian suspected that other aspects could be used through it as well. He just hadn’t taken the time to test it. He slipped the blade off his belt, twisted the handle, and extended the blade. Visthor frowned at him but said nothing as he started forward.

      “What happened in there?” Jakob asked.

      Torian shook his head. “The same thing as happened outside.”

      “You lost control?”

      “I don’t know if it’s losing control so much as there’s just too much inside of me. I didn’t know what to do with it. I tried to hold it back, but…”

      Jakob started to chuckle softly before casting a furtive gaze to either side of him,  then glancing over to Torian with a sheepish look on his face. “Sorry. We need to be quiet, I think. At least, Sylvia made it sound like we need to be quiet. There’s something up here, though she wasn’t going to talk about what it was to me. She told Visthor.”

      “Why were you laughing?”

      “It’s just that you talking about having so much inside of you,” Jakob said with a bit of a smile. “That’s quite a bit different than what you used to describe it as.”

      That was true enough. And what was strange was that Torian no longer felt as if it were the same struggle as when he tried to reach for that power. He could summon it easily enough, and now it was almost as if he could summon too much of it. If he were to continue to do that, he would lose control, and…

      Bad things were bound to happen.

      They reached the doorway at the end of the hallway, and Visthor paused in front of it. He held his hand out as if trying to decide.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Sylvia behind here,” he said.

      “And?” Torian asked.

      “And I feel something… I don’t know.”

      Torian decided to try to use one of the primary patterns of earth, thinking that if nothing else, he didn’t have to worry about losing control over that much power. He didn’t have to squeeze too much out, and he didn’t have to shift the weight in order for him to do that. So when he used it, testing was behind the door, and he was prepared to feel Sylvia’s presence, especially given what Visthor had said to him. She was there, much like Visthor had suggested. The pattern had quickly evolved into a first-tier pattern, more rapidly than Torian had anticipated. He had been pushing more power out of himself than he intended. It wasn’t intentional, but at the same time, he also recognized that he didn’t have as much control as he needed.

      But it wasn’t just Sylvia there.

      He could feel sahir power.

      He grabbed for Visthor. “Careful,” he said. “I think she found the other sahir.”

      Visthor locked eyes with him for a moment, then glanced at Jakob before he let out a heavy sigh. “This complicate things.”

      “Why?” Jakob asked.

      “Because we no use these.”

      With that, Visthor twisted the end of his blade, slipped it into his pocket, and then nodded to Jakob and Torian. Both of them did the same thing, realizing that they couldn’t go barreling into some doorway filled with sahir if they were carrying Rusav weapons.

      But it also meant that Visthor couldn’t lead them in.

      It had to be Torian.

      “Let me go first.”

      Visthor locked eyes with him. “Careful. Much power here.”

      “I know.”

      “I feel it,” Visthor said.

      It was the second time that he had mentioned feeling something, which surprised Torian. Maybe it shouldn’t. Torian focused on that heaviness inside of him. It seemed to have shifted, at least compared to where it had been before, which probably accounted for some of the instability that he had while trying to call upon his different patterns. He was using too much power through them.

      Was that going to be an ongoing problem?

      Now wasn’t the time to think about that.

      Instead, now was the time for him to be ready to face the sahir.

      And ready to prove himself.

      Despite everything that he had done on the journey with Sylvia and Aldrich, including how he had stopped Tamish, he wasn’t sure that he was prepared.
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      RUNE BREAKING

      Torian stepped through the door.

      He wasn’t sure what he expected to find, though having used one of the earth-tracking patterns that allowed him to know that there were others inside, he had known that Sylvia wasn’t alone and had thought that he could get himself ready. These were the kind of people who had trained him his entire life, after all, and Torian thought that they would welcome them.

      Not just him, though.

      He needed them to welcome the others from Sarot and the other villages that they’d rescued and brought to Corsalt. Liana needed to continue her education.

      What about me?

      It was the reason that he had come here. Learn what he needed, learn control, then he could understand what would be involved in understanding the valsahir connection that he had. For so long, the problem had been finding a way to have consistent power. And that was a part of it, but not the entire part. Now that he could reach for that power that he had been missing, he had to find a way to avoid drawing upon too much of that power, or he’d end up letting something worse happen.

      “Torian?”

      Jakob nudged him from behind. Torian needed that. He’d been letting himself get distracted, which was dangerous in a place like this.

      Why am I scared?

      Maybe it was because this was a place that he was never supposed to come to and learn. Or maybe it was because he started to wonder if they’d be able to teach him all that he needed to know.

      They can teach the other tiers of power.

      That was something that he wouldn’t be able to gain otherwise. Without their instruction, he thought that he might be limited to only the first three tiers, along with whatever extra that Gaspel had taught, though those lessons had been incomplete. Torian knew some of what he might one day master, but what he really needed was a teacher willing to help him learn so much more.

      He took another step.

      Sylvia was there and looked over to him. “Careful,” she whispered, using a hint of a primary wind pattern to carry the words to him. “They fear us.”

      “Why do they fear us?” Torian asked, using the wind the same way that she did, being careful with saying and revealing too much to the others near them.

      “Because of what happened here. They are up ahead, but they are ready for an attack. It’s why I stopped here.”

      They stood in a long, darkened hall. The walls were all paneled wood, but even they had runic markings along the wall as if they were there to hold onto more power. Wood wouldn’t retain as much power as stone, but that didn’t mean it was an ineffective way of trapping some of the runic power.

      Sylvia had used a primary lantern-beam pattern to cast a glow along the hall, but nothing more than that. Torian wasn’t sure why she had used a primary lantern-beam pattern. Sylvia was quite capable of more, but he decided that it was likely because she had not wanted to reveal the extent of her potential. Maybe she was holding out because she was afraid of the other sahir knowing what she could do. Which, in Torian’s mind, was probably a good idea.

      There was a door at the end of the hall, and behind that door was what Torian had detected. He had thought that it was closer than it was. Why had he felt that way? He had been using a simple tracking pattern, but maybe it was because of the simplicity of the tracking pattern that it felt as if they were closer. Or maybe it was the runic markers along the walls that seemed to compress space.

      That was an odd thought, so Torian turned his attention to it, testing whether there was anything there that he might be able to find. He continued to study them before pausing for a moment and then turning his attention back to Sylvia.

      “I can’t tell anything,” he said.

      “We need to go,” Sylvia said. “I suspect they know we are here. And they likely have detected what you have done.” She frowned at him. “Because I certainly felt it.”

      Torian took a deep breath, and when he let it out, he wasn’t sure what more to say. He wasn’t trying to deny what he was; it was just that he wasn’t sure what to make of what he had done.

      “I lost control,” he said.

      “I’m sure,” Sylvia said to him.

      “I didn’t mean to. I was trying to maintain a hold on this item that was going to explode, and I felt it starting to tremble, and then I…” He shrugged. “I lost control.”

      “But you didn’t lose complete control,” she said. She waved her hand along the walls. “The building still stands, and we are alive, which I think counts as a victory. Until you gain a greater mastery of your ability, we are going to have to take every victory that we can. But if nothing else, I hope it does help you see the necessity of trying to study and learn what you are capable of doing so that you can make sure that you don’t lose control again.”

      Visthor was behind him and Jakob alongside him. They loomed, though neither of them brought their weapons out, something that was for the best as it would only make others think they were with Rusav.

      Sylvia stopped at the door. “You’re going to need to open this.”

      “I think you have more skill.”

      “I have more experience,” she said with a bit of a smile. “In this case, I’m not so sure it’s skill as it is strength. They need to know that somebody of power is coming. They have barricaded themselves behind here. Can you feel it?”

      Torian hadn’t tried to feel anything, but perhaps that was part of the problem. He once again used the tracking stone, but as he did, he felt a bit of pressure against him. There were other ways of using some of the other patterns that were more detection than anything else, and he cycled through each of those different patterns, testing for light, dark, air, water, cold, and metal, having started with the earth first. With each one, Torian realized that there were heavy protections all around this door, but it was more than just around the door. Those protections seemed to extend deeper, spreading on either side of the wall, down deep into the earth itself, and up and over, completely encasing the room.

      “I don’t know that I’m going to be able to do anything here,” he said.

      “I’m not asking you to strip them away,” she said. She frowned. “Do you think you could?”

      Torian shook his head. “It’s too complicated.”

      Even though it was complicated, there was a part of him that wondered if he were to use unstructured power whether he might be able to overwhelm it. Was that any different than what he had done with the runic-marked artifact? Not to him, at least, not as far as he could tell. But the amount of power that he would have to draw would likely require that he push that weight completely off of him and draw upon all of the power that could press through him. Torian wasn’t ready to do that, as he didn’t know what consequence he might face. If he were expressing that power out from him, he might be able to survive it. But he would likely lose control, as he had before.

      “That’s good,” she said. “I was afraid that you had already grown too powerful for such things.”

      He frowned at her. “Why would you think that?”

      “We can talk about it later,” Sylvia said.

      “Sylvia?”

      “It’s your experience when we faced Tamish.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve been giving it some thought, and I have been trying to understand what Tamish was after, but I suspect even he wasn’t fully aware of everything that he was trying to gain. But what you described, the experience that you had, and a voice that you heard… I think you spoke to the Saith.”

      That had been his thought, as well, but if so, it meant that he had been connected to the kind of power that he should not have been able to connect to. More than that, it felt as if that power had reflected some part of him. He wasn’t even sure what that meant for him, only that there was so much to it that he had uncovered.

      “Eventually, I suspect that you are going to have access to considerable power, Torian. You need to gain control. But if you don’t have that power now, that is good, as you do not have the knowledge that you need. That is why we are here. You need to learn.” She nodded to the door. “Now. Do you think that you can create some sort of a signal that might alert them of our presence?”

      “I thought you said that they were aware of us already?”

      “Oh, I think that they are aware that we are here, but they don’t know what we are. I was hoping that you might be able to demonstrate something that would share with them the fact that we are not of Rusav. I don’t know what that might be, and I leave it to you and your experience with the school to do so.”

      Torian turned away from her and focused on the door. Was there anything that he had learned at the school that would identify him as a student rather than as some Rusav attacker?

      The patterns…

      Well, Torian knew that he used the patterns differently than Sylvia did. He had even used the patterns a little bit differently than Aldrich had. There seemed to be a localized technique. Maybe that was what he needed to demonstrate so that they could recognize that he and the others were from Navarin—and perhaps even that he was a sahir.

      Only I’m not a sahir.

      At least, he wasn’t a sahir based on the traditional testing that he had undergone when he was in school. He hadn’t known enough to pass the first-tier patterns that would have allowed him to call himself a sahir. Instead, he had never reached that testing. Torian didn’t even know what that testing would entail, nor did he know what it would look like for him to make that claim.

      But he could try some of the upper-tier patterns.

      And many of them were not beyond him. Actually, now most of them were not beyond him. Gaspel had demonstrated a fourth-tier pattern to him during their journey away from Sorat, and Torian thought they might be able to use that as some sort of a calling card to alert the sahir behind the wall that they were here. That was if it worked…

      He started to form a fourth-tier pattern. He pressed his fingers together, using wind in a way that Gaspel had demonstrated. It took a few moments for him to gain control over it, but once he did, it slowly started to seep away from him.

      “Wind?” Sylvia asked.

      “I was trying to think of what would be the most complicated pattern that I knew, and wind is the only one that really comes to me,” he said. “One of my old instructors tried to teach me something along the journey to… Well, I don’t know where we were heading.” Probably to meet up with other soldiers of Rusav.

      Not that.

      Torian had seen what they were heading to.

      Death.

      Had he not made the run that he had, he would’ve been caught, as well. He would have been destroyed, and never would’ve had an opportunity to learn what he had, and never would have been able to have been a part of trying to stop Tamish.

      He had been lucky.

      His parents had not.

      Wind continued to gust from him, spreading from the pattern that he was holding, sweeping toward the door in a way that was building up with a considerable amount of power. The runic markers were designed to withstand any power used against them. Prior to the Rusav attack, Torian would have thought it impossible for him to do.

      But he could shift the weight inside of him.

      And that granted him more. Torian could continue to push against it. He slithered the wind through the runic markers in the door, past the air markings, until he felt some of the others that were there. Light and earth were obvious, as Torian was familiar with them, but the other four were equally present. He pressed the wind upon them, a battering sort of energy until he felt the runic markers beginning to tremble under the force of what he was doing.

      All of this was just a fourth-tier wind pattern.

      What would it be like if he could do a fifth-tier pattern?

      Torian had the same question when he had been out in the city, and he had been using a fourth-tier earth-tracking pattern. He had gained so much awareness with that, that he had not known if there was anything more that he might’ve gained by going into a fifth-tier pattern.

      Maybe it just gave him a greater reach.

      “What are you doing?” Sylvia asked.

      There was no worry in her voice, merely curiosity.

      “I can feel the protections they placed. The wind seems to sweep through them. And now it’s sort of knocking on the other ones. I don’t know if it’s going to make a difference, but I feel like I can tap on them with the wind, and maybe that’s going to be enough to let them know that we’re from Navarin?”

      At least, he and Jakob were, though anybody on the other side of the door wouldn’t know the difference. He tapped again, pushing more and more with the wind.

      Until something began to change.

      At first, it was only the wind marker that had changed. It released its hold so that Torian no longer had to slide through it in order for him to reach the others. Gradually, each of the other markers began to release its protections until there was only one. Earth.

      Torian withdrew the wind.

      And finally, the earth marker failed.

      Or it was withdrawn, as Torian didn’t know which it was. He stood, glancing over to Sylvia for a moment, before turning his attention back to the door. When the door came sliding open, the burst of sahir power using the Saith magic was enormous.

      And Torian reacted.

      He defended himself, pushing on the weight inside of him, and then sent unstructured power out. All of that happened before he knew what he was doing and before he had an opportunity to draw it back.

      It quickly overwhelmed him, leaving Torian scrambling to try to figure out what he could do to withdraw that power, and failing as it assaulted the sahir in front of him.

    

  







            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    




      A DRAWING OF POWER

      The built-up power would not stop.

      He feared releasing it, fearing what would happen if he lost control. It would be dangerous. Torian had already had some experience with that, but he also didn’t know what would happen if he tried to suppress it inside of himself again. That might burn through him in a way that would destroy him, as Aldrich had warned.

      “There has to be some way to release it carefully,” Sylvia said, keeping her voice lowered as she spoke to him.

      She’d moved to stand next to him.

      “I don’t know how,” he said.

      It took almost all of his concentration to keep from releasing what he held. The weight had shifted inside of him again, and now it felt as if that power had continued to build. This was what Aldrich had warned him about.

      “You have control. Find it within yourself.”

      “It’s more than just control,” he whispered.

      The sahir across from him wouldn’t be able to withstand what he’d sent at them, he knew. And the longer that he held onto this power, the more likely it was that they would end up targeted by what he was doing—to the point that he feared he might harm one of them.

      Am I really afraid that I’ll hurt sahir of the university?

      That idea would have been laughable once, but now…

      “I’m trying to draw it back—”

      “Don’t draw it back,” a voice said from the far side of the room.

      Torian couldn’t make out who spoke, but there was a snap of a command to it. Whoever was out there obviously was accustomed to being heard.

      “What happens if he does?” Sylvia asked.

      She still hadn’t moved. He suspected that she had used one of the earth patterns to try to erect some sort of protection around herself, though even that might not be enough for it to make a difference given what they were facing.

      “Power will rebound on him.”

      Rebound? Torian didn’t like the sound of that.

      That fit more with what Aldrich had warned him about.

      “What do I do?”

      Torian noticed a man behind a set of bars, but it wasn’t just the bars that caught his attention. It was the runes marked along the stone in front of him and even along the metal. Some sort of a containment, he suspected, but who would require something so powerful?

      A pair of other figures stood on either side of the bars, watching them.

      The jailed figure was dressed in a dark navy jacket and matching pants. The embroidery along the sleeves was ornate enough that it looked as if this man were trying to prove how much he could afford. Chains were wrapped around his wrists and ankles, equally rune-marked.

      “Sylvia?”

      Sylvia was staring straight ahead. “How is it that you have him here?” Sylvia asked, her voice a tight whisper.

      “Who is it?” Torian asked.

      “It does not matter. Listen to him, though.”

      “Sylvia?”

      “Just listen,” she said. “This may be the only time I tell you to do that with this man.”

      The man leaned closer, which elicited a reaction from the two men flanking the cell. Torian could feel the sahir power coming off of the others, but it was the intensity of gaze of the man in front of him that stuck with him. It was as if he were pouring into Torian, trying to study him in a way that left him feeling as if he were seen in ways that he had not been before. There was something quite dangerous about this man.

      “You cannot tamp that power down inside of you, much like you cannot release it. Either choice is dangerous. You need to find a way to control it, hold onto it, and master it.”

      Torian had been through attempts to try to master his hold over this power before, but it had never really made much of a difference. Then again, Torian had never really lost control up until recently. It wasn’t until he had faced Tamish and had practically been swallowed by whatever that strange power was that he felt as if he could not maintain the measure of control that he needed. Partly that came from the fact that he had not been pushing on that energy as much until recently, either.

      “If you lose control, you will destroy yourself. Use it, or let the Saith claim you. If not that, then filter it.”

      “Filter?”

      “Do I need to show you what I mean?”

      “I think so,” Torian said. There was a part of him and a part of what he was feeling that seemed as if it made sense that it needed to be slowed, as Torian could feel some part of that energy within him that he could not completely hold onto.

      What he needed was some way to let the weight inside of him fall back into place, something Torian found ironic given how much time he had spent trying to learn to push it out of the way to draw upon the power.

      “Try this,” the man said.

      He started to raise his hands, but the chains were too heavy. Instead, he brought them together in front of him. He steepled his fingers together and then twisted them slightly in such a way that Torian recognized that it was a pattern, but it was no kind of pattern that he had ever seen before. That wasn’t what caught Torian’s attention quite as much though.

      Something about him reminded Torian of Tamish.

      “You’re from Rusav,” he said.

      The man snorted. “Obviously.”

      Sylvia was staring straight at him, though the expression in her eyes was unreadable. Did she recognize him the same way that she had recognized Tamish?

      “Careful,” Visthor said from behind Torian.

      “What is this?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder at Visthor.

      “Sylvia right. We talk later.”

      “I think that we should talk now,” he said.

      “Later is better,” Visthor said.

      “Can I trust him?”

      “Good question. Do not know. But probably not.”

      “I’m not so sure how I feel about that,” he admitted.

      “No choice but to listen, to trust, to try,” Visthor said.

      “And if it doesn’t work?”

      “Then we all be killed.” Visthor smiled slightly, which did little to comfort him, given that he understood Visthor’s morbid sense of humor.

      But at the same time, having Visthor believe that he should try this made Torian feel as if perhaps it was what he needed to do. This man obviously understood the kind of power that Torian had and probably was a valsahir or at least someone who understood the valsahir. Given that, Torian wanted to try to understand what he was able to do and wanted to know whether there was going to be anything that he would be able to try here, but increasingly, he felt as if there was a danger in it.

      Still, he brought his hands together the way that the man suggested. He twisted them. When he did, he began to focus and felt…

      He felt as if the power within him strained through that pattern.

      There was nothing really to it. It was not a complex pattern, almost as if the Saith power within them were moving through mud and nothing more than that. He felt that power slowing until Torian was able to shift it and nudge the weight back into place.

      He let out a heavy sigh.

      He turned to Sylvia. “It worked.”

      Sylvia nodded. “Good. Now I think we have some questions to ask.” She turned her attention back to the men in front of her, marching forward, filled with rage. Torian had seen Sylvia mad like this before, but he was surprised to see her expressing it like this and to this person. There was something quite powerful about her when she was like this. “How did you catch him?”

      “You don’t ask questions,” one of the sahir said, looking at Sylvia.

      “Easy, Neral,” a voice from behind the man said. The woman who stepped forward was robed in a dark gray, with her graying hair pulled into a bun. Dark, intense eyes lingered on Sylvia before drifting to Torian and holding onto him for a moment. “We obviously have someone of potential here. Did you come for him or for another reason?”

      “We came for the university,” Sylvia said.

      There was something in her tone, though, that put Torian on edge. She recognized the man. The woman smiled, tipping her head politely to Sylvia before snapping her fingers. There was a strange rippling that washed along the hallway.

      Earth, Torian realized, but it wasn’t just earth. There was an element of dark that mixed with it. The combination was beyond anything that Torian had ever felt or seen before. How many tiers of power did she have?

      “Come along,” the woman said, and she snapped her fingers again.

      There was a sense of urgency that seemed to emanate from her, almost as if Torian were called by the snap. He felt as if he were reacting to it, some part of him drawn by her, by the power that she possessed, and some part of him that seemed as if it wanted nothing more than to do what she wanted from him.

      He had no choice but to respond. He had no choice but to follow. He had no choice but to move along the hallway until they reached a doorway that she pressed her hand up against. She tapped on it with a strange pattern that started at her palm, worked her fingertips, and then she twisted them.

      A pattern.

      Torian couldn’t even replicate that pattern, but it seemed as if it were distinct for that door, and it opened something so that the door itself popped open with the kind of power that she possessed. It was a lock that would keep anybody else out.

      The technique was well beyond Torian’s ability and far more impressive than anything else that he had seen so far. What he wouldn’t have given to understand how to make something like that when he was younger.

      And could he even learn how to do that now?

      There was no sense of what kind of Saith power that she used, only that there must’ve been some part of it that was linked to the pattern and flowed into the door so that when she opened it, it immediately revealed a small but tidy room. The room itself was empty, save for a pair of chairs and a table, as if it had been set for just this purpose.

      It was a meeting room of sorts, nothing more than that.

      “Now,” the woman said, turning to him before reaching one of the chairs. She had her hands clasped in front of her, but Torian could see the fingers moving in a pattern. He didn’t recognize the pattern, and he didn’t recognize the power that she had. He focused on the weight inside of him, ready for the possibility that he might need to draw upon some of his potential in order for him to defend himself, though he wasn’t sure that he wanted to do it. At least now, he felt as if he had some way of ensuring that he didn’t overwhelm everything, lose control, and destroy things. “Tell me about you. And you,” she said, looking up at Sylvia but turned her attention primarily upon Torian. “You sound as if you come from Navarin, but I have not found a student nearly so capable in quite some time. So. Begin.”

      Torian felt the weight of her gaze upon him. There was something quite distinct about the way that she was looking at him and quite distinct about the way that she demanded his focus, but more than that, there was something about her power.

      Once again, he felt as if he were called in some way. He didn’t know why that should be, only that it seemed as if she were drawing on him.

      “I’m from Navarin. A town called Sarot. We were attacked by Rusav recently. I managed to escape before…” He trailed off, and he looked over to Sylvia, who offered a sympathetic nod. “Before everybody else was slaughtered,” he said. “I ended up traveling with others, where I continued my studies.”

      “If you were from Sarot, I would’ve expected that you would have been sent to the university. Sarot is certainly within our domain. Did you have some instructor who decided to keep you to make you their personal project?”

      Torian shook his head. “I didn’t have much potential when I was in Sarot.”

      “You said you were recently attacked.”

      Torian nodded. “It wasn’t that long ago.”

      “Then you would expect me to believe that you gained such proficiency in such a short period of time?”

      “I was actually going to be leaving the school,” he said.

      “Leaving? And why is that?”

      “Because there were restrictions upon my ability to access the Saith power.” He didn’t want to go into what happened with Willa and how she may have been responsible for what happened to his brother and everything else that had happened in his town, as that seemed to him like it was something that he would have to decide how much he wanted to share. But for now, he thought that she needed to know. And more than that, he thought that Sylvia wanted him to share, primarily because he suspected that she intended for him to learn from somebody like this. And Torian knew that he wanted to learn, needed to learn because he had no choice but to try to get better. To gain control. And to know what he would need to do in order for him to withstand any additional Rusav attacks. “A man helped me find my way through those restrictions.”

      The woman tilted her head, turning to Sylvia. “I suppose this man was with you?”

      “Somewhat,” Sylvia said. She flashed a smile. “You still have not told us who you are. Are you some sahir standing here? I’m not sure that I am willing to entrust Torian to your tutelage—”

      “I believe that you have it wrong,” the woman said, flashing a tight smile at Sylvia. “You do not decide. I decide if you are worthy of being taught.” She looked over to Torian. “And from what I have seen, I cannot tell.”

      Sylvia started to laugh. “Then you are a fool. You do not strike me as a fool, but perhaps you are.”

      “A fool?”

      “You felt what he can do. Obviously, it is strong. He is strong.”

      “Perhaps,” the woman said, and she tapped her fingers together. When she did, there was a pulsation of power that washed through the room. Torian didn’t care much for it.

      “I can feel what she’s doing,” Torian said. He watched Sylvia, then turned his attention to the woman. “I can feel the power, and I recognize that she has patterns that I don’t have. If I were able to master some aspect of those patterns, we might be able to use them, and we might be able to find a way to—”

      “What do you mean that you can feel what I am doing?”

      Torian just shrugged. “I can feel it. You aren’t being all that subtle with it.”

      The woman snorted. “There was never an intention to be subtle. But if you can feel it, then perhaps you do have a bit of potential. And I wouldn’t like this woman to feel as if we are so useless here in Corsalt.”

      Sylvia shook her head. “Maybe Aldrich was mistaken,” Sylvia said, keeping her voice quiet and looking over to Torian. “We can keep moving.”

      “Aldrich Herisal sent you here?”

      Sylvia frowned. “He thought the boy could learn here.”

      The woman breathed out heavily. “We will do an assessment. And at the end of the assessment, if you pass, we will decide what to do with you then.” She turned to Sylvia. “Is that satisfactory?”

      Sylvia frowned. “No, but it will have to do for now.”

      “And what is the alternative?”

      “Nothing good,” Sylvia muttered, and Torian suspected that it was mostly for herself and not at all for this other woman. “But it will have to do.”
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      TALK OF TESTING

      The university buildings ended up being every bit as magnificent as Torian had believed, with the primary building an enormous structure that stretched high overhead, practically towering over much of the city. Up close, Torian noticed a series of runic markers along the building itself, though from a distance, Torian couldn’t make out the purpose of those marks, nor could he really tell much else about them other than that they seemed to have a specific pattern.

      Sylvia marched just a step ahead of him while Visthor stayed next to her. Jakob was quiet during the walk through the city, following the headmaster of the university along with several of the other sahir. Torian suspected that they were instructors, but no one said anything.

      They had left the strange, powerful man behind.

      In a cell, Torian reminded himself.

      Whoever that man was, he had to be Rusav. But he was a powerful Rusav valsahir and someone who had known something about his kind of power—along with a way of trying to diminish it. What would happen if they were to capture Torian? Would they be able to hold him the same way they were able to hold that man?

      He didn’t want to think about that, but it seemed likely.

      He might have gained access to the Saith power trapped inside of him, and he might now know things that he had never known before, enough that he could train as a true sahir—if not valsahir—but that didn’t mean that he knew enough to overpower decades of knowledge and training that he might gain at the university, which everyone here obviously possessed.

      They reached a wide cobblestone path heading toward a set of stairs leading to the university itself.

      The woman he had learned was the university headmaster turned, looking at them, her dark eyes sweeping over each of them before they settled on Torian for the longest time. He found himself wanting to shrink away, but he knew that wasn’t the right strategy with a woman like this, somebody as powerful as she obviously was. It was an intimidation tactic, he knew. More than that, it was possible that she was using some aspect of sahir power to try to diminish him, along with the others, which meant that he needed to push against it, even if it wasn’t something that he thought that he could naturally do.

      “What happened in the city?” Sylvia asked.

      Torian wasn’t sure if the headmaster would answer, as she had been quiet.

      It was more than that, though. It was his worry that they might be viewed as agents of Rusav. They had come into the city carrying weapons that were Rusav in origin, and he had wielded power in a way that made them suspects, though he didn’t think that there was any reason for them to suspect him or what he could do. Still, he recognized why they might view them—and him in particular—in such a way.

      “You have seen it, obviously,” the headmaster said.

      Sylvia snorted. “Obviously. We dealt with enough Rusav attacks outside of the city. There was one that was not far from the city itself.”

      “When?” the headmaster asked.

      Sylvia shrugged. “Only a few days back. It was in the forest, and—”

      The headmaster didn’t give Sylvia an opportunity to finish. She turned to one of the men nearest her, an older man with a thick, bushy mustache and lean features. She whispered something to him, but Torian couldn’t hear what she was saying, suggesting to him that she was using some power to ensure that anyone that might try to listen didn’t have that opportunity. The man nodded and hurried away.

      The headmaster turned back. “It will be dealt with.”

      “It has already been dealt with,” Visthor said.

      “You took care of the Rusav soldiers?”

      Sylvia nodded. “Took care of them, the sahir that was with them, and hopefully scattered the creatures that they were summoning.”

      At the mention of sahir that were with them, the others from the university started murmuring quietly, leaving him curious as to what they might think of what had happened. They obviously understood the danger from Rusav, especially given everything that they had been through here.

      “There have been no creatures observed,” the headmaster said.

      “You haven’t been looking hard enough,” Sylvia said. “And obviously, you haven’t scoured the forest nearly well enough to ensure that Rusav has been eradicated.” She paused, and she regarded the headmaster for a few moments. “How long ago do you believe you cleared the city?”

      “The city has been cleared for the better part of two weeks,” the headmaster said. “They did not accomplish their goal.”

      “And their goal being?”

      “Obviously, their goal being the destruction of the university itself.”

      Visthor snorted. “They don’t care about your university. They care only for their targets. Rusav not concerned about sahir.”

      The headmaster swept her gaze up to him, and Torian found himself smiling at how Visthor refused to shrink away from the intensity of the gaze. “Rusav did not have nearly the success here that they believed that they would have. We have interrogated several of their attackers, and all believed that this would be a simple assault. They did not plan for the protections that we have around the city. I suspect you solve some of those protections?”

      Torian hadn’t seen many of them, but he had seen some of the runic markers scattered about the city, and he thought that was what she implied.

      “Do you think this is what Tamish wanted?”

      Sylvia glanced in his direction for a moment before shaking her head. “He was after something else. You saw it.”

      It was more than what he had seen, though, Sylvia knew that as well. She was keeping it to herself.

      Tamish had been after some power of the Saith as if he wanted to tap into a true and deep magic.

      “If there are Rusav assets surrounding the city, we will take care of them. We are well equipped to handle such things. It is necessary, after all, as we do want people to return to the city.”

      “Where did the people go?”

      “Some tried to stay and fight,” the headmaster said, “and others evacuated, heading deeper into Navarin. Now that they know that Rusav no longer intends to keep up this charade of a conflict with us, they can return. We put word out that it is safe to do so.”

      “Not so safe yet,” Visthor said.

      Torian agreed with him, but he wasn’t about to say that to the headmaster, especially as this was somebody who would determine his ability to stay and train here. He found his gaze going to the university building, looking for any sign of activity. The rest of the city had been relatively quiet, so he wondered what he might find inside the university itself. Would it be just as empty? Or maybe there were places where it would be much more active.

      Regardless, for him to gain what he wanted and have an opportunity to learn from sahir masters, he knew that he needed to have the headmaster’s approval. She knew Aldrich—or at least, she knew of Aldrich. That mattered.

      And perhaps that was the reason that she was willing to give him a chance to test.

      “Regardless of your claim, we have the ability to ensure the safety of the city from Rusav.”

      “And what of any creatures they summoned?” Sylvia asked.

      The headmaster was quiet for a moment. “We have seen no sign of such creatures.”

      “Then you have not been looking,” Visthor said.

      The headmaster smiled tightly. She tipped her head toward Sylvia, then Visthor, and finally Jakob. When she turned to Torian, the intensity in her gaze lingered, as if she were still trying to decide what to do with him and whether he was what he claimed to be. At this point, Torian wasn’t even sure if he was what he claimed to be, but he wanted to think that he had that potential, and all he needed was a chance to prove it.

      “You are welcome to enter the halls of the university, but you will only be permitted the Main Hall for now. At least until the testing begins. I have some arrangements to make, but once prepared, you will be fully tested.”

      “We have others with us,” Sylvia said.

      Torian smiled at that. At least she was trying to get help for the others, including his sister, and he knew that Liana might be a bit impetuous, but she deserved every opportunity to be tested the same as he did.

      “Others like him?” the headmaster asked.

      “Well, not quite like him,” Sylvia said.

      Visthor grunted in response.

      “Then they will not be tested.”

      “They are skilled,” she said.

      The headmaster frowned again, and again Torian had a distinct sense from her of irritation, mixed with something else that he couldn’t quite read. “Skilled like him?”

      Sylvia looked over to Torian, and though she didn’t say it, he had the distinct sense from her that she wanted him to stay quiet, though he wasn’t sure why that would be the case. He’d already revealed what he was and what he could do, so staying quiet now didn’t seem as if it would serve any purpose.

      “We have yet to determine,” Sylvia said.

      The headmaster’s frown deepened even more, and she turned her attention to Torian. “We will begin with this one. The testing will start once I make the appropriate arrangements. Make any preparations that you need. I will send word once the testing is prepared.”

      She turned, and the others went up the stairs and disappeared inside the university with her.

      “Do we just go inside?” Torian asked.

      “It doesn’t appear that way,” Sylvia said.

      “But she said that we could go inside, just that we had to stay on the first floor,” Jakob said.

      His gaze took in the entirety of the university, and he stared with the same sense of awe as Torian was feeling. It was enormous, and Torian couldn’t even fathom what it might be like to enter the university itself, only that he had once wanted nothing more than the opportunity to go inside and be given a chance to train as a sahir.

      I’m here now.

      Why was it that he felt so uncomfortable and so nervous?

      “She might have said that we could go inside, but she also dismissed us. I suspect that if Torian passes,” she said, and there was a bit of a hand to the way that she said it that left Torian wondering if perhaps Sylvia believed that he might not even pass, “he will be given full access to the university. At least, as full of access as we might be able to find.”

      “What do we do now?” Jakob asked.

      “You and Visthor will return to the wagons.” She looked at Visthor, holding his gaze for a moment. “We must make preparations.”

      “Are we leaving again soon?” Jakob asked.

      Sylvia shook her head. “We are not leaving. But there are things that we can do. Perhaps things that the university, and Corsalt itself, are either unwilling or unable to do.” When Visthor nodded, he gave Jakob a slight shove on his shoulder, getting him walking. They started away from the university; he heard Jakob protest leaving Sylvia and Torian behind, but Visthor just pushed him again. “Now,” Sylvia said once they got farther away from them, “I think we need to do whatever we can to prepare you for what you will encounter here.”

      “What’s the testing like?”

      “I was never privy to the testing at this university. Well, not any university, for that matter. But it will be a matter of demonstrating your ability. Whether it is your ability to manipulate the patterns or perhaps your ability to recognize certain patterns, it will be one of talent. Unfortunately, I don’t think you had the necessary time to prepare yourself to enroll at the university the way that Aldrich had intended.”

      “Why?” Torian could use more of the patterns that he had been able to use when he had left Sarot, but that didn’t mean that he was fully capable, but certainly far more capable than he had been before. If he had been tested prior to leaving Sarot, it was possible that he wouldn’t have been able to do what was necessary, but now Torian thought that he should be able to replicate at least the first three tiers of patterns. “Are you worried that I don’t know enough to be here?”

      “From a knowledge standpoint, you probably do not,” Sylvia said, and she smiled slightly as if to take the sting out of her words. “From a skill and power standpoint, you definitely do. You probably need another year of training for you to reach the potential necessary for you to be here. That is why I am concerned.”

      “You’re concerned that I’m not going to pass?”

      “No,” Sylvia said. “I’m concerned that you will pass, but you will do so on her terms.” She glanced toward the university. “Her demeanor changed when we mentioned Aldrich. She knows him. Or knows of him.” It was the same assessment that Torian had. “And while all who knew Aldrich understood that he was a powerful man, not all cared for that.”

      “So you’re afraid that she’s not going to treat me fairly?”

      “I think there’s a distinct possibility of that. But she did agree to test you, and if you can make it past the testing, I think that you have a good chance of learning what you need.”

      This was the part of all of this that Torian wasn’t sure what to make of. “If you can teach me what I need, why do I even need to come here? I know Aldrich wanted me to be here, but I am trying to learn how to be a valsahir, not a sahir. It seems like those are different experiences, and it seems to me that I could do things differently.”

      Sylvia nodded slowly. “It is possible. The difference, though, is what I can teach. I can show you patterns, and variations on patterns, up until a certain point. I never mastered anything more complicated, not like they can teach here.” Her gaze drifted to the university, and she lingered for a long moment as if taking it in and trying to decide what more she was going to tell him. It wasn’t long, not the way that Torian had when he looked at the university. “For you to be a useful valsahir,” she went on, smiling again, this time with an obvious joke to it in her tone, “you would be best served by learning how to be a skilled sahir. I don’t know how long it will take, but I do think that you have potential. With enough potential, and enough time, you can learn to be like them, and then you can learn to be more than them. Is this what you want?”

      Torian didn’t necessarily want to be more than any sahir, but at the same time, now that he understood that he had potential, he wanted to take advantage of it. He had always wanted to try to be more than what he had been, and had always wanted to try to master power that he didn’t otherwise have. In this case, he had an opportunity to do it.

      “I know that I need to gain a measure of control. That was clear before, but even clearer now. I don’t want that to happen to me again.” He looked off into the distance, toward the edge of the city where he had nearly lost control over his valsahir ability, and worried that if he were to encounter something similar to that again, what would happen to him, and worse, what would happen to others around him. Torian did not want to lose that control. But it was more than just losing control. It was also the risk that Aldrich had mentioned of burning through that power. If he lost control while that valsahir power was flowing through him, tapping into some direct conduit to the Saith power itself, Torian ran the risk of destroying himself. He needed to understand that power so that it didn’t happen.

      “Then you must pass this test. I don’t know what it will look like. But I think that the two of us should spend the remaining time preparing you for it. Are you open to this?”

      Torian nodded. Sylvia did know quite a bit about the patterns, despite her protestations and comments otherwise. He had seen that she knew variations of some of the primary patterns, and he suspected that she also knew variations of some of the different tiers of patterns. If he could learn that, or at least learn enough of that, then it was possible that he would be able to pass what the headmaster intended for him. The problem that he had and that he suspected Sylvia understood was that neither of them knew how long he had to prepare. The headmaster was making arrangements, but she had not made it clear how long those arrangements would take. What if he was tested in the morning?

      There was no way that Torian would be able to learn what he needed. He had been practicing with Sylvia, training while traveling toward Corsalt, but now this would be a bigger push to learn even more than what he had before.

      “Of course, I’m ready to do what I need to do,” Torian said. “How quickly do you think I can learn what I need?”

      “For your sake, I hope very quickly.”

      She started away from the university, and Torian was left to follow. As he did, he had another question come to mind that he hadn’t considered before. She had mentioned him staying and training at the university, learning what he needed to know so that he could become a useful sahir, and then later learning what he needed so that he could be valsahir.

      What he didn’t know, and what troubled him now that he thought about it, was what Sylvia, Visthor, and the others would do while he was studying.

      Would they leave him here?

      And if they did, where would they go?
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      TESTING BEGINS

      Torian had no idea what to expect from university testing, but it wasn’t this.

      When he had been in Sarot, testing involved going into one of the classrooms, and there were only two primary classrooms, so each of them was quite familiar to Torian given the duration of time that he had been there, and standing before one or more of the instructors and demonstrating a measure of skill. In the time that Torian had been there, he had never really managed to prove any real skill. Not that he couldn’t do certain things. He had proven that he could use most of the primary patterns and had a measure of consistency with them, but any time that he had attempted to use the first-tier patterns, he had only been able to work through some of them, but never all of them. Light and earth were always relatively straightforward for him, and he had learned to use water and cold, but metal and dark were generally difficult for him to find and use with any real measure of accuracy. That was the reason that he had never gained access to the second-tier teachings and was never going to be called an actual sahir.

      Unlike Sarot, though, Torian was brought well outside of the university into a small cobblestone square. At least, it looked as if it were a cobblestone square. Or it had once been one. He could feel the disruption that had happened here, and it was recent enough that Torian recognized that much of the cobblestones had been destroyed by the Rusav attack. Given what he had managed to do before, the way that he had used his valsahir power—and Torian believed that was what he had done, he thought that he might be able to fix the cobblestones, smooth them out, and repair the destruction that had happened here.

      But that wasn’t what they asked him.

      An older man with thick glasses and a bushy beard looked at him through heavy eyelids. He leaned on a cane, which he had been tapping over the entirety of the long, slow walk to the square. He watched Torian as he meandered around him, tapping the cane every so often and frowning. “Very unconventional,” the man said.

      “The testing?” Torian asked.

      The man paused, and looked at Torian, though Torian wasn’t sure if the man could see anything. Not only was his beard bushy, but his eyebrows were, as well, with thick gray strands protruding and making it seem impossible for him to be able to see anything. Somehow, though, Torian had a sense that the man saw everything.

      “The testing, this situation, and you,” he added again, tapping his cane one more time.

      Only then did Torian realize that the cane and the tapping must have been drawing upon some pattern that he hadn’t even realized. Certainly not one of the more traditional tiers, though perhaps as the instructors gained proficiency, there wasn’t any real need to follow the same patterns.

      Torian could use some of them, though. He had already felt and used unstructured power. It was dangerous, he knew, and it opened him to the risk of draining power too rapidly, but there was some advantage in it. Perhaps he could use unstructured power to prove that he belonged as a part of the university, though he had been hesitant to reveal that to the headmaster, a woman named Polina Lanther.

      “You’re using your cane to somehow detect what I can do?”

      The man paused. He hadn’t introduced himself, only motioned for Torian to come with him and said that the headmaster had wanted him to perform a testing on Torian. He had a sense from the man that the request was unusual, though as far as Torian had been able to tell, all of this felt unusual. Not only to the man but to Torian as well. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about it, but if he could learn some of the different patterns that the headmaster was capable of doing, then maybe it would be for the best. She was obviously skilled.

      “All of the above,” the man said. “All of the above.” He said it the second time softer with a bit of worry. He scratched at his chin. “Now, Professor Deliandar, what are you going to do to test this boy?”

      Torian found himself smiling. Professor Deliandar?

      “I’m of age,” Torian said.

      “But still a boy,” the man said before his tone softened. “And yet, so much potential, it seems. At least, that is what the headmaster believes. Polina has always had a knack for potential.”

      “Does she?”

      “I wouldn’t be here to test you if it were otherwise.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “No, and I’m not asking you to. Now stand there and let me do my assessment.”

      The man—Professor Deliandar—tapped on his cane a few more times as he continued to make a steady circuit around Torian. Each time that he tapped it, stones seemed to ripple outward around Torian. He was using some sort of earth pattern, but it was not any pattern that Torian recognized. Maybe the cobblestones had not been damaged by Rusav. Maybe they had always been like this. It did seem that when he tapped on the cobblestones, there was a strange echoing reverberation that came from them in a way that left Torian feeling as if some bit of that power that was there was always like that.

      “Now,” Professor Deliandar said, pausing and looking at Torian from his left side. Torian craned his neck to look over to him, but he didn’t move. “You know your patterns?”

      “I know some of the patterns,” Torian said. He had been quite clear with the headmaster about that, as well. He didn’t know all of them, and he knew that there were aspects of those patterns that he would not be able to replicate in the way that she would want him to, as he was certainly deficient compared to most of the students who came to the university. And he didn’t mind. At least he didn’t mind any longer. There was a time when he would have, though.

      “Begin showing me your primary patterns.”

      “I didn’t realize the primary patterns were going to be part of the testing,” Torian said.

      “You cannot perform a primary pattern?”

      “That wasn’t what I said,” Torian said. “It’s just that I didn’t realize that you were going to begin with the primary patterns. I thought you would be more concerned about the third tier, as I believed those were crucial for what one needs to know to enter into the university.”

      “Traditionally,” he said.

      “I don’t understand,” Torian said.

      “Are you going to show me your primary patterns, or are you going to continue to talk?”

      Professor Deliandar seemed a bit irritable, but he didn’t seem annoyed.

      With a shrug, he began to work through his primary patterns. They were different than they had been when he had still been in Sarot. When he had trained at the university, Torian had understood the primary patterns in a specific fashion. Training with Sylvia had changed that. He had begun to see new aspects and new ways of drawing upon power than what he had learned otherwise.

      He started with light. He bridged his fingers and then focused only a tiny amount of power that he had within himself out through that, and then he shifted that pattern into one of Sylvia’s modified patterns. He moved through them, one after another until he completed the full spectrum of light that Sylvia had taught him. When he was finished, he moved on to earth, feeling most comfortable with that and using the same consistency that Sylvia had demonstrated, flowing from one to the next until he felt as if he had them all figured out. He moved on through each of the other aspects of the Saith until he had completed the primary patterns but had done so in a way that was different than what he would’ve been taught in Sarot. There was no point in holding that back from Professor Deliandar or from the headmaster, as he assumed that Professor Deliandar would talk to her. They needed to know what he knew.

      Professor Deliandar said nothing for a moment. “Good. Most who come to the university feel that there is only a singular primary pattern, and it does take some time to work through some of the variations. It is a considerable waste of time. I find that the instructors are lazy, which is unfortunate.” He shook his head and then tapped his cane on the ground again, and once more, Torian had the distinct sense of earth rippling away from him. “Now, you will begin showing me your first-tier patterns.”

      If Professor Deliandar had expected him to have variations of the first-tier pattern, he was going to disappoint him. The only reason that Torian had known the variations of the primary pattern was because Sylvia had been working with him as long as she had been, hoping that he would find some way to master additional power.

      A bird cawed from behind him, and Torian stiffened before he started his focus again. After having seen the creatures in the forest outside of the city, Torian was always on edge for strange sounds. Not that he could do anything about it now.

      “You don’t have to fear any creature here, boy,” Professor Deliandar said.

      “I’m not so sure of that,” Torian muttered.

      As he finished going through the first-tier patterns, he found that they took much less time than the primary patterns.

      Of course, had Torian any ability to use all of those patterns, perhaps he wouldn’t have had such a difficult time.

      “Show me your second-tier patterns.”

      “My second-tier patterns are going to be the same as what I learned in Sarot,” Torian said. “If you’d like, I can show you my second in my third-tier patterns, and I have some understanding of the fourth tier, but only of a few different types. I didn’t have enough time to learn them.”

      Professor Deliandar nodded slowly, and then he tapped his cane on the ground again. “Begin with your second-tier patterns.”

      Torian worked his way through them, and without pausing, he went into the third-tier patterns. When he was complete, he showed Professor Deliandar the very few fourth-tier patterns that he knew. When he was finally finished, he looked up. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting. Maybe some recognition that he had completed his patterns effectively? He’d not run out of power, which was actually quite surprising given what he had once been able to do. Then again, now that he had access to the strength that he did and the power that he could feel inside of him, he didn’t expect to weaken as he had.

      “No diminishment of potential,” Professor Deliandar said. “Very good. Come with me.” He tapped the cane on the stone again and then headed out of the square, but not back toward the university. Torian thought that he might guide them back, but instead, they went deeper into the city. They paused at a wide river that ran through the city and reached a bridge where he nodded to Torian. “You will wait here. Your next testing will begin soon.”

      “My next testing?”

      “Indeed.”

      With that, Professor Deliandar turned and left Torian there.

      It was all quite strange. Torian had expected that he would have been brought back to the university, as he was supposed to be tested for the kind of power that he obviously had proven that he had, but maybe there was another element here that he was missing? The students that had come to the university before had all been tested in the school, but Torian didn’t know if they would be tested once again once they reached the city. Maybe some didn’t pass.

      He looked around. The city was quiet. He had asked about that and had been told that much of the city had evacuated during the attack. The university and the sahir within it had protected the citizens as they had escaped from the Rusav attack, while the rest of the sahir provided defense of the city. It hadn’t been nearly as destroyed as Torian had expected, though the attack had been quite heavy.

      He had to wait longer than he figured that he would have. An older woman with dark brown hair and slight wrinkles along the corners of her eyes approached, leaning on the bridge. She reminded him of his mother, with the same stern expression but a bit of warmth in her eyes that surprised him.

      Torian glanced at her. “I’m waiting on someone, and I wonder if it might be you.”

      “Are you the one the headmaster said may have some potential?”

      Torian wasn’t sure he liked the comment about maybe having potential, but at this point, he would take anything, he decided.

      “I told him that I was from Sarot,” he said.

      “Yes, a small town not very far from here. I’m familiar with it. I have never been there, but I know several people who have.”

      Torian was tempted to ask who she knew but decided that wasn’t going to make any difference at this point. “You don’t think that I’m from Navarin?”

      “That’s what we’re here to find out.”

      At least he had an idea of what his testing now was going to entail. Perhaps not the technique of it, but somehow, he had to prove that he was from where he claimed. Professor Deliandar had been easier, mostly because it was a simple matter for him to show the different patterns that he had learned. Though he had embellished it, demonstrating some of Sylvia’s patterns, he doubted that he had embellished it so much that it would be difficult to believe. And here, he had never even contemplated the possibility that they wouldn’t believe he was who he said he was and where he said he was from. Torian understood. It made sense that they did. This was the kind of thing that they needed to do, especially given the attack that they had recently faced.

      “Tell me about Sarot,” she said.

      “What would you like to know?”

      “I think I would like to know the geography of your town.”

      “You might be disappointed. The town is not what it once was. When Rusav attacked, most of the town was destroyed. Then when we were leaving, they destroyed the ruins of the temple outside of the town.”

      “What’s the temple’s name?”

      “We just called it the temple,” Torian said.

      He was certain that there was some name to it, but it was not anything that he had ever come to learn. And to be honest, he simply did not care. Now that it was gone, he wasn’t sure that it mattered.

      “If you’d like, I can name most of the families in Sarot.”

      “No, that would not be necessary,” she said. “Something like that could be gleaned from any archive or the town records.”

      “But who would take the time to do that?”

      The woman shrugged. “You’d be surprised.”

      “Is that what happened here?”

      She frowned. “This was different. When they came here, we were not fully prepared, though the city is always defended.”

      “I thought our town was defended, as well, but Willa betrayed us.”

      “I’m not familiar with anybody by that name.”

      “Instructors at the school were Gaspel and Heshian, at least recently. I don’t know what happened to Heshian, but Gaspel died along the road,” Torian said, his voice trailing off and catching as he finished. “He tried to help me as much as possible. He wanted me to know what I might be able to do to defend the others.”

      She watched him. “And you weren’t able to do this?”

      “I didn’t know enough.”

      The way that she watched him suggested that she wasn’t sure whether she could believe him. That’s the test.

      He needed to convince her about who he was. What he was.

      But how would Torian do that when he didn’t know the answer to the second part?

      “Why don’t we take a walk?” she suggested, motioning to the bridge.

      “Just the two of us?” Torian asked and immediately felt foolish for doing so.

      “Are you concerned for your safety?”

      “I’m not concerned,” he said hurriedly, “it’s just that I thought this was a testing.”

      “It is.”

      “Is this what it’s always like?”

      She shrugged. “Who can say? Things are different now, so our testing probably should be different. That’s what the headmaster believes, anyway. Are you going to come with me, or am I going to have to drag you with me?”

      The way she said it suggested that she didn’t have any problem with either possibility. Who is this woman?

      “I’ll come with you, but I don’t even know your name.”

      When she smiled, Torian was alarmed, as there was something almost dangerous in her smile. “I’m Urseema Harlos, Priestess of Saith. And you’re Torian from Sarot. And now that we’re properly introduced, you don’t have to feel so bad coming with me.”

      Priestess?

      Why would they have a priestess testing him?

      They wanted to know if he truly followed the Saith—or if he believed as Rusav did.

      He’d have to be careful here. Torian was not devout, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know the beliefs of those who were.

      She started across the bridge, tracing her hand along the railing, though there seemed to be some pattern to the way that she did it. Much like with Professor Deliandar and his tapping cane, there was a different feel to the way that she moved, something that was quite a bit different than others that Torian had been around. Power, he suspected, though he wasn’t sure what kind of power she used or if it was something that was particular to the priestess.

      Do I want to go with her?

      His understanding of the different patterns was limited to what he’d learned in Sarot. Now he was given a chance to learn more—and it seemed quite a bit more than he’d already learned. The better question was whether he could choose anything different. And given what Torian had seen of power from Rusav and how little it felt like he knew at times, he knew the answer to that. He had to go.

      The priestess paused just on the other side of the bridge. She looked at a row of small homes that lined the waterfront. They were all cozy, most of them neatly painted in red or orange, though several looked as if they had weathered over time. Most of them were intact, but a few further down the street had started to crumble. Torian couldn’t help himself, and he used a bit of his earth-tracking pattern to stretch outward and see just what had happened to them, even though he thought he knew.

      The Rusav attack had been deadly.

      Using second-tier earth-tracking, Torian felt the disruption in the stone. It was more extensive than he could see, and feeling what had happened here left him with a very different awareness of what the people of Corsalt had gone through. This should not have been a place that should have been targeted. There was no strategic benefit in destroying these homes, Torian didn’t think, but it seemed as if Rusav had come through here, using their magic to target places like this. Some of the homes had runic markers that had been placed, offering them a measure of protection.

      “It’s a miracle they stayed standing,” the priestess said softly. “The Saith protected us all.”

      Torian nodded. “When they came to my village, they destroyed everything. I didn’t understand it. I suppose I still don’t. They took and took until…” He shook his head. “Well, I don’t know why, or what they were hoping to accomplish. All I know is that they destroyed everything.”

      Torian really hadn’t taken that much time to grieve what they had lost. Jakob had, though some of Torian’s delay had come from the fact that he had been preoccupied with trying to understand his sahir patterns and deciding whether he was more than just sahir. Jakob hadn’t had that benefit for a long time, not until recently when Visthor had taken to training him with the blade of wind.

      Feeling what had happened here and remembering what had happened in Sarot, left him with an emptiness. How could it not? He would never be able to return to his home and never be able to see the people he had grown up around, including his parents. He had his sister, but she was all that he had left.

      The war with Rusav had taken everything from him but Liana.

      “It is the same in many places,” the priestess said.

      Most of the city remained intact. What had fallen could be rebuilt, Torian knew. It might take time, and it might be difficult, but there was no reason to believe that the people here would not be able to come back. Especially since so much of the city was protected with the markers that the university had placed.

      “Much of the city evacuated late during the conflict, so many saw violence. It becomes difficult to return and want to see such a thing. But now that we have stabilized the city, and the Rusav threat has been neutralized, more and more people return.”

      She continued on, passing several different streets and more rows of homes that spread away from the river. Torian took a few moments as they passed each street, testing with the second-tier earth-tracking pattern to try to determine how much damage had taken place in each section. In certain places, it looked as if Rusav had targeted their attack. When he said as much to her, she frowned at him.

      “You don’t know?”

      “I’m not from Corsalt, but the sahir were targeted in my town.”

      “And it was the same here,” she said. “All who know the Saith were targeted.”

      She continued on down the street. There were other shops there. Torian noticed a metalsmith, a candlemaker, an address shop, and a general store, one after another. He could imagine the bustling activity within the street and the measure of chaos that would’ve been here back when the city was still active. That there was nothing here, an emptiness, only amplified the uncertainty that he was feeling.

      Maybe the people would return. At least they could return, unlike in Sarot. And the shops were still intact. Many of the homes were completely undamaged, and those that had any measure of damage that he had seen were slight enough that Torian thought that they should be able to be rebuilt rapidly. Even with his minimal skill, Torian thought that he would’ve been able to rebuild some of those homes fairly easily.

      The priestess stopped. They were near a small courtyard ringed by tall buildings. One of them looked to be a temple, though not damaged the way that the temple outside of Sarot had been.

      “Now, Mr. Ranth,” the priestess began, “I would like to have you tell me all about your experience with the Saith.”

      He trembled. Maybe he shouldn’t, but thinking of the Saith and his experience while facing Tamish made him nervous. Should I reveal all of that?

      “What do you want to know?” he asked.

      She smiled at him. It looked both warm and dangerous, somehow at the same time. “All that you can share.”

      Torian suspected that if he failed here, he would fail the test in full.

      Any chance of studying at the university would disappear.

      And so he began telling what he knew—and believed—of the Saith.
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      TEST RESULTS

      Torian had no idea whether he passed the testing or not, as the professor and the priestess had been quite noncommittal about his performance on the tests. He had done what they had asked and felt as if that were all that he could do while also questioning whether he had done enough.

      If only he had more time to prepare, he might’ve been better able to handle the testing.

      Then again, Torian didn’t know if that would’ve made a difference to him. He had completed what they had asked of him, at least to a certain extent. He was thankful that Sylvia had helped him prepare, as he had felt better about the testing, but even with that preparation, Torian wasn’t sure how much he could have done differently.

      And so now he stood at the entrance to the university, hands clasped in front of him.

      It was the first time that he’d ever actually been in the university itself. He had followed the testers back here and awaited the answer as to how he had performed, hoping that he had done enough but not knowing if he had. The inside of the university was every bit as amazing as he had expected. A wide set of double doors had opened up into a grand entrance that was illuminated with unseen light. He suspected it came from runes placed on the walls that used one of the light patterns, though he couldn’t even see them. If he had more time, or a bit more freedom, he thought that he might examine the walls, looking for anything to explain the soft glow that encompassed the pale white marble, but he didn’t feel comfortable doing that with the older, dark-haired sahir sitting at a desk not far into the entrance.

      Instead, he shifted his stance, letting his gaze drift along the walls. A series of portraits hung along one wall, likely important people to the university, and on the other wall was a series of portraits depicting Navarin nobility, which Torian recognized. Everybody who lived in Navarin would recognize them. A massive sculpture depicting a man with his hand outstretched, though the fingers were cracked, and the rest of the sculpture missing, occupied the center of the foyer. Torian stayed away from that. It looked to be something depicting one of the sahir and probably somebody significant, but Torian didn’t know who that might be.

      He was stuck waiting.

      It was an uncomfortable sense for him, but what else was he to do at this point? They had been gone for a while, leaving him standing here with questions about his performance. If he failed the university entrance testing, Torian didn’t know what he would do next. Maybe Sylvia had something in mind. Knowing her, she most undoubtedly did, and probably planned on sweeping him away from Corsalt. Would there be any other way for him to continue his training?

      It was a strange feeling being in the university and awaiting the results.

      There was a time that he had wanted nothing more than this. Now he felt differently.

      Not that he didn’t want to learn from the university. Torian knew there was much that he could gain by spending time training here, as these were experts in some of the more advanced tier patterns, things that he wouldn’t be able to learn otherwise. But he also knew that he had another aspect that might not be possible to master here. Could the university teach him what it meant that he had potential as valsahir? And better yet, could the university help him understand how to gain control over that power?

      If not, maybe this wasn’t the right place for him.

      Footsteps sounded across the tile, and Torian looked up. A different instructor, one that he hadn’t tested with, strode toward him. It was an older man with gray hair, flat eyes, and a heavy gray robe embroidered with runes. The man smiled, and tipped his head politely. “I believe you are Mr. Ranth?”

      Torian nodded.

      “Excellent. I am Professor Noble, and I am to escort you to the headmaster’s office. Before we go, do you need anything? I understand your testing was a bit unique, and that can be stressful. Probably a long day, as well. Would you like a drink or something to eat?”

      Torian was too taken aback to know how to react to that, and he just shook his head. “I don’t need anything, but thank you.”

      In reality, his stomach did surge, but he wasn’t sure that he could eat at this point. He wasn’t even sure that he wanted to until he knew the result of the examination. His mouth was dry, though, so perhaps a glass of water wouldn’t be the worst thing for him, but anything like that would only delay what he wanted, so he followed Professor Noble as they headed into the university itself, making their way past the statue and a side hall. Everywhere he went, he was aware of a strange pressure upon him. He found himself looking at the walls, looking for other sahir, before realizing that it couldn’t be sahir pressing on him.

      “Runes,” he muttered, mostly to himself.

      Professor Noble glanced in his direction. “What was that?”

      Torian flushed. “I’m sorry. I was just realizing that there are runes everywhere along the walls.”

      “Of course,” Professor Noble said. “Most don’t pay much attention to them, but the runes are among the strongest protections within the university. Without them, the university would’ve fallen during the conflict. Probably.” He smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes, as if he didn’t want to reveal too much. Of course, given what Torian had been through and his experience with the different instructors, maybe he didn’t want to share too much with him. “The runes have been added to over the years. The oldest of them were created by some of the more powerful sahir, those that founded the university itself. Over time, we have continually added as our understanding of the runic markers has improved.”

      Torian found himself wanting to pause even more. The oldest sahir would have been valsahir, he suspected. And any valsahir that had placed runes would likely have been incredibly potent and likely would’ve known many things that would have been useful for Torian to study.

      Then again, all of this would’ve been useful for Torian to study, wouldn’t it?

      It was the reason he was here.

      Professor Noble stopped at one section of the wall. He pointed to a marker that was faded. “This is one of the earliest of the runic markers on the walls of the university itself. At least on the inside. Outside is another matter altogether.”

      Torian leaned forward and was reminded of what he had seen on the temple outside of Sarot. Much like that, runes faded over time. It was more intact than many of the runes on the temple though Torian suspected much of that came from the fact that it was inside and not exposed to the elements.

      “What does this rune signify?”

      Professor Noble smiled, turning to Torian. “What do you believe it signifies?”

      Torian stretched out his hand and waited for Professor Noble to tell him that he shouldn’t touch the rune, but he didn’t. Some of his instructors in Sarot had not cared for it when he had wanted to make contact with runes, but Torian had always felt as if it were essential to better understand what those runes could do and how they interacted with him. He traced his finger along it and wasn’t sure if he would be able to detect anything in the rune itself or not.

      Could he use an earth-tracking?

      Only if it was earth.

      What about some of the other patterns?

      Perhaps that would work, but Torian wasn’t sure what was necessary.

      And so he tried none of them.

      Instead, he focused on the connection to the Saith power inside of himself, shifting the weight ever so slightly, not drawing it out, but just letting it flow into him. It was an unstructured use of that power, but it was also one that allowed him to at least feel it more. And at this point, Torian thought that he needed to feel the rune itself, if only for him to get a better sense of what kind of power might be inside of it.

      He closed his eyes. For a moment, he felt nothing. Then, gradually, Torian began to recognize a faint echoing. It seemed as if the rune reverberated with some part of him, the part that was tied to the Saith power. He could feel a bit of energy from it. And then realized that it seemed to echo with water of all of the primary patterns.

      “Water?” Torian said the word aloud, though it was really more for himself.

      “And what makes you believe it is water?” Professor Noble asked.

      Torian straightened and formed a quick primary pattern for water, testing it on the rune. Knowing what it was, or at least what it seemed to be, made it easier for him to push a bit of that energy into the rune and try to detect the pattern. He felt the faint stirring and, once again, felt the echoing reverberation of power coming from that marker.

      “It just reminds me of a pattern that I saw before,” he said as way of explanation. “And when I tested it with water, it reacted.”

      “Interesting,” Professor Noble said. “And what purpose do you think a rune for water would have inside the university?”

      Torian shrugged. “I suppose a variety of different purposes. Water tends to heal, so maybe it’s to keep the stone intact and together, or maybe it’s to help heal the other runes. Or maybe it is nothing so exotic and is just a source of water for the university.” People with access to the sahir could pay to have them place markers like that, Torian knew. With enough of them and placed in the right way, a person could have an endless supply of running water.

      Professor Noble nodded and brought Torian a little further along the hall. He motioned to another marker. “And what do you feel about this one? It is also old, one of the first runic markers.”

      Torian crouched down. This one was definitely faded, enough so that he could scarcely make out any contours to it. This had to be some test that Professor Noble was putting them through, but Torian wasn’t sure if it was part of the formal test or more because of the Professor’s curiosity. Runes were easy enough to teach, at least in his experience, so he doubted that Professor Noble was testing him like the others had been. Sahir needed an understanding of the primary and upper-level patterns, and they also needed the necessary strength to perform those patterns, so anything that Professor Noble might be doing with him would be more for himself.

      But Torian found himself curious, as well.

      He opened himself to the Saith power within him once again and let it fill him. When he did, he held his hand out and traced his finger along the marker. There was a faint trembling inside of it, much like there had been before, only this one was much fainter than it had been in the past. He felt a soft whisper, though it seemed as if it came through his mind, and…

      “Air,” Torian said, “but it’s really old. At least, it feels that way.”

      As soon as he said it, he realized that he hadn’t even bothered to try to form one of the primary patterns to test it.

      He found Professor Noble watching him with an intrigued expression in his eyes. “Perhaps,” he said. “I think that we are taking too long, but you are an interesting young man, Mr. Ranth.”

      Torian straightened. What was he doing? He should’ve known better than to reveal his control over that power, as he should have known better than to run the risk of exposing his potential for valsahir magic.

      He followed Professor Noble, but now he found himself looking along the walls, searching for more of the old runes, mostly out of curiosity. They were obviously potent, and whatever their purpose, they were useful for the university or had been deemed useful by some of the ancients who had once been here, ancients who were valsahir.

      Like him.

      It was possible that there were valsahir within the university. That was something Sylvia had implied, though she claimed that she didn’t know with any real certainty. And if there were valsahir here, Torian needed to find them, because they might offer him information that he didn’t already have about how to control his power.

      They reached the end of the hall, where Professor Noble stopped next to a door. A pair of black statues, seemingly carved out of obsidian or some other smooth stone, were positioned on either side of the door. One looked to be in the shape of a man with a long, slender spear. The other was a little harder for Torian to determine but seemed to be carrying a sword.

      “Some of the earliest headmasters,” Professor Noble said. “At least, that is the story that is often told about them. I am not as convinced that we had such warriors as our headmasters. But who am I to say? The university was founded during the time of warfare, and those that preceded us had different needs than what we have now. Thankfully, we know peace. Most of the time.” He offered another smile and then turned to knock on the door.

      They waited a moment before a voice from the other side summoned them.

      Professor Noble stepped inside and said something quietly, though it was muted enough that Torian couldn’t tell what it was that he was saying to the headmaster, who Torian presumed was inside. Likely some sort of pattern had been used to keep him from listening in. He didn’t feel anything from it, but that didn’t surprise him, either. There may not be anything for him to detect.

      When Professor Noble turned back to him, he nodded to Torian. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Ranth.”

      Torian stepped into the headmaster’s office. It was warmer than he had expected. A large, richly stained desk with a series of runes along the side faced him. Books were stacked on the desk, though neatly. A stack of papers was in another corner. She had two lanterns on either end of the desk, both of them casting a pale orange glow, though even that was probably not necessary, as the desk itself had runes for light etched into it, emitting its own light glow.

      The headmaster sat behind the desk, and her stern expression seemed to take him in quickly before she flicked her gaze past him toward the door. With a single twitch of her finger, the door closed.

      “How did the testing go from your standpoint, Mr. Ranth?”

      Torian resisted the urge to look around. Her office was large, and he was curious what sort of things the headmaster would keep inside of it. “It was challenging,” he admitted. “I had some formal education inside of Sarot, but the things that I learned there were not some of the things that other professors were testing me on. I think that was likely intentional, though.”

      The headmaster held his gaze for a moment. “It was intentional. You did impress Deliandar. That is not easy to do. He remarked—” She glanced down at the paper in front of her, her gaze scanning along the page for a moment.  “That you were facile with variants of many of the primary patterns and had rapid understanding of some of the earlier tier patterns.” She looked up from the page, holding Torian’s gaze. “Do you feel that is correct?”

      “I do know the primary patterns,” he said, picking his words carefully. For so long, the primary patterns were about the only ones that he could easily replicate. “And I have lately begun to learn some variants of them, which has helped me understand some of the possible variations of the early tiered patterns.”

      “He also remarks that you struggled when you got to some of the more advanced patterns.”

      Torian nodded. There was no point in denying that. “I don’t have as much experience with them. I am hopeful that I can learn them here at the university. I thought that was the—”

      “And were that all, perhaps it would not have been enough.”

      Torian’s heart hammered for a moment.

      “The High Priestess of the Saith felt you were truthful. That is helpful, though perhaps unnecessary.” She shrugged. “Given the recent events, I thought it prudent to test you a little differently, especially as we have many capable students who come to the university, Mr. Ranth. Your timing is a bit unorthodox, and so enrolling you would be a bit unorthodox, regardless of what the city has just undergone. Perhaps because of what the city has just undergone. So were that all, perhaps I would have sent you on your way, told you to practice until you felt that you are ready.”

      Torian had no idea how he would practice nor who he would practice with if he were sent away. But it didn’t seem as if she were holding onto something more.

      “But Noble commented that you seem to understand runes.” She smiled tightly. “We have very few who have the mind for runes, and fewer still who recognize the importance of them. It is a classical approach to the Saith power and one that has unfortunately gone out of style. So, given Noble’s recommendation, along with what Deliandar and the others have said, I feel that we have no choice but to permit you entry to the university on a trial basis. You will be given until after your first exams to prove that you belong, at which point we will reassess.” She leaned forward. Her hands were clasped on the page that she had been reading to him. “I have my doubts about your capability, Mr. Ranth. If you had potential, you would have been identified by your instructors in your local school, and you would have followed the normal protocol. Regardless of what Aldrich may claim. But I suppose that we shall see, won’t we?” She reached over, grabbed a piece of paper resting next to her, and folded it before handing it out to Torian. “This is your class list. You will be busy. It will take practice, time, and focus. And unfortunately, you are behind others of your level. Good luck, Mr. Ranth. I fear you will need it.”
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      ADVANCED PATTERNS

      The classroom turned out to be a small space on the second floor of the university.

      Torian wasn’t sure what he expected, only that a part of him had hoped that it would be something more formal—and perhaps something a bit different than what he’d had in his home village. This could have been any of the classrooms that he’d ever sat in.

      As he stood in the doorway, he felt a tentative nervousness inside of himself. Do I really fit in here? This was what he’d wanted for as long as he could remember, but now that he was here—and having been given an opportunity to sit and listen to one of the great Corsalt instructors—he no longer felt as if he were worthy.

      “How long do you intend to stand there?”

      Torian looked behind him. The woman who was there was a good two hands shorter than him and dressed in a flowing purple gown that looked far too formal for a classroom setting. She had thick spectacles that hung a little too low on her sharp nose and clutched a stack of books under one arm. Her eyes seemed to take everything in. It left him feeling as if she saw far more than he could even imagine.

      He hadn’t seen this woman at the university, though he hadn’t really spent much time exploring the university to know who belonged and who didn’t. As the university got back to full speed following the attack on the city, he suspected that more and more people would return, making it so that there would be more and more people that he didn’t recognize. At least she was not someone who had tested him.

      He did, however, assume that she was going to be the instructor. Considering the way that she looked at him and looked all around her, he thought that he had it right.

      “It’s my first time heading to a class,” Torian said.

      “Then perhaps you are at the wrong place,” she said, starting to move past him.

      “Well, it’s not my first time going to any class, just my first time coming to a class at the university.”

      The small woman paused, grabbing the books from one hand and shifting them to the other. She regarded Torian with a renewed look of interest. “A new student, but not just a new student. You must be the one they were telling me about.”

      “Torian—”

      “I know your name,” she said and glanced to the classroom. “From what I understand, your education has been a bit more informal than most.”

      “I attended my local school,” Torian said, feeling as if he needed to justify everything that he had been through. He didn’t feel like he deserved that level of dismissal. Maybe it was intentional, saying it so that he would feel like he needed to justify himself. “It’s just that when I was there, I didn’t have the same talent as most of my classmates. It wasn’t until I left the school that I began to develop more potential.”

      She stood for a moment, tapping one foot. “I am Professor O’Malley. You’ll find that I work quickly. If you have a hard time keeping up, then perhaps they’ve assigned you to the wrong class. I generally require my students to have a strong background in the basics of the first five tiers of patterns, so if you aren’t able to do that, then you might request some remedial work.”

      Five tiers?

      How had he ended up assigned here?

      “I can keep up,” Torian said, though even as he did, he wasn’t sure that was even true. The idea that he could work through the first five tiers was a bit unsettling, not the least, because he only felt true mastery of the first three tiers. Beyond that, Torian knew aspects of the fourth tier, but it was the fifth tier that he had only glimpsed certain patterns.

      Maybe there’s going to be a book in the library that could help.

      Torian was not afraid of studying, and he wasn’t afraid of pushing himself if it was worthwhile. In this case, he had to believe that it was worthwhile, as anything that he could learn in a class like this would help him become an even better sahir, but not just that, it would help him become an even better valsahir.

      “Well, I won’t ask too much of you on your first day, but I will demand that you begin to push yourself. As a new student, I will call upon you periodically.”

      She nodded to him and strode into the classroom, leaving Torian watching her.

      Professor O’Malley.

      He knew very little about her, though he knew very little about any of his professors. When he had visited the university, they had given him a list of classes that he would attend. It was far more formal than what he was accustomed to.

      This was what I wanted.

      More than anything, this was what Leven would’ve wanted, and it was hard for Torian to accept the fact that he was the one that was here. Perhaps he could learn and then bring some of that back to his sister and the others who hadn’t been given the same opportunity.

      Professor O’Malley had spoken of remedial work, though.

      Why wouldn’t the university have offered the others that opportunity? Especially as it was obvious what had happened and how Rusav had destroyed so many towns around Corsalt. Torian was going to have to speak up to see why they weren’t willing.

      He didn’t have any books, didn’t have a notebook, and didn’t have any way of keeping track of lecture, but he did have a relatively quick mind and decided that he wanted to take a seat and learn as much as he could. These were fifth-tier patterns. This was advanced. This was what he needed for him to accomplish what he wanted.

      He headed into the classroom.

      The classroom was small, with tables arranged in something of a circle, though each person had their own individual station. There were five other students, each of them around Torian’s age. That surprised him at first, as he was accustomed to being the oldest one in his classes until he remembered that he was the oldest one in his classes and had been nearly expelled from the school for failure to progress. These other students would all be capable of performing the basics of the fifth tier of pattern work, which meant that some of them were probably closer to working through sixth and seventh-tier patterns.

      Everyone looked at him as he entered. Torian slid past Professor O’Malley and found an empty station near the back. He had open desks on either side of him, though he didn’t mind that. It gave him an opportunity to look around at the others in the room.

      “Now that we are all here,” Professor O’Malley began, tapping her foot again. “We have a new student, as you can see. This is Torian Ranth. From what I understand, he passed testing during the conflict and was assigned to this class by the headmaster herself.” She leveled her gaze on Torian for a moment. “As to the rest of you, I take it that you had little difficulty during the conflict. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have returned. I suspect we will have more of our usual number return in the upcoming days.”

      At least that answered one question that Torian had. She knew the rest of the students. Not that he was surprised by that, as Torian expected that she had, but he didn’t care for how she had called him out.

      I have to stop reading into things like that.

      This was the university. This was a place where he was going to be challenged. This was exactly what he wanted.

      He had to keep telling himself that.

      Only there was a part of him that enjoyed the way that he had learned before. When he had been in Sarot, he enjoyed class, but mostly because it was better than most of the alternatives that he had. What else was he going to do? Certainly not work with his father, as that was nothing intriguing for him. But once the village had been destroyed, and he’d gone out on the road with Sylvia and Visthor and the others, he had learned in a different manner. There was something almost peaceful about sitting atop the wagon, talking to Sylvia or Aldrich while testing different tiered powers.

      Now he was back in the classroom, and he felt antsy in a way that he had not expected.

      “Does anybody care to remind me where we were before the conflict disrupted us?”

      Torian wasn’t sure how he felt about her referring to it as a conflict, as it had been much more than that. Maybe it was easier for her so that she and the others wouldn’t have to acknowledge the fact that Navarin had been plunged into war.

      “We were talking about the sixth-tier shadow pattern,” a tall, slender dark-haired woman said from near the professor. She had a stack of books in front of her and a large notebook folder open, with a pen waiting at the ready.

      “That’s right,” Professor O’Malley said, sweeping her gaze around. “Now, most of you still struggle with the fifth-tier patterns, which is not surprising, as they can be quite difficult, but we will go into the sixth-tier patterns once again. I would like each of you to take notes.”

      Torian looked down at his empty desk before looking up at Professor O’Malley. She had regarded him for a long moment as if making a comment to him about the lack of notetaking ability.

      Then she turned to the chalkboard. It was a piece of dark gray slate, and she used a thick yellow chalk. That surprised him. When he’d been in his home school, most of the instructors preferred to use their sahir ability to detect anything that they wanted the students to learn.

      “We will review the basics of the first five tiers of the shadow patterns,” she said. “As I want to ensure that we all have the same foundation. Now, does anybody want to describe them to me?”

      “Of course, Professor,” a deep, confident voice said from a muscular man seated next to the woman who had first piped up. He looked over to the woman, winking at her. Were they a couple? Torian had to stop thinking like that, as he wasn’t entirely sure that it mattered. “Would you like me to review the primary patterns all the way through, or should I start primarily with the fifth tier?”

      Professor O’Malley looked over her shoulder. “Well, seeing how the fifth tier incorporates aspects of each tier below it, I think that you should only share what is necessary, Mr. Magnuson.”

      He tipped his head. “Of course, professor. I find the shadow summoned to be the easiest for me,” he said and offered a hint of a smile, “then there is shadow dispel, followed by shadow pool, and shadow whisper, and then shadow blade.”

      Torian wished that he actually had a notebook to take notes.

      He knew the four tiers of shadow. Shadow summon was difficult for him, though it was difficult for most, he knew. Shadow dispel had actually proven to be easier for him as he had grown in his connection. He had never really had a chance to use the shadow concentrate—what he assumed Magnuson meant by the shadow pool—and had barely understood the basics of shadow whisper. It was a way of muting a voice and communicating across the distance, but it was known to be quite difficult. As far as Torian knew, it required quite a bit of control to be of much use. It was part of the reason that so few people focused on the dark patterns. He’d never even heard of shadow blade.

      What was that? Was it some weapon?

      If so, Torian could think that it would be useful. Then again, he had used the Blade of Wind and knew that wind had a blade aspect with higher tiers. Would all of the patterns have something similar? He had never really tested it and found that to be a bit difficult to believe.

      “Very good, Mr. Magnuson, now I don’t suppose you would care to stand before the others and demonstrate each of the patterns?”

      Magnuson hesitated but then glanced around before getting to his feet. “Of course, Professor O’Malley.”

      He stood in front of his desk, and Torian began to realize that much of it was bravado. While he made the first tier and the shadow summon quickly, his attempt at shadow dispel faltered a bit. He completed it, but the pattern itself was slightly off. Torian could almost feel it from where he was seated. As he focused on the pattern and pushed away the shadows that he had created during his first pattern, it seemed as if they didn’t flow away from him nearly as effectively as they should. Then he realized why.

      The woman sitting next to him was pushing on those patterns, sending them sweeping back toward him.

      Magnuson clenched his jaw and continued to push. He shifted his pattern and then drew upon the shadow concentrate—or shadow pool—pattern. He drew them back, and they created a layering of shadows around him. It was similar to the shadow summon pattern, but not quite the same. This surrounded his feet and then began to build upward as if he had stepped into some pool of darkness. He waved his hands, and those shadows dissipated quickly. The woman wasn’t able to impact that.

      Torian leaned forward, wanting to see how he used the shadow whisper pattern.

      He formed it using a different technique than what Torian was accustomed to. He had to bring his hands together in a strange fashion, twisting his index fingers outward, which wouldn’t be all that effective to hold. Torian found himself bringing his own hands into the same pattern and tapping his index fingers in the way that Sylvia had taught him when he had been working with the shadow patterns with her.

      He didn’t push on the weight inside of him and didn’t attempt to try to draw upon too much, feeling only that there was some bit of that power that lingered inside of him. He didn’t want to do anything that would disrupt what Magnuson was doing. Still, the man looked over, seeming to notice what Torian was doing, and glowered at him.

      Torian froze. He stopped moving his hands and just waited.

      “What are you doing?”

      A faint, muted whisper came from Magnuson.

      “I’m sorry,” Torian said, using the shadow whisper back at him. He directed it, using the trailing of darkness. It was easier than he had expected. Torian had never been very good with shadow, but somehow this technique seemed easy enough for him. And he wondered how many of the others around them were able to hear what he said. It was a directed bit of shadow and allowed him to focus the conversation between him and Magnuson. “I just don’t have a lot of experience with dark patterns, either.”

      “Either?”

      “That’s enough, Mr. Magnuson,” Professor O’Malley said, and Magnuson straightened, releasing the shadow whisper technique.

      “You have one more that you have not yet revealed.”

      “Of course, professor. Shadow blade is a little harder for me,” he said as if he were finally admitting some honesty that had pained him. “I can see what more I can do with it, but I struggle with it. Many people do, you know,” he went on.

      “Many people struggle with blade patterns,” Professor O’Malley agreed.

      He shifted his feet, standing in what Torian recognized as one of Visthor’s forms. That was surprising. He didn’t expect that there would be a connection between the two, but maybe he should have.

      Then Magnuson twisted his hands, stretching them slightly apart and bending at the elbows. He positioned his hand so that they were one on top of the other, and gradually, the shadows began to congeal between them, slowly thinning out until they formed something that reminded Torian of the Blade of Wind, but not entirely.

      Magnuson pushed his hands out, and the blade shot forward.

      It went streaking toward Torian.

      Torian reacted, trying to push against the shadows, but he didn’t have enough control over shadow dispel to make it work.

      The darkness streaked toward them. Torian could feel the energy behind it, along with some aspect of the intent that Magnuson had used. He reacted, doing the only thing that he could think of.

      He used unstructured power.

      He pushed it out from him, letting it explode away until it crashed toward that bit of energy. And then there was a strange silence.

      The blade had dissipated, thankfully. Torian sat in place, trying to think about what he was going to say, knowing that there wasn’t anything more that he would be able to do, and worried about what Professor O’Malley might think.

      The others in the room sat looking toward Torian.

      “What was that?” The woman next to Magnuson asked, leaning toward him.

      “I believe that our new student used a very focused form of the shadow blade technique,” Professor O’Malley said. “Though it is dangerous to do so, especially countering one shadow blade with another and how difficult it can be to maintain a measure of control.” She watched Torian. “But it was effective. This time. It may not be effective in the future, so we will resume our discussion about the more advanced uses of dark and why the sixth-tier pattern would be particularly effective against shadow blade. I suspect that our new student can benefit from that. Now. Let us get back to this.”

      Torian leaned back, thankful that Professor O’Malley seemed to believe that he had used the shadow blade to counter shadow blade, though he wondered if she knew that it had been unstructured power. He wasn’t sure how much the headmaster had shared with the other instructors. How many people in the university knew that he was valsahir?

      And how many cared?

      Torian found the dark-haired woman studying him, and he wished that he had something that he could hide behind. He didn’t need somebody else thinking that he was more than what he was or less than what he was. More than that, he didn’t need anybody else having expectations of him.

      Magnuson looked over, watching him. There was a darkness in his eyes that Torian didn’t care for. It reminded him of Johan when Torian had been speaking to Astrid. That was one more thing that he didn’t really need.
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      TORIAN TALKS TO SARAH

      The patterns didn’t seem to work the way that Torian had expected.

      He’d been practicing with some of the different tiers of patterns that Professor O’Malley had demonstrated after class—something that Torian now began to suspect she had done for his benefit and less so as a review for the other students—but hadn’t managed to fully master them as he had hoped. Then again, it was dark patterns, which he had never really had much skill with.

      Torian sat in a small walled-in courtyard outside of the university, where he could practice away from other students, thinking about what the others were doing in the wagons still parked outside of the city. They were going to remain there for a time, though Torian didn’t know how long Sylvia would keep them there. Maybe until he truly proved himself here. At least Liana was safe with her, even if she couldn’t come to the university like him.

      Yet, he told himself. Liana was gifted. Eventually she would join him.

      He didn’t need others knowing just how little he actually knew. It was hard enough that the instructors knew that he was deficient in so many ways when compared to the other students that were now coming back to the university. The only patterns that he had an opportunity to have truly seen were shadow patterns, which was a little surprising for him as he would’ve expected that they would be one of the last patterns that he would have any opportunity to master.

      Shadow summon was relatively straightforward. The pattern was a first-tier pattern and a variation on the primary dark pattern. Torian had grown relatively skilled with the primary pattern and could easily form it, but shadow summon had always proven challenging for him. Partly that stemmed from his hesitancy with it, but partly it came from his preference for light and earth patterns. Lessons that Willa had given him came back to him, as annoying as it was that she was the instructor whose lessons returned in his time of need.

      “You can’t only focus on what’s easy. You have to focus on what’s hard and make it easy. That is how you improve.”

      “I just want to do what I can,” Torian had told her. They had been inside the classroom, as their conversations often were. Torian had never seen her outside of the classroom and in the rest of Sarot. At the time, he thought that it was just because she preferred to spend her time in the school, but now he wondered if there was more to it. Maybe she had disliked the town, despite claiming that she came from it.

      “Do you think you can become an expert at light? At earth?”

      Torian had looked down at his hands, focusing on the patterns that he was working on. He had been using the primary patterns before moving on to the first-tier lantern-beam pattern, as it was one that he could generally perform. “If I get good with those, I think that it will help me with the others.”

      Willa had watched him, her face wrinkled in a tight frown as she often did when talking to him. He suspected that she disliked him and disliked the fact that he didn’t have the potential that she wanted from her other students. “Unless you are some light master, you will never be skilled enough to compensate for what you lack in the other areas. There are only a few who can use one particular pattern with such efficiency that they can ignore the need to use the others.” She tapped her lips. “And that is why it is always best for students to focus on what they do not do well. Become proficient with what you do well. Don’t ignore it but try to work with what you cannot do as well.”

      She had left him with those words. And in hindsight, Torian knew it was sensible and sound advice. If he had abandoned everything else and had not really done much with the other patterns, Torian wasn’t sure that he would have been equipped to come to the university. Nor would he have been ready for Aldrich when he had found him.

      He looked down at his hands, working through shadow summon again. Now that he didn’t have to worry about feeling that power, it was easier for him to feel the pattern taking hold, and then he could find the proper form to the pattern. Shadows began to coalesce around his fingers as he pushed just a hint of power into them.

      He moved on, switching to the shadow dispel pattern, which he could also feel more easily now that he was able to draw upon that sahir talent inside of him. It was challenging, but he managed to form the pattern, and send the shadows that he had just gathered away from him.

      Shadow concentrate was harder for him. He could form the pattern, but anything beyond that required that he feel the effect of power flowing through the pattern itself in order for him to maintain it.

      “What are you working on?”

      Torian looked up to see the dark-haired woman from Professor O’Malley’s class looking down at him.

      “Oh. Shadow pool.”

      “We called it shadow concentrate where I was from,” Torian said, shifting so that he could slide his back up against the wall. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt a little uncomfortable around her. Better than Magnuson, he supposed.

      “So, are the rumors about you true?”

      Torian frowned, not liking that she was looming over him. He felt like he needed to get to his feet, but if he were to do that now, it would only make things stranger, he suspected.

      “I can’t say that I know what rumors you’re talking about.”

      “Well,” she began, dropping to sit next to him, “some people like to talk about your training with Rusav. You came in with them, didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t come in with anybody from Rusav.”

      “Oh, I don’t mean the soldiers,” she said, waving one hand and then looking around the rest of the courtyard. It was otherwise empty. Why had she come out here? “I meant the wagons. Some people say they are with Rusav. At least, they must have once been with them. I’ve heard them talking. I don’t think anybody can spend much time here without recognizing that accent.”

      “They aren’t from Rusav,” Torian said.

      But then, they were, but at the same time, they weren’t. He didn’t really need to defend Sylvia and Visthor, but he felt like he should tamp down the rumors as much as possible.

      “So, what is your story?”

      “I don’t like to talk about it,” he said.

      “Oh,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “Something like that?”

      “I’m not exactly sure what you mean by that, but my experience with Rusav has been more than just a conflict.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Don’t let Professor O’Malley get to you. She only says the same as most of the instructors do because they feel like that’s what they need to say so that we will be more comfortable staying in the city.” She shrugged. “Some people never evacuated, you know.”

      “Did you?”

      “I tried,” she said. “I didn’t get very far.” Her words trailed off a little toward the end, leaving Torian wondering just what she had experienced during the assault on Corsalt. It must’ve been terrible, he suspected, given what he had seen when he had first come to the city. “I’m Sarah, by the way.”

      “Torian,” he said, sticking his hand out toward her.

      She frowned at it before taking it and gently shaking it. “So, are you going to tell me where you are from?”

      Torian shifted, sliding his back along the wall a little more until he could get a good look at Sarah. She had to be about his age, though it was difficult for him to tell. Her dark hair was pulled back with a silver ribbon. She wore a dark blue dress beneath a gray cloak. Torian would’ve expected that the university would have required a specific dress code, but so far, there had been no sign of it.

      “A small village to the west. It’s called Sarot.”

      “Never heard of it,” Sarah said, and she positioned her back against the wall while pressing her fingertips together. She used a complicated form of air, though it was one that Torian didn’t recognize. “You had some experience with Rusav?”

      “They attacked my village. Destroyed it.”

      Her hands froze where she was holding them together. “I’m sorry. So this really wasn’t a conflict for you.”

      Torian shook his head.

      “How did you get away?”

      “That’s what I don’t want to talk about,” he said.

      She turned, watching him. “You must be pretty skilled, then.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Professor O’Malley’s class is only for those who have real potential.” She said it with a bit of a shrug. “More advanced students, you see. I was always gifted before coming to the university here, and even when I got here, I found learning the patterns pretty easy. At least until I got into Professor O’Malley’s class.”

      “I don’t know if I’m gifted or not,” Torian admitted. “I think my experience in my home school is different than what you have here.”

      “Well, most people have a different experience than what they get when they get to the university,” Sarah said. “Why are you practicing such basic patterns?”

      Torian bit back his response, hesitating to tell her that, to him, they weren’t basic at all. Even the third-tier dark pattern was complicated for him. But what he needed to do was to get through the fourth and fifth-tier patterns so that he could prove to Professor O’Malley that he deserved to stay in her classroom, especially if she taught more advanced patterns.

      That was why he was here.

      “Repetition,” he said.

      “I was always taught that we should practice the more complicated patterns because it makes the earlier patterns easier.” Sarah began to move her hands in another air pattern, and again, Torian realized that it was one that he did not recognize. It had to be at least a sixth-tier pattern, as he thought that he would recognize the fifth-tier pattern for air. “But maybe that’s because I find the lower-tier patterns so easy to make.”

      “Are you from Corsalt?”

      “Not originally,” Sarah said. She continued to move her hands, the pattern forming and then reforming, flashing from one to the next faster than Torian had seen any other student do. It reminded him more of what he saw from some of the instructors. “When I proved to have some potential, my parents decided to bring me to Corsalt to work with different instructors. They thought that I could develop faster that way.”

      “You had a private education,” Torian realized.

      He had heard about people like that. He had never met anybody. There were always stories of students who showed significant skill and would purchase individual instruction with highly qualified teachers. It was quite a bit different than the small schools and towns like his.

      “I don’t like to think about it like that,” she said, her nose wrinkling again, “but I suppose that’s what it was. Most of the people in Professor O’Malley’s class did.” She paused, frowning for a moment. “Well, I can’t think of anybody who didn’t. To advance with patterns, you kind of need to have some instruction like that. It’s the only way that you can develop your skill to the point where you can move quickly through the basics once you reach the university. At least, that’s what I was always taught.”

      Torian looked down at his hands again, staying silent. What would she say if she knew that he had not?

      Better yet, what would she say if she learned that his instruction consisted of now-dead teachers, along with Sylvia—someone who had trained in Rusav—and Aldrich. Whatever Aldrich was.

      “I suppose I’m going to be a bit strange, then,” he said.

      “I didn’t say that nobody went to a more traditional school,” she said. She looked up at Torian, smiling. “It just means that it’s going to be harder. I think that’s why Professor O’Malley was having us review. At least having you review.”

      “You realized that?”

      “Well, it’s not real common for her to have us go through the basics of the first five tiers of patterns. Even if we had some time away. She’s more the kind to assume that we have a certain amount of knowledge and push us as hard as possible to help us regress. There’s only a limited time in university classes, after all. I think most of the instructors feel that even more so now.”

      “I didn’t realize there was a limit.”

      “They didn’t talk to you about that once you were given entry?”

      Torian shook his head. He hadn’t spoken to anybody about anything upon his entry. Maybe it was because he had proven that he had valsahir talent, or maybe it was because the university was still dealing with the Rusav threat.

      The conflict.

      He suppressed a laugh at that, knowing that thinking about it as a conflict was ridiculous. If those who thought it a conflict were to venture much outside of the borders to see some of the destroyed villages, they might realize that it was much more than just a conflict.

      It had been war.

      But maybe it was as Sarah suggested, and that the instructors really did need to downplay it. Perhaps for themselves, or perhaps it was for the students’ benefit. Either way, it felt strange for Torian to think about it like that.

      “Well, a traditional university experience is three years. Depending upon what potential you show, you can enter a postgraduate program, that’s what I’m interested in, or you are assigned an area to serve. Often it’s teaching,” she said, and from the sour expression on her face, Torian could tell she wanted nothing to do with teaching, “but some are sent into the military.”

      “I always thought that those who didn’t qualify for the university were sent to the military.”

      “Those people end up serving in lower-level positions. University graduates end up as officers. I couldn’t imagine joining the military as anything other than an officer, but then again, I can’t imagine joining the military at all.” She shrugged. “Which is why I hope to be granted a postgraduate opportunity where I can continue my studies.”

      “What kind of things do you study?”

      “Oh, quite a bit. To graduate from the university, you need to have a pretty broad understanding of the patterns. In order to graduate at all, you have to master the seven tiers, but…” She frowned, shaking her head. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all of this. I’m sure you know it already.”

      “Actually, I don’t,” Torian said. “And because I gained entry to the university following the conflict,” he said, having a hard time calling it that, “I think they didn’t give me the usual information.”

      “You wouldn’t get it here,” Sarah said. She shifted. “You should have gotten that before you even came to the university. Most everybody who comes to the university knows what they’re getting into. It’s strange that you didn’t. Well, maybe it’s strange that you were given entry in the middle of session, anyway.”

      “I didn’t realize that there were specific times.”

      His experience in Sarot had been limited, though. There weren’t many people who had much potential to enter the university, and those who did were brought away by instructors. Could they have been brought at specific times? Torian hadn’t even considered that before, but perhaps there had been a pattern there that he hadn’t even recognized.

      He thought about Jensen and what opportunities he would have been given.

      And now…

      Now he had been abducted by Rusav, and for all Torian knew, he would end up tormented, or worse—forced into serving Rusav as one of their sahir.

      “How far away did you say your school was?”

      “Not that far,” Torian said, feeling defensive.

      “I’m not saying it to try to upset you,” Sarah said. “I guess I am surprised. Maybe I shouldn’t be. Maybe everything that’s been going on has been strange enough. That is just one more part.” She flashed a grin. “But you were assigned to Professor O’Malley’s class, so that means you have potential.”

      “I think I’m going to have to work at it a bit,” Torian admitted.

      “You should spend some time in the library, then. That is if you need help with some of the basic patterns. Or you could find a tutor. Some of the older students often offer their tutoring services to new university entrants, though typically they are some of the younger students.”

      “What year are you in the university?”

      “This is my first year.”

      At least Torian wasn’t that far off. He had worried that his age would have been an issue.

      “A lot of the students that go to the university in my village are younger.”

      She nodded. “They come to Corsalt, and they are placed into a preparatory school. It’s sort of like individual instruction but not quite the same. I don’t know how to explain it. I think the instructors who find students with potential are rewarded in some way. They don’t talk about it, and unless I was an instructor on a journey like that, I wouldn’t even care.”

      Perhaps that was what his sister was doing, then.

      “Anyway, if you are looking for tutors, the instructors keep a list. If you’re lucky, you may even find one of the newer instructors willing to teach, but they tend to be pretty expensive.”

      “How much do tutors cost?”

      Torian had no money and no way of earning it. What would he do?

      “Oh, no more than a silver a week or so.”

      A silver a week?

      Torian didn’t have anywhere near that kind of money.

      Maybe he could go to Sylvia and see if she could help him, as she had wanted him to learn, but he didn’t know if Sylvia even had that kind of money.

      “Anyway. I just wanted to introduce myself since we were going to be in class together. Don’t be a stranger.”

      With that, Sarah got up, headed through the courtyard, and back into the building.

      He knew that he was an outsider, as he had felt that already. He had thought that his valsahir potential might make a difference, but perhaps it would not—and could not.

      But how could he gain what he needed?

      Tutoring was an option, but Torian wasn’t sure what he would need to do in order to get the kind of tutoring necessary. He wouldn’t be able to afford it.

      First, check the list of names, find students interested, and then find out how much they cost.

      Why get concerned until he knew there was a reason?

      And if he couldn’t afford a tutor, then what would he do?

      Torian would deal with that next.
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      MARTIAL THEORY

      Torian followed the directions to the next class with curiosity.

      He wasn’t sure what this one would entail, as the headmaster had not revealed to him the purpose of this next class. She’d claimed it was necessary for him to continue to advance in his understanding of the sahir abilities and something that would benefit a sahir of his potential.

      Staring at the paper that described where to go, he found it a little surprising, though. It wasn’t in the main part of the university. In fact, it wasn’t even in the main part of the city. Torian had wandered through sections of the city beyond the university, many of them that had obviously suffered under the Rusav attack, leaving some of the buildings crumbling and damaged, while following the street signs that the headmaster had described for him to take. He wasn’t completely comfortable going out there, but she hadn’t really led him astray, so Torian thought that he should follow these directions.

      He reached a walled-in square that reminded him of when he’d been tested for entrance to the university. He looked at the intersecting streets and realized that this was where the headmaster had wanted him to go. The sound of voices came from the other side of the wall, a steady murmuring. Torian was tempted to use one of the higher-tier patterns to see if he could draw some of the voices toward him and better understand what they were saying, but decided against it. In Corsalt and surrounded by as many sahir as he was, he suspected that anything like that would be easily detected. Instead, he approached slowly.

      His gaze was drawn to the wall itself. A series of runic markers along the wall were obviously placed to add additional power to it, though Torian wasn’t sure what kind of power had been used here. He didn’t recognize any of them. There were aspects of several of the markings that he had seen before, but for the most part, they were foreign to him. The headmaster had assigned a runic marker class to him, and Torian had found it just as expected. It was a welcome relief knowing that at least some things were similar between his school and this one, a sharp contrast to what he had experienced in his time here so far. Mostly it involved memorization. There was an assumption of power within the university that was not found when he was in the school in Sarot, though that made much more sense here as everyone who came to the university had a level of skill already.

      He wandered along the wall. The central bell still had not tolled, so he had time, though he didn’t want to be too late to his class, especially as this was the first time that he was attending it. Martial theory was held once a week and always here.

      As he looked along the stone, noticing the density of the runic markers, curiosity began to build within him. Whatever was here, and whatever he was expected to do here, was probably tied to the reason behind the density of runic markers that were placed on the stone.

      He’d seen a gate as he approached and finished his brief circuit around the wall before reaching the gate. It came open quietly, and he paused to look inside. There were a dozen students, all about his age and size, both men and women. He saw no sign of an instructor. He didn’t recognize any of the students other than Magnuson.

      Torian almost groaned to himself but suppressed it. It would’ve been better if it had been Sarah. At least she was someone he had already spoken to. As he entered, Magnuson glanced in his direction, his brow furrowing. He said something to the tall, wonder woman standing next to him, who then turned her focus on Torian. They whispered to each other quietly.

      Depending upon what martial theory involved, he may have to interact with these other students.

      It would probably be better if he were to be more sociable with the others, but he still wasn’t entirely comfortable with that, nor was he entirely comfortable here. So he took a spot in the back, standing near the wall, looking around at the others.

      There were more men than women. Probably twice as many men and most of them had the same solid build that Magnuson had. Several had the darker skin of those from the southern part of Navarin, and one man was dressed in all black, with tattoos on his exposed arms. Torian found himself watching him out of curiosity, as he had never seen anybody looking quite like that.

      Magnuson started toward him but stopped when a soft chime rang out.

      “It seems as if it’s time to start,” a voice said, coming through the gate right as the bell began to ring.

      Torian looked over to see the instructor. Professor Erickson was a middle-aged man with gray hair, a broad face, and a solid build. He had on a simple pale blue cloak slung over his shoulders, giving him the air of someone of authority. He didn’t carry any books, not as Professor O’Malley had, and instead had a long, slender cane in one hand.

      “It’s been far too long since we’ve had regular class. I know several of you were sequestered here during the conflict, and we continued our studies, but don’t worry,” he went on, grinning as he looked at the others around him, “we will make sure to catch everybody up.” His gaze drifted around the gathered students until it reached Torian, where he stopped. “And we have a new student.” His smile widened again.

      Torian felt the weight of everyone’s eyes on him.

      “Why don’t you come up here and introduce yourself?” Professor Erickson proposed.

      Torian licked his lips, looking around at the others. He headed toward the professor and tipped his head politely. “What would you like me to say?”

      “Generally, when I begin class, I have all of the students get to know each other,” Erickson said, keeping his voice loud enough so that the other students could hear. “As I find it useful, considering the kind of work that we do here. It takes the sting out of things, I think. Especially when sparring with your classmates.” His smile widened again.

      Torian thought he understood, then. Martial theory. It made a lot more sense.

      Which meant that this was a more practical use of the patterns.

      He’d known that there were some in the university who were trained to use their patterns to fight, as there were quite a few people who were a part of the military for just that reason. Torian had never had any training in that, not before joining Sylvia and Visthor. But ever since joining them and working with Visthor, he had learned a few things.

      Maybe this would be one class that he would have some sort of an advantage in.

      His hand went to his pocket where he kept the Blade of Wind, wondering if he would have any use for it but doubting that he would. That didn’t seem like the kind of class this would be. And since he had been in Professor O’Malley’s class and had seen how Magnuson had used shadow blade, Torian suspected that whatever happened here would be similar. Maybe this would be the class where he would learn how to use the various patterns and their blades.

      “Well,” Torian began, turning to look at the others around him and trying to feign a measure of confidence he didn’t fully feel. “My name is Torian Ranth. I come from the town of Sarot, which was destroyed during the Rusav invasion.”

      “I’m sure it wasn’t destroyed,” someone muttered. “No more so than Corsalt was destroyed.”

      Torian looked up. He couldn’t tell who had spoken. He debated how much to share. He’d been uncertain about over-sharing ever since coming to the university, as he didn’t want people to look at him with pity, but perhaps that should never have been his concern.

      “The entire town was destroyed,” Torian said. “There were several Rusav sahir that came through, leveling all of the buildings, and my entire town was slaughtered. A few of us managed to escape.”

      Professor Erickson regarded Torian for a moment, his smile slipping. “Well. That is a little bit more of an introduction than I was expecting, but it is good to have you here.” Erickson turned so that he could face the rest of his students. “The headmaster herself has tested Mr. Ranth and assured me that he is a good fit for what we teach here.” Erickson glanced at Torian. “Typically, this class is reserved for students who have some martial background. It is why we call it theory, but in reality, it is more of an advanced practicum.” He pressed his lips together in a frown. “Perhaps she thought that your experience with Rusav gave you more of a background. Time will tell. Anyway, go and join the others.”

      Torian slipped back to his position along the back wall, not wanting to meet anyone’s gaze. The strange student dressed all in black looked in his direction, as did a student that he hadn’t seen before and didn’t recognize. She was shorter than him, with close-cropped black hair, an angular jaw, and a tight frown on her face.

      “As today is going to be a lot of refreshment for most of you,” Erickson began, glancing over to Torian as he said, “I was hopeful that we could take the opportunity to go through what a typical class looks like. Some of you experienced our modified classes during the conflict, but some of you were evacuated. Understandably so. It is my hope that each of you will gain the necessary skill and competence so that if we encounter a similar conflict, you will be equipped to handle anything that comes your way.”

      Torian found himself tensing every time the professor mentioned conflict, especially since they were talking about martial theory. It was anything but a conflict, and of anyone that he had encountered, he would’ve expected that Erickson would have known that and reacted differently. It alarmed Torian that it wasn’t the case.

      Maybe it shouldn’t, though. The professors had all seemingly taken the stance that it was nothing more than a conflict, as that was how they could justify staying and teaching.

      “I would like a pair of volunteers. Wait. No volunteers. I will assign you.” He swept his gaze around. He landed on the man in all dark black and then turned again, pausing as he looked at the others. He hesitated on Torian, who wished he could shrink back even more. He didn’t know anything about the typical class and didn’t think that he should be involved in this in any way. Finally, he turned even more and seemed as if he was going to call upon Magnuson but nodded to the short, dark-haired woman who Torian had noticed. “The two of you. Damien and Elise. A good match, I think.” His smile returned tight, and yet there was something else that glimmered in his eyes. Was it excitement?

      Considering everything that Torian had encountered during the Rusav war, he had a hard time with anybody who grew excited by the idea of fighting. Or maybe it was just that Erickson enjoyed seeing his students competing. Whatever it was, it put Torian on edge.

      Damien stepped forward, facing off against Elise. They bowed to each other.

      Then they took a step back. Damien brought his hands together, just the fingertips connecting, while Elise brought one hand behind her back, pressing it on the lower part of her spine, and the other one rested on her thigh.

      Neither was a pattern that he recognized.

      But they had to be patterns, didn’t they?

      Neither one moved.

      They seemed to be waiting for something, and yet, as they waited, Torian had the distinct sense of energy building. He found himself modeling Damien’s pattern, as he could do that while watching without drawing any additional attention. He didn’t recognize anything about Elise’s pattern.

      But he couldn’t feel anything. Torian shifted a little of the weight inside of himself, pushing it out through himself, up through his arms, and…

      And he felt a stirring of cold beginning to work.

      An ice blade?

      Torian released the power, not wanting to draw anyone’s attention to him, so he resisted the urge to do that now and continued to focus instead on what the other two were doing. Elise still hadn’t moved.

      Damien tipped his head to the side and then darted forward. When he spread his hands apart, a band of ice formed between his fingertips, stretching out as he pulled them apart. Torian had never seen anybody holding onto a pattern quite like that, but he angled it, twisting and then pushed, throwing that blade of ice toward Elise.

      Torian expected Elise to try something, to duck out of the way, or to form a blade of her own. She didn’t. Instead, she remained motionless, one hand on her thigh, one hand on her back.

      And then the ice collided with her.

      Torian winced.

      And realized that he didn’t need to.

      The ice shattered harmlessly off Elise.

      It took Torian a moment to realize what she had been doing. A metal pattern.

      He had never seen anything quite like that before, but it seemed as if she were posturing in such a way that she was concentrating the sahir aspect of metal. And it had solidified her.

      She brought her hand off her back, sweeping it quickly toward the one on her thigh, and a dark, reflective band of silver formed between her hands, arcing outward and toward Damien. She spun, sliding off to the side, and flicked that band outward. It stretched away from her, spiraling in the air and whistling as it traveled.

      Damien rolled off to the side, hurriedly popping up to his feet, and flicked his hands upward. Another burst of ice shot toward that metallic blade, sending it toppling away harmlessly. It spiraled toward the other students, and Professor Erickson raised his hand, flicked his wrist, and the blade simply disappeared.

      That was a measure of skill that Torian hadn’t seen before.

      But so, too, was what he saw from the others.

      Elise wasn’t done. She twisted, continuing the same movement that she had been rotating around so that one hand went back to her spine and rotated around to her thigh just as she had before, creating another band of silver. This one went arcing forward toward Damien, tumbling directly toward his midsection. She continued forward, spiraling one hand around, and another band followed, this one at a different angle.

      Damien was better prepared this time. He brought his hands apart and then twisted them, pushing out with a burst of an icy shield. The metallic blades crashed into the shield, and Torian thought that they would shatter it, but they merely cracked the shielding.

      They both backed away, circling around each other. How long was this going to go on for?

      It was some sort of sparring, but this was far more advanced than anything Torian had seen. Why had the headmaster thought that he could be a part of it?

      He didn’t know anything like that. He might have seen the shadow blade in Professor O’Malley’s classroom, but he couldn’t form one effectively, and he couldn’t form a blade of wind without holding onto the Rusav weapon.

      Unless she wanted him to see that there were more advanced uses of the sahir power and uses that would rival anything that Rusav could do.

      Maybe this was the headmaster’s way of showing him how little he knew.

      It seemed… excessive.

      At the same time, he had pushed to learn more advanced patterns, hadn’t he? And Sylvia had spoken to her. Maybe Sylvia had said something that had inspired her to push Torian this way.

      He wouldn’t put it past Sylvia, as Sylvia felt like she was acting on behalf of Aldrich and what he wanted for Torian.

      Another band of silver went shooting toward Damien, followed by another, and then another. Elise was quick. Damien was just as quick, though.

      As he watched them battle, one thought troubled Torian more than any others.

      If the university had students who were this capable, how had it struggled so much?

      The only thought that he had was that it was the result of numbers.

      Either that, or it really was nothing more than a conflict. The university may have bunkered down, regrouping until they could take more definitive action.

      There was another possibility, though. The Rusav attack likely involved valsahir.

      And from what he’d seen, there were no valsahir in the university.

      Other than Torian.

      After the two students continued to spar for a little while longer, Professor Erickson strode forward, unmindful of the two battling. When a band of ice came toward him, he flicked his wrist, and it went toward the ground, where it shattered and disappeared. He held up his hand, keeping Elise from sending another wave of silvery power toward him.

      “Excellent,” he said, smiling. “This might be a bit more advanced than we are accustomed to,” Erickson said, turning and looking to the others. “Some of you who have been away from the city may be a bit surprised by how your classmates have advanced. Damien and Elise were among a small group that worked with me regularly.”

      Torian suspected that Magnuson was also among that group, especially given the way that he had honed his shadow blade.

      “I have typically expected that students will alternate different blades during their sparring, but because of the conflict, I encouraged my students to focus on specific blades they were most comfortable with. Harness the good, and then we can work on what you are less skilled with.” He looked around. “So today’s lesson is going to be on harnessing the blade you feel most comfortable with. We are not going to spar until the end, but I would like you to practice some of the different techniques you’ve seen from Elise and Damien. Now. Go ahead.”

      Erickson waved a hand, dismissing the students.

      Torian found himself alone and wondering which of the blades that he might feel most comfortable with. He didn’t know all of the blade patterns. He’d seen the shadow blade and had seen—and used—the wind blade. Now he’d seen one for ice and metal, but Torian wasn’t sure that he would be able to recreate them. Light was always easy for him, as was earth, but Torian didn’t know if he knew either of them well enough to practice.

      His hand went into his pocket, tracing his finger along the Blade of Wind, debating.

      And then he closed his eyes, brought his hands together, and focused.

      Light was always easiest. He would start with that.

      He only hoped that he was skilled enough to use it. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Erickson watched him. Despite the smile on his face, Torian had the distinct sense of the professor waiting to judge him.

      To get what he wanted out of the university, Torian needed to pass that judgment.
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      A MARKET AND A SONG

      Torian walked the streets of Corsalt while pressing his hands together as he tried to form the pattern for one of the blades. His time with Professor Erickson had made it quite clear that he had work to do. Quite a bit, in fact, if he intended to master any part of the blade the professor had wanted him to.

      The last few days were relatively uneventful. Torian had been going to most of his classes, though there was really only a single class each day, something that he still wasn’t quite sure the reason behind. In his mind, it seemed as if it would make more sense for him to have multiple classes a day, and an opportunity to work on patterns, or runic markers, or whatever the instructors wanted him to learn, with a bit more diligence.

      Perhaps they took the time that they did intentionally. Or, Torian began to question, they may have given the students more time like this because of the recent attack. Many of the students were still coming back to the university, and those that had been in the university through the attack had obviously struggled in some ways. Torian didn’t hear it directly, but he could see it in the shell-shocked expressions some people still carried.

      Not all, though. There were some who seemed as if they had enjoyed that time and enjoyed the danger of the attack. The conflict, as his instructors frustratingly kept calling it. Those like Magnuson seemed as if it had been little more than a game to them. Torian wondered what they might think if they had been out of the city, beyond the protections that were found there, and forced to actually confront Rusav the way that he had. Maybe they would see things quite a bit differently.

      Or knowing what he did of Magnuson, which wasn’t much, though Torian had known men like him, maybe he wouldn’t have seen anything differently. It was possible that he would react the same way.

      He hadn’t spent much time in the city itself. For the most part, Torian visited the university and then wandered to the edge of the city and to Sylvia’s wagons to check on her, Visthor, and the others that he had traveled with, including his sister. Knowing now that there was a preparatory school that other students could attend made it easier for Torian, though as far as he’d been able to tell, his sister had not been given access to any of those preparatory lessons.

      Was it because she had not been a part of the university originally, or was it because she had not been selected out of Sarot, and so the instructors at the university didn’t view her as worthy?

      Torian tried not to think about that, as it merely irritated him.

      He heard the sound of music in the distance. He had nowhere to be and nothing to do other than to work on his advanced patterns Professor O’Malley had assigned—which Torian was still struggling with, as much as he had been straining to master those patterns—along with trying to comprehend the various runic markers that he had been assigned during that class. Not only that, but he was also trying to gain some control over his blade pattern, he still felt drawn by that sound. There was something relaxing about the music, something that seemed to call to him.

      Maybe it shouldn’t, as he knew better than to let himself get drawn up in the sound of the city, but there was something almost normal about it. And at this point, given everything that Torian had encountered, normal felt good. It felt necessary.

      The streets that he’d been walking on had been generally unharmed during the attack. Torian didn’t know if he had chosen that intentionally, as if he had been drawn here because there had been no sign of damage or if that section of the city had been left untouched. There were a few runic markers on the buildings, enough that he suspected they had granted a measure of strength to this part of the city, but not so much that he would’ve expected that this part would have been able to withstand the destruction that other parts had faced.

      Then again, other parts of the city had been targeted for their strategic value. The university, of course, had been targeted. There were other parts of the city that had similarly faced damage. And there were parts of the city that had been left generally untouched.

      He reached a small plaza. There were more people there. Corsalt was still not back to what it had been like when Torian had been young, but it was certainly more vibrant than Sarot. Even without the general activity, Torian still felt a sense of vibrancy here. There were a few carts stationed around the plaza, local merchants selling their goods, even street performers, mostly acrobats flipping and jumping, though they didn’t seem to be doing so with the same measured urgency that Torian had seen when he had been there before. The minstrel that he’d heard calling him strummed a strange, oblong instrument, and the mournful sound that reverberated from it seemed to fit Torian’s mood—along with much of the mood of the city.

      The minstrel didn’t sing. He merely played. Torian thought that was a missed opportunity. Performers like that would be better served having others with them to complement the sounds of their strumming.

      He found himself drawn into the plaza, wandering from place to place, and stopped at one cart where the merchant sold different ceramics. Torian had no need for such things, but he wasn’t above perusing. He nodded politely to the merchant, an older woman with thick, gray hair and a ragged gray cloak hung over her shoulders, before turning away, looking over to the minstrel once more. His attention caught on a familiar person.

      What was Sarah doing here?

      Probably the same thing that he was doing, he decided. Torian followed her around the market for a little while, debating whether or not he should reveal his presence to her as he listened for a little while to the nearby music. She never turned toward him, but he followed. He began to question if she recognized that he was there. Every so often, Sarah would pause and speak to one of the vendors before moving on. When she did, she happened to glance behind her as if checking to see if he was watching—or better yet, following.

      Torian decided to reveal his presence before she spun and confronted him.

      As he approached, she turned, grinning at him. “It’s about time.”

      He blinked, glancing around for a moment before turning his attention back to her. “You knew I was here.”

      “I saw when you came to the market. There aren’t too many students who come this way.” She looked him from head to toe before meeting his gaze. “And you have the look of a student.”

      “Well, I am a student, so I suppose that isn’t surprising.” He stepped forward, getting out of the way of an older couple that was trying to move past him, and headed toward one of the other vendors. “Do you come out here very often?”

      Sarah turned to a nearby vendor. This one sold bread and cheese. “The market only recently reopened. During the conflict,” she said, wrinkling her nose with irritation, making Torian like her just a little bit more, “most people were afraid to come out of their homes.”

      “How far did Rusav get into Corsalt?”

      Despite all of the destruction that he had seen, Torian still didn’t know how far the Rusav soldiers had managed to penetrate into the city itself. It was possible that they had managed to accomplish much of that destruction from a distance, though it would be surprising.

      “Not as far as you probably would think,” she said, seeming to sense the direction of his questioning. “There were some who slipped through, mostly their powerful sahir who fought past any of the restrictions that we placed, but mostly the military kept the city safe. Well, the military and some of the professors.” She shrugged. “I imagine you’ve seen some of them.”

      “I was assigned Professor Erickson’s class, so I suspect that I have seen some of them.”

      Sarah smiled. “How is that going for you?”

      “Well, I’ve only had one session with him, but I think he was making it quite clear that some of us—mostly me—don’t have the necessary skill to perform the kind of things that he wants.”

      Sarah offered a half-shrug. “Don’t mind him. He’s a little upset that he wasn’t able to help more during the fighting within Corsalt.”

      “I would’ve expected that he had helped,” Torian said.

      “He probably helped a little, but he didn’t do much. At least, that’s the rumor. I didn’t do much, either. So take what I have to say with a grain of salt. But if you were assigned to him, you obviously have some training with that.” She glanced over to Torian. “And here you made it sound like you were not well equipped in your school.”

      “Not for anything like that,” Torian admitted.

      They stopped in front of another stand, and Sarah slipped forward, said something to the merchant, and took away a small burlap sack of something that smelled quite sweet. She dipped her hand into it and pulled out a piece of golden bread covered with what looked like sugar. She popped one into her mouth and closed her eyes, chewing slowly. “This is what I missed.”

      “What do they taste like?”

      Sarah offered him the bag, and Torian hesitantly reached inside and grabbed one piece before testing it. It was every bit as sweet as he had suspected, and when he chewed, he found the bread to be quite doughy but otherwise delicious.

      “It’s just a nice treat,” Sarah said, glancing over at the stand. “There used to be more vendors in the market. I think that as the city gets back to normal, there will be more like this, but unfortunately, it is slow going. I don’t know if you’ve ever been in Corsalt when it was as it was before, but the city has a certain vibrancy to it.” She pulled her arms in close as if trying to give herself a hug. “It’s hard seeing it like this now. I miss it, to be honest.”

      “This is better than it was when I first arrived in the city.”

      Even over the last few weeks, the energy of the city had started to change. There was more activity and a general bustle to everything. At least, that was what Torian noticed now that he had ventured out into the rest of the city. But within the university, there had been a steady change there, as well. More and more students had gradually started to return to the university as if they hadn’t been able to—or had feared doing so—before.

      “Oh, I think that Corsalt will recover just fine,” Sarah said, taking another bite of the bread. She chewed it thoughtfully. “City like this can never really fail. At least, that’s what the instructors liked to tell us when the attack started.” She looked over to Torian. “But you had something different, didn’t you?”

      Torian nodded. “There were powerful Rusav sahir that attacked.” He was tempted to tell her about the valsahir but wasn’t sure how much to reveal. “I saw too much of Rusav.”

      “Is that why you cringed every time Professor O’Malley called it a conflict?” She offered him the bag of bread again, and Torian took another one, chewing so he didn’t have to answer right away. “I saw it. Each time. You looked like you wanted to throw something at her.”

      “I wasn’t going to throw anything at her,” Torian said.

      “Well, you didn’t look very pleased by it, so I suppose that’s the bigger issue. Why is that?”

      “Because it’s not just a conflict,” Torian said.

      “Well, it’s not full-blown war. If it were, the military would have pulled some of our most skilled students to fight. And maybe they did, or maybe they just haven’t returned.” She took another bite of the bread, chewing thoughtfully. “I suppose I don’t even know. But I think that if we were facing some real danger, we would’ve heard something from the instructors, as more of them would’ve been pulled away. Some of the most talented sahir in Navarin are at the university here.”

      “What about valsahir?” Torian asked it mostly to himself, trying to keep his voice low.

      Sarah heard, and she stiffened. Torian realized his mistake immediately and wished that he could take it back. He didn’t want her to know that he was asking about valsahir, as most people in Navarin didn’t believe that there were any valsahir who remained. And for the most part, they would be right. Torian himself had not thought that there were any valsahir remaining before he had shown the potential for it.

      “I’m just saying that it would be nice if we had people like the valsahir to help defend us,” he went on.

      Sarah sniffed, taking another bite of her bread and chewing slowly. “If only we did. Things would be so much easier.”

      She continued through the market, and Torian debated whether he should go with her, as she hadn’t necessarily invited him, but she hadn’t sent him away, either. And he had come out here to just wander without any real reason for being here. It was nice talking to someone, even though he didn’t know Sarah all that well, and he questioned if she wanted his company.

      She paused at another stand and glanced toward him, the look in her eyes suggesting that she was waiting on him.

      He shrugged to himself and hurried forward, catching up to her.

      “I thought you were going to leave me,” Sarah said.

      “I didn’t know if you wanted company. I didn’t want to presume that you did.”

      “Would you look at that,” she said, grinning at him and offering him the bag of bread, allowing Torian to take another one to chew. “We have somebody who is willing to let a woman make a choice?”

      She spun away from him before he had a chance to say anything, but he had the distinct sense that she was playing with him.

      She stopped at another stand, this one selling fabric. Sarah traced her fingers along the fabric before looking over to Torian. “When I was younger, my mother used to bring me to markets like this. She used to buy the fabric herself, bring it home, and sew many of my dresses.” She smiled to herself. “This reminds me of her.”

      “Where was your home?”

      She shook her head. “Farther away than your Sarot.”

      She continued onward, and Torian followed. He found himself enjoying the bantering with Sarah, which surprised him. Visthor would probably tell him that it wasn’t a good use of his time and that he needed to be spending more time working with the Blade of Wind, which was probably true. There were things that Torian thought he could learn from the Blade of Wind that he wouldn’t be able to otherwise learn. He needed to master those things for Professor Erickson’s class, and they might help him gain insight that he didn’t have.

      But was this a bad use of his time? At this point, he didn’t know much about the university or the expectations put upon him other than what the headmaster had assigned him at the time that she had granted him entry into the university. He didn’t really know what the classes—and the different professors— expected from him. So why not wander with someone like Sarah, who had a better grasp of that?

      He could ask questions.

      “You keep taking breaks,” Sarah said. “If this is how you shop, maybe I would be better off by myself.”

      “You’re the one who’s stopping at all of these stands,” he said.

      “Well, I’m stopping because I wanted to buy us a treat, and then I wanted to share with you my little story about my mother shopping, and now I’m stopping because I’m waiting on you.” She chuckled, grinning at him. “What do you want?”

      Torian looked around. “I only came into the market because of the minstrel.”

      “It’s so sad,” Sarah said, turning to where the man was playing the strange, oval-shaped instrument. “I’ve not heard music like that before, but it just pulls at me.”

      “I feel like he needs someone to sing along with him.”

      “Oh yeah? Were you offering your voice?”

      “I don’t have much of one,” Torian said.

      “Oh, I doubt that. You’ve got such a nice soothing quality to your speaking voice, so I suspect you have a nice singing voice, too. Maybe you don’t want to sing, but that’s a different issue, isn’t it?”

      Torian found himself blushing slightly, as he had never been complimented on his voice before, and he found it to be surprisingly sweet. “I think the last time I sang was to my sister when I was about five years younger. She always liked lullabies when she was going to bed. Most of the time, our parents would do it, but sometimes they would be gone and make me do it.”

      “That sounds nice,” Sarah said. “You must’ve been a very good big brother.”

      “Who said I was the big brother?”

      “You sang to your older sister? That’s a little strange.” When Torian laughed, she scowled at him. “Now you are just having fun at my expense. How inconsiderate.”

      “I just thought to make a joke.”

      “Of course you did. And here I thought you were so different than the other boys that the university but you are just like them,” she said, pressing the back of her hand up to her head and shaking it. “How disappointing.”

      “I’ll make it up to you if you join me near the minstrel. How about I try my hand at singing.”

      She regarded him for a moment. “Are you serious?”

      Was he?

      He had no intention of actually singing, as he had no idea what he would sing about, but something here compelled him.

      “If it keeps you from being upset with me, I will do whatever you need.”

      She started to laugh. “I think I’m going to get along with you quite well, Torian. Now, about that song.”
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      BLADE OF LIGHT

      “We’re going to focus on something a bit different today.” Professor O’Malley stood in front of the classroom, the long pieces of pale blue chalk in hand, her back to the class as she focused on the board. “As some of you need more focus on these patterns.”

      She didn’t turn and look at anybody in the class, though Torian had the distinct sense that she was talking to him. Or, perhaps more accurately, she was talking about him.

      He sat near the back of the class. He’d taken to doing so for her sessions, in particular. Mostly it was because he didn’t have enough understanding of some of the complicated patterns the way that he wanted, so he hoped to avoid her attention.

      The other students in class all seemed irritated. Well, not all of them. Some seemed tired more than anything else. Sarah, for one, didn’t sit in her usual seat close to Professor O’Malley and instead sat nearer to Torian. Not because she wanted to be close to him, he didn’t think, but because she had her attention focused instead on the desk in front of her, her eyes seeming to be heavy-lidded, leaving Torian wondering what she’d been doing.

      Other students shifted in their seats. Even Magnuson seemed a bit unsettled.

      “We are going to review the basics of each of the seven primary patterns,” Professor O’Malley said, turning to look at the classroom. “And we are going to work through the first six tiers. It will go quickly, so I expect that you will all pay attention.”

      She was going through all of the first six tiers?

      That had to be for Torian’s benefit, but it left him wondering why she would choose to do that now. He had been to Professor O’Malley’s class several times in the time that he’d been at the university, and at no point had she seemed inclined to her lessons on his behalf. In fact, she had almost seemed as if she were completely unwilling to do that, as she had made it clear that she would not make any concessions for his lack of skill from the very first moment that she had seen him in the hallway. What had changed now?

      Torian tried not to think too deeply about it and knew that it wouldn’t make much of a difference for him, as he may be able to work through the first four tiers of patterns, but the fifth tier, of all of the different patterns, had proven difficult for him. He could do many aspects of the fifth tier, but he couldn’t form the blades consistently, something that had proven a challenge for Professor Erickson’s class, as well.

      Professor O’Malley surprised him by not asking for any volunteers.

      In Torian’s experience with Professor O’Malley, she had often invited other students to the front of the class to demonstrate what they knew. He suspected that it was part of a test, as well as her way of having others have an opportunity to prove themselves, but this time, she did not require that. Instead, she placed the chalk down near the chalkboard, dusted her hands on her pants, seemingly unmindful of the pale blue that lingered, and turned to look at the class.

      Without a word, she began to work through the patterns.

      She worked through light first. She started with the primary pattern and moved on to the first tier, then the second tier, and all the way through the sixth tier. Torian noticed that she had a slightly different way of holding the fireball pattern, the third tier of light. He wasn’t paying as much attention as he should have been when she moved into the fourth tier—something that he had some skill with, but not nearly enough to be able to replicate without having an opportunity to watch her. Then she moved into the light blade. She started with her hands twisted, the palms the only part touching, and gradually stretched them apart. It was a different way of forming the light blade than what Torian had seen before. As the blade began to form, heat radiated off it, crackling in the air. She collapsed it quickly and then moved on to the sixth tier.

      The sixth tier of most of the patterns involved some way of creating a band of that specific power. In the form of light, she created a flat, oval shape of light that formed something of a shielding. She held it for a moment, long enough that others nodded as they watched her before she released it. Torian had scarcely seen her doing that.

      She paused, and then she swept her gaze around the rest of the class. “Now. Who would like to demonstrate this for us?” She looked around before her gaze settled on Sarah. “Ms. Farin. You look like you could offer us a measure of this.”

      She had wanted volunteers, and now called on Sarah?

      Sarah lifted her head, her eyes bleary. Torian didn’t know what was wrong with her, but he could tell that something was plaguing her.

      She started to get up when he got to his feet. “I would like the opportunity,” he said.

      Professor O’Malley regarded him with suspicion. Torian didn’t miss Sarah’s relief sweeping through her gaze at Torian’s willingness to do this on her behalf.

      “Are you sure that you are prepared to demonstrate such things, Mr. Ranth? I did tell you that you were not required to volunteer until you have fully settled in class.”

      There was a bit of her tone that suggested to Torian that she was curious about what he might be able to do. He was curious, as well. If it was any of the other patterns, he wouldn’t trust that he would be capable of replicating anything nearly that complicated, but this was light, one that he had an affinity for. But it wasn’t just that he thought that he could do it. He didn’t know if he could replicate the sixth-tier pattern, and at this point, Torian didn’t know if it even mattered.

      “I’d like the opportunity,” he said.

      He heard a faint whispering from somewhere nearby, probably Magnuson and his friends, but he ignored it. Instead, he stood at his desk. He focused on the primary light pattern, as that was quite easy for him now. He flashed from that, moving on to the lantern beam, the first-tier pattern, and then moving on to adding heat to it. By the time he reached fireball, he had started to form that pattern before deciding to mimic Professor O’Malley’s pattern. Hers had been a little bit different than what he traditionally had done with the third-tier pattern. Surprisingly, it worked well. The ball of flame formed in his hand as he spread them apart, and he released it, though he did hear a bit of crackling in the air and was a bit concerned that he might lose control of the fireball. Thankfully, it didn’t sputter and falter for him. He moved on and began to work on the fourth-tier pattern, what some of his instructors had referred to as the flames fire. Torian wasn’t exactly sure what it would be called here at the university, but it was a spinning tornado of flames. He couldn’t manifest a very large funnel, or he hadn’t been able to before. As he attempted this pattern, twisting his hands and forming the flame spire, he shifted more of the weight inside of him and began to feel that power beginning to build and almost lost control over it. He had to release it quickly. Otherwise, he would lose it altogether.

      All around him, the class watched. Torian tried not to think about how many of the students were paying close attention to him now, not liking that he was now the center of their focus. At the same time, he had to keep his concentration on the light blade, something that he had not even been able to replicate in Professor Erickson’s class. Then again, Torian had been working on different aspects of blades, using wind, thinking that he would be able to master that more rapidly since he already had an affinity for it through the Blade of Wind that he kept on him at all times.

      Professor O’Malley’s technique was different than what he had seen and attempted before.

      He didn’t know if it would work for him. He twisted his hands, forcing his palms together, his fingers facing away from each other, and focused on the power that he felt inside of him. He recognized the connection, but this was not a complicated pattern, and it surprised him that this would be a fifth-tier pattern if it worked.

      He pushed on the sahir connection inside of himself. That power began to bubble, and by the time it reached his hands, Torian felt some of the resistance and realized why this was a fifth-tier pattern. It wasn’t that the pattern itself was complicated because it wasn’t. It was the necessary power that proved to be the complication.

      Thankfully, as Torian remained convinced that he had truly become valsahir, he had more power. He didn’t even need to shift the weight off to the side anymore. There was plenty of power blooming inside of him, something that he never would’ve been able to claim when he had been in Sarot. He had to shift his hands ever so slightly, as he could feel the aspect of the pattern requiring it, but then heat began to build inside of him. As it did, Torian pulled his hands apart, letting that light blade form.

      It crackled, sizzling in the air, radiating with heat as well. He continued to extend his hands, drawing the blade out even more than before. It reminded him of the Blade of Wind when he added light to it. Only this was without the runic-marked hilt that he used.

      He held it for a moment. It was the first time that he had effectively made a blade of any of the different primary patterns, and the fact that he could do it now so easily…

      He simply wanted to hold onto it.

      He wanted to do more than that, but this wasn’t the place. Torian was curious as to whether he could change the blade and whether he could even use it in the same way that he did the Blade of Wind. He had seen others in Professor Erickson’s class using their blades in the sparring sessions, though Torian had not had enough control over his own blade—and had not been able to draw upon a blade, for that matter—to be able to participate.

      With this blade of light, he thought that he might be able to.

      “That’s enough,” Professor O’Malley said.

      Torian blinked, realizing that he’d been standing there, his hands spread apart, holding onto the blade of light in between his hands. He had to release that power, but it continued to build within him. He had pushed the weight inside of him off to the side, and that energy continued to bubble up. He could feel himself starting to lose control.

      He had to collapse his hands back together. Torian started to squeeze them, but the blade began to crackle against him, creating a resistance.

      He looked over to Professor O’Malley, who was watching him, seemingly unconcerned about this.

      Did she know that he was valsahir?

      He didn’t think anybody in the university knew other than the headmaster, and that was only because Sylvia had made a point of sharing that so that Torian could gain entry to the university. But Torian needed more now. He needed to have control, and he needed…

      He needed to release this unstructured power.

      There wasn’t any way for him to do it easily.

      Somehow, he was going to have to find a way to hold that office so that it didn’t expand beyond what he was capable of constricting. He felt that power continuing to build and felt the way that it was pressing against him, but…

      “Mr. Ranth,” Professor O’Malley snapped, and Torian looked over to her. “Move on to the sixth tier unless you would like one of the other students to demonstrate it for you. You have quite the lovely fifth-tier pattern. If that’s what you are waiting for, then there it is.”

      Her words were an admonishment that Torian wanted to apologize for, but at the same time, he couldn’t release the power inside of him.

      What had he been told before?

      Create a complicated pattern and push that through himself.

      He had to get his hands back together in order for him to do it.

      He closed his eyes, and he focused. He gradually began to squeeze his palms back together, collapsing the blade with considerable effort. As he did, he felt the blade pressing through him as if it were something physical. And maybe it was, as the power that he had been drawing upon certainly felt real, making everything else that he was doing feel real.

      Finally, he got his palms touching. He twisted, but even that did not dissipate the blade.

      He shifted his fingers, creating a complicated weave, ignoring Professor O’Malley’s offhand comment about how that was not how to form the sixth-tier pattern. Instead, Torian pushed everything that he had through it and used that so that he could disrupt what he was doing. He felt it fading.

      Then it was gone.

      He breathed out a sigh of relief, wiping a hand across his brow, realizing that he was sweating profusely.

      As he opened his eyes, he looked around and saw everybody in the class watching him. Magnuson leaned over to one of the other classmates, laughing and muttering something that Torian could not hear. Others in the class looked confused.

      Sarah was watching him, though her expression wasn’t nearly as recognizable.

      He found Professor O’Malley waiting, watching him and seeming to be irritated with how long it was taking him to move on to the sixth-tier pattern. He had drawn quite a bit of power through himself, and now that he had done that, Torian wasn’t sure that he was going to have enough strength left to replicate the sixth-tier pattern. He didn’t even know if he remembered what Professor O’Malley had done to create it. It was a shield of some sort. He could do that, couldn’t he?

      But what if he lost control again?

      That had been an ongoing issue for him and something that Torian knew he needed to get a better handle on.

      And if he didn’t, he was going to run into difficulty like this again and again.

      He took a deep breath, ignoring the snickering around him, and focused on the pattern that he had seen Professor O’Malley forming. Torian had not had much experience with higher-level patterns, but she had made it slow enough that he could see it, even though it was more challenging to replicate something after having just seen it once. It was easier when somebody walked you through the patterns so that he could feel it, as well.

      Without having access to the full extent of his sahir potential—or perhaps he should call it his valsahir potential, as that seemed to be what it was—Torian was going to have to go by what he remembered. If he were willing to tap into that power, he might be able to send more of it through him more effectively and release it in the shielding.

      But he wasn’t willing to release that. At least, not quite as wildly as he had before.

      He traced out the pattern, following what he had seen of Professor O’Malley, and once he finished the pattern, he started to focus on the energy inside of him. When he had formed the restriction pattern, it had tamped down his connection, allowing the weight to settle inside of him once again. Torian had to fight through that, which involved first attempting to heave on it the way that he had when he was first learning how to use his patterns, and when that didn’t work, trying to push that weight off to the side of the deep part of himself that allowed him access to that magic. For whatever reason, he could not shift the weight this time. At least, not enough for him to draw upon the power that he was trying to claim.

      He had a trickle, but not nearly enough to power a sixth-tier pattern.

      “That’s quite all right,” Professor O’Malley said, striding forward. “Take a seat, and I will demonstrate it again. You will have another opportunity at the end of class to try to prove that you are able to do this.”

      Torian took a seat, wishing that he could hide, as he felt ridiculous at what he had done.

      Nobody here likely knew that he had almost lost control, and if he had, he would’ve exploded power in a way that would have devastated the entire classroom. Thankfully. All they knew was that he did not have enough control to perform the sixth-tier pattern.

      That shouldn’t bother Torian, but it did. He had spent so many of his days failing that now that he had access to his power, he wanted to believe that he wasn’t going to keep failing.

      But he did.

      The problem now wasn’t so much that he didn’t have the power as it was that he  couldn’t control it. And if he couldn’t gain that control over it, then he was a danger to everyone around him.

      As he sat back in his chair, focusing on that weight inside of him, hoping to try to find a way to move it so that he might have an opportunity to prove to Professor O’Malley that he could form the sixth-tier pattern, Sarah leaned over to him.

      “Thanks,” she said, keeping her voice in a whisper. “You didn’t have to do that for me, but I appreciate it.”

      Torian looked over. He had been so focused on his own failings that he had forgotten about the look in Sarah’s eyes when she’d been called upon. “It’s fine.”

      “I know it’s not fine,” Sarah said, leaning up quickly when Professor O’Malley turned, pausing as she was talking about the different variations of the sixth-tier light shield, “but I appreciate it.”

      Torian wanted to ask her what was going on and why she looked as if she’d been struggling but decided against it. At this point, he was thankful that he hadn’t released too much of the light blade against his classroom. At least he didn’t have to answer those questions. It was bad enough that there were others that he did have to answer.

      He tried to focus on what Professor O’Malley was saying about the many variations, but his mind seemed to wander, going back to how helpless he’d felt when he was trying to gain control over that power inside of himself. It was the same helplessness that he’d felt when he couldn’t reach power at all. Why did they feel the same? And how could he overcome it this time?
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      A SISTER’S SORROW

      The wagons were quiet. Torian hadn’t spent as much time out here as he probably should have. Ever since he had come to the university and been granted admission, he had felt a need to spend more and more time training, as he believed that was the expectation for him. Besides, there was quite a bit that he felt as if he needed to do, anyway. He was behind in his advanced pattern work, and he still had not managed to make an effective blade consistently while he was still working to study some of the runic patterns that he needed. The only class that he felt as if he was doing reasonably well in was on the history of Navarin, and that was simple memorization and did not have much to do with him becoming sahir—let alone valsahir.

      He looked back at the city. He still wasn’t entirely sure why Sylvia kept her wagons on the edge of the city, though perhaps it was to more easily escape, or perhaps it was because she didn’t want to spend much time in the city itself. Whatever it was, coming out to the wagons still involved him making a long trek and spending the good part of the morning or afternoon, depending upon when he visited, traveling to and from the university.

      But he needed to do this.

      “You finally decided to visit,” Visthor said, looking up at him from where he was seated at the end of the wagon caravan, working on some piece of metal that he seemed to be trying to reshape. Torian wondered what he was doing but figured that Visthor probably wouldn’t share much with him. He had a long scratch on one arm that he hadn’t before, with a bit of bandaging around the top of it that had bunched up, keeping it from securing the wound completely.

      “I’ve been a bit busy,” Torian said, striding over to him and looking down at what Visthor was working on but not having much luck at knowing what the much larger man was doing. “Sylvia wanted me to master as much of the training as I could.”

      “Did you think I was disappointed?”

      Torian shook his head. “I suppose I didn’t.” He fell silent, and Visthor continued working with the metal, not looking up at him. “What are you working on?”

      “Been a bit of trouble out in the forest,” Visthor said.

      Torian glanced over to the trees. The edge of the forest was near the road where the wagons had been parked, but there was still probably a good three hundred yards before they reached it. The wagons were situated in a bit of a circular shape, with the curve facing the forest itself.

      “Rusav?”

      Visthor shook his head. “Nothing like that. They know better than to keep attacking, especially with me here.” He looked up, grinning at Torian, and then turned his attention back to his work once more. Torian found himself smiling and, surprisingly, feeling a bit of relief in a way that he had not in the time that he had been studying at the university. Perhaps that was a mistake. He needed to spend more time with Sylvia and Visthor and the others with the caravan, as they had been friends.

      They have become my family.

      It was more than that, though. Some of it came from the fact that he didn’t feel as if he fit in at the university, even though he had the type of skill that was necessary. At least, he believed that he had the kind of skill that was necessary. He had power, and increasingly, he was going to have to master some of that power so that he could use it in order for him to find a way to work through the advanced patterns and the blade lessons. The runic markers might involve some of that, as well.

      “Then what is it?”

      Visthor shook his head. “Probably nothing.”

      From his tone, Torian knew better than to argue with him, as he suspected that Visthor wasn’t going to share anything more. He had traveled with Visthor long enough and had come to know the man well enough to know that about him.

      “Is Sylvia here?”

      Visthor tilted his head toward the wall that surrounded the city. “Went in for supplies. She will be back later. Do you want to spar?”

      Visthor hadn’t set his work aside, so Torian wasn’t sure if it was a genuine request or if it was more for his benefit. And at this point, Torian wasn’t sure if he wanted to work with Visthor with the Blade of Wind, as he thought that perhaps he would be better served by working on the patterns and mastering the sahir blades.

      “You can keep doing what you are doing,” Torian said, leaving open the possibility that Visthor would share with him just what it was that he was working on. “Do you need any help?”

      Visthor grunted. “This is intricate work. You no help with this.”

      “You don’t think I can do intricate work?”

      Visthor chuckled again. “Not this kind.”

      Torian shook his head, but Visthor kept looking down and wasn’t paying attention to Torian. He wandered along the wagons, pausing when he heard familiar voices.

      He looked over, through the wagons, to see Jakob and Invat, another of the men who traveled with Sylvia’s caravan, having some heated discussion. Torian was tempted to go over and speak to his friend but decided to let him have it out with Invat first. Instead, he continued along the caravan until he came to the wagon closer to the end where his sister and some of the other sahir students that they’d rescued would be.

      Torian poked his head inside the wagon.

      He wasn’t sure what he was going to find, though he had hoped that Liana would be there, along with some of the other students. They all needed to study and train, especially if they eventually wanted to gain entry to the university. This was the reason that he had come here, after all. Having learned the truth about the students brought out of schools like his in Sarot, he had to hope that he could help his sister.

      And maybe he could even help some of the others.

      Liana sat at a table that had folded down from the wall, looking at a book. There were two others sitting next to her, one curled up in the back corner, another book propped open on their lap, and still, another was in one of the upper bunks, either sleeping or lying quietly.

      He cleared his throat.

      Liana looked up as did the others near him.

      She frowned at him. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, I thought that I was coming to see my sister, but if you don’t want to talk…”

      She glanced around before turning her attention back to Torian. “I’ll talk. I have to keep studying, though.”

      He frowned at the book that she was working on and found himself surprised by it. His sister was actually studying?

      When they had been in the school in Sarot, she had never been the studious one. She had plenty of potential and more talent than Torian and had relied upon that. He had been the one who had needed to work to get anything, and at least now had habits ingrained in him so that he had an easier time and the ability to reach the power.

      Liana pushed the book off to the side, got to her feet, and climbed out of the wagon, looking at it with a bit of worry in her eyes before looking up at her brother. “Is everything well?”

      “Well enough. I just wanted to see how you were doing, and I wanted to make sure that you were working on your lessons.”

      Liana glanced over to the wagon again before turning her attention back to Torian. “Sylvia has been teaching us. She gives us a brief lesson every morning. She expects us to work through what she teaches and can be quite demanding.”

      Torian found himself smiling. “I’ve had my own share of lessons with Sylvia.”

      “She teaches differently than we learned in Sarot.”

      “It’s not a bad difference,” he said.

      Liana frowned. “Did I say that it was?” She seemed to realize the harshness in her tone, and she relaxed a moment. “I’m sorry, Torian. That’s unfair. How have your lessons at the university gone?”

      She turned, looking out over the city, and her gaze headed toward the university that stretched above the central portion of the city. From here, the upper stories were just visible. Torian had never been in the upper levels of the university and didn’t even know what was found there. Perhaps more advanced training? Or maybe it was where the instructors were housed. Most of his classes—well, all of his classes—had been on the main level, with only a single class on the second level, and that was the history of Navarin.

      “A little slow,” he admitted. “But I am a bit behind.”

      “Of course you are. You just learned how to reach for real power. I still can’t believe that you can do that,” she went on, shaking her head.

      “It’s more than that,” he said. “And that’s why I came here to you. I wanted you to know that the university didn’t deny your entry. At least, not yet.”

      “I know. Sylvia told us that we aren’t ready. Some of us are closer than others,” she went on, glancing toward the wagon before turning her attention to Torian, “but I knew that I wasn’t even close to being chosen in Sarot, so I doubt that the university was going to make an exception just because of what we went through.”

      “It’s more than that. Has she talked to you about the preparatory lessons?”

      Liana shook her head.

      Torian nodded, mostly to himself. He hadn’t expected that Sylvia would know, but if he could accomplish anything, at least he would reassure his sister that she wasn’t a failure. He knew how hard that was.

      “We always thought that when students were brought away from the local school, they were brought to the university.”

      “Because they are,” Liana said.

      Torian shook his head. “I’ve talked with a few students. None of them come here directly after reaching the third tier. Most need to be fifth tier before they are able to enter and enroll in the university. I thought I was going to be one of the oldest students because of that, but…” He shrugged. “Well, I’m sort of on pace.”

      That had been one of the most surprising things for him to learn. And perhaps it shouldn’t have been, but he was reassured by the fact that he wasn’t necessarily older than everybody else around him. That would have been unpleasant. And it would’ve been too familiar, especially given everything that he had gone through when he had been in Sarot. Considering where he had progressed and how much power he felt like he had discovered, he wanted to believe that he wasn’t always going to be an outsider.

      “So what happens to them?” Liana asked, frowning.

      “From what I understand, the teachers are rewarded for finding promising students. That’s why they bring them away at such an early stage. But they can’t enroll in the university. Most are entered into a preparatory school or given private tutoring.”

      “Private?”

      Torian nodded. “One-on-one lessons with instructors. There are some students that are really quite gifted. I didn’t realize it was going to be so competitive. I…” He looked down, squeezing his hands together, feeling a little ridiculous having this conversation with his sister, though he did want her to know that she still had time. “Anyway, I just wanted you to know that you can keep working with Sylvia, and I will help in any way that I can to get you ready so that when you are able to enroll in the university, you will be prepared for it.”

      Liana tipped her head to the side, frowning at him more deeply. “That’s the only reason that you came out here? You wanted me to know that I need more time to get ready for whatever it is that the university will demand of me?”

      “I guess I wanted you to know that you weren’t failing.”

      Her expression soured. She straightened, balling her fists up as she looked up at him. “I never thought that I was failing, Torian. I knew that I needed to work on my patterns. I can’t even consistently make the third-tier patterns yet, so I’ve never even considered the possibility that I wasn’t going to be able to progress to what the university wants of me.” She looked back toward the wagon that he’d found her in. “And the others are not much different than me. Everybody who had any real potential was taken away.”

      Torian wasn’t sure how to respond to that, as he didn’t want to shake his sister’s confidence, and he shouldn’t be terribly surprised that she had that level of confidence. It was not something that he necessarily understood because it wasn’t something that he felt about his own sahir potential, at least not until recently. But the idea that everybody with real potential had been taken away did bother him.

      Didn’t she see that, as well?

      There was one person who had been taken away that troubled him more than others. Torian had befriended Jensen. The younger boy annoyed him at times, but he was still a friend, and Torian had precious few of them. Even now he didn’t feel as if he had that many friends.

      He had Jakob. Visthor, probably. He suspected that Sylvia was more of a mentor than a friend. But that was about it. The others within the wagon caravan had been friendly to him and certainly had offered him a measure of comfort, welcoming him, but he was still getting to know them.

      What about those within the university?

      Maybe, Sarah could one day be a friend if Torian took the time to get to know her, but considering he did not intend to stay there very long, he wasn’t sure that made much sense. His plan had been to come to the university, progress as quickly as he could, and gain mastery over many of these patterns so that he could move on to become valsahir.

      The longer that he was there, the more Torian began to question whether that was even going to be possible for him. Perhaps he had overestimated his ability despite the fact that he felt that he was not very confident when it came to his potential.

      “Do you want me to help with learning patterns?”

      Liana jabbed him in the chest with one pointed finger. “Don’t think that you’re going to get away from helping teach us, Torian.”

      “I didn’t think that I was going to get away from anything,” he said. “I was asking whether or not you wanted me to be a part of it. And—”

      She jabbed a finger into his chest again. Torian resisted the urge to push back, or step away. Instead, he just shook his head at her for a long moment. “Well, if Sylvia is working with you, then you don’t need me to check in with you regularly.”

      “Now, you intend to abandon me?”

      “Abandon you? I came after you, Liana.”

      She glowered at him for a moment, and then her expression shattered.

      Tears welled up in her eyes, and she started sobbing. He couldn’t understand what she was trying to say but knew that he had to try to help her as much as possible, though Torian wasn’t sure what he could do or say for his sister.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s nothing,” she said, shaking her head.

      He stepped closer to her, wrapping her in a hug, and for a moment, she fought him. Torian hadn’t taken the time that she deserved, he realized. And though this was his sister, they had never been particularly close, especially over the last few years that they had spent at the school in Sarot. She had been more of a pain to him, but he needed to remember that she was the only family—real family—that he had left.

      Which was part of the reason that he had come out here, but Torian had come out here assuming that she had been disappointed about not enrolling in the university, making assumptions about how she felt rather than asking her how she felt.

      “How are you?”

      She continued sobbing into his chest, and he held her for a long moment, waiting for her to finish crying. He was never very good at these sorts of things, especially when it was with his sister, but he needed to find a way to do better.

      When the sobbing began to ease, she pushed herself away from him. “I just want to go home,” she said, her voice soft. “Don’t you ever feel that way?”

      Torian wasn’t sure how to answer that. There were times when he thought about what it might be like for him to return to Sarot, but those were few and far between. Jakob had spoken to him about his desire to return home and to the normalcy of what they had known, but when he had shared that with Torian, he had not felt the same way. Maybe it was just that when he had been in Sarot, Torian had been different. His abilities had been different. His future had been different. Now that he was out of the village and discovered this other part of himself, it seemed as if he had far more potential. And he found himself looking forward to that potential rather than looking back at what had happened and what he had been before.

      And maybe that was his sister’s problem.

      She didn’t see him grieving.

      But he didn’t really grieve, not like she did.

      “Sometimes,” Torian said, trying to pick his words carefully. “But other times, I know there are things I can’t change, and I have to keep learning. I have this potential, and I want to realize it.”

      She licked her lips, swallowing hard. “What if I don’t have that potential?”

      “You have potential, Liana. I’ve always known that about you. You just have to find what it is.”

      He wasn’t sure what else to say to her and wasn’t even sure if what he had said mattered, but she started crying again, stepping forward and wrapping her arms around him. She sobbed for long moments.

      When it finally eased, she looked up at him. “Thank you. And I do want you to teach. And I want you to tell me what it’s like at the university. And everything that you can about your power. I want to hear it all.”

      As she looked at him, he found himself smiling. He didn’t let go as he hugged her, nodding and telling her that he would share everything that he could, and he was surprised by how much he needed this.
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      A SERIES OF RUNES

      Torian didn’t feel up to spending the time he knew he needed in Professor Erickson’s class.

      Part of it was that he didn’t feel that he made the progress that he needed and part of it came from how he wasn’t sure that it would even matter. The lessons that Professor Erickson taught weren’t entirely useful for Torian so far. Partly because he had only begun to master some of the blade patterns, but partly because he feared losing control over his sahir connection. The longer that he worked at it, the more he began to feel as if he were not managing things nearly as well as he had hoped. And increasingly, he felt like there was a very real possibility that he would lose control over that power at a time when he couldn’t risk it, and others may end up harmed because of him.

      He stood outside of the university lost in his thoughts. He stared at the building unable to shake the feeling that there had been a time when he had wanted nothing more than to be offered an opportunity at this university so that he might learn how to control the kind of power that he believed himself capable of using, only to fail.

      The problem that Torian had now was that his failure was unlike what he had ever imagined it would be. He had assumed that he would have failed because of a lack of potential, but in this case, it wasn’t the lack of potential so much as it was a potential that he couldn’t harness.

      “I believe you have a session,” a nearby voice said.

      Torian turned to see the headmaster watching him. She had on a dark cloak and had come in from the street. A bit of dirt stained the sleeves of her cloak, surprising Torian. He would not have expected the headmaster to have been involved in any sort of dirty work.

      “I have a session,” he agreed. “It’s just…”

      She strode closer to him, and he noticed that a bruise had started to form under her eye. What was she dealing with?

      “Do you realize how much I risked allowing you to come?”

      She kept her voice low, and it took Torian a moment to realize that she was using the fourth-tier dark pattern, shadow whisper, to send it to him.

      He hadn’t even seen her forming the pattern. Then again, there were stories of incredibly gifted sahir who didn’t need to form patterns. And wouldn’t the headmaster at the university be somebody like that? Torian would have assumed that she was, especially given everything that he knew about the headmaster.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I realize that it’s difficult—”

      “It’s more than just difficult. Were it not for Aldrich and him vouching for you, I probably would not have even bothered, so do not take your opportunity lightly, Mr. Ranth.”

      Torian nodded. He wanted to tell her that he did not take it lightly and that he was thankful for every opportunity that she offered him, but it was difficult.

      “Do you care to tell me why you hesitate now? From what I understand from some of your instructors, you have shown promise. I had not been entirely certain,” she went on, and her tone of voice suggested that it wasn’t just that she didn’t feel certain, so much as it was that she doubted that he would have the necessary potential to progress, given his previous failings in Sarot, “but Aldrich was always one to have recognized talent, even in unconventional settings. It is a shame that he wasn’t able to present you himself.”

      Torian still wasn’t sure why Sylvia hadn’t wanted to reveal the truth about Aldrich. Maybe it was that in admitting that truth, she had to come to terms with the fact that Aldrich really wasn’t coming back. And he knew that was hard for Sylvia to acknowledge, as she had a strong connection to Aldrich, one that Torian didn’t fully understand.

      “Thank you for saying that,” Torian said.

      “You don’t have to act as if I am telling you anything that you don’t know. You come from a small school in a tiny village not far from the university. Had you any potential, you would have come to Corsalt for your preparatory training long before now. You would not have needed Aldrich to uncover it. At least, that is what I have convinced myself, though perhaps…” She frowned as she regarded him, and for a moment, Torian had the distinct sense that she was doing something to him, along with his connection to the sahir power. He didn’t know how such a thing would be possible, but Aldrich had done that, as well. “You have been holding back.”

      He blinked. “Why do you say that?”

      “I can tell that something isn’t quite right with how you are approaching your patterns. Recently, though.”

      She’d been told that he was probably valsahir, though to hear the headmaster speak of it, she wasn’t convinced, despite Torian demonstrating his power. From his understanding, she was the only one in the university who did know. He wasn’t sure why she didn’t want other instructors to be aware of his potential, but he was willing to trust that she had a reason behind it.

      “It’s just that I worry about losing control,” Torian said.

      She frowned. “I would have imagined that Aldrich would have ensured that you had the necessary control before sending you to the university.”

      “He didn’t have the opportunity to teach me the necessary control,” Torian said. “We were a little preoccupied with Rusav and the danger that Tamish posed. It sort of distracted him so that he didn’t take the time that he probably would’ve otherwise taken.”

      She straightened slightly. “Well, thankfully, we have dealt with most of the Rusav danger.”

      “Most of it?”

      Maybe Torian could convince her to share something more, though this was the headmaster of the university, and Torian didn’t have much hope that she would reveal too much to him. He was too new to the university, and given who he was, and probably better yet, what he probably was, it was more likely that she would keep things from him.

      “You don’t have to worry. The university has everything well-controlled, despite your other instructor’s feelings on the matter.”

      Torian smiled to himself. Sylvia hadn’t spoken much of it, only that she believed that Rusav wasn’t done with whatever it was that they had planned. There was something more taking place, something that even Sylvia couldn’t fathom, though Torian started to question if perhaps she was overreacting. In the time that they had been in Corsalt, there had been no danger.

      Then again, as he looked at the headmaster, she had been doing something.

      “And it is for the best that you continue to work with your instructors during this opportune moment. There won’t be the same chance to have such dedicated instruction once the full university resumes its function.”

      “Do you think that students will continue to return?”

      Each class that Torian had attended had more students than before, almost as if they continued to flood back into the city. Perhaps flood might be a bit aggressive. It was more of a drip, one or two students coming each day.

      “The university is one of the brightest lights in Navarin.”

      She left unsaid that the university might be necessary to handle Rusav.

      “What were to happen if I lost control of this power inside of me?”

      The headmaster snorted, then she glanced toward the university building itself. “The university in Corsalt has been training students to be sahir for centuries. We have much experience with those who do not have the necessary control to master their patterns. As you’ve likely seen, the runic markers set into the stone add a measure of protection. It’s not only for the university but for the students themselves. If you find yourself losing control, focus on one of those markers.”

      “And if I destroy it?”

      The headmaster chuckled. “You think yourself so powerful as that?”

      Torian wanted to tell her no, as he didn’t want to feel like he was not powerful, but at the same time, he had seen what happened when he lost control over his power. It had needed to go somewhere. And when he had used it to help spill power away from himself and rebuild the wall, he had done something that he could not imagine many others were capable of doing. Still, Torian didn’t have much control as he had done it.

      “I don’t know what I’m capable of doing,” he said. “That’s what I’ve been working on and trying to make sense of.”

      “You are not greater than the university, Mr. Ranth. Were Aldrich here with you, he would tell you the same. Trust your instructors. Follow the lessons. And progress in your patterns. If you were to choose one area to focus on, I would argue that it is pattern mastery. You are quite far behind some of your peers, and as others return, that will only become more stark.”

      She strode away, leaving him.

      And Torian didn’t even have an opportunity to tell her that he didn’t think that his patterns were the entire problem. Certainly, a part of it. If he had greater pattern mastery, he wouldn’t have to worry about Professor O’Malley’s classes and performing some of the sixth-tier patterns that she was demonstrating, as he had not been able to master them. So far, Torian hadn’t even been able to perform some of those patterns.

      But he had hoped that he could. Perhaps that was enough. Considering his power potential and that he could feel much of that energy deep inside of himself, he knew that existed inside of him. The challenge was in harnessing it and finding the appropriate patterns. That was what Sylvia wanted for him, the same thing that Aldrich had wanted for him. Do that, and then he could continue on and learn more about what it meant for him to be valsahir.

      Taking a deep breath, Torian headed into the university before settling into the back of his class. This one was on runic markers, one that involved quite a bit of memorization and repetition. He had acquired a notebook, along with a pencil, as the runic markers were far too complicated to attempt with ink, and mistakes were common. Professor Noble had probably been with the university since the university had been founded. The first time that Torian had come to his runic marker class, he’d wondered what role Professor Noble had during the conflict, thinking that somebody his age would probably have hidden from any sort of fighting. Then again, with his knowledge of the runic markers, he may have been essential—especially knowing how much the headmaster seemed to prize him.

      The professor was already deep into his lecture on the different series of runic markers for air. Torian pulled out his notebook, hurriedly sketching out the patterns that the professor had demonstrated while briefly looking around. This was not a participatory class, for the most part. Usually, Professor Noble would talk about the patterns and then their use before leaving the students to practice replicating them. It was quite a bit different than what he had in Professor O’Malley’s advanced pattern class and Professor Erickson’s blade class. The only other class Torian attended was Navarin history, which he found interesting, but it wasn’t really what he was at the university to focus on.

      “Now, as you can see from this progression, there are not many differences between the patterns here for windproofing a structure and creating a bellows.” He tapped on a few of the markers, pointing to the first and the last that he had formed. Torian still didn’t know which was the windproofing and which was the bellows, but he did recognize there were not many differences between the two. Then again, once you got into advanced runic marker making, the differences became so subtle as to require exquisite concentration to recognize. “Which is why you must be diligent in your replication. There are quite a few stories of young rune masters who thought to seal off a home, and instead managed to destroy all of the others around the home because they made only a simple mistake here.”

      That actually made Torian smile. He could easily imagine how ridiculous that would have been. And here, he had been ashamed of some of the things that he had done, but perhaps that was nothing compared to what some others had made mistakes with.

      “And as you continue, you can see that the progression shifts again. Notice how the application of a single line here alters the function of this marker and changes it from the bellows into a funnel.” He said it almost as if it were amusing to him and replicated most of the symbol before adding a second triangular pattern to the bottom corner. “Now, I won’t make the mistake of powering it because it would probably destroy most of your notes for the day, and I know how you students care about your notes, so be cautious as you do this yourself.”

      Torian hurriedly wrote down the pattern, and when he did, he made a note about how that aspect had shifted the pattern and then stared for a moment. The sequence truly was a sequence. It wasn’t all that dissimilar from some of the other patterns that he had learned, though not necessarily the primary and tiered patterns. It was more along the lines of what Visthor had been teaching him of how to use the Blade of Wind and how shifting where your feet were placed would allow you to move more energy.

      Perhaps all of these were interconnected. Certainly, the primary and progressive patterns were related to runic markers in their own way, but Torian had asked Visthor about the possibility that the forms that he used were also similar. Visthor had repeatedly responded that they were something else entirely and that there was no commonality between them. Perhaps he was right, or perhaps it wasn’t that it was related to his primary pattern so much as it was related to the runic markers.

      “Now, we can add another few marks here, and you can see that the pattern continues to shift. It is slight, but…”

      He added a line off of the side of the pattern, and for the first time since working with Professor Noble, Torian actually anticipated what the modification would do. If the last one had made it into a funnel, Torian suspected that this one would direct that funnel outward.

      “This is a subtle change, so the effect is not quite as significant. Can anyone offer any suggestion as to what this might do?”

      Everyone stayed silent as the professor waited. Torian shrugged to himself, then raised his hand. When Professor Noble called on him, he said, “It would allow you to change the orientation of the funnel. I suspect the angle of the line would permit you to modify which direction that would go.”

      Professor Noble nodded. “Excellent. Some gather that the line itself changes the orientation, but not many think in terms of how to continue to modify it. Very good, Mr. Ranth. Who did you first study the runes with?”

      “Just part of my basic training,” he said.

      “Well, some have an eye for such things.”

      He continued on, drawing more of the runic markers, while a few of the students glanced in Torian’s direction. Sarah was in this class, and she nodded to him from the far side of the room. Thankfully, none of the other students that Torian struggled with were here.

      It was surprisingly nice to have some positive feedback. In his other classes, Torian felt as if he were different enough that it was difficult for him to know whether he would ever be able to catch up. Especially after having learned that many of the students underwent private tutoring along with their preparatory classes, something that put Torian well behind them. How was he supposed to catch up if they had been working in ways that he could never hope to replicate?

      Perhaps runic markers were something that he could keep up with. It was memorization. At least in this part. The application was something else entirely, though Torian suspected that it would be easy enough for him to keep pace with that part, as well. He had already applied some basic runic markers when he was in Sarot, so he understood the premise and what was required. For the most part, it involved diligence, a specially prepared rune rod, and exacting focus. Only once the marker was placed could it be powered. At least, that was what he had always been taught. Maybe there would be another way to use these markers, though.

      He turned his focus back to Professor Noble, listening to him talking about the addition of wind to the markers, how he could make more changes to the primary mark, and how those all allowed for an evolution of the effect. Seeing the mark broken down like that made it much easier for Torian to comprehend, and he wondered what effect other changes might have.

      That was something he could practice on, he thought.

      He could make markers that weren’t so large and wouldn’t be quite as powerful, and he could put only a trickle of his own energy into them. That would allow him to test what they might do. And maybe he could use that testing to help him understand how the Blade of Wind had been made—and, if possible, recreate it.

      Finally, something good had come from his time in class.

      Torian hoped it wasn’t the last time that happened.
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      INDEPENDENT STUDY

      Faint thudding somewhere in the city caught Torian’s attention. He had no idea where it was coming from, only that he could feel something coursing through him as if there was some earth pattern radiating all around that pressed deep inside of him. He paused at his desk, looking up at Professor James, who was giving a talk on the Navarin history, before turning toward the solitary window set into the wall of the classroom.

      Navarin history class was situated on the second story of the university, the only class that Torian had there. He had taken to sitting near the window, giving him an opportunity to look out, though he didn’t spend that much time staring out of the window, primarily because the vantage didn’t offer much of a view of the city. From here, the hazy window allowed him to see into the city proper, but all he managed to observe were a series of sloped roofs just beyond the border of the university.

      The rumbling faded, and he tried to ignore what he had been feeling, deciding that it would be better for him to continue to pay attention to Professor James, as they had an exam the following week. Torian hadn’t much experience with classes and tests, but he suspected that it was going to be a matter of repetition. His experience in Professor James’s class had been fairly uneventful and, if nothing else, even a little bit boring. The class itself wasn’t complicated, though the type of things that James spoke about, primarily regarding the nature of Navarin’s past, was a bit dry.

      The only time Torian had perked up while in the class was when James had mentioned the temples found throughout Navarin.

      Given his experience with Tamish and what they had encountered while making their way toward Corsalt, he had some interest in the temples themselves. More so because Torian believed that there was some connection to the valsahir, though to hear James talk about it, that wasn’t the reason that the temples were intriguing.

      “The first Rusav war was more complicated than most of the politicians at that time would like to admit. They claimed Navarin as a part of their land, and while historically Navarin was once joined with Rusav, the connection came from a time when it was neither Navarin nor Rusav.” He paused, sweeping his gaze around the class, before looking back at the chalkboard. “That is for a later time, though. We will speak about that after your third test. There is much to the ancient Navarin history that we can review, and given many of the relics found throughout the countryside, there is much there that we can learn about.”

      He kept talking, going on about aspects of the Rusav war, how it impacted most of the larger cities and the university structure, things that Torian actually had already learned about it during his time in Sarot. That information would be surprising were it not for what he now knew about Willa and her connection to Rusav. She had been the one to have offered much of that teaching.

      James continued on, and Torian listened only halfheartedly as he continued to focus on the strange rumbling that he felt.

      There was no doubt that it had come from some sort of an earth pattern. He wasn’t sure why, nor did he know what it meant, only that the ongoing trembling seemed to be considerable—but only when it came. He found himself reaching inside of himself for the sahir connection, feeling for the power that was there, and forming a bit of the primary pattern for earth, wondering if he might detect something. So far, the only thing he had managed to detect was the rumbling sense of earth itself.

      When the bell tolled, signaling the end of the class, he shuffled his papers together, stuffed them in the pack that he carried between classes, and started toward the door.

      “Remember that the test will be in three days,” James said. “I would caution those new students to be prepared, as the first exam is often the most difficult.”

      Torian had no idea how many of the students in the class were new to James’s class, though he certainly was. He wasn’t sure how the class would be graded, either. When he was in Sarot, classes were simply taught without any real exams.

      The university was different. He had known that it would be. Navarin history was going to be the first one where he’d have an exam, but it wouldn’t be long before he had a test in advanced patterns with Professor O’Malley and probably testing with martial theory with Professor Erickson. The only one that he truly didn’t worry about was how the testing with Professor Noble would go on the runic markers. Torian thought that he had done well enough that he didn’t have to worry about his ability to perform, though.

      “James likes to test us on the required reading,” Sarah said after they had left class, with Torian striding alongside her but not really planning to talk with her. She seemed as if she were more interested in having a conversation with him than he had anticipated. “It’s just a warning. You can do with it as you want.”

      Torian nodded. “Thank you. And the list of required reading is…”

      He didn’t remember getting a list of the type of books they were supposed to have read. For that matter, he didn’t know how to access the library where he would be able to check out any books that he might need to read through, either. Maybe that was his own mistake. Perhaps he should have taken more time to pay attention to those things.

      “They didn’t give it to you, and you are enrolled in the class?”

      Torian shook his head. “I didn’t have much choice in the classes that I was enrolled in.”

      Sarah frowned at him. They paused at the top of the stairs, heading into the main part of the university. She clutched a book against her chest as she swept her gaze around before settling it on Torian. “Well, history is one of our requirements, but you can take it in different ways. I like Professor James’s approach. At least, that was what my mentor had suggested.”

      Torian looked along the hall. The history class was not as well attended as some of his others. Even as students kept coming back to Corsalt, there still weren’t many who attended. Maybe seven to eight on any given day, and though Torian had anticipated that the numbers would continue to improve, that hadn’t been the case. He was the only addition to the class in the time that he’d been attending.

      “What is it about his approach that you like?”

      “He tends to dig a little deeper into some of the Navarin histories and doesn’t take such a centrist approach.”

      Torian found himself frowning. “I’m not even sure what that means.”

      Sarah snorted. “What it means is that he will give you aspects of history that you aren’t going to get in other classes. He has been in Navarin for several decades, but he wasn’t always from here. That tempers his experience and gives us a much broader background.” She shrugged. “At least, that is how my mentor offered it to me. I find him a bit dry.”

      Torian had found him comprehensive in ways that he hadn’t expected. Still, history was merely repetition and memorization. And that was something he thought that he was skilled with. But if he needed to do more than just study what the professor spoke about in class, then he was going to be behind.

      “I don’t suppose you’d mind sharing the required reading with me, would you?”

      “I don’t mind. But you should go and talk to the enrollment office. If they didn’t give you a list of what you need in this class, it’s possible that there are other classes where you don’t have everything.”

      “And that would be…”

      Sarah tilted her head, frowning more deeply. “You don’t know how to find the enrollment office?”

      “Like I said, I came at things a little bit atypically.”

      “It seems that way. How did you get enrolled?”

      “The headmaster assigned me my classes.”

      “The headmaster. And by that, you mean Professor Lanther?”

      Torian nodded. As soon as he said it, and he saw Sarah’s reaction, he realized that perhaps his experience was unique, and perhaps he should have considered the possibility that others wouldn’t have the headmaster taking such measures of assigning classes on their behalf. Still, the only reason that he had those experiences in the first place was because of Sylvia and the way that she had encouraged that they enroll him in the classes.

      “You don’t have somebody else suggesting classes for you? I knew that I needed the advanced pattern class,” Torian went on, thinking about what he had learned from Professor O’Malley, “and I get the martial theory, as considering what I’ve encountered, and the so-called ‘conflict’ that Corsalt went through. It’s not terribly surprising that they would want others who could manage themselves. I just didn’t know that I would have to take something like history.”

      “You should have at least two more classes,” Sarah said.

      “I have runic markers with Professor Noble, but then you’re in that one with me.”

      Sarah nodded. “And your last?”

      He shrugged. “I didn’t have an assignment for a fifth class.”

      Sarah was quiet for a moment. “I can get you the assigned reading for this class, and I’ll show you what I have for Professor O’Malley and Professor Noble. I don’t know that I can help you with martial theory, as that’s not a class that I have ever had any interest in taking. But you should check in with the headmaster if she’s the one who assigned you the classes that you’re taking. There’s probably another one that you don’t even know about.”

      And if so, Torian had been missing it.

      “If you’d like to study together, I’m open to it,” Sarah said. “Don’t go thinking I’m offering more than I am,” she went on hurriedly. “I just think that it can be useful to test each other. From what I’ve seen, you have a unique perspective, and James tends to appreciate those sorts of things.”

      Torian nodded. “I’d like that. Actually, I probably need that.”

      “And I’m open to helping you with advanced patterns if you will help me with the runic markers.” When he looked over, she shrugged. “You seem to have an eye for them. When I was training with my mentor, I never really mastered the runic markers all that well. It’s not necessary for what I intend to do following university, but I do think that it would be wise for me to earn a high grade with Professor Noble, especially as he has some influence on my postgraduate goals.”

      Torian had no idea about any of that. He simply wanted to make it through the week, and here she was thinking about what would happen once she graduated.

      “I can help you with the patterns. They really aren’t that complicated.”

      “Maybe for you. You seemed to grasp things really quickly. Do you have a lot of training with that? Wait. What am I saying? You told him in class that you didn’t have much training. You just have an eye for it.”

      Torian nodded. “I suppose I do. And I’m happy to help you. That is if you’re willing to help me get through some of the advanced patterns that Professor O’Malley is trying to teach us. I’m struggling. I don’t have a mentor to lean on for them.”

      “I will do what I can. You may be too far behind to be able to catch up quickly. That’s not to say that you can’t catch up, though,” she went on, seeming to realize that she was somehow insulting him, “but it’s just hard. Some of the students in the advanced pattern class have been working with private tutors for many years. You obviously haven’t, from what you’ve told me. So… Well, I guess what I’m trying to say is that I’m happy to help you, but I don’t know how much it’s going to make a difference.”

      Torian understood. He had been working with the first three tiers of patterns for several years, and though he could consistently make them now, he knew how long it had taken him to master any of them. The fourth tier was a bit more complicated, but anything above the fifth tier was going to be highly complex and would take considerable time and training to truly master.

      But maybe it was not at all different from how he viewed the runic markers. It was simply a matter of trying to find the patterns in the shapes and placing his hands into the necessary positions. Now that he could feel the power within himself, he thought that he had a better opportunity to be able to do that and use his valsahir connection to help find the funnel of power, drawing that through him.

      “Thanks.”

      Sarah grinned at him. “Don’t thank me yet. I can’t help you with whatever your fifth class is. I don’t know what the headmaster has in mind for you, but you should be ready to work at it.” She winked at him and then hurried down the stairs.

      Torian followed, but when he reached the main level, he paused.

      If there was a fifth class that he didn’t know anything about, shouldn’t he take the time to try to figure out just what it was that he was going to be expected to do? He didn’t have any idea what the headmaster would have left off of his schedule. Maybe she hadn’t left anything off, and he simply hadn’t recognized that she had assigned another class to him. What kind of class could he have, anyway? He had patterns, martial theory, and runic markers. History was but one more aspect. What else would she want him to learn?

      He found his way to the hall where several of the instructor’s offices were and to the wide, double doors where he and Sylvia had first gone to try to find the headmaster. He paused for a moment, trying to ready himself. He’d seen the headmaster not that long ago, and she hadn’t mentioned anything.

      Was she hoping that he would fail?

      That didn’t make any sense. If she knew that he had valsahir potential—and he and Sylvia hadn’t kept that from her at all—and if she knew that Aldrich had wanted him to come here to train, then it seemed to Torian that she would have been far more willing to work with him.

      But perhaps this was her way of working with him.

      Push him, make it seem as if he were not able to do some of the things that he needed, and let him fail.

      What benefit to Navarin would there be in that?

      The door opened, and the headmaster looked out at him. Her brow narrowed, and he felt some sense of power radiating from her, though it was not as potent as he knew her capable of. She looked along the hall before nodding for him to enter.

      “I am quite busy, Mr. Ranth, as I suspect you know. What can I do for you?”

      Torian took a moment, looking around her room. It was cozy, inasmuch as a massive office could be cozy. A series of bookshelves lined the walls, books stuffed into every conceivable space. She had strange-looking sculptures on some of the shelves, and different formed lanterns that glowed on others, casting a bit of pale yellow, green, and even pinkish-colored light. A plant near one window grew, creeping up along the stone and sending flowering vines toward the pale light that came in through the window. Another vine crept along the ground, heading toward one collection of lanterns in the back corner that emitted a pale blue. A plush, striped rug covered the floor. A desk was pushed toward one wall and stacked with papers in a haphazard fashion.

      She cleared her throat. “Mr. Ranth.”

      Torian turned and looked at her. “I just came because I had a question about my class schedule.”

      She sniffed and turned her attention to her desk. “I’m afraid that your class schedule is appropriate for your level. If you feel otherwise, you can speak with each individual instructor, as they will have recommendations about placement. I hadn’t been quite as certain with advanced patterns, but Professor O’Malley assures me that you have been doing well enough that you may remain in her class.”

      Torian hadn’t realized his testing influenced which classes he was assigned. That suggested that he really was at the level that he needed.

      That surprised him.

      He shook his head. “No. It’s not about whether I should be in a different class. Well, maybe it is about whether I should be in a different class.”

      “I’m afraid you aren’t making much sense.”

      “One of the other students told me that I should have five classes. I have four.”

      The headmaster turned, clasping her hands in front of her. “Are you certain of that?”

      Torian frowned, and he reached into his pocket, fidgeting with the piece of paper that she had given him with his class assignments. He pulled it out and unfolded it. On it was a listing of the classes, the location, and the dates. He had advanced patterns with Professor O’Malley, martial theory with Professor Erickson, runic markers with Professor Noble, and sadly, Navarin history with Professor James.

      When he looked up, he frowned. “I don’t see a fifth class.”

      “I would advise you to look more closely, Mr. Ranth. The fact that you are coming to me now, several weeks into your time here, is a little troublesome.”

      Torian glanced down at the page.

      There was one more line. He hadn’t even paid any attention to it because there wasn’t a location nor an instructor.

      It just said Independent Study.

      “Independent study?” Torian asked, finally looking up.

      The headmaster nodded. “Considering your unique skill set, I thought that it would be best. Are you not completing an independent study?”

      “I…”

      “It is my expectation that you will find an independent study instructor, and they will need to file a formal syllabus, and complete appropriate testing, so that you can receive the necessary credit.”

      “What happens if I don’t have that?”

      “You won’t have the necessary credits to continue at the university, Mr. Ranth. Now, as you likely know, it is a little later in the term, so many of our instructors have been preoccupied. It may be a bit difficult to find someone willing to teach you.”

      “Would you take me on?”

      She pressed her lips together into a tight frown. “That would be most unusual. And I have not taken on any students since I have become the headmaster. I have other obligations, as I’m sure you can understand. There are other instructors that you can work with, so don’t be shy. Ask around, and find one and a subject matter that appeals to you.”

      “And if I don’t manage this,” Torian started, trying to think through what she was asking of him. “What happens?”

      “You are here because of Aldrich, Mr. Ranth. Do not make the mistake that I will be lenient with you.”

      The meaning of her words was clear.

      He wouldn’t be able to continue.

      And so he had to find an instructor for his independent study.

      Only… How was he going to do that?
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      A LIST OF NAMES

      Torian looked up from his seat in the library, rubbing his knuckle into his eyes. He’d been reviewing the notes that he’d made on Navarin history but began to grow concerned that it wasn’t going to be enough for what he needed to know before the exam. Sarah’s warning about Professor James and how he liked to test stayed with him, leaving him increasingly concerned that he didn’t have enough information about what he might be expected to know before testing. She hadn’t brought him the list of the required readings, and he was starting to run out of time.

      He’d come to the library, thinking that one of the librarians would help him. Torian didn’t have much experience in the library and wasn’t even sure how to go about asking for books. The library was apparently understaffed. When he had first come into the library, he hadn’t found anybody at the small alcove where he suspected the librarians normally would be found. He’d taken a seat, spread out his notes on a table, and waited. And waited.

      No librarian appeared.

      Without Sarah’s help, Torian didn’t have any idea what he needed to study. He had his notes, but increasingly, Torian began to suspect that wasn’t going to be enough to show him what he needed to know.

      The door opened, and he turned his attention to it.

      He half-hoped that it would be one of the librarians.

      Instead, it was better. It was Sarah.

      She had a bag slung over one shoulder, stuffed with what Torian could only assume were books, deep circles under her eyes. She looked at him, frowned for a moment before hurrying to his table, sinking into one of the chairs, and dropping her bag heavily.

      “I’ve been looking around for you, but nobody really knows where to find you,” she said.

      “You’ve been looking for me?”

      “Well, I did tell you that I was going to help you with your list, and we were going to study together.” She swept her gaze around the library. “I don’t always prefer this one, but I figured that if you were going to go to any of the libraries, it would be the Main Hall.”

      “I didn’t realize there was more than one library,” Torian said.

      “Oh, yes,” Sarah said as she reached into her bag, shuffling through a few things before sitting up and tracing a hand through her hair to push it out of the way, and set a page down on the table. “There are several different libraries throughout the university. It really depends upon what kind of books you’re looking for. This is considered the Main Hall. Most early students end up here. Once you get into some of your more advanced classes, you tend to gravitate toward the advanced class libraries.”

      Torian leaned forward, looking around the inside of the library. There were thousands upon thousands of books on the shelves around him, and he couldn’t imagine needing anything more than this.

      “There are more advanced libraries than this?”

      Sarah tipped her head, regarding him with amusement, a hint of a smile curling her lips. “Of course. There would be an advanced pattern library, but you really need permission from one of the pattern masters to be able to access anything of worth in it. There would be advanced martial theory, of course, but I don’t have much experience with it and don’t really expect to spend any time there.” Her brow wrinkled as she said it, leaving Torian smiling a bit. “And runic markers. I’ve been invited to that library, but I haven’t spent much time there. The books are far too advanced for where I am. Maybe not for you,” she added hurriedly and shrugged. “There are a few other specialty libraries, but again, you really need to have permission from one of the instructors.”

      “I never knew that,” he said.

      “But, like I said, most students end up here in the Main Hall. Here.” She shoved a piece of paper over. “This is the required reading list for Professor James’s class. I think he only wants us to read the first few chapters of these books,” she went on, tapping on the page and indicating three different titles that she had listed there.

      There were a total of twelve titles in the required reading. It would take an incredibly long time. If it was only a few chapters, Torian thought that he’d have time to read that and perhaps catch up, but…

      What would’ve happened if he hadn’t been told by Sarah that there was a required reading list?

      “I don’t suppose you know how to find some of these books?”

      She grinned at him and then reached into her bag again, shuffling through it, before sitting upright and sliding a few books onto the table. “I figured you would need help with that, too. I grabbed an extra copy for you.”

      Torian looked at the books. “Thank you. Why did you do this?”

      She shrugged. “You can help me. And I can help you.”

      “Do you think the material in the first few chapters of those books will be too hard for me to get through before the test?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. They are pretty dense, and the chapters aren’t exactly short,” she went on. It really depends upon how quickly you can read and retain what is in them. If you study with history, you should be okay, but it can be a bit complicated. Anyway, take advantage of that. Oh, and make a note of the required readings.”

      Torian pulled out a pen and paper and began copying the required reading list. He had a few books on advanced patterns that he had to look at, along with several for the rune markers, though she didn’t have anything for him for martial theory, which meant that he was going to have to ask Professor Erickson himself. That wasn’t the worst thing in the world, Torian thought, as Erickson hadn’t really been that difficult for him.

      “Did you ever figure out what your fifth class is supposed to be?” Sarah asked.

      Torian breathed out heavily. “Well, apparently, I am supposed to be in independent study.”

      “That’s… strange.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, it’s usually something for older students. I wonder why the headmaster would’ve assigned you independent study now.”

      “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. She said I’m supposed to find a mentor and request teaching.”

      “That’s sort of how it goes,” she said. “Usually, it’s for more advanced students once they are focused on a certain area of study. They can take independent study, and they can use that time to focus their area so that they can be ready for graduation.”

      That was odd. Why had she assigned that to him, then?

      “Maybe she thinks that you are so advanced that you are ready for it?”

      He snorted. “I doubt that.”

      “You don’t think that she would have you doing that?”

      “I don’t get the sense that the headmaster is terribly concerned about what I’m able to do. To be honest, I’m not exactly sure that she likes me.”

      Sarah started to laugh.

      “What is it?”

      “Oh, only that most people don’t think that the headmaster cares that much for them. She is really powerful, after all, and there are quite a few people who come to the university because they think that they can study with her.”

      He nodded, and then he started to understand why the headmaster had mentioned that she didn’t take on students any longer.

      “What is it?”

      “Oh, I might have suggested to her that I could work with her.”

      She laughed again. “How did that go?”

      “Not exactly great. She told me that she didn’t take on students anymore because she was quite a bit busier now and she couldn’t accommodate a student. She didn’t tell me what I needed to do, though. If I’m supposed to find a mentor, I don’t know who to even go to. I barely know any of the instructors. And I can’t even imagine going to any of my current instructors to ask them to help me with independent study.”

      “Oh, you don’t want to do that,” Sarah said. “You need to keep them separate.”

      “Why do I need to keep them separate?”

      “Just because it begins to be too much. At least, that’s what my tutor always told me, making it sound as if it became too hard to keep assignments separate from what you are working on in an independent study. You don’t really push yourself quite as hard. That’s really the point of independent study, after all.”

      “Is there a list of instructors I could go to?”

      She chuckled. “Well, normally, people already have somebody in mind when they enroll in independent study, and they’ve asked ahead of time. That’s why this is all sort of odd. Then again, maybe you are sort of odd.” She smiled a bit, taking the sting out of the words, but it didn’t do much to help Torian.

      He felt out of place here. How could he not, as all of this felt so strange to him. He had no idea what the headmaster wanted him to do with this independent study, and if he didn’t complete it and didn’t do so satisfactorily, he wasn’t sure that he was going to be able to keep up with his classes.

      There was a part of him that wasn’t terribly concerned about it, as this was really just a stopping point in a longer journey. At least, that was how he viewed it. Learn what he needed here, and then move on. The problem was that if he didn’t learn what he needed here, maybe there wasn’t going to be any moving on.

      Especially since he had started to feel like Sylvia and Visthor and the others would depart soon. Sylvia had made it sound like he was established well enough that he didn’t need her presence the way that he had before, though Torian didn’t feel that way. She was the connection that he had to his past. Not only that, she was the connection that he had to Aldrich, and Aldrich was the only reason that the headmaster had truly allowed him to test and gain entry into the university.

      “So there is no real list,” he said.

      “Not exactly,” she said, shrugging. She grabbed a page out of her bag and set it on the table before writing down several different names. “These are the names of instructors who are still in the city. After the conflict,” she went on, glancing up at him with a bit of a smirk, “some instructors aren’t as available as they were before. Most are still here, but not all. Anyway, I figure that you can go through some of these. I have them listed in order of subject expertise, so maybe find ones that fit what you want to know. There are several different instructors that are pattern masters,” she said, pointing to the first few names on her list. She left a space and then continued with the list of names. “And these are considered experts in rune markers. Although, Professor Noble is really one of the most prominent rune marker instructors. I don’t know any martial theory instructors. Well, other than Professor Erickson. If you’re interested in that, I’d suggest you ask him. Don’t worry about offending him. Most instructors understand that you need to have a varied approach to your education. They consider it as getting well-rounded.” She said that with a smile as if she found that amusing. “And if you are interested in tormenting yourself, I suppose you can go into history, mathematics, alchemy, and even medicine, but those are more advanced, and unless you have any sort of foundation, there isn’t much purpose in working with one of those instructors.”

      Torian didn’t know anything about any of those. Well, he knew something about mathematics and history, but that was because he had taken both during his schooling at Sarot. “Why would I need advanced mathematics?”

      “Apparently, it makes a difference when you are trying to emulate specific advanced patterns. I’m not so sure about that, as my tutoring hasn’t really shown anything along those lines, but I suppose I can see it. Everything that we do is somewhat geometrical, which is a part of advanced mathematics. Anyway, that is what I have for you.”

      She slid the paper over. There were at least ten names on it. It was a start.

      “Do you have any suggestion about what I should start with?”

      She frowned. “Well, I suppose it all depends upon what you are most interested in. Where do you feel you can grow the most?”

      Torian started to smile. “Everywhere.”

      “That’s not going to work,” she said, laughing softly. “You can only do one independent study. Although I have heard of some high-level students who have their entire schedule as independent study. I can’t even imagine. They tend to be pretty intense.”

      “Great,” he muttered, shaking his head as he looked down at the page. “So I am supposed to find a private instructor, but many of them might already have commitments for this term. Beyond that, I have to choose what I want to study. And after that, I also have to worry about how time-consuming it’s going to be.”

      She shrugged. “Like I said, there’s a reason that students our level don’t take independent study most of the time. It really isn’t a good idea. We have a hard enough time getting settled in the university.”

      “You seem pretty settled.”

      “Well, I have been here for a few months. The term started before the attack. It’s unusual for students to be enrolled in the middle of a term like this.”

      “I gathered,” Torian said.

      “Have you?”

      “Well, none of the instructors have really made me feel uncomfortable about it, though they have not always been the easiest to work with. Professor Noble might be the exception.”

      Of all of his instructors, Professor Noble seemed the most interested in helping Torian learn about the runic markers and master what he needed to know about them. He was more than happy to take time to go through what Torian could do with the runic markers, correcting any of his baseline mistakes. At first, Torian had thought that he had done it because Professor Noble had realized that Torian didn’t have a strong foundation, but gradually, he’d come to see that it wasn’t about that at all. It seemed to be more about how Torian had some potential that Professor Noble obviously recognized. And, were Torian honest with himself, he did feel as if he had some potential with rune markers. It wasn’t an area of study that he had ever spent much time in, partly because he had been so focused on the patterns, but it was an area that was quite useful. He’d seen how it could be useful, as the rune markers seemed to be the reason that most of the buildings in Corsalt had survived the attack.

      “That’s not terribly surprising. I think Professor Noble felt like an outsider here for a long time, as well. He was sort of forced away from his homeland.”

      “He was? I just thought he immigrated here.”

      “Partly, but,” Sara leaned forward, lowering her voice, though there was nobody in the library and no reason for her to be so secretive, “there are rumors about what he went through before.”

      “You don’t think that he could be siding with Rusav, do you?”

      “What? No, of course not. I’m just saying that he was forced out of his home. Now, most of the stories that I’ve heard are almost impossible to believe. Besides, Professor Noble strikes me as too timid to be capable of what some of those stories say.”

      “What do those stories say?”

      “Oh, terrible things,” she said. “Apparently, his family died. That’s why he ended up leaving. And there are some stories that say he slaughtered an entire squad of soldiers that killed his family.” She shook her head. “One look at Professor Noble, and you know that’s not even possible. I can’t even imagine him capable of harming anyone.”

      “I don’t know. I’ve seen people that are capable of things that you would never imagine.”

      Sara leaned back, resting her hands on the table. “I suppose you have.” She took a deep breath. “Anyway. If you want my advice, it would be to focus on one of the particular patterns that you want to fully understand. Each of these instructors focuses on a different type of pattern.” She tapped on the names on the list. “I can help you figure out which goes with which. Well, maybe I should do it now.” She pulled the paper back and added notes to each of the instructors, adding light, dark, metal, and so on to each of the names, indicating which area of expertise they had. “Anyway. If there are any patterns that you would like to work on, you can focus there. Again, it’s a little strange. But then again, maybe all of this with you is a little strange.”

      Torian wasn’t sure that he could focus on one particular pattern with one particular instructor.

      He had too much to learn about all of them. And he had the sense that if he went to one of these instructors, asking for a particular pattern instruction, he would probably be left anyway, as he didn’t have control over the patterns in the first place.

      Where did that leave him?

      It left him without having any answer as to what sort of independent study he needed to take. Maybe not patterns. But if he didn’t do the pattern instruction, it meant that he would have to study runic markers. He had no interest in history or mathematics or any of the others that she mentioned, though they might be better simply because he didn’t have much background with them, and he could explain that to the instructor.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know,” Torian admitted. “I have to figure it out quickly, though. I feel like I’m already behind, and the headmaster made it sound like I need this for me to move on.”

      “You do,” Sara said. “You have to have a full course load, which is five classes, and you need to pass each of them in order to stay enrolled.” She seemed to consider for a moment. “I’m sorry about that. I shouldn’t have said it quite like that. I can help you as much as possible, but when it comes to your independent study, I’m not sure I’m going to be  much help.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll figure it out.”

      But he had better do it quickly. And if he couldn’t…

      Well, at this point, Torian didn’t know what he would do.

      If Sylvia and Visthor didn’t leave the city, he wouldn’t have to consider it much of an issue. With them departing, though, he had to keep his position at the university. He had no idea when they’d return, and if he wasn’t here at the university, what would he do?
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      THE DARKNESS FOLLOWS

      Torian checked with half of the list that Sarah had given him and had not managed to find an independent study instructor so far. Several of the names weren’t even at the university, at least as far as he could tell. Their offices were always empty when he found his way to them, though he had reached out to several of the professors multiple times before deciding that any attempt to contact them would end in failure. He had chosen those who were runic pattern masters first, thinking that they would be the easiest for him to work with, especially given his understanding of the patterns while talking with Professor Noble, but when he had gone through all of the names on the list for that and had failed, Torian had moved on to the other half of the list.

      That meant trying to find an advanced pattern master instructor who would be willing to work with him.

      In that case, Torian had to hope that he could find somebody who had an interest in somebody who didn’t have the necessary skill at the time but had potential. There were several of the names that Torian had heard about while in the university, as many of them had a bit of a reputation. He had gone to the pattern master for light first, thinking that if he were to try to study any of the advanced patterns, that would be one. He was confident in his skill with light and thought that they might be good people to teach him. Professor Garrison was one of the people who didn’t answer her door, even though Torian made several attempts at different times. He asked around, looking to see if she had different office hours, but no one seemed to offer anything to him. He had gone on to the pattern master for earth, a Professor Isaac who apparently was quite skilled with earth and yet was also a bit notorious for not taking on other students, according to Sarah. Torian didn’t have much hope that he would be willing to do so but had thought that he should try nonetheless.

      At this point, he had his Navarin history test coming up, and he was starting to get a little desperate about the fact that he still hadn’t managed to find an independent study instructor. He worried about what would happen if he couldn’t find any, what the headmaster might do to him, and what his potential to stay at the university was.

      “I don’t believe that Professor Isaac is present,” a voice said from the end of the hall, stepping out of the door.

      Torian held his hand up, as he had been preparing to knock again.

      He turned, smiling tightly. “Thank you. I was just hoping to catch him.”

      There was a slight sniff. “I don’t believe that he will be present for quite some time. There are certain precautions that he is taking given the recent activity in the city,” the professor at the end of the hall said. Torian was certain that it was a professor. The woman was shorter than him, slender, and dressed in a strange, flowing gray. He’d never seen her before, though she had a distinct sense of energy emanating from her. “I’m sure you can leave whatever message you have behind.”

      Torian shook his head. “I don’t have a message,” he said, glancing at the door. There were several different runic markers for earth etched into the door itself and several more around the door frame. It was part of the reason that he knew that he was at the right place, even if he didn’t know if he was going to be able to find the professor. He recognized most of the rune markers, which was surprising to him, especially as he would’ve expected that the earth pattern master would have far more complicated runes on his door. Of course, that assumed that the pattern master also was a runemaster, something that Torian had come to learn was not necessarily the case. There were areas of specialty that he had not known existed.

      “If you don’t have a message, then why are you here to bother him?”

      The question surprised Torian, and he fully turned to face the professor. She pressed her hand up against the center part of the door, leaving a faint stirring around her fist.

      Dark.

      This was a professor of the dark patterns.

      Torian wished that he had his list out, as this was possibly somebody that Sarah had listed for him, though he didn’t remember the names that well. He had been studying them to decide which of them that he would go and visit but had never anticipated that he would even go to a professor for dark patterns, as he didn’t have a strong enough understanding of even the fourth and fifth-tier patterns to be of much use to somebody who could work with shadows and darkness.

      “I just was coming to ask a question about classes,” Torian said.

      The professor came toward him, seeming to glide. Shadows curled around her as she moved, which left Torian even more uncomfortable than he would’ve expected. Not that he feared shadows and darkness. It was part of the primary patterns, and it was something that everybody was expected to learn about and even have some measure of mastery over. It was just that there was something about this professor that left him a bit unsettled.

      “What kind of classes are you inquiring about?” The woman had a strange, drawling way of speaking. And when she looked up at Torian, her eyes seemed to widen slightly, but there was a bit of darkness that seemed to swirl within them, as well. Shadows stirred around her feet, and yet, Torian didn’t see her using any of the shadow summon patterns. “I don’t believe that Professor Isaac is teaching any classes this term. And I don’t believe that you and I have met before.”

      Torian shook his head. “We haven’t met. I’m new to the university.”

      The professor frowned, and it seemed as if darkness swirled in her eyes even more. “You are him, then.”

      “Him?”

      “The boy who claims to have dealt with Rusav during the attack.”

      Torian didn’t think himself a boy, but the rest of it was true. And the fact that this professor was referring to it as an attack at least felt like a step in the right direction compared to what some of the other professors did. He didn’t care for how so many of them seemed to minimize what had happened.

      “I did deal with Rusav during the attack.”

      “And Headmaster Lanther tells me that you were sent here by Aldrich Herisal himself.”

      Torian had never learned Aldrich’s last name, knowing him only as Aldrich. That seemed appropriate, especially given how powerful he obviously was. There were some sahir who were only known by a singular name, and they were often the greatest of the sahir.

      “He’s the one who thought that I should come to the university to train.”

      The shadow professor stepped forward, and more of the shadows spilled around her, working up her legs and almost extending toward Torian. “Then you must have quite a bit of potential. Assuming he identified it in you. A shame that he’s not here, isn’t it?”

      The comment brought a bit of pain into Torian again. He remembered Aldrich’s disappearance all too well and felt helpless, just like he had been, to do anything to help him. He had no idea what had happened to Aldrich and whether there was any possibility that he could have survived.

      How could he have survived a fall like that?

      Torian didn’t know if such a thing would even be possible. Aldrich had been fighting Tamish, and there had been no way to save him. Or to help him. Torian would have done everything that he could in order to do so, but he wasn’t strong enough, nor was he powerful enough to have done anything to help him.

      “The headmaster must have believed that you had the same potential that Aldrich saw within you.”

      “I suppose,” Torian said.

      She looked past Torian, almost lazily, though. Then she turned back. “Seeing as how you are here, you must be looking for an independent study mentor.”

      “I am,” Torian said.

      The professor smiled tightly. “Interesting. One such as yourself doesn’t generally take independent study, but the headmaster can be a bit quirky. Especially when it comes to those sent by outsiders. You are a bit late in searching for someone.”

      At least he had a better understanding of how people felt about Aldrich. Learning that he was considered an outsider made sense, as he had valsahir potential. Torian wasn’t sure how powerful Aldrich was compared to some of the most powerful sahir, but he doubted that he would be considered weak.

      “I didn’t realize that she had assigned me independent study,” Torian admitted, “I didn’t know what I was supposed to do, and only when I realized what she had assigned to me did I realize that I needed to find an instructor to work with me.”

      She regarded him for a long moment. “How is your control over the dark patterns?”

      The way that she said it made it sound like something almost unpleasant, though Torian had never felt that way about the patterns of darkness. He had never been very good with shadow summon or dispel, even though he had known that they were incredibly useful patterns. At least, he hadn’t been very good with them when he had first trained in Sarot. As he left his hometown and began to have a better mastery of the patterns in general, Torian’s control over dark improved like it had with the others. He still wasn’t very good with shadow whisper, and he had no hope of completing shadow blade, so he had little belief that he could impress this professor.

      “Unfortunately, my control over the dark patterns is less than what it should be.” Dark and metal, though he didn’t struggle with metal quite as much as he did with dark patterns, though it was primarily because his control over metal was tied to the amount of power he could reach. The patterns themselves were not that complicated. “I haven’t had the right kind of tutoring.”

      The professor frowned at Torian. “I would argue that very few people have the right kind of tutoring when it comes to such patterns. Most students who come to the university have a deficiency in the dark patterns. They fail to see what the shadows can do for them.” She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Her eyes seemed to stay pooled with darkness as if she were using shadow concentrate around her irises. “But for those who seek to gain mastery over one of the more complex and rewarding patterns, study of dark is valuable.”

      Torian wasn’t sure what she was telling him. Was it an offer to teach him?

      Would that even be of interest to him?

      He had no idea how he felt about that, as he had no idea whether this was the kind of person that he would want to work with. There was something about her that left Torian feeling off. He wasn’t sure why, and he didn’t know what it meant, only that what he detected from this professor was a bit unusual.

      But he did need to have somebody to work with for independent study. And perhaps somebody who was willing to help him learn the more complicated forms of the dark patterns would be beneficial. Torian didn’t fear them, and there was a part of him that understood the value of understanding the dark patterns.

      “Would you work with me?” he asked, feeling a bit foolish as he didn’t even know who this professor was.

      The professor tilted her head to the side, and more shadow spilled around her. Torian was tempted to try to form the second-tier shadow dispel pattern but resisted that urge. He didn’t want to do anything that would upset this professor, at least until he had a better sense of how he might react to such things.

      “As a general rule, I don’t take students any longer. Too much risk.” She frowned severely. “And you didn’t come here looking for me, did you?”

      Torian shook his head. “I didn’t, but I don’t even know…” He almost said that he didn’t even know the professor’s name, but he realized the mistake in that and kept himself from making too big of one. “I didn’t know who to look for.”

      She glanced at Professor Isaac’s door again. “It seems to me that you did know who to look for. You were looking for Professor Isaac. I assume that you have some ability with earth.”

      Torian nodded. “I’m fairly comfortable with it.”

      “And you wanted to strengthen that comfort.”

      Torian nodded again.

      “And you don’t feel as comfortable with dark. I imagine there is at least another pattern that you are not as comfortable with as they are often paired.”

      Torian hadn’t known. Was that why he didn’t feel as confident with metal? Well, metal wasn’t so bad for him. Cold was harder for him than metal, at least these days. Maybe that was the pairing that he referred to. Cold and dark. That sounded unpleasant.

      “There is,” Torian said.

      “Well,” the professor went on, “if you were to come to me with a sincere desire to improve a weakness, I might consider it. But for now, I fear I must decline.” She smiled tightly, and the shadow seemed to withdraw from her. “Have a good day, Mr. Ranth.”

      She left Torian looking after her and feeling a bit of nervousness sweep through him.

      Even if she had said yes, would Torian have wanted to work with this person? Somebody like this made him incredibly uncomfortable. He wasn’t sure that he could spend time with someone like that, especially trying to train with a pattern and an area of expertise that Torian wasn’t convinced was useful to him.

      He glanced at Professor Isaac’s door and considered knocking again, but if he wasn’t present, then continuing to pound on the door wasn’t going to make much of a difference. Torian pulled out the list that Sarah had given him and began to scan the names, realizing that there were no professors for darkness on it. He was going to have to ask her why, but it was more than just that. He was going to have to ask her if she had any idea who this professor might have been.

      He didn’t really want to go down to the professor’s door, but he was curious. There was another reason, though, and it was one that Torian hoped he didn’t have to rely upon. If he couldn’t find another mentor for independent study, this professor had made it clear that she would work with Torian.

      But he had to come wanting to improve an area of weakness.

      Wasn’t that what he was doing, anyway? Anything that he did now, any pattern that he studied, would be an area of weakness for Torian. There was no way for him to work on anything but a weakness.

      He stopped at the door. As he had feared, everything was cast in a haze of darkness. It looked as if the door itself had been painted black, though not the color of night, but rather a deep, dense sort of gray that seemed to absorb all of the light around it. He held his hand out and was tempted to try to use one of the light patterns to see if he could penetrate the shadows but decided against it. He found three markings on the doorframe. Two were familiar to him, as they were obvious shadow patterns, but the third was not one that Torian had seen. He reached into his bag, pulled out his notebook, and copied it. If nothing else, he could try to learn from some of the runic patterns and see if he might gain some insight.

      He saw no sign indicating the professor’s name. How was he supposed to come and ask this professor for help if he didn’t have a name?

      There were ways of finding it. He glanced along the hall, counting the doors that were there, and thought that if nothing else, he could ask the headmaster, but that would reveal that he still hadn’t found an independent study mentor. He didn’t know how she would react to that, but he suspected that it wasn’t going to be good. She had made it quite clear that he needed to find somebody quickly.

      He kept failing at that.

      Failure was a familiar problem for Torian.

      He had a few more names. He would keep searching, asking around and hopefully, he could find somebody. Maybe he could even speak to his instructors about who they would recommend for him. That was a strategy that he hadn’t even tried yet, and it did strike him as one that might be a better approach than going to people cold, having nothing but the list of names that Sarah had given him.

      At least names given to him by his professors would be a little warmer, and he could tell them that Professor O’Malley, Professor Erickson, or Professor Noble had sent him to them. That might be the better strategy altogether.

      Later, though.

      First, Torian really needed to sit and study.

      He had his first exam coming up, and he wasn’t going to fail, even if it was only Navarin history. He had to do as well as possible in his classes, especially if he was going to struggle as much as he obviously was with the independent study part.

      Turning away, he began to make his way back through the halls of the professors’ offices, though he couldn’t shake the feeling that there were more shadows around him now than he would’ve expected. Could the darkness professor have lingered? If anybody had been able to do that, it would have been somebody like that. She could have hidden without Torian having any idea that she was there. That was one of the advantages of the shadows, something that Torian fully understood.

      He hurried his steps. By the time he reached the stairs leading down to the main part of the university, he couldn’t shake the feeling that somebody was there behind him and possibly following him.

      Or worse, chasing him.

      It forced him to move more quickly. By the time he reached the main level of the university and hurried toward the Main Hall library, his heart was hammering, even though he knew it was ridiculous. It wasn’t until he stepped into the library, closed the door behind him, and took a seat at one of the tables that he finally found himself relaxing.

      He was a fool, he knew.

      Darkness was just one of the primary patterns.

      There was no reason to fear it, regardless of how odd that professor might’ve been.

      Only he couldn’t help what he felt. And he didn’t think that it was ridiculous.

      He had to clear his mind, and when he pulled his books out of his bag to begin studying, it took him a long time to find the focus he needed.
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      TESTING BEGINS

      Testing went about as well as Torian could have expected.

      He had prepared, at least to the point where he felt as if he was confident enough in how he would perform, but much like Sarah had expected, Professor James was a much harder tester than he seemed during his class setting. Many of the things that he tested them on were things that hadn’t even been found in the books that had been on the required reading list, so Torian could not have been ready for the exam. At least, not as ready as he would’ve liked.

      By the time he was finished, he rubbed a knuckle into his eyes, looked up, and had to hand in the paper to Professor James. He shuffled out of the class and paused, leaning against the stone wall and closing his eyes for a moment.

      “Well?” Sarah asked, heading over to him. She must have lingered in the classroom a little longer than Torian, as she had taken a few more moments to come out.

      “It was every bit as challenging as you suggested it would be,” Torian said.

      Sarah chuckled. “That’s how he works. At least now you have your first exam under you, and you have a better idea of what it’s like next time.”

      Torian glanced back toward the door. He heard whispered voices from inside the classroom, leaving him wondering which of the students was still talking to Professor James about everything in there. Maybe they were trying to argue their case about why they needed more time, or maybe they were trying to explain to him why his questions were a bit ridiculous. Torian might have made the latter arguments if only he had more confidence in where he fit within the university. Had he been present longer, he would’ve been far more willing to challenge Professor James.

      “What happens if I fail?”

      Sarah waved a hand dismissively and then gave him a nudge with her arm. “Even if you fail, which I doubt you will, you can’t fail out of the university with just one test. At least, I don’t know that I’ve ever heard of anybody failing out with just one test. It would have to be a spectacularly bad test. So…” She started to laugh. “That might actually be kind of interesting.”

      “Maybe to you, but not to those of us who fail.”

      “Again,” she said, shaking her head and laughing again, “you didn’t fail. Don’t worry. The other classes tend to be easier.”

      Torian had been a bit concerned about that. He didn’t know what would happen when he had to take his advanced pattern exam, especially considering that Professor O’Malley tended to make things difficult in class, so he couldn’t imagine what she might attempt outside of the normal class setting when he was expected to prove some of the advanced patterns. Then there was the martial theory and making some of the blades, which he still struggled with, so he wasn’t exactly sure that he would do that as well as he needed, either.

      “Come on,” she nudged. “After a test, some people like to gather. At least, we used to. I don’t know what happens now that the city is a little different.” Her brow furrowed, and she looked along the hall, leaving Torian wondering what she was looking for. “But we can see, regardless.”

      “You want me to come along?”

      “You were just subjected to a test, weren’t you? It’s time that you reap the rewards.”

      “And what are the rewards?”

      “You have to wait and see,” she said with a hint of a smile.

      He followed her down the hall, and by the time they reached the end, Torian paused. He hadn’t had an opportunity to talk to Sarah since his strange encounter in the university hallway when he was looking for a mentor and pointed down one side hall. “Say. I was trying to talk to one of the names on your list—”

      “Which one?”

      “Professor Isaac.”

      Sarah nodded. “I think you’d be a good fit. At least, what I know of him. I figure the two of you might be able to get along well, and you could continue to improve with that aspect of your patterns. So maybe it would even be a good idea for you to do it.”

      Torian chuckled and looked over at her. “I’m glad you are so excited about my independent study.”

      “You should be more excited about it, as well. There aren’t many students at our level who have an opportunity to take on independent study, so you should be pleased that the headmaster was willing to assign that to you. Anyway, what were you going on about? Did Professor Isaac agree to work with you?”

      Torian shook his head. “He wasn’t there. And there was something else. Something strange.” He described what happened, standing at the end of the hall, and there was a part of him that was tempted to go along the hallway and point out the dark professor’s office, but he decided not to do that, as he wasn’t sure whether he was overreacting. At this point, he started to feel like he might’ve overreacted, given the way that he had felt about that. When he was done, Sarah shook her head.

      “I don’t know. Not anybody I have heard about, but then I can’t say that I am an expert in all things related to the instructors here.”

      “You could’ve fooled me,” Torian said. “You seem to have a connection to everybody.”

      “Well, there’s one thing that my mentor wanted me to master,” she went on, frowning for a moment as she looked along the hallway before tearing her gaze away. She started toward the stairs at the other end, leaving Torian to decide whether or not to follow her. “He thought that it was important for me to know the names of most of the different instructors within the university. Know the names, know what they teach, and be courteous to them.” She snorted, looking up at Torian. “He called it the political side of school. And, to be honest, he might’ve been right. There is something to be said about knowing who people are. They like it when they have a bit of a reputation. And, you also have the advantage of knowing who might be someone able to help you and who is  someone to avoid.”

      “Is that how you chose your classes?”

      “Somewhat,” Sarah said, seeming to pick her words carefully. She avoided his gaze, and Torian couldn’t help but wonder why and whether there was something more to all of this than what she was sharing. “But not exactly. Most of the classes at this level involve a measure of testing and proving yourself, and…” She looked over to Torian and shrugged. “Anyway. It isn’t as straightforward as just saying I want to take this class or another. It has more to do with proving that you are competent enough to take specific classes. And the fact that you have been assigned classes with me tells me that you are incredibly competent. So there.”

      Torian found himself laughing, the idea of him being incredibly competent just didn’t feel quite right, but he did appreciate that. They continued on the stairs, and when they reached the main part of the university, he saw a gathering of students waiting. He glanced at Sarah, curious as to what was going on, but she shook her head.

      “I can’t say that I know what is happening here. These are second-year students, though.”

      Torian had not had much time with different levels of students for him to know the difference and distinction. He knew that he was technically a first-year student, but that was only because he had just joined the university. He still felt surprised at the fact that he had reached the university at a time when his age was not all that different from the others. It was a relief for him, but it was also something that left him feeling like there were things that he still didn’t understand about training to be a sahir. And here he thought that he knew all that was involved.

      There were so many aspects of the school in Sarot where he had not really known the truths of training, and Navarin was for those of sahir level. It left him wondering how many people from Sarot had actually ever entered the university. He thought of names that had gone off with their instructors, people of great potential—or so he had long believed. For them to have only come to the university to have to enter additional preparatory training seemed strange to him.

      “What are they doing there?”

      “Probably the same as we are,” she said, shrugging slightly. “They take exams more often than we do. I don’t know what class that might be, but they are probably heading out for the practical aspect of the exam.”

      Torian stood and watched for a moment and saw probably a dozen people that could have been his age, though if they were second-year students, they were probably older. Not by much, though. They were dressed in the traditional clothing of the university, gray jacket and pants or simple gray dresses; almost no one had a pack with them the way that Torian carried. Which meant no books, other supplies, or anything. If they were heading to a test, wouldn’t they need something with them to be fully prepared?

      When he said something like that to Sarah, she shook her head.

      “If it’s a practical exam, they wouldn’t have been permitted anything. You’ll see. When we take our practical exam with Professor O’Malley, we end up leaving everything else behind. She doesn’t want us to bring anything with us, only partly because she thinks that students might use some of those supplies to cheat on an exam.” She shook her head again, smiling to herself as if that was even possible.

      “How can you cheat on an exam with a practical aspect?” Torian asked. “When it comes to producing a pattern, isn’t it just that?”

      “Maybe, but there are plenty of students who think to try to bring in runic-marked items for an advanced pattern test. With the right marketing, you can mimic some of the aspects of an advanced pattern, and there is the possibility that you might be able to replicate the effect of the test.” Sarah sniffed. “To me, that sort of defeats the entire purpose of it, as we are training so that we can learn these patterns, and we can be prepared for what it means for us to be a university graduate. But not everybody views things the same way. If they did…” She shrugged again. “Anyway. There are different tactics that are effective for different classes if you want to get down to cheating your way through each class.” She arched a brow at him.

      “I have no interest in cheating my way through any of my classes,” Torian said. “I was just asking how such a thing would even be possible. I can’t even imagine that you could get away with it.”

      “Not with a skilled instructor,” she said. “Back when classes were taught by lower-level instructors, though, I think it would have been easier to get away with. But now I think it would be pretty risky for somebody to even try, especially because the consequences are quite severe.”

      “What are the consequences?”

      “You are asking questions that make me think that you are considering this. I don’t think it’s a good idea, Torian.”

      “I’m just trying to understand,” Torian said.

      “Fine,” Sarah said with a bit of a dramatic sigh. “If you are caught cheating during an exam, most of the time you fail the class, which is not the worst thing, especially if you aren’t capable of performing on the exam the way that you need to. Failing a single class is not necessarily devastating, at least to some. It would be plenty devastating to me. But you can retake it. At least, I think that you can. But if you fail more than one class, which is why I think some people tried to cheat, you are expelled from the university. Now that we have that out of the way, can we get going, or do you want to talk about the strategy involved in how you can modify runic markers so that you can make a blade that will help you in your martial theory class?”

      Torian wasn’t about to tell her that he actually had a blade that would probably do that.That wasn’t what he was going to do when it came time to testing, though. It would be dangerous now that he knew about how the university would approach people attempting to cheat, but it was more than that. He had already used the Blade of Wind around the headmaster and others, and he knew how they felt about it. It was a Rusav weapon, the kind of thing that would make others question him anyway.

      He forced a smile, and he followed her, but they had taken too long at the entrance to the university, and they had to wait until the other class filed out of the main entrance. They moved off to the right side of the main courtyard, where Torian saw a pair of instructors standing and waiting. One of them was Professor Erickson, which caught Torian’s attention.

      “Oh,” Sarah said, “you may actually want to watch this, then. If Erickson is there, and that’s Professor Ludvig, this might be entertaining. I might even enjoy watching it.”

      “Is it some sort of martial theory class?”

      “Practical martial theory,” she said. “That would be the second-year class. And everything begins to be much more advanced at this point.”

      She motioned for him to follow, and they headed across the yard, keeping a reasonable distance. Torian was surprised to see that they weren’t the only ones watching, though. There were several other students, some of them that he recognized, including Magnuson. He was there with his friends, standing with his arms crossed over his chest, with an arrogant tilt to his jaw that left Torian thinking that he probably believed that he would be able to do anything the second-year students did.

      Professor Erickson and Ludvig called out a pair of students. Torian didn’t know if it was randomly assigned or if they chose based on skill, but a tall, slender dark-haired woman and a much shorter, reddish-haired man stepped forward. They bowed to each other, and then they formed blades.

      Torian had been in Professor Erickson’s class, so he understood how sparring worked, but this was something a bit different than what he had seen before. Rather than a slow and careful spark, the reddish-haired man immediately formed a blade of light, stretching from one hand to the other and then twisting it so that he could grip it with both hands. It seemed to extend out of either side of his hands, and he spun it, spiraling the blade of light toward the tall, slender woman. She danced back, extending her own blade. This formed as a thick club, which took Torian a moment to realize was earth.

      She swung it.

      There was speed to it, enough so that it whistled in the air as she did so, almost crashing into the man’s shoulder. He twisted off to the side at the last moment, and the club slammed it down into the ground, causing the earth to crack. Torian could feel his feet shaking with the effort of it. It lasted for just a moment, but then he realized that one of the professors—Professor Ludvig—had pressed down with an earth pattern, sealing it off once again.

      “I’ve never seen anything quite like that before,” Torian said.

      “Practical martial theory,” Sarah said. “It’s basically fighting. It’s warfare for those who claim they don’t want to be a part of the army but really are probably going to end up leading the army,” she said, shaking her head with annoyance. “I know that you’re taking martial theory, so I shouldn’t speak so badly about it, but it’s just… Well, it’s just not practical for me.”

      The sparring persisted, but it was evident to Torian that despite the strangeness of the earth blade and how cumbersome it appeared, the woman was much more skilled with it. But then she surprised him. She banished her earth blade and immediately switched to one that looked to be a curved sword, something that a common soldier would carry. As soon as she did, she shifted it again, and it began to blaze with crackling fire. She darted toward the red-haired man and overwhelmed him.

      Professor Ludvig stepped forward, unmindful of the fact that both students had blades. He bowed to the woman, then nodded to the man before they stepped to either side.

      “She demonstrated several different blades,” Torian explained.

      “I saw it,” Sarah said. “That’s Greta Alstyne. Not surprising that she’d be able to do it. She came to the university very far along and quickly progressed with her advanced pattern-making and blades, apparently. When we talk about students getting the opportunity to take independent study, she is one of the few second-year students who has been given that permission. You might get along well with her.”

      Torian snorted, but as he watched her, he couldn’t help but feel as if there was something to one of the patterns that he saw her forming that looked familiar to him, only he couldn’t figure out what it was that he noticed. Maybe it was just that he had seen it from one of the instructors, or maybe it was the power that she was pulling on. She was probably not valsahir, as he didn’t think there were many in the university—if any—who were.

      “Now, can we go and get our treat? The chocolatier is not going to wait indefinitely.”

      “Chocolatier?” Torian asked.

      “I told you that you were getting a treat.”

      She dragged him away from the university yard, and as they went, Torian found his attention turned back, watching the sparring, but every so often, he looked over to Greta, curiously. The other sparring students that he observed did not have anywhere near what he had seen from her ability.

      And another question stayed with him. If students were this capable, it meant that the instructors were, as well.

      How had Corsalt been overrun?
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      STUDY PARTNERS

      As it turned out, Navarin history was not the only class that Torian had an exam in, but the only one where the professor made a point of telling the students that they had an upcoming test. He hadn’t learned how well he had done on the test by the time he had gone to Professor O’Malley’s class and learned that she planned a test on the patterns.

      Torian had been looking over to Sarah, who sat quietly two chairs away from him, when Professor O’Malley finished her class and made the announcement. “I think it’s time that we have a review of the first six tiers of patterns. I will expect mastery of all six tiers of all of the primary patterns. We will then move quickly into the seventh-tier patterns.” She snapped the chalk down on the chalkboard and turned, nodding once, before gathering her supplies at the front of the class and making her way out.

      Torian suspected he was the only one surprised by the fact that she intended to have a test on the six tiers of patterns. The others were probably like Sarah or like Magnuson, Torian decided, as he had proven to be quite competent and had likely had quite a bit of tutoring in the time leading up to them entering the university. That tutoring made it so that they didn’t struggle with any of the first five tiers of patterns, and even the sixth tier was really quite basic to them at this point. Perhaps basic was overstating it a bit, but it was certainly easier for them than it was for Torian.

      “What is it?” Sarah asked as Torian started to gather his belongings and glanced toward the door. “You look like you aren’t terribly pleased. It’s just another exam. This one should be easy. At least it’s not like Professor James’s class where we have to read and memorize.”

      Torian wanted to argue that with Professor James, reading and memorizing seemed to be the least of his worries. And with that, he had an opportunity to prove himself, if only because it was merely reading and memorizing. With the advanced pattern-making, there were complications. It wasn’t merely the knowledge of the patterns. If it were that, Torian did think that he had an opportunity to try to replicate much of what others had done, and he thought that he had a fairly good chance to master those patterns. It was the actual performance of them.

      “It’s nothing,” he said, heading toward the door.

      Sarah caught up with him. “If you’d like to review the patterns, I’m happy to—”

      Torian shook his head. “No. You don’t need to do that. I need to figure this out on my own, and I don’t need to burden you with my own issues.” He forced a smile and trudged out of the class, making his way toward the library. He really needed to review some different techniques and needed to see if there was going to be any other way that he might be able to work through what he was expected to have known.

      “You don’t want to talk about it?” Sarah asked, keeping pace with him as he headed down the university stairs and started toward the Main Hall library.

      “I’m not as good with the advanced patterns,” Torian said, keeping his voice low. He didn’t want anybody else to hear, though it wasn’t terribly surprising, he knew. “And I think that’s why Professor O’Malley called it a basic review. Because for everybody else, it is a basic review. For me, it’s more about learning these patterns.”

      She frowned at him. “How hard are they going to be for you?”

      Torian shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Well, I’m just trying to get a sense of how much of a review you’re going to need.”

      “I can make the first three tiers of patterns. Beyond that…” He shrugged. “I mostly do the fourth tier, occasionally the fifth tier depending on which blade I’m forming, and the sixth tier is really beyond me at this point.”

      And despite sitting and watching Professor O’Malley and trying to make sense of everything that she had been teaching, he still struggled.

      “I doubt that it’s beyond you. It’s just that you don’t have experience.”

      He arched a brow. “You’re right. I don’t have the experience. And as much as it pains me, I’m not sure that I’m going to be able to have the necessary experience in time.”

      “We have a week,” she said.

      “And that’s not nearly enough time for me to learn what I need.” And there was no telling what was going to happen with his other classes. If he were to have tests with Professor Erickson and Professor Noble, then how was he supposed to focus? Of course, Professor Erickson’s test would coincide with the test with Professor O’Malley and would overlap quite nicely, so he wouldn’t have to be learning any new techniques, but it still would be complicated for him. “And that says nothing about me trying to find my independent study instructor. I still haven’t found anybody.”

      “You will,” she said.

      Torian didn’t want to argue with her, and so he took a seat in the library, gathering some books and sitting quietly. Sarah sat with him for a while before she seemed to grow bored with him and his silence and got up. Before leaving, she leaned toward him.

      “I can help you as much as possible. But you’re going to have to find the belief. You’re obviously strong enough. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.”

      He wasn’t sure if that was the kind of reassurance that he needed, but he appreciated the sentiment.

      When she left, Torian sat for a while, going through different books on different ways of approaching patterns. A few people came and went from the library, including the dark Professor whom he had encountered in the hall. When that man had entered the library and seen Torian sitting quietly by himself, he frowned at him and looked at something along one of the bookshelves before departing once again.

      Torian found himself shaking his head, wishing that he had a better understanding of who that man was and whether he would actually have served as a mentor for him. Maybe he would have offered Torian an opportunity to learn. And learning from somebody who was a dark pattern master might help him with all of the patterns, for that matter.

      He turned his attention back to his studies and focused, and by the time the day ended, he felt like he was no closer to where he needed to be. He went through the next few days in a bit of a daze, by the time he headed to Professor Erickson’s class, he felt like he was getting a little bit closer to mastering the fourth-tier patterns, but that was only because he was constantly focusing on them, to the detriment of everything else that he could be doing. He had spent countless hours practicing, trying to get his hands in the right position, knowing that all he needed was to master those patterns, and then he had to move on to the fifth-tier patterns. But thankfully, the fifth-tier patterns were typically blade patterns, and those were more useful to him, at least for martial theory.

      Professor Erickson went through a lecture on the appropriate use of the blade of metal, which Torian found himself intrigued by, as it seemed to him that the blade of metal was one of the more complicated blades but also potentially one of the most useful. Given what he had seen Greta doing with her own blade of metal during the sparring session, he couldn’t help but wonder if he could do something similar to that. Metal had never been one of his strongest patterns, but he thought that he might be able to replicate it. As he practiced, attempting to form the blade, he listened to others sparring around him who had already completed it.

      As the class neared its end, Professor Erickson cleared his throat. “Seeing as how most of you have a cursory mastery of each of the blades, we are going to have our first exam since the return from the conflict. It will be fairly straightforward, a bit of demonstration, a simple spar, so don’t fret about it too much.”

      A demonstration and a spar.

      The demonstration was going to be hard enough, but sparring?

      Torian wasn’t sure that he was going to be able to spar with any of the blades. At least, not with any measure of control.

      “I hope I get to spar with him during the exam,” Magnuson said as he headed away from the class, nodding to Torian. “I could use an easy passing grade.”

      Torian ignored the slight, and as he was one of the last ones remaining in class, he decided to head over to Professor Erickson and ask the question. He wasn’t sure if it was appropriate, but at this point, he had questions, and he wasn’t sure that he was going to get the answers that he needed until he took some time to push.

      “Professor,” Torian said.

      Professor Erickson glanced in his direction and then smiled widely. “Oh, Mr. Ranth. What can I do for you?”

      “Well, I just have a question about the exam. This will be my first exam in your class, and I have a feeling that others have already taken tests with you, so I thought that I might get a better sense of what the test process was like.”

      He should have done the same thing with Professor O’Malley, as it was at least a reasonable thing to remark upon, and he had to believe that there was a possibility that she would tell him more about what her test would entail just because he had asked.

      “Of course,” he said, and he glanced toward the door. “Perhaps I should have shared that with all of the students, but there are not many who have not undergone one of my tests before, so perhaps you are the only one. Anyway,” he said, turning his attention back to Torian. “It is as I said. Demonstration, followed by a spar. We have had enough sparring sessions in class that I suspect you understand what’s involved with that. You perform as well as you can. You do quite well with some of the sparring, at least blade-free sparring.”

      Torian nodded. The blade-free sparring was basically practicing forms and movements, things that reminded him quite a bit of what he had been learning from Visthor, so it wasn’t that challenging. At least, it wasn’t as challenging as some of the other aspects. It was when they added a blade to the sparring session that made it more complicated for him.

      “I think that I can manage the sparring,” he said. At least he could make it look like you could manage it. Whether or not he actually could was another matter altogether. “I’m more curious about the demonstration.”

      “Well, as part of martial theory, we must be able to demonstrate each of the blade patterns. It’s a little bit different than what will be asked of you and your advanced pattern-making classes. I presume you’re taking one of those?”

      “I am,” he said. “With Professor O’Malley.”

      “Very good. An excellent instructor,” he said, nodding. “And while she appreciates a blade as much as anyone, the technique is a little different. As you have likely seen. What you are required to demonstrate in her class is nothing so complicated as this.” He stretched his hands and quickly formed a blade of light. The pattern was basic, and the blade formed rapidly, but it didn’t look quite like the blade that Professor Erickson demanded the students use in his class. But it was still a blade of light. “She merely wants proof that her students can perform the blade pattern. It doesn’t serve as the basis for many others, and so for those students who are not advancing in martial theory, she does not believe that they need to have true mastery. I feel otherwise.”

      “Of course,” Torian said.

      “Now, for the demonstration for this class, a passing grade is merely demonstrating a single blade pattern in the technique that we have been using here.” He shifted the blade, and rather than spreading it between his hands, he gripped it as if it was an actual sword, reminding Torian of the Blade of Wind. “That is how we can prove that you have competence with the pattern.”

      If nothing else, that gave Torian a feeling that he might be able to try something a bit different when it came to working with the blades for Professor O’Malley’s class. If she wanted him to be able to perform the barest minimum, he might be able to accomplish that. Most of the fifth-tier patterns were blade patterns, but none of them were terribly complex—in their most basic form. If all she wanted was the blade and did not want him to be able to wield it like you would in Professor Erickson’s class, then he actually thought that he might be able to do most of them. Not all, and not yet, but he still had a week.

      Not a full week.

      But the sixth-tier patterns…

      Those were more complicated.

      Far more complicated.

      “Thank you,” he said, and he meant it.

      Professor Erickson started to leave when Torian decided to ask another question.

      “Professor Erickson?” The professor paused, turning to look back at him. “I did have one more thing that I wanted to ask you about. I know that the university had difficulty with Rusav during the conflict,” Torian said, having a hard time referring to it as little more than a conflict, but knowing that his professors didn’t care for anybody calling it anything else, “and I had some experience with them outside of the city as well. Especially with their soldiers. They use a particular weapon.”

      Professor Erickson frowned, and then he began to nod slowly. “They do. They favor runic-marked blades. The Blade of Wind is the most common, but there are supposedly other similar blades.”

      “What can you tell me about those? How are they similar to the patterns that we use?”

      “That’s actually quite a good question, Mr. Ranth. There are advantages to using runic-marked weapons, primarily because they don’t require the same level of skill to wield. Well, perhaps that’s not entirely accurate. They require skill to wield, but they don’t require the same level of skill to hold, if that makes any sort of sense. You must understand the fifth-tier blade patterns, and you must be able to generate the blade for you to be a sahir martialist. But the Rusav soldiers do not need such training. They merely need to know how to activate the blade, and then they can use the weapon.”

      “Would you say there are advantages?”

      “What do you think?”

      He took a step back, and he immediately formed what Torian recognized as something similar to a blade of wind, though the blade seemed to shift a little bit, curling at the tip. Still, it shimmered and carried some of the same energy. Even whistled as he whipped the pattern through the air. But then he stepped through it, continuing his form, and he shifted his feet, turning from the blade of wind into a blade of light, and from there, he moved on into the blade of metal. He shifted them quickly and easily, almost as if he had no difficulty at all with the transition. A true martial master.

      “I see the advantages,” Torian said, “because a sahir martialist wouldn’t be dependent upon the runic markers within the blade.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And the Rusav weapons don’t have markings for each of the types of blades?”

      “Even if they did, the soldiers are not trained to use them. So we have an advantage.” He smiled again. “Now, I think that I have demonstrated quite enough for the day. You should practice. You will be fine. If everything that your other instructors have said about you is true, this test should be no difficulty for you.”

      Torian wasn’t exactly sure if that was the case or not, but at least he appreciated the comment.

      As he headed away, he slipped his own Blade of Wind out of his pocket and looked at the hilt. The marking for wind was the most prominent on it and the easiest for him to see, but were there other markings on it? He had certainly been able to extend it in a different way and even add light to it.

      He wasn’t convinced of what Professor Erickson said about the difference. If he were able to activate the Blade of Wind, he didn’t need to access his sahir power to do so. He could funnel different patterns through it, and he could even augment the Blade of Wind with light or some of the other patterns. He couldn’t do that with one of the primary sahir patterns.

      He spent the next day practicing, so by the time he went to Professor Noble’s class, his mind felt as if it were racing, and he was no closer to getting any answers about what he needed to do to master what was asked of him for the tests that he had. He followed along in class and was not at all surprised when Professor Noble announced at the end of class that they were going to have an exam the following week.

      Of course, they were.

      At least with Professor Noble and with runic markers, it was another type of memorization. This one involved a sequential series of patterns and following them to their logical conclusion. Torian thought that he could handle this without too much difficulty and hoped that he wouldn’t have to study quite as much for this test, as he was going to need to focus most of his attention on the primary patterns, with some of it on the blade patterns so that he could pass both advanced pattern and martial theory.

      “Well?” Sarah asked at the end of class. “Are you going to study with me like you promised? Or are you still going to mope around in the library?”

      “I wasn’t moping,” Torian said.

      “Oh, you were moping a little bit. And I’m going to need your help with this. I just don’t see it the way that you do. If you help me, I’ll make sure that you can get through pattern-making. We just need to cram a little.” She started to smile. “I can’t help you with Erickson’s class, as I don’t have any interest in martial theory, though.”

      “That’s fine,” Torian said. “I think if I can get through the advanced pattern-making and Professor O’Malley’s test, I should be able to handle Erickson’s class.”

      “So you’re saying that you will study with me?”

      Torian nodded. He had to stop being so stubborn, and he had to use the help that he had available to him. Sarah was offering, and he needed her help. “I will study with you.”
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      OUT TO THE WAGONS

      Torian had been trying to reach Sylvia and Visthor for a little while but had been unsuccessful. They had been away from the city, though they had left the wagons behind. The fact that they were missing wasn’t terribly worrisome for him as he had some experience with them departing in such a way, but he did wonder why they were gone for as long as they had been. Others from the caravan were still there, including Jakob, who looked at Torian as if he were a stranger, though Torian knew that was mostly irritation at Torian’s absence over the last few weeks.

      “Do I know you?” Jakob looked up from the edge of the wagon where he was working on something—from what Torian could tell, it appeared as if Jakob were trying to repair one of the wheels.

      “Come on, Jakob,” Torian said. “I’ve been doing what Sylvia wanted me to do.”

      “You’ve been doing what you’ve always wanted to do,” Jakob said. He leaned back, wiping his hands on his pants, smearing a bit of grease as he did. “And I don’t fault you for it. It’s just that…” He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment and took a long and deep breath before letting out slowly. “It’s nothing. I shouldn’t be like this. I know that you are just doing what Torian would do.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you have been wanting to come to the university for as long as I’ve known you, and I shouldn’t be upset about the fact that you have finally been given the opportunity to come here and are taking every bit of advantage of it.”

      “This is what Sylvia and Aldrich wanted me to do.”

      Jakob snorted, and then he crouched down, sliding back underneath the wagon again. “This has nothing to do with what Sylvia wanted for you, nor does it have anything to do with what Aldrich was hoping from you. Well, maybe it has something to do with it, as I suspect he thought that you were going to be able to advance like this. It’s just that you did want to come to the university all along, so don’t make this out as if somebody else was responsible for it.”

      “Where is Sylvia?”

      “You just want to see her, not your old friend?”

      “I’m happy to spend time with my old friend. Do you know where I find him, too?”

      “Har har.”

      Jakob began to work on some part of the wagon Torian couldn’t see, and he crouched down, trying to figure out what his friend was doing but couldn’t tell anything. He used a bit of the lantern beam primary pattern and pushed some of the power through him so that he could brighten the work. Jakob didn’t say anything to him, but the frown on his face faded, and he began to work more quickly. After a few moments, he slid back out from underneath the wagon and wiped his hands again on his pants.

      “Visthor has me doing some repair work while he’s away,” Jakob said as his way of explaining. “Said that I could be useful in this way.”

      “You don’t feel like you should be doing it?”

      “Oh, I’m sure that I should. It’s not all that dissimilar to what I did when I was working in the stables. It’s just that I would much rather be training with him.” There was a note of accusation in the way that he said it, as if he were trying to tell Torian that he should want to be training with Visthor, as well. He hadn’t worked with the Blade of Wind ever since going to the university, which did feel a bit strange to him, especially as he had been working with those forms quite regularly up until they had reached Corsalt. “Anyway, he says that I keep practicing on my own, or if I find an adequate sparring partner, I work with them. Unfortunately, I don’t have an adequate sparring partner these days.”

      “I have some exams coming up, and after my exams, I’ll make a point of spending time with you.”

      “Oh, you will make a point of it?”

      “Don’t be like that,” Torian said. “Do you know where Sylvia and Visthor went?”

      Now that he thought about it, they had been gone quite a bit ever since they had reached Corsalt.

      “They just tell me they’re looking into something.”

      “Tied to Rusav?”

      “With those two, probably, but they don’t want to talk about it. At least they don’t want to talk about it to me. I don’t know if it’s because they are afraid that I’m going to try to tagalong—and I absolutely would—or if they were afraid that I was going to get word back to you.” He wrinkled his brow and seemed as if that were almost as distasteful as anything else. “Anyway, I can’t tell you much more than that, only that they been gone for the better part of three days.”

      Torian nodded. Three days was unusual for them. In the time that they’d been in Corsalt, he had come by the wagons and had found Visthor and Sylvia, and even occasionally Invat having left the caravan for a day at a time, but never more than that. What had they encountered?

      There was always the worry that something had happened with Tamish, though as far as he knew, there had been no sign of him since Torian and Aldrich had defeated him. That should reassure him, but with the university calling it a conflict and thinking that it was little more than a minor incursion, he did have a hard time with the belief that others in Navarin were taking the attack as seriously as what Torian believed they needed to.

      “So you have some exams?” Jakob asked.

      “You don’t have to pretend like you are interested.”

      “Oh, I’m interested, all right,” Jakob said, getting to his feet and leaning on the wagon while crossing his arms over his chest. “What are they like? I know what the exams in the Sarot school were like, but mostly because I experienced them firsthand. Well, and I also saw how much you fretted when you had your exams. I suspect it’s a little different now for you.” The smile curling on his lips suggested that he believed that Torian would be completely successful with any sort of exam that he would take now.

      “It’s a little different, mostly in that I don’t have to worry about the power that I once did.” Even now, Torian found himself focusing on the weight inside of himself, trying to shove it to the side ever so slightly so that he could gain a measure of increased control over how much he manipulated that power. It was easy enough for him to do, as he didn’t feel as if he needed to send too much of that power through him in order for him to try to maneuver it. “But now I have to concern myself with the patterns themselves. I have an exam in advanced pattern-making, and I’m supposed to demonstrate the sixth-tier patterns for all of the various aspects of sahir.”

      “Sixth?” he frowned, shaking his head. “I thought you only had to know through the third tier to even get into the university. Why are they expecting you to know the sixth tier already? You would think that a reasonable test would be fourth tier, but even that might be a bit much for as short a time as you’ve been here.”

      “That’s just it,” he said, and he explained to Jakob how students who came to the university were put through another level of tutoring in preparation to help them become much more skilled before they ever entered the university itself. “And the university term started before I got here. I’m sort of coming in mid-session, so some of it is a matter of catching up. I think the instructors understand that, and they have been a bit lenient with me,” he went on, though maybe not completely lenient. Professor O’Malley had certainly made it seem as if she were trying to help him see some of the patterns, but not much more than that. Professor Erickson… Well, Torian had a hard time with Professor Erickson and what he expected of him. And Professor Noble was certainly kind enough to him, but he also thought Torian had a natural gift for those patterns, and because of it, he treated him a little differently than Torian thought that he should be. The only one that had proven less challenging, and only because it was merely a matter of trying to memorize the material, was Professor James. “So I have to work at it.”

      “I didn’t realize,” Jakob said.

      “That’s fine. I have a study partner that I’m working with that I’m hopeful will help me.”

      “Oh? What kind of study partner?”

      “It’s not like that. She’s just got some experience with advanced pattern-making, and she wants my help with the runic markers—”

      “I was actually just making a joke, but I realize that you actually found yourself a new girlfriend. What would Astrid say?”

      “Probably nothing,” Torian said. “Seeing as how Astrid disappeared.”

      “Do you really think that it was only her choice?”

      Torian hadn’t given much thought to Astrid ever since they had reached Corsalt. Part of that was because he had been busy and partly it was because he had tried not to think about her, and what she had been through. He didn’t know enough about her and Johan and what issues they had prior to joining Sylvia, other than through some of the reports that Astrid had shared with him, though none of them were enough that he truly knew what she had been going through.

      “I don’t know how much of it was her and how much of it was her brother, but I think that she could’ve told us more.”

      “Unless she was getting used,” Jakob said. He looked over to the edge of the forest before turning his attention back to Torian. “I suspect that’s part of what Sylvia and Visthor have been doing. Looking for her and her brother. Not that they would ever say anything. But I know she’s worried about him. You haven’t been around the wagons as much,” and this time, there was no accusation in the comment, merely an observation, “but she’s mentioned her concern for Astrid.”

      “I’m concerned for her, too,” Torian said.

      “Worried enough that you go looking for her?”

      “If there was anything that I thought that I might be able to do for her and any way that I could find her, I suppose I would.”

      “I will keep that in mind, and if Sylvia asks for help, I will let her know.” He flashed a smile. “Have you stopped in to see your sister?”

      “Liana isn’t that excited about seeing me these days,” Torian said, “but I’ve been stopping by, mostly because they’ve been working with Sylvia”—at least they had been working with Sylvia prior to her disappearing for a couple of days— “and I told Liana that I would do whatever I could try to help her progress so that she would be ready for testing when it was time for her to join the university.”

      “How often have you been here to help?”

      “Not as often as I should,” Torian said. “And I’ve been trying, but like I said, it’s a bit difficult, partly because I am trying to make sure that I pass the exams. The requirements for testing are a bit more complicated, and as far as I can tell, there are some repercussions if I fail.”

      “There’s always repercussions if we fail,” Jakob said. “And knowing you, you’ll find a way to succeed.”

      “I’m supposed to find an independent study mentor.”

      “Oh, yeah? What’s that about?”

      “Somebody that can help me work with an aspect of sahir power that I wouldn’t otherwise have.”

      “So you have to find your own teacher? I thought the whole purpose of the university was for you to have them teach you what they thought you needed to know. If you’re supposed to teach yourself, then you don’t really need the university, do you?”

      “From what I can tell, I definitely do. I’ve been trying to learn some of the more advanced patterns on my own and working with Sylvia on my way here, along with Aldrich, but there were limits to how much they were able to teach me. I think I need the university.” He felt that more strongly now that he had been here than he had before. “And there are other things that I hadn’t even realized that I could learn. You know that I’m taking an entire class about fighting?”

      “You were taking a class with fighting when you were still with the wagons,” Jakob said.

      “This is different. This is working with my sahir connection…” He trailed off and realized that he wasn’t going to be able to convince Jakob about the benefits of martial theory, not at this point, and perhaps not at all. Besides, Jakob already made a point about how he was disappointed that Torian hadn’t been practicing with him, so he should keep his focus. “Anyway, I’m also learning about runic markers. I didn’t learn much about them in Sarot, and there are quite a few different ways that they can be applied. I’m hopeful that I learned enough to better understand how to offer protections to the caravan when we leave.”

      “When they leave or when you go with them?”

      “I don’t know,” Torian said.

      Jakob snorted. “You know, when we first came here, you were convinced that you were just going to spend a little time, learn whatever you needed so that you could gain the knowledge necessary so that you could become the valsahir that you believed that you were, and now I think that you are starting to believe that you need to stay at the university.”

      “I need to understand what it means for me to have this valsahir connection,” Torian said. “But I also need to better understand the basics of the sahir connection so that I can be as capable as necessary because otherwise, I think that I’m going to end up hurting myself and others with this power.”

      He hadn’t lost control in the days that he had been working lately. That couldn’t be a coincidence. Some of it was just a matter of practice and fatigue, and simply because he was using his power, but partly he started to wonder if perhaps there was a measure of control that he was learning.

      “I hope you figure it out,” Jakob said. He glanced to the wagon again and the pile of tools that were arranged there. “There are a few more things I need to do, and I want to have them done before Visthor returns because I intend to work with him when he does get back. I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to need to get back to work.”

      Torian nodded. “Can you let Sylvia know that I came looking for her? And Visthor.”

      “I will tell them.”

      He dropped back down to his knees, and then he got back to work, leaving Torian watching him for a few moments. He had felt distant from Jakob on the journey away from Sarot, but partly because it seemed as if Jakob didn’t have a sense of purpose, while Torian was increasingly coming to understand that he had a greater connection to his sahir power than he had ever believed. When that had stabilized, their friendship had improved again, but now that he was in Corsalt, it seemed as if Jakob had more frustration with him. Was it because Torian was finding his place?

      But am I?

      That was something that Torian didn’t even know if he could claim, as he didn’t always feel as if he fit into the university, especially as he did not come to the university in the same way that others did. He was accustomed to being different. It had been that way in Sarot, where he had struggled to try to reach the kind of magic that he needed, but now that he had access to the power that he had within himself, and he thought that he could control it, he had hoped that he would find his place.

      Within the university, Torian started to question if he even had found his place. He wasn’t sure that he had the basics of the advanced pattern-making that he needed. He might be able to do runic markers, but that wasn’t what becoming a sahir was about. It was more.

      He paused as he wandered along the caravan, looking toward the wagon where he heard his sister’s voice, along with several of the others that they’d rescued, talking quietly as they were practicing. Torian was tempted to go to her but decided against it. He wasn’t going to intervene and didn’t want to interrupt whatever she was doing. Besides, he didn’t have time to work with her. What he needed instead was to get back, to work with Sarah, and to try to improve his patterns. Otherwise…

      Otherwise, he knew what was going to happen. He was going to fail his exams, and then the headmaster would believe that he didn’t belong and possibly that Aldrich had made a mistake.

      The walk back to the university took longer than it should have, but he took a roundabout way. The city was busier now than it had been when they had first arrived, and within that din of activity, he felt even more out of place. It was not at all like Sarot.

      By the time he reached the university, he had hoped that he would get back into a better headspace, but unfortunately, he had not. He found himself wondering what Sylvia and Visthor were doing without him and wondering if his valsahir power—however uncontrolled—would help. It hadn’t helped him in the university, but maybe there was a way that it could help them.

      Get through the tests, and then he could think about those things.
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      A WHISTLE AND THE DARK

      Torian struggled to follow the instructions that Sarah modeled. Every time that he positioned his hands in the fourth-tier metal pattern, he found that he couldn’t squeeze them together in quite the same way as she could and couldn’t replicate the technique she was using, despite having seen that same technique enough times that he should’ve known it quite well. Every attempt was met with increasing frustration. He kept using some of the sahir energy inside of himself, thinking that he could push that power through him to help guide the pattern, but it didn’t work nearly as well as he had anticipated.

      Sarah sat across from him in the small room set off of the Main Hall library. She’d been quiet for the most part, but now she shook her head at him, leaning forward and resting her elbows on her knees, maintaining the pattern that she wanted him to copy while also giving him a look covered with irritation.

      “I didn’t realize this one was going to be so hard,” she said to him. “What is it about this and the dark patterns?”

      They had gone through most of the fourth-tier patterns, but Torian kept getting hung up on dark and metal. The others he could generally make, though even those had proven to be challenging for him. At least he understood the technique, and increasingly, he thought that he could draw on some of the pattern that he knew that he might be able to replicate so that he could force power through himself and solidify the main part of the pattern.

      “Is it dark and metal, or is it just me?” Torian asked.

      “I think it’s just you, but maybe I’m wrong. You know the pattern. That much is obvious. Especially because you have been able to recreate every other pattern that we have done. So it tells me that if nothing else, you are fully aware of the pattern and just aren’t able to form it as well as you should.”

      Torian tried pinching his hands together again, wanting to make the metal pattern, but it involved taking his fifth finger, touching it to his index finger on the other hand, and twisting around so that his thumb touched the back of his wrist, while his other fingers engaged and pressed together. Theoretically, such a technique should allow him to push outward with a reflective band, but he’d not been able to create it even once this time. Torian had succeeded in making that pattern before, so he knew that it was possible. Much like he knew that he had succeeded in making the pattern, it was just that he could not use it now nearly as well as he wanted.

      And he thought that was part of what irritated Sarah more than anything. She understood that he had the ability. He just wasn’t following through.

      “Why don’t we go back to one of the easier patterns?” Sarah asked. “If we start there, then hopefully you can gain more confidence. Half of performing some of these more advanced patterns is confidence, after all.”

      “Did you have any difficulty with any of these patterns?”

      “Not like you have been,” she said, “but again, my experience with the patterns and my urgency behind learning them, was quite a bit different than what you experienced. I had time.”

      Probably, Torian knew, but at the same time, she was also trying to push herself so that when she did come to the university, she was fully prepared for this test and probably for quite a few others throughout the year.

      “Maybe I just need to take a break. I’ll work with you on the runic markers again,” he suggested.

      Sarah glanced at the stack of papers that had piled up, all of them Torian’s attempt to go through the sequence of runic markers that they had been taught in Professor Noble’s class. Torian had brought his notes, which Sarah had copied, and he had tried to work through the sequence for her so she could see it as well as he could. If nothing else, he managed to identify the sequence involved in the runic markers much better than he did many other things.

      “I think I just need practice there,” she said.

      He nodded slowly. “Sort of like I just need practice,” he muttered.

      “There’s only these two patterns that are holding you back. Get through metal and dark, and I think that you will do fine with the fifth-tier patterns.” She looked up at him as if trying to gauge whether or not that was true. He nodded, nonetheless. He felt like he should be able to replicate the blade patterns much more easily now, especially as he had been working on them with Professor Erickson. He didn’t have to make them nearly as complicated as what he would have in Professor Erickson’s class, which gave him some hope that he would be able to do that.

      “I think I just need to practice a little more,” he said.

      “I agree. That’s why I’m here. I am happy to keep working with you because I do think that you can get this. It will just take a little more time for you.”

      Torian and Sarah both knew that the time they had was running low. The testing was coming soon, which meant that he had to not only master these fourth-tier patterns—which had eluded him so far—he had to get through the fifth-tier patterns, which Torian thought he could, and then begin to master sixth-tier patterns, all before Professor O’Malley tested them on those advanced patterns. He had started some work on the other sixth-tier patterns, but so far, his attempts at those had proven nearly as elusive as attempting metal and dark fourth-tier patterns consistently. They were much trickier to position his hands in just the right way, getting the spacing perfectly. The only advantage that he had was that he could use his own drawing of the power and try to force the effect that he knew the pattern was supposed to generate. It required more power, but thankfully, that wasn’t an issue for Torian, as power was something he had.

      “I think I need to take a walk. Clear my head a little,” Torian said.

      Sarah looked up. “I’m going to review the sequences, then. That is if you don’t mind?”

      He shook his head. He wasn’t going to force her to stay and work with him, as there was no point in that. Instead, he got to his feet and headed out of the Main Hall library and out into the university, where he stopped for a moment, breathing in and out slowly. Maybe what he really should do was to go to Professor O’Malley and explain to her how much difficulty he was having with these patterns. She might have some way of helping him, given what she knew of his otherwise potential. Then again, there was the possibility that she knew exactly what he could and couldn’t do, and this was all part of the test to see if he might be able to master these patterns faster than he had been.

      He trudged down the stairs, out of the university proper, and then looked up. The sky was a flat gray, without any obvious clouds, and the hint of thunder rumbled distantly. It had been like that for some time, though he spent much more of his days indoors than he ever did before. By the time he got outside, he had decided that he needed to do exactly what he had told Sarah and find a way to form the pattern, and the opportunity to practice them so that he could really master what he needed for Professor O’Malley’s class. He stood for a few moments when he heard a strange whistling sound.

      It came from behind the university building.

      Torian followed the whistling as it was odd, and he was curious. He didn’t see any other students out, though according to Sarah, this time of the year, students tended to stay indoors and practice and study because they had the confluence of exams all at the same time. It wasn’t just his year that had tests, either. Others did as well, which made for an empty university—and one that felt much like what he had first encountered when he had come to Corsalt. Now the city had changed enough that there was a more vibrant feel to it, but this reminded him of what it had been like.

      He circled around the building. It was a square-shaped building, with cobblestone paths led around it, runic markers for stone set into the cobblestones that offered a measure of strength, but probably did something more—protection? Torian wasn’t able to tell, as the markers worked an obvious sort—as they circled around the entirety of the university building. The pale white stone of the building had hundreds upon hundreds of other markings set into it. As he circled around, he found himself slowing, looking at them, and realizing that they formed a sequence but also a pattern. There was a series of runic markers for one specific sahir aspect, with alternating aspects rotating through them, and the sequence shifted, changing ever so slightly, before resetting and beginning again. Torian had known that the patterns were different, but he had never paid any attention to the building itself, nor had he paid much mind to the sequence and the purpose behind it. Now that he stood back, looking at it, he couldn’t help but feel as if the sequence itself was far more significant than what he had even imagined.

      The whistling came again.

      It was low and slightly shrill, almost animal-like. Had he not been outside, he doubted that he would’ve heard it, but it sounded as if something was calling to another.

      Considering his experience outside of the city, and everything that he had encountered since coming to Corsalt, he couldn’t help but feel as if what he heard was unpleasant, but more than that, it set him on edge, making him worry that perhaps there was another attack. He would’ve expected that the university would know if Rusav were attacking again, but what if they didn’t recognize it? Too many people within the university viewed Rusav as little more than a minor threat, which surprised him. Given what he had learned even in his Navarin history, he would’ve expected that the people of Navarin would understand the true danger that Rusav posed.

      He didn’t have to look into this. It wasn’t his responsibility. Still, Torian was left feeling as if he needed to know, and if he could not figure it out, then…

      Then what?

      He didn’t know. Maybe nothing.

      He continued wandering around the outskirts of the university building and found his gaze drawn to the pale stone and the runic markers that were set into this. If nothing else, the runic markers would offer a measure of protection and keep anything from getting inside.

      As would the cobblestone path, as it did have its own measure of protection set into the cobblestone and worked with earth, but…

      As Torian looked down at the cobblestone and noticed the sequence of patterns that were set into it, he realized that it was designed with a very specific purpose. He hadn’t paid any attention before, thinking that the entirety of the purpose was tied to ensuring that the cobblestones didn’t break, but it was more than that—much more. It was designed to make sure that nothing could burrow deep beneath the ground.

      Why would they need something like that?

      There were a few markings along the cobblestones that were designed for a different purpose, though. They were for air, and they extended upward. He could feel the effect now that he paid attention to it, though it was a faint sort of energy that whistled along him, making him feel as if the air that he felt and the energy that was there was active.

      Was it some sort of barricade?

      And if it was, he was left wondering just how far up the barricade would form. It could theoretically create a dome around the university building, but it would require a series of markings along the top of the building, as well.

      He found himself theorizing about what would be involved and realized that he was not doing the very thing that he had come out here to do. Torian had not been paying attention to the patterns that he needed to practice and instead found himself following the strange and mysterious whistling that he had heard.

      When it came again, it was fainter, as if it was some sort of a prank played on him.

      He didn’t think so. He didn’t have that much difficulty with the students at the university, but he certainly wasn’t welcomed by all of them. Playing a prank on him would have been a bit too much and would be a step too far.

      He continued circling around the university building and looked at the rest of the markings so that by the time he reached the doors that he’d left initially, he had seen all of the sequence of patterns that were etched into the stone, though he didn’t feel as if he had any better idea as to what the pattern’s purpose was. Probably just protection. The university had been untouched during the attack. Other parts of the city had been destroyed, though they had been rebuilt. Knowing what he did of the Rusav attack, he would’ve expected that the university would’ve been targeted more directly, so it was surprising that it had escaped unscathed. Maybe it wasn’t just the university instructors that had protected it. Maybe it was the building itself.

      Closing his eyes, Torian pressed his hands together, thinking about the dark pattern. He needed to master this. He pressed his fingers together, twisting them into what felt like an extremely unnatural position before he began to focus on the sahir power inside of himself. Outside, he didn’t feel nearly as concerned about pushing on that power and risking exploding too much of it out of himself and endangering somebody else. As he began to push, he could feel the energy sliding through him, reaching the pattern that he’d formed, and—

      “Your pattern is not quite right,” someone across from him said.

      Torian opened his eyes, half-expecting that it was going to be another student, though he didn’t recognize the voice.

      He froze. It was the dark professor.

      “Now, if you were to move this finger,” she said, nudging Torian’s small fingers together, but only a little bit, “and if you were to extend your wrist just a little, you would have what you need.” The professor frowned at Torian. “How were you able to enter the university if you were not able to perform this pattern correctly?”

      Torian flushed, and yet, even as he stood there, he could feel the shifting of power coming through him and realized that he could form this one now. He resisted the urge to push power through it.

      “I have a nontraditional experience,” Torian said carefully.

      “Nontraditional. It means that you paid for tutors that did not help you nearly as well as they should have.”

      “I didn’t pay for any tutors,” he said. “It’s more that I lost everything during the Rusav attack and encountered a man who knows the headmaster, who suggested that I come to the university to train.”

      She regarded Torian. “Show me your fifth tier, then. If you know it?”

      Torian licked his lips. The fifth-tier dark pattern was actually fairly straightforward. It was a modification of shadow summon, which was a very basic pattern, and merely a twist and flick of his wrists. He could do the basic version of it, but what he suspected this professor wanted was not basic at all. So he started to stretch his hands apart and pushed power through him so that he could activate the pattern.

      “No,” she said. “You have the basics, but that is all. You will never be able to release it. Try to rotate your hand another five degrees, and perhaps you can feel it. If you have the talent.”

      Torian didn’t argue and rotated one of his hands but realized that what she meant was that he had to counter-rotate the other hand. And as he did, feeling the blade forming more effectively than it had before, he realized that it had to have been a test. He formed the blade, pushing even more power out of it. He nearly lost control over it and had to shift his hands back just a smidge so that he did not lose complete control over that power. By pushing through the sahir power, using that to help him form the pattern, he had nearly exploded too much from himself.

      The professor regarded Torian for a moment. “Interesting. You have strength. Well, you did have strength, but I think you are suppressing it. It is dangerous to suppress it by modifying your patterns, but that is something that can be corrected. Now. Show me your sixth-tier pattern.”

      Torian started to form, but he first had to release the blade of shadow. He angled it upward and launched it, where it quickly dissipated, though not through any power of his own. It was through whatever the dark professor did to it, though Torian could not quite tell.

      He worked on the sixth-tier pattern, but this was one that he could not form as well.

      “Most people struggle with this one, but it’s the basis of what you will need to advance beyond. Focus on summoning, and then gradually twist into the sixth-tier pattern. You will feel it if you are strong enough.”

      There was something about her comment about Torian being strong enough that struck him but left Torian wondering if she knew that he was valsahir. Maybe she did. He followed the professor’s instructions and used the shadow summon pattern, and gradually rotated into the sixth-tier pattern. Forming it that way was actually surprisingly easy. Why hadn’t Professor O’Malley mentioned it? Maybe there were other patterns that were like that, though he needed time and practice to be able to determine if that was the case.

      Then he sent a surge of energy through him, and he felt it form.

      Torian had never performed the sixth-tier pattern but now it had formed easily, simply, and was replicable.

      “You can be taught. Interesting. Well, I will take you on, so see me after your exams. We will see how far you can advance.”

      She marched away, leaving Torian with questions.

      The least was who the professor was.

      “Wait,” Torian called. She paused. “What’s your name?”

      Her lips pressed in a tight frown, and it seemed as if a whisper of shadow drifted toward him, sending a shiver down his spine.

      “I am Professor Order.”

      Then the whisper faded.

      When the shadows lifted, she was gone.

      But he had a mentor. And maybe the testing wouldn’t go as badly as he’d feared.
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      A WALK THROUGH THE TREES

      Sarah wandered with him outside of the city, glancing all around. She seemed to take in everything with a look of curiosity, one that Torian found amusing, partly because she kept staring up at the trees.

      “Are you sure that we should do this?  We’ve been warned about coming into the forest. It’s dangerous.”

      He had suggested it as a way of breaking up their studying, though he hadn’t been sure if she would go along with him. Torian had needed to get away, though.

      “That hasn’t been my experience previously,” Torian said. “At least not before the Rusav attack. The forest around Sarot was never dangerous. My home was not dangerous. We had the usual creatures around us, but nothing deadly.”

      At least nothing deadly until the shadow wolves appeared. Once they had, Torian began to see everything starting to change. And since then, Torian had experienced so many different creatures that he could scarcely even keep track of some of them.

      “It wasn’t always like that here, either. When I first came to Corsalt, I used to come out into the forest and take walks, just like this. After the attack, the city faced its share of struggles. The headmaster and the professors don’t like to talk about it, but I think they are concerned about what’s out in the forest. Rusav creatures, after all. They left them behind.”

      “I don’t think all of them are from Rusav,” Torian said.

      “And you are an expert in them?”

      “Not really an expert, but I’ve seen a few on my travels to Corsalt. I had to deal with some, as well. Most are easy enough to handle, but not all. What have you encountered around the city?”

      “Me? None,” Sarah said with a bit of a smile. “But the stories suggest that our professors have encountered quite a few. The forest has been cleared, so we don’t have to worry about it… unless you are worried.”

      Torian shook his head and swept his gaze around him, not really expecting to see anything. The forest was dark, and most of it consisted of oak and pine trees, though occasionally, there were taller, slender trees that were unlike any of the other trees that he had seen in the forest around Sarot. He stopped near the base of one, looking up. The trees stretched impossibly high overhead, and they had a narrow, almost bunched canopy with large leaves that shaded the ground below. Some sort of berry grew within the bunches of leaves.

      “We don’t have anything like this around Sarot,” he said.

      They weren’t even that far from Sarot. A couple of days, but then they were on the north side of Corsalt, a place that Torian had never been before. It didn’t surprise him that he would encounter strangeness, but he wouldn’t have expected the foliage to be so drastically different.

      “These are new,” she said.

      She kept walking, and Torian kept staring up at the tree until it registered with him what she had said.

      “Wait,” he went on, hurrying to catch up to her. “How is it that these are new?”

      Sarah shrugged. “I don’t really know. They just started appearing. They grew rapidly for the first week or so. I’m not sure how tall they were when they first appeared, as we only came upon them after Rusav left, but in the time since, they have continued to grow. At least, they had continued to grow. Now it seems as if their growth has stopped.” She flicked her gaze up the length of the tree, and Torian followed the direction of it. “The berries are new.”

      “Has anyone thought to simply destroy them?”

      That would be the first thing that he would consider doing. He attempted an earth-tracking, using a second-tier pattern, and probed toward the tree. It was a very simple pattern, but as soon as the Saith power that Torian began to use reached the tree, that energy simply dissipated. “Not so simple, is it?”

      Torian stared at the tree. “Why would Rusav place something like this?”

      “The professors don’t like to talk about it, but they aren’t sure that it is Rusav. We probably shouldn’t stay here very long, anyway, because the students, that would be us, were warned against spending too much time out here near them. It’s not supposed to be safe for us.”

      Torian was tempted to keep pressing outward than earth-tracking, but earth hadn’t been effective. What if he tried one of the other Saith powers? He switched to light, found nothing, and then moved to water, then metal, which was a little more difficult for him, and finally tried metal, which he didn’t have much confidence with. As he attempted to use it, he continued to feel an absence, nothing that helped him know just what it was that was happening.

      Could he try unstructured magic? Not in front of Sarah, as he hadn’t revealed that he was valsahir, and he didn’t want her to know what it was. But maybe he could try something and see what it would do.

      “It feels like it just vanishes,” he said to her. “I still wonder if it’s some sort of Rusav weapon.”

      “I suppose. If they have some way of drawing off the Saith ability, it would be a dangerous weapon. Can you imagine?”

      Torian could, and it worried him. It worked against his sahir ability, and he suspected that it would work against the valsahir ability, as well.

      “How many trees are like this?”

      Torian didn’t remember seeing anything like it on the way into the city, so he didn’t think that they surrounded it, but what if they did?

      “Not many, thankfully,” Sarah said. She always sounded confident, but there was a note in her voice that struck him as uncertain here. Perhaps even scared. “Apparently, the professors have been looking for more.” She looked up, studying the upper branches. “I would be more concerned about what happens when the berries fall. We may need to find another way to destroy them. Something natural, though.”

      Natural, meaning not Saith. But Torian wondered if there would be anything natural that would be strong enough to destroy an entity that could grow so rapidly.

      There had to be something that could be tried, though. Runic markers? Perhaps weapons marked with runes. It might work, especially given how many different types of runic markers he had come across inside of Corsalt.

      Sarah motioned for them to keep moving. As they did, she kept looking up at the trees, a serene expression on her face. She didn’t seem to be quite as concerned as he was. She took a meandering path, weaving through the trees but staying away from the tall, strange, towering trees. They had come across two more, though Sarah never got too close to them as if she were afraid of touching them.

      Maybe she was.

      Torian had felt the way that his power had faded when he’d attempted to detect anything about the tree, so he shouldn’t be surprised that she’d want to avoid touching them.

      “How have you liked Corsalt so far?” Sarah asked him.

      “I suppose it’s been fine, but the university isn’t quite what I was expecting. I thought… Well, I don’t really know what to say about what I thought. I thought everybody would be more welcoming.”

      “I thought the same thing,” she admitted. “Until I got to the city, received my first tutor, and began to realize that everything was a bit cutthroat. It’s a competition. But everybody wants to reach the same level, you know. There are only so many slots within the university.”

      “Why wouldn’t they want as many people as possible?”

      “It’s not about not wanting them. It’s about wanting the right kind of people. Right kind of power. There are plenty of schools scattered around Navarin. Places that people can study. But only a few universities. Corsalt is one of the greatest. Once you graduate from the university here, you are pretty much guaranteed anything you want.” She grinned, turning to him. “So what is it that you want, Torian?”

      It was such a simple question with such a difficult answer.

      “I’m not—”

      He cut off.

      Sarah frowned at him, but he’d felt something.

      He’d been maintaining a focus on the earth-tracking pattern that he’d been holding onto, though he hadn’t really expected to find anything. There were too many times when he did that, and there was nothing. But this time, he detected a steady pressure—one that he’d felt before.

      Torian started toward that sense, already reaching for the blade of wind before catching himself. He didn’t want to reveal that he had the blade with him, as he wasn’t sure how Sarah would react. But what he had felt left him unsettled. It couldn’t be coincidental.

      There was a presence here that he’d detected one other time.

      “There must be a graveyard nearby,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper.

      He glanced at Sarah, though he didn’t want to take his focus off anything that he felt. That he’d been able to feel it at all felt like a gift, though it was one that he worried about.

      “When I first came to Corsalt, my mentor brought me out here to work. He said it was easier to learn away from the sounds and smells and experiences in the city,” she said, sweeping her gaze around her. “I never really knew whether he said that just to distract me or whether he had another reason behind it, but we did come out here. So I can actually answer that question. There’s a graveyard from before when Navarin existed.”

      He motioned for her to get behind him. What he wouldn’t give for someone like Visthor to be out in the forest with him, but then Visthor wouldn’t have been able to handle anything like this either. When they’d encountered it before, Torian had been the one to handle it—and that was before he even knew what he was doing.

      “There’s something up ahead. A creature called an asmith.” He flicked his gaze to Sarah, not sure if she’d recognize the name. He didn’t see any sign of recognition, which left him wondering whether that was good or not. “Some call it a soul sucker.”

      A hint of a smirk crossed her lips. “They’re not—”

      “I’ve faced one before,” he said, his tone hard.

      He shifted his tracking stone pattern and began to extend outward, reaching for everything in a general sort of sense. As he did, he began to notice the strange pressure around him. There was something to it, an emptiness. He made his way toward it. She followed, staying behind him, though maybe she shouldn’t.

      Then he slowed. The graveyard was set into the forest and a wide clearing that he had already felt before even coming here. The clearing was covered with grasses, a few small shrubs, and even a few twisting vines that crawled over the stones marking where the bodies had been buried.

      “The asmith shouldn’t be too far from here,” Torian said, though he couldn’t feel it. He wasn’t sure why he even believed that it was there, only that he had felt something.

      Maybe it wasn’t a soul sucker.

      But he had detected that presence before. He knew what it felt like, and he knew that power, so he had a hard time thinking that he was wrong. Torian stepped forward.

      The last time that he had encountered a soul sucker, he had felt an overwhelming darkness. It was a strange shadowy energy that he understood as Saith in origin, but a twisted version of it. It was part of the reason that people had called them demons, he knew.

      And he had no control.

      Now would be different—wouldn’t it?

      Only… what had he done before?

      Visthor had told him to use fire, and Torian had listened, not having any reason to challenge Visthor in something like that, as Visthor had seemingly understood the creatures and the power that they possessed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I need to see what’s here,” he said softly.

      As he did, he washed outward with a hint of a third-tier light pattern. It blazed brightly.

      And then everything began to shift.

      That light exploded, pushing back some of the shadows that were buried all around them to the point where everything seemed to glow as if bathed in daylight.

      Then he noticed a strange kind of energy. It darted toward him. Torian wasn’t fast enough. He stumbled back, trying to react, thinking about how he could use one of the more advanced patterns to try to handle the light, using what he remembered Visthor having shown him, but he tripped over his feet, falling backward.

      He held his hands up, but the pattern didn’t work. He didn’t work. He attempted unstructured power. He tried to draw out everything within him, but even as he did, nothing seemed to come through him.

      Then he felt Sarah.

      “Fire,” he said.

      She frowned, but she quickly twisted her hands in a variation of the fire pattern that he had seen before. It blazed outward, pushing back the presence. It gave Torian an opportunity to get back to his feet until everything was consumed in flames. Only then did Torian let out a slow and heavy breath, thankful that he didn’t see any sign of the soul sucker.

      Sarah turned to him, frowning. “It was real?”

      “It’s real.”

      “I’ve heard the stories,” she said, stepping forward before hesitating. “But I thought they were nothing more than stories. Childhood tales. Nothing more than that. Something used to scare people.”

      “Right,” he said. “That’s what Visthor told me, as well.”

      “Was he afraid of them?”

      “Visthor?” Torian shrugged. “I can’t say that he is afraid of all that much, but when it came to the soul sucker, he was a little nervous.” Nervous enough that they had run from it as soon as he had burned it off. And enough that Visthor hadn’t wanted to leave it behind for anybody else to be affected by it. “Where did you come from before coming to Corsalt that you would have heard stories about soul suckers?”

      “My home was a small town. We were lucky, mostly, because it was difficult to reach. Rusav couldn’t threaten us because of the mountains that rose between Navarin and soft, creating the boundary. But stories spread.” She breathed out heavily. “Sometimes more than just stories. My mother used to say there was a time when Rusav and Navarin were more alike than different. I don’t know about that, but there are some things that spread from there to my home.”

      “Such as?”

      “I don’t usually like to talk about it, but seeing as it’s you…”

      He frowned, curious as to why she would say that until she began to form a pattern.

      It was a pattern for light, but it wasn’t a typical type of pattern. He recognized it only because it was similar to the structure that Sylvia had shown him.

      “Some would say that is a Rusav sahir pattern,” he said.

      “Some would,” she said softly. “It took me a long time to fight the habit. I’m not from Rusav, but I learned from someone who was. Not all people from Rusav are bad.” She looked up at him as if daring him to challenge her.

      He started to laugh. “I would agree with you. As would the people I traveled with.”

      She let out a pent-up sigh. “I always fear sharing that with someone. I stopped telling people years ago, afraid of how they would see me. And once Rusav attacked, I was afraid that some people would see that I still have some characteristics to my patterns.”

      “It’s the person who matters,” he said.

      “I know. Not everybody thinks that way, though. Now,” she said, forcing a smile and looking into the forest, “we should keep walking, but maybe we head back closer to the city. If there was a soul sucker,” she went on and looked at him as if doubting that he had been telling the truth, “we—or I should say I—don’t want to run into another.”

      “It sounds like a good idea.”

      And it would give him an opportunity to look at the strange trees. Torian didn’t know what they were, but he felt as if they were significant. Somehow. Either as a weapon or perhaps something worse. Regardless, he felt like he needed to understand why Rusav would place them here.
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      THE WOLF HUNTS

      Sarah had left Torian on the walk back to the university because he’d wanted to stay and walk the forest a little more. He didn’t mind. She feared what was here, whereas he was curious. If Rusav left weapons behind, then he wanted to know what that might do—if anything.

      He paused at the edge of the forest. He wasn’t much of a tracker, but he noticed that somebody had been through here recently. It wasn’t the normal path through the forest, and he didn’t think this was where he had come when he had left with Sarah. Using earth, he tested for the presence of anyone, but he didn’t detect anything. Torian wasn’t terribly surprised by that, as he had actually expected that there would be nothing here.

      He turned back toward town, and by the time he reached it, the sun had started to set. Having spent much of the day with Sarah, he found himself relaxed in a way that he had not been for quite some time.

      A flash of dark fur caught his attention.

      Torian slowed. He looked back. It was the shadow wolf. He hadn’t seen the shadow wolf since getting to the city. Then again, he hadn’t had all that much time to do so. He waited. He didn’t have Visthor’s ability with the shadow wolves, nor did he have any way of speaking to them, but he was curious what the wolf might do.

      “You can come out,” Torian said, keeping his voice calm. He wasn’t sure if the wolf would listen, but he needed to try to speak to it so that he could gain its trust. “I’m just trying to understand what I am.”

      And what he was supposed to be was tied to the wolf. The wolf didn’t come out, and Torian didn’t try to push any harder. He didn’t want to anger the wolf, as he felt like the connection that he had to it was crucial for him understanding what he could be.

      “Did you find anything?”

      The wolf came forward.

      It had a long face, with deep-set eyes and ears that twitched as if hearing the sounds all around it. Its fur stood on end, though Torian wasn’t sure if that was a reaction to anything or if that was simply how the wolf looked.

      “You did find something. What was it?”

      The wolf started to turn away, and Torian worried about what it was doing. More than that, he was worried about where it was going. He hadn’t spent much time with the shadow wolf since reaching Corsalt and started to wonder if that had been a mistake. He was valsahir, wasn’t he? That meant that he was supposed to have a connection to the shadow wolf.

      “Don’t go,” Torian said.

      The wolf took a step but then waited.

      Torian had followed this wolf one other time, but at that time, he hadn’t realized that he was following a shadow wolf. At that time, he hadn’t known what he was or what he could be. He hadn’t known about anything in the world, really.

      But he had followed. And the wolf had guided him where he needed to go.

      Maybe the same thing was happening now.

      He took a step, and it seemed as if some part of the forest swirled around him.

      Darkness layered over him.

      He hesitated, worried that there was a sahir—or worse, valsahir—here and using the darkness. He didn’t feel anything, but given his own ability with the darkness, which was one of the weaker aspects of the Saith power for him, he wasn’t sure that he would’ve known.

      He followed the wolf. The shadows lingered, and it took Torian a moment to realize that it seemed as if some of it came from the shadow wolf.

      He chuckled, mostly to himself. Shadow wolf. Of course.

      “How much of a connection do you have to the Saith power?”

      Torian didn’t expect an answer, and there wasn’t one, really. But the shadows flickered, gradually changing for him, enough so that he could see the darkness shifting, but he still didn’t feel anything.

      The shadows darkened again, enveloping him.

      It seemed as if the shadow wolf were somehow trying to protect him.

      Did Visthor know about this? Probably, given Visthor’s connection to the wolves, he probably didn’t know, and yet, if he had, why hadn’t he said anything to Torian? Maybe this was something that Visthor thought Torian needed to find on his own.

      And maybe this was part of the bonding, the connection that Visthor suggested that he would need to have to the wolf. But the wolf had not seemed as if it were that eager to make that connection to him before. Why now?

      Torian rested his hand on the wolf’s back, as he couldn’t see anything very clearly. The wolf didn’t pull away. He ran his hand along the wolf’s back, feeling the coarse fur beneath his hand.

      “What do you want me to know?” Torian crouched down, looking forward, following the direction of the shadow wolf’s gaze.

      He saw nothing. He’d spent so much time in his classes that seeing the shadow wolf, and spending time in the forest, felt almost foreign to him.

      He reached for his blade of wind. He twisted the end, extending the blade, but he didn’t really think that he was going to need it for anything, though he would much rather have the blade and not needed than have not brought it out given the possibility of danger.

      The wolf started forward. Torian followed, keeping his hand on the wolf’s back, and made his way until he reached a space not that far from where he had been. The trees opened up, and the darkness that he found around him continued to press downward as if it were something truly alive.

      He heard a soft scratching sound. Everything within Torian went cold.

      He’d been using his patterns before encountering the wolf, but while walking alongside it, he had not bothered to do so. He hadn’t thought there was any reason that he would need to.

      Which was probably a mistake. The wolf variously knew there was something here.

      And was bringing Torian to it.

      Why?

      He looked over, but he didn’t see anything from the wolf. It didn’t even seem as if the wolf were aware of that faint scratching.

      Torian used earth-tracking and let it wash outward, but he didn’t feel anything. He tried to switch to another different kind of connection, but as he did that, there was still no clear answer. Just the underlying pressure that he was feeling, and he suspected that was tied to the shadow wolf and the darkness that it was using.

      Light exploded from the blade, pushing back the shadows that he had seen before. He noticed strange, long limbs from a creature hanging from a nearby tree, not far from Torian. The creature looked down at Torian, dark black eyes seeming to recognize him before it swung toward him.

      He took a step back.

      Something looped around his ankle.

      He didn’t dare look down. Instead, he focused on the energy inside of him and pushed the weight off to the side. Power filled him. He swung the blade toward the creature that had swung toward him, and there was a faint whistling and then an explosion of light that shot from the end of the blade. Torian had never seen it do that before and was surprised when it exploded with such power.

      It was almost as if he had mixed a pattern with the unstructured power, using the blade as a focus. He didn’t think that he had any control over it and certainly didn’t know if the blade had a focus on the energy, but it did feel as if that was something that worked for him, surprisingly so.

      The blast of light struck the creature, sending it backward.

      Torian stumbled backward, falling. He swept at the ground, trying to catch whatever had ensnared his ankle, and wasn’t sure that he was successful. He was able to move his leg, though. It throbbed where he’d been caught, and he staggered to his feet but stumbled.

      The brightness had burned his eyes, making it hard for him to see much. It took a moment for his vision to clear enough for him to make sure that there weren’t any other creatures coming at him, but once his vision was clear, he saw nothing but the trees around him.

      He looked down. He tried to make sense of what had caught his foot and ankle but he couldn’t tell. He brought the blade around, still trying to make sense of the power, but he couldn’t feel anything, nor could he see anything.

      He staggered back. His foot throbbed, and it hurt to put too much weight on it.

      Torian looked around for a moment.

      The wolf had run off, and he wasn’t sure where, nor did he know why it had run off, but he thought that if it had been with him, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.

      Torian had followed the wolf, but maybe this was a mistake.

      He thought that he could find his way out. No. He knew that he could find his way out. He could use earth-tracking to help guide him back to the city.

      What of the creature?

      Torian didn’t want to leave that creature behind, but he also didn’t want to try to drag it out with him. More than that, with the throbbing in his foot, he wasn’t sure that he would be able to carry it out.

      So he left it.

      He wished that he had some way to call to the wolf, to let it know where he was going, but maybe that wasn’t going to be possible. Instead, he limped through the trees, following the earth-tracking that guided him back toward the city, the pain in his leg getting worse the longer that he walked.

      Maybe he could use some of the valsahir power to help himself, but Torian wasn’t sure that he knew how. It was another lesson that Sarah had not taught him. One more thing that he didn’t understand about the power, though maybe it didn’t matter.

      He neared the edge of the forest. He stumbled, falling to his knees.

      Torian tried getting to his feet, but his ankle throbbed. He crawled, everything within him crying out, and he realized that he had been drawing upon that saith power deep inside of him without meaning to. And he could feel the limits of that power. It was almost too much for him. His mouth was dry. His heart hammered. And everything seemed to be a blinding light.

      He fell back, lying and looking up at the sky, trying to ignore the pain that pounded through him, though he found it difficult.

      Somebody had to find him.

      Somebody had to be able to help him.

      Then there was nothing.
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      THE PAIN OF HEALING

      Torian’s head throbbed.

      Everything around him was strangely dark and damp, but there was also a sense of energy around him that he couldn’t quite identify. It reminded him of what he felt every time he dipped into that saith power buried inside of him, trying to draw a connection so that he could create the patterns that he needed. If this was some sort of pattern, then it wasn’t one that he knew.

      Where was he?

      He tried to look around but couldn’t see anything. He had a distinct feeling of power and a feeling of the patterns that were there, but nothing more than that. He continued to look around before deciding that what he needed was to remove some of the darkness around him. He tried to move his hands, but they didn’t seem to work as well as they should.

      “Rest,” a voice said from nearby.

      Torian turned toward it. “Where am I?”

      His voice sounded thick and a bit horse. At least he was able to speak. Other parts of him didn’t feel as if they were working quite as well as they needed to.

      “Injured, unfortunately. They brought you here, thinking that I might be able to restore you.”

      “Where is here?”

      He had to speak in shorter sentences, as trying to even come up with anything longer than a few words felt as if it were nearly impossible; getting those words out was actually impossible.

      “We call this the infirmary. There are occasional accidents during training, and students have to come here for help. Especially martial theory, as it can be a bit difficult.”

      Torian tried to sit up, and again his head throbbed, making any movement hurt to the point where he felt as if his entire being were screaming against him, doing anything but lying still.

      “Who are you?”

      “I was going to ask you the same, but I don’t really need to. You’re with the caravan that rolled in and has everybody in a stir. I think that you must have some considerable talent. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have survived this long.”

      “What happened?”

      “Apparently, you got yourself ensnared by a willowtrush. Dark power. Shouldn’t be found around the forest, but there are quite a few things that shouldn’t be found around the forests that have been these days.”

      The instructor—healer?—Ran his hands along Torian’s legs, though Torian could barely feel it. It wasn’t until he reached one ankle that he noticed the throbbing. It seemed to be worse than it had been before, to the point where Torian tried to ignore it but found that it was difficult for him to do. His leg practically screamed at him, and the pain throbbing inside of it felt as if the leg itself might actually explode.

      “Hurts, doesn’t it?”

      “Why?”

      “Oh, that is what happens when the willowtrush gets wrapped around you. They have thorns that pierce the skin and inject a bit of venom. To be honest, I rarely have heard of anyone who manages to survive after an attack. And I’ve never seen it myself.”

      Torian tried to move again, but his leg cried out once more. It felt as if there was something in his leg that kept it from moving, something that made it too heavy.

      Poison, he told himself.

      He was lucky to be alive.

      “There was something else,” he said, licking his lips to try to moisten them and describe the creature. “It was in the forest. It swung at me.”

      “Probably,” the instructor said. “The forest has become dangerous. What were you doing out there, anyway? Haven’t you been warned to stay clear of it?”

      “I was just out on a walk. I didn’t realize that it was dangerous.”

      The instructor fell silent, continuing to work on Torian’s leg. There were occasional flashes, though not enough for him to be able to see. It felt as if there were faint surges of light, but then it faded.

      “Why can’t I see?”

      He hadn’t given it much thought, but the instructor was obviously not working in the darkness, so he was left wondering what exactly had happened.

      “Tied to the venom. It affects most of the body but seems to target certain organs the most. Give it time, and if you survive, this will clear.”

      “If?”

      The instructor didn’t say anything more; he just continued to work his way around Torian. He could feel whatever it was that this person was doing, though he wasn’t sure whether it was tied to saith power or if it was something more natural. When it came to poisoning, Torian simply did not know what was required to help restore him. Maybe nothing could be done.

      He laid back, closing his eyes. He must’ve drifted off because when he opened his eyes again, everything was a bit hazy but not nearly as dark as before. He tried to move, but as before, he could not do it very well.

      “You live,” Visthor said from nearby.

      “I told you to give him time,” the familiar voice of the instructor said from the opposite side of Visthor.

      “I can talk to him,” Visthor said.

      “I’m well enough to talk,” Torian said.

      His mouth felt dry, and when he licked his lips, somebody placed a damped rag up against his lips. He began to suck on it, taking the moisture out of it and coughed. He tried to move his arm, to bring it to his lips to wipe the moisture away, but much like before, he didn’t feel as if things worked the way that they should.

      “You must be powerful,” Visthor said, leaning close to him. Torian could feel his breath on Torian’s ear, which left him wondering if he was trying to say something so this healing instructor didn’t hear. “I have heard of no one surviving willowtrush.”

      “Great,” Torian muttered.

      “Yes. Very great. You are saved.”

      “I don’t feel saved. Not yet,” Torian said.

      At least it wasn’t completely dark around him. And what had the healer said when he had been awake the last time? If he survived, the poison would begin to clear.

      He just had to stay alive.

      “Sylvia is looking for signs of it.”

      “I’m not sure that there’s going to be anything.” He thought about what had happened. “The wolf brought me there.”

      “You blame wolf for this?”

      Torian tried to shake his head, but it didn’t work the way that it needed to. “I don’t know if the wolf knew there was going to be something there. It was trying to keep me concealed, I think.” He squeezed his eyes together and licked his lips. The rag came to his mouth again, and Torian sucked once more. This time, he didn’t cough. “It darted off, though. The wolf disappeared. I think… I think the wolf was afraid. Or maybe it recognized the danger.”

      “The wolf would not abandon you to this.”

      “I don’t know what happened.” He closed his eyes, and he took a deep, heavy breath. “Once the wolf left, I saw some strange creatures swinging from a branch at me, and I was barely able to stop that in time.”

      “What does this look like?”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it before,” Torian said. “It had long, hairy limbs and a strange leathery face. I didn’t really get a good glimpse of it, though. It was moving too quickly, and I had to react as fast as I could in order for me to try to stop it.”

      “Lucky that you do,” Visthor said. “Not easy to stop one of the kramak.”

      Torian let out a heavy sigh again. “You have to stop making up new monsters that I have to deal with.”

      Visthor laughed and rested his hand on Torian’s shoulder for a moment before squeezing. “Very powerful. Aldrich was right. First, you stop willowtrush, and then you deal with kramak?”

      “Actually, I think it was the reverse. Either way, I’m hoping I don’t have to deal with them again.”

      “You won’t be dealing with much for a little while,” the healer said. “It’ll take time for you to regain any strength, and once you do, you are going to need to be careful. Your leg still needs to heal. I think you crushed your ankle, so I have no idea how you managed to walk back toward the city, but it should heal, as well.”

      Torian had never had faith in healing before, though he knew that it existed.

      A crushed ankle? And he’d walked on it. There had been considerable pain, but he hadn’t given it that much thought. Maybe he should have.

      “I think you need to leave him alone so that he can rest.”

      Visthor leaned close. “We find it. We deal.”

      Left before Torian could warn him not to go after this creature. He didn’t want them to end up hurt the way that he was. He wasn’t sure, but he had a feeling that the only reason that he had survived the willowtrush was because he was valsahir. Not anything that he’d learned at the university.

      He closed his eyes and didn’t really expect to sleep again, but he drifted.

      He had strange dreams of bright light, and when he finally drifted back awake, he opened his eyes and was able to make out detail around him that he hadn’t been able to do before. He turned his head, feeling less pain than there had been before. The throbbing was still there, but it wasn’t quite as pronounced as the last time. He tried to sit up, but his body didn’t react to him as it should. He instead looked around him, trying to make sense of what was there.

      He was in a well-lit room, with a window letting in light. A desk rested in front of the window, with a pair of bookshelves on either side of it. Books crammed into the shelves, though there were other items, smaller metallic jars, that filled several rows of shelving as well. He didn’t see any sign of the healer. He heard somebody nearby. He attempted to use the Saith power and immediately felt a throbbing in his head.

      So much for trying to grasp that power.

      “Awake again, are you?”

      The healer made his way over to him, and Torian finally could see him. He was an older man with wrinkled eyes, close-cropped hair, and thick glasses. He wore a gray tunic with an apron hanging over top of it and cinched tightly at his waist. He leaned on the bed that Torian rested on, breathing in deeply as if to smell whether some foulness still lingered inside of Torian.

      Maybe that was what he was doing.

      “I can see,” Torian said.

      “Good. I been waiting for the venom to clear enough for you to be able to see something. Well, been waiting for the venom to clear for you to be able to wake up and sit up. Do you think that you can?”

      Torian shook his head and began again. This time, it came from the movement, not from him trying to reach for the Saith power. “I tried to make a pattern.”

      The healer started to laugh, then it turned into a wheeze which he coughed through to clear. He turned his head to the side as he did. “I should’ve warned you. That’s my fault. It’s a lack of experience with the sort of thing, though. Like I told you, I haven’t dealt with too many people who’ve survived this venom. I’ve heard stories, but there aren’t many,” he went on, turning to the book resting on his desk.

      Torian glanced at it. It was a slender volume and looked to be old.

      “You had to read about what to do with me?”

      “Healing is healing,” the healer said, his words a whip crack of authority. “But certain aspects need to be focused based on the injury. That’s what I needed to read about.”

      “How long will I be affected by it?”

      He tried to move his leg and was surprised that the pain wasn’t quite as pronounced as it had been before. At least that aspect of this injury wasn’t as prominent.

      “I’m not able to say. There are very sparse records for the sort of thing.”

      “What do you know about the willowtrush?”

      “Not as much as I need,” the healer said, and he grabbed the stool, dragging it over to the bed. He hopped up on top of it, resting his elbows on his knees as he looked over to Torian. He must’ve felt as if Torian were better recovered, as he was giving him an opportunity to sit and talk with him rather than trying to tell him to go to sleep again. “They aren’t normally found around here.”

      “Rusav?”

      “Not traditional Rusav,” he said. “At least, not that I know of. But there are some who deal with such things.”

      “Where are they found if not in Rusav?”

      “There are certain places where different creatures exist. Many of them are never seen outside of their own lands. Luckily enough, I would say. At least, luckily enough for us, as most of these places that have these kinds of creatures are quite dangerous and deadly.”

      “I came across something else recently. One of the asmith.”

      He looked over to the healer as he was talking to him, wondering if he recognized the name or if he wouldn’t. Either way, Torian thought that he might learn something from him.

      “I’m not familiar with this.”

      “The people of Rusav call it a soul sucker.”

      This caught the healer’s attention. “That is odd, isn’t it? You have something like that, and then you have the willowtrush, the kramak, and even one of the owlgrap that we had to deal with, though that was not as surprising given that we were dealing with the Viper at the time. Many of these creatures. And most of them are not compatible with one another, at least not traditionally.”

      Torian wondered what compatibility had to do with anything or whether it even mattered. At this point, they needed to cleanse the forest of these strange creatures.

      “What purpose would Rusav have for allowing these creatures to spread into our lands?”

      “Fear and destruction,” the healer said, waving his hand. “Because they have experience with them and likely have a way of controlling them. They would know that we don’t have that same capability and that our people would be quite frightened by the sudden appearance of things that we have never seen and do not know how to handle.”

      He took a deep breath, and got off of his stool before heading over to the desk, where he lifted the book. He flipped through a few pages and then carried it over to the bookshelf, where he slipped it back into the stack of books.

      When he turned back to Torian, he shrugged again. “At least I will not need that again. Hopefully.”

      “Not many others would be able to survive it,” Torian said.

      “Exactly.”

      He couldn’t help but feel as if the healer was pleased by that.

      “What did you have to do?”

      “Drawing out toxins is a complicated process, especially when we are talking about a toxin that I am not quite familiar with. And one that I am uncertain whether it is dangerous for me to draw off.”

      “How do you have to do it?”

      “Water and cold are the most effective, though I do have to use a bit of metal in the pattern, as the technique requires the connection between the three of them.”

      He said it casually, but the idea that the healer had been able to use a combination of three different aspects of Saith at one time left Torian marveling at this man’s abilities. Had he been anywhere else, had he not had access to this kind of healing, would he have survived?

      It was possible that his connection to the valsahir power and his Saith potential might have permitted him to have survived, but it was equally possible that he would not have.

      Torian tried to move, and when he finally sat up, he set his legs off to the side of the bed, waiting to see if his head was going to throb again. It did not. This time, the movement didn’t bother him as much.

      “How long will it be before I’m able to use my Saith power again?”

      “Who can say? It may be a matter of hours, or it may be a matter of days. I would caution you not to attempt to do anything too complicated in the meantime.”

      He was in the middle of testing, and if he couldn’t recover in time, he wasn’t sure what his instructors would do to him. How was he going to learn these things?

      “What about my classes?”

      “Well, there are still things that you can do even without accessing the power. If you can, work on the patterns. It is simply a matter of muscle memory and repetition.”

      “It’s not the same without being able to draw upon the power needed to ensure that you have the pattern correct,” Torian said.

      Otherwise, he would have tried to have done that all along. In fact, that was really all that he had ever done with his ability. He had never been able to reach for that much power and had never really had any consistency to it, so he couldn’t help but feel as if what the healer was suggesting was setting them back to where he had been before he had left Sorat.

      “There are other ways to determine the technique. You can follow with someone of skill, and they can use their power to help you feel what you are doing.”

      Torian frowned. “I’ve never heard of that being possible.”

      “It’s not an easy skill, but you are at the university, and this is a place where many have such potential. Take advantage of it.”

      Torian took a deep breath. He was tempted to try to reach for his own power and see if he could move that weight, to see if there was power in him that he might be able to draw upon, but the last time that he had attempted to do it, he had become sick. And he feared that happening again.

      “How about my ankle?”

      “That is a simpler matter. Restoring bone is merely a matter of water and earth, and your body takes care of the rest. It is part of the reason that I wanted you to sleep, though. With the amount of Saith energy flowing through you, and the amount of restoration that I had to do, your body needed to recuperate. Thankfully, it seemed as if you were primed for it.”

      He wanted to say it was because he was valsahir, but he wasn’t sure if that was the case or if it was simply because this healer was that good.

      But his own valsahir power was what had brought him back to the city in the first place. Had he not had the power that he had, and had Torian not been able to drag himself out of the forest, likely clutching his valsahir power, he might not have survived.

      “Thank you,” Torian said.

      “It is what I do.”

      He still needed somebody to help him with his independent study, and he wasn’t sure if the dark Professor was going to be willing to do that. Maybe he could learn from a healer.

      “Do you work with students?”

      The man leaned close, regarding him for a long moment. “There aren’t many who have the necessary potential for this aspect of the Saith gifts. Unfortunately.”

      “I could learn,” Torian said.

      “Perhaps, but time will tell. The headmaster makes recommendations.”

      One more thing he had to get from the headmaster, then. Healing could be useful, especially if he was valsahir and if he encountered dangers.

      Torian got to his feet, bearing weight on his ankle for a moment before realizing that it really didn’t hurt. He was better.

      He remembered the pain that he had, and remembered how much his leg had throbbed, so he was thankful for that. But he wondered how long it would be before he recovered well enough that he might be able to even study.

      He started out before pausing. “Do you mind if I borrow that book on the willowtrush?”

      The healer looked at him for a moment. “I suppose that if anybody should have a chance to read through it, it would be somebody who survived it. Go ahead, but be careful with it. It is old.”

      Torian remembered where the man had shoved it on the shelf, and he pulled it out, glancing at it. The cover was old and felt as if it were made of thick paper, fortified with earth, of all things, and he carefully slipped it into his pocket. He still had his blade, though he hadn’t used it much lately, not with taking martial theory. With his injury, he may need that.

      But what else could he do?
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        * * *

      

      Torian wasn’t able to go very far before his ankle started to throb. So much for the healer telling him that he was mostly recovered. The bone may have healed, but there was still some injury from having his ankle crushed.

      He managed to reach the Main Hall library and settled into a table and chair near the entrance of the library, as he wasn’t even sure that he could go much deeper into it. He could rest, and then he could finish his walk, only where was he going to go?

      With exams coming up, he needed to be studying. Otherwise, he was going to fail—and get kicked out of the university. But this new book intrigued him as he flipped through the pages. It was old, much like the healer had said. The paper felt strange; nothing like any of the books that he had ever read at the school in Sarot. They had quite a few different books on the Saith patterns, and Torian had been given an opportunity—at least early on, but rarely later—to examine most of those books to see if he would be able to learn anything from them. None of them felt like this. All of them had been standard paper, with dark ink that might have been placed with a bit of metal or light, depending upon who was writing in the book, but never anything that seemed as if it had been preserved. That was the distinct sense that Torian had.

      “What do you have there?”

      Torian sat up suddenly, jerking his head around.

      It was Sarah.

      “Where have you been?” Torian asked.

      She threw herself down on the chair across from him. “I heard about what happened to you. I checked in with you a few times, but Professor Thomas didn’t let me get too close. He can be fickle, from what I can understand.”

      “Thomas was the healer?”

      “Well, I’m sure he’s going to want to be referred to as something more than just a healer. And given what you survived, I think you should give him credit for more than just that, as well.”

      Torian grunted, and he looked down at the book. “I’m thankful, but I don’t really know what happened. When I left you, I…”

      He wasn’t sure how much he wanted to tell her. Did she need to know about the shadow wolf?

      “I headed deeper into the forest. I felt something. But I wasn’t quite sure what it was.”

      “You’re lucky to live,” she said. Her voice was soft.

      “I’ve heard that. Thomas said those creatures aren’t found in Rusav.”

      “And nearly killed you. I’m really sorry I left you there.”

      Torian found it hard to believe that he had very nearly died, but then he had slept through much of the worst of it. Had he only known the extent of the danger, but he still  wasn’t sure that he would have been able to stop thinking about his fate—whatever that might be.

      “What did it look like?” she asked.

      “I don’t even know. I don’t know that much about them.” The book hadn’t been much help, but then Torian hadn’t spent that much time looking through it, so maybe he would’ve been able to find more had he taken the time to do so. “The willowtrush crushed my ankle.”

      “It crushed your ankle?” Sarah asked, incredulous.

      She let out a shaky breath. “By the Storms,” she muttered, though it sounded as if some of her accent crept in. “You shouldn’t be here. Professor Thomas said there was a toxin involved. That much pressure should’ve sent the toxin through you too fast for your body to be able to counter in any way.”

      “I barely made it back to the city if that’s any consolation.”

      She grunted. “It is not. As you did make it back to the city. And on a shattered ankle. With this willowtrush toxin working through you.”

      “I’m not going to be able to work my Saith connection for a little while,” he said. “At least, that’s what Thomas thinks. The attack made it so that I can’t reach that part of me that well. It… well, it hurts when I try to do it. I got sick the last time I attempted to. Thomas said that others could work with their patterns with me to help me so that I can keep learning.”

      “Oh. And with the exams coming up…”

      Torian swallowed. “I know.”

      “I can help. There’re some things you can do even if you can’t practice patterns. Maybe I can give you some tips that will help.”

      Torian moved a moment, fighting the wave of nausea that came over him. “He said that I can practice the patterns, and when I feel up to it, then…” He shrugged. “I doubt I’m going to get a delay on my exams.”

      “There’s still a week or so. That should be time for you to get better, shouldn’t it?”

      Torian hoped so, but even if it was, would he have time to prepare?

      He needed to access the Saith for him to pass his tests. He would work with runes, study Navarin history, without having that power, but he couldn’t do anything with patterns or martial theory.

      “When I was first working with my mentor, I did something similar. I couldn’t draw on the necessary Saith power, so I had to focus on demonstrating patterns without using the Saith through them. When I did it later, I found the repetition helpful. Maybe it will be the same for you. Especially since you have already done some of these, so you should know how they feel.” She smiled. “Besides, I could work with…”

      He frowned. “What is it?”

      She was looking toward the door to the Main Hall library, and he twisted in his chair, glancing behind him to see Professor Order.

      She was clad all in black, with a black jacket and pants, and carried a dark leather satchel over one shoulder. She settled her gaze on Torian and strode straight toward him.

      “I understand you were injured.”

      Torian blinked. “I was. I am.”

      “That is unfortunate. I thought that we might be able to work, but it seems that your independent study must wait.”

      “All right,” he said. Torian wasn’t exactly sure what else he could or should say. “When I am better—”

      “That remains to be seen. We will discuss at that time, if you recover enough.”

      She strode past him, heading deeper into the library.

      There had been a part of Torian that had thought that maybe she had come just to talk to him, but it seemed as if that was not the case.

      Once she was gone, Sarah breathed out heavily. “She… makes me uncomfortable,” she said, dropping her voice.

      “Well, she makes me uncomfortable, too,” Torian said.

      Sarah smiled. “Well? Do you want to get started? No time like the present to practice.”
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      BLADE PRACTICE

      “I still can’t believe you survived.”

      Sylvia looked over to him from the wagon. She rested one hand on one of the lead wagons as if she were trying to decide whether she was going to go back inside of it or wait and talk to him. Torian had taken quite a bit of time finding her and Visthor. He had checked with some of the other places where he would’ve expected to find them and had not found them.

      “I keep hearing that,” Torian said.

      She frowned at him. “Why are you leaning on that?”

      Torian looked down. He found a cane in the university, carved with runic symbols, but otherwise old. He’d borrowed it.

      “Because my ankle still throbs,” he said.

      She glanced over to where Visthor was checking underneath one of the wagons before turning her attention back to him. “Have a seat.”

      “I’m fine, Sylvia.”

      “Oh, I’m sure that you are fine. You probably had much better healing than anything I would be able to offer you, but I need to know how badly you were harmed.”

      She took his arm and nudged him to the ground. She did it with a bit of force, and Torian thought that she was somehow using earth to reinforce herself, though he wasn’t sure if that was the case. Sylvia had a unique use of her patterns and a different connection to the Saith power than what he had managed to master. She had shown him some of the different primary patterns and how to access them, but her connection was quite a bit different than his own.

      “Tell me what happened,” she said.

      “I’ve already told you. Well, I’m sure Visthor told you.”

      She grabbed his leg, seemingly knowing which one was injured, and ran her hands along the surface of it before sliding his pants up and looking at the flesh. She didn’t press into it, and Torian was thankful for that, as he didn’t know how much of it he would’ve been able to withstand. Even a little pressure seemed to make him throb.

      “Visthor told me that you were targeted by a willowtrush, but we saw no sign of one,” she said softly.

      “You went after it?”

      “If there’s one, there’s likely another,” she said quietly. “And we were careful. They don’t like cold.”

      “That would’ve been helpful to know before.”

      “Why?”

      He told her about the soul sucker and using fire, which caused Sylvia to suck in a breath.

      “Maybe,” she whispered, though he couldn’t tell if she was agreeing with how he had handled the soul sucker or whether she was talking to herself about what had happened to him. Either way, she continued moving her hands along his leg before pausing right at the ankle joint itself. She didn’t press down, but he felt something working through him. “I can tell there has been significant work done here. I can’t tell exactly what it was, nor can I tell how it was done. This healer was incredibly skilled.”

      “I’m guessing he is one of the best at the university,” Torian said.

      “Then it’s a good thing that he was the one to attend to you. If it had been anyone else, including myself, you might not have been able to walk again. I can feel different fragments of bone. Several dozen.”

      Torian had been told that his ankle had been shattered, but he hadn’t known how badly it had been injured. Several dozen different fragments of bone?

      What had the willowtrush done to him?

      “And you say you walked on this?”

      “Well, it hurt,” Torian said with a bit of a shrug.

      “I told you. He is strong,” Visthor said, dusting his hands on his pants as he joined them. He leaned over, breathing in deeply and looking down at where Sylvia was touching Torian’s ankle. “Who else could walk so far on such an injury?”

      “It’s not a matter of who can. It’s a matter of who should,” Sylvia said. “Which is even better that you had such a skilled healer working on you. I suspect that he had to reorient the bone fragments. Otherwise, the damage might have been too great. And are you sure that he told you that you could walk on it now?”

      Torian frowned. “He didn’t say that I couldn’t.”

      More than that, he had encouraged Torian to leave.

      Obviously, he must have thought that Torian was well enough that he could go. Maybe it had been some sort of a test, trying to determine just how much Torian would be able to withstand.

      I wasn’t drawing on any of my sahir power this time.

      And he wasn’t sure when he would be able to again.

      He didn’t like that. The fact that he now knew how to shift the weight inside of him and still wasn’t able to do so safely left him feeling frustrated. It was too familiar to him, after all.

      “Well. And here, I had hoped that you might be able to come with us when we hunt the others.”

      “Others?” Though he still had exams coming up—the schedule was spaced out so that there was time between the tests—he wasn’t sure how he felt about heading back after some of the creatures.

      “Visthor told me that there was a kramak?”

      “I guess,” Torian said. He didn’t really know anything about those creatures, but that was what he had described, and that was what Visthor had told him.

      “There will be others. They tend to travel in packs. You might have taken care of one, but we will need to ensure that others do not get too close to the city.”

      “What about the strange trees?”

      “Trees?”

      “When I had taken a walk outside of the city, Sarah mentioned that there were some strange trees that had recently appeared. She didn’t know much about them, just that they had started to crop up.”

      “I haven’t seen anything,” Visthor said, looking to Sylvia.

      “We should look into this,” Sylvia said. “We’ve been lucky with what we have found, but perhaps there are other such entities that we have not uncovered.”

      “Such as the owlgrap?” Torian asked, remembering hearing about that.

      She frowned. “Such as that. And if you saw another of the asmith…” She turned her attention to Visthor. “It is unusual that so many would be found around this city. Something is calling them.”

      “It’s him,” Visthor said.

      “The Viper?” Torian asked. They looked toward him. “He’s imprisoned, right? The university wouldn’t allow him to use his power to summon anything.”

      “Unless he had already placed items before his capture,” Sylvia suggested.

      “What are you concerned about?” Torian asked.

      Sylvia took a deep breath and pulled the leg of his pants back down, shaking her head as she did. “Not terribly injured, which is a good thing. I think that you should be able to recover, but it’s going to take time.”

      “That’s not an answer,” Torian said.

      “I could offer you a splint, as that might take some of the pressure off, but you might be just as well served using the university cane.”

      “Sylvia,” Torian said.

      She looked down at her hands for a moment before turning to face him. “If there are creatures around the university, they’ve been summoned. We already know that the Viper is here, and given his experience with such things, it’s likely that he has either placed something or done something, to call these creatures.”

      “Why don’t we just ask him?”

      “It’s too dangerous,” she said.

      “Even too dangerous for you?”

      “Especially for me,” she said softly.

      “What about me?”

      Her brow furrowed as she regarded him. “I heard that you had some difficulty with using your sahir connection.”

      “You heard that?”

      “Word travels fast,” she said. “Especially in a place like the university where they like to gossip. So yes. I have heard that. Is it true?”

      Torian shrugged, as he wasn’t sure what he wanted to tell her, but he felt like she needed the truth, at least as much of the truth as he could provide her.

      “Thomas—he’s the healer who was working on me—seems to think that it’s just a matter of time before I recover. It’s something to do with the willowtrush toxin.”

      “I’m sure that he is right,” she said.

      “You don’t know?”

      She shrugged again. “As he likely told you, there aren’t many who have much experience with that toxin. At least not who have survived. If you were in Qualif, there would be many who would want to study you, simply for that purpose.”

      “Is that where you are from?” Torian asked carefully. Sylvia rarely spoke of her home. Much less so than even Visthor did, and Visthor never spoke of his home. Then again, Torian understood that Visthor had been abducted, much like he had once been abducted, and he had lost his family.

      “It is where I started.” She took a deep breath. “But we are not there now. And perhaps I need to study you so that we can understand how you survived.”

      “He survives because he is valsahir,” Visthor said.

      “It has to be more than just that,” she said.

      “Why must it?”

      “Perhaps you’re right,” she said softly. “Perhaps that is all it is. Regardless, we need to be more thorough searching for what the Viper is after.”

      “If you’re just looking in the forest around the city, I could go with you. I’ve got time in between my classes. I can use the cane and—”

      “And there is very little that you will be able to do that would help us,” Sylvia said. “So you stay here, and you recover, and once you are well enough, then you can rejoin us. We would welcome it.”

      “Don’t worry,” Visthor said, patting Torian on the shoulder. “There is much you can still do.”

      Torian wasn’t so sure.

      The next day or so went slowly as he tried to recuperate as Sylvia, Visthor, and Invat searched the forest. The only one from the caravan who remained was Charlek, though he had been quiet. He often was quiet. When Torian asked him about his thoughts on the different creatures, he paled slightly.

      “I don’t want to talk about them,” he said, turning his attention back to his work on one of the wagon wheels. He was preparing something, though Torian couldn’t tell what was broken on it. It looked as if the wagon was fully intact, though Charlek still worked diligently and had been doing so ever since Sylvia, Visthor, and Invat had left.

      “But if they are out in the forest, don’t you think—”

      Charlek sat, looking over to Torian with a haunted expression in his eyes. “When I was younger, I was dragged away from my home. They carried me out to the Still. It’s a wild place, empty, or so they claimed. I wasn’t the only one they brought out there, but I was the only one to return.”

      “What was it?”

      Charlek’s eyes closed, and he pressed his lips together into a tight frown. “They called it the Still because everybody who went out there ended up quiet. You learn to be quiet, or you end up dead. I think they brought me and the others out because it was some sort of test,” he said, and he stood stiff and motionless for a moment, almost as if reliving those memories. “I saw things, Torian. Terrible things. Terrible creatures.” He looked up at Torian. “And I don’t like to talk about them.”

      At least Torian understood why Sylvia and Visthor wouldn’t have asked Charlek to go out, despite him looking as if he could handle himself quite well.

      “I’m sorry,” Torian said.

      Charlek took a deep breath, and when he let it out, he forced a smile. “You don’t have to be sorry. That is this place. It is Rusav. It is those who lead them. They are the ones who want to bring such horrors.”

      “What if that’s the plan?”

      “It might be,” he said. “And if that’s the case, then it might just be safer for us to leave. We don’t want to be here if they call some of these creatures to this city.”

      He went back to work, and Torian stood quietly. He hadn’t needed the cane quite as much today, though he had taken to studying the runic markers on it. The surface of it was heavily carved, though faded. The cane itself was made out of a gray, weathered wood that he didn’t recognize, something that would’ve upset his father to learn. He had spent quite a bit of time trying to make sense of those markers and trying to uncover anything on it, but so far had not.

      It was late in the afternoon when Visthor and Sylvia returned. They were quiet, but Visthor came and joined Torian, leaning against one of the wagons as he did. “Not much today,” he said, glancing over to where Sylvia had gone into her wagon.

      “Were you expecting more?”

      “I’m not sure what I expect,” he muttered. “But was ready. Sometimes you need a fight.”

      Torian started to smile. “You can spar with me,” he said.

      Visthor eyed him from head to toe for a moment before tilting his head. “On a bad foot? Not so fair, is it?”

      If Torian were able to use the blade pattern of martial theory, he might be better equipped to handle Visthor. But what if he didn’t need just that? What if he could find a way to combine what he knew from martial theory with what he had been learning with Visthor?

      “At least this time, you know I’m not going to be cheating and using my secure ability.”

      “Do you need cane?” Visthor asked with a laugh.

      “I’d like to see how much I can tolerate,” Torian admitted.

      “Don’t let Sylvia see. We go back here,” he went on, motioning to the back of the wagon caravan, and Torian followed him.

      Visthor shrugged off his jacket. He was a large man with muscles that strained at his undershirt. Sweat glistened along his brow, probably from whatever it was that they had found in the forest, something that Torian felt they were keeping from him, regardless of what they otherwise claimed.

      “You probably right,” Visthor said, turning to him and extending his blade with the flick of his wrist. “If you do not have sahir power, you must protect self somehow. We work on forms.”

      “I’m hoping that I can use my sahir power soon,” Torian said.

      “And how is going?”

      “Well, not so well today,” Torian admitted.

      He had attempted to reach for the Saith power inside of himself when he had awoken and had immediately felt a wave of nausea. Several times throughout the day, he had attempted the same thing, and with each attempt, Torian had felt himself nearly passing out from the nausea. He did seem somewhat better than before, so if nothing else, he had to hope that he was making progress.

      But not as much progress as he felt with his ankle. It didn’t throb the way that it had before, to the point where he was able to bear some weight on it, even without the cane.

      “Then we practice,” Visthor said with a sharp nod.

      He flashed a smile at Torian, stepping back and holding the blade of wind up, stretching while waiting on Torian.

      Torian withdrew his own blade. He’d been somewhat concerned that he would’ve lost it after the attack but was thankful that it didn’t seem that Thomas, or anyone else in the university, cared that he had it. Maybe they assume that he needed it, or perhaps they assumed that he was from Rusav and were waiting to use that against him. Whatever the reason, he twisted the end of the pale white blade, feeling the runic markers along the surface press into his skin, and the blade curl outward. There was a bit of Saith power in it, as it was a runic weapon, after all, but the power that he drew upon was not what he did when reaching for the buried power inside himself.

      He took up the standard fighting position, but when he did, he put too much weight on his foot, and he had to release it, leaning back on his good leg.

      Visthor noticed. “This be good.”

      “You think it’s good that I’m injured?”

      “A flight not go well all time. It good to learn how to handle self when body isn’t perfect.” He mimicked Torian’s stance, shifting his feet so that he could bear less weight on his front leg. “There are modifications to different forms. You can learn those. I can teach.”

      “Is this how you learned?”

      “I learn out of necessity,” Visthor said softly.

      Much as he often did, Torian wanted to know more, but he also had the sense that Visthor wasn’t going to share anything more. He would tell him whatever he wanted, and it was rarely the detail that Torian wanted.

      “We focus on slight movement. You use only a little. This important. Perhaps you can fight better.” He offered a hint of a smile.

      As they began their training, Torian focused on the forms, letting the work consume him. None of them were complicated, as they were all variations of forms that Visthor had taught him before, so it was a simple matter to modify them the way that Visthor wanted. And in those modifications, Torian began to see other advantages. He could keep the weight off of one foot. He could shift it periodically to try to maneuver in such a way that he would draw his opponent off guard.

      “Is there a way of fighting with one hand?”

      Most of the time, Torian gripped the blade with both hands. It seemed as if it was necessary, partly because holding the blade with both hands allowed him to concentrate some of the Saith power within him through it, no differently than he concentrated power through the patterns. He didn’t always need to do that, though. Torian could focus on the patterns and the power inside of himself. It wasn’t critical, though. And that was what Visthor wanted to teach him. He wanted Torian to know that he did not necessarily need to use the Saith power through him.

      “Like this?” Visthor asked, taking one hand off the blade.

      He remained on one leg, as well, as if he had to fight limited for Torian’s benefit.

      But even limited, Visthor was still quite capable.

      “How did they ever let you leave?” Torian asked after Visthor went through a few different patterns with him.

      “They not have choice. I leave.”

      There was real anger in his voice when he said it.

      “I’m sorry. I know that’s not my business.”

      “You can ask,” Visthor said. “That not mean I tell.”

      “What did you have to do to leave?”

      “I had to use blade. I had to be like Rusav. I had to kill.”

      He fell silent, and then he coughed.

      “But we not talk about that. Talk about you, dancing on one foot and using one hand. Good training for you. When we done, you can teach Jakob. He needs to improve.”

      “Hey,” a voice said from behind Torian.

      He glanced back and hadn’t realized that Jakob had been there, watching. He had his own blade extended and seemed to be mimicking what Torian and Visthor were doing.

      Considering he wasn’t injured, he had a much easier time of it.

      But it was more than just that. Jakob was talented, even without having access to the same saith power that Torian did.

      “I mean no disrespect,” Visthor said. “But you need work.”

      “I could take Torian out today,” Jakob said.

      “Invat could take Torian out today,” Visthor said with a grunt. “That not mean it impressive.”

      Visthor winked, shaking his head, and Torian looked over to see a fire in the building near the wagons. Torian had a bit of dried blood on one cheek, which was new for him. When they had traveled together before reaching Corsalt, Torian was never known to get involved in fighting, but once in the city, he had begun to get much more involved. Perhaps that was normal for him. Or perhaps it was because Charlek had not wanted to go.

      “We try again,” Visthor said. “And then you and Jakob practice. Maybe in a few years, you might pose challenge.”

      “What if I were able to use more sahir patterns? I’ve been learning martial theory techniques at the university that I would assume would be beneficial.”

      “Perhaps,” Visthor said. “Or maybe not. Even with sahir magic, a skilled blade wielder can overpower. That’s why I say it take you several years.”

      Torian snorted. “Are you sure that we have a few years?”

      “No. That is why you must train harder.”

    

  







            Chapter 31

          

        

      

    

    




      ONE FOOTED

      Torian and Jakob had been working together, training at the blade for the last few hours, which was about the only thing that Torian felt that he was able to do. He had been studying patterns and runes but had not been able to do anything with them. Sarah would sit with him for a time, before disappearing, which left Torian wondering what she was doing.

      Probably not wanting to spend time with someone who could not control the sahir power.

      That bothered him more than it probably should. Sarah was a friend, but she didn’t owe him anything. Still, she had been there when he had come around, and she had seemed like she was interested in trying to help him, as much as he could be helped with all of this. According to the healer, it was a matter of time, but Torian feared that he didn’t have the necessary time to recuperate.

      “You look like you got punched in the stomach,” Jakob said. “Or worse. Maybe a little lower?”

      Torian gritted his teeth, leaning on the cane as he made his way over to his friend. “Oh, just being reminded about how little I know.”

      “That’s not a new thing for you.”

      Torian knew that he should laugh, but he didn’t feel amused. In fact, he felt annoyed. “Until I fully recover, I can’t do anything.” He pulled his blade out of his pocket, extending it.

      Jakob glanced down at it. “You sure you want to do this again? I saw the way you were walking in here.”

      “I need to do something. I can’t sit around and just wait. I need to focus and learn something.”

      “I’m sure that student that you’ve been spending time around is perfectly happy to help you.”

      “She might be,” Torian agreed, “but she’s also a student. She wouldn’t want to have anything to do with me if I don’t have potential to work with her.”

      “Sort of like Astrid, though you moved on from her awfully quickly.”

      “I didn’t move on from Astrid.”

      Torian had been trying not to think about her. He didn’t know where she’d gone, or what had happened to her or her brother, but thinking about her disappearance, and what might’ve happened to her, was painful. He had worked with her, and he had felt like he had gotten close to her, so having her disappear without any message was painful.

      “I’m still worried about what happened to her. I don’t know what Johan intended with her, as Astrid wasn’t willing to talk about it, but…”

      “Sylvia has been looking,” Jakob said, glancing back toward the wagons. “She doesn’t talk about it, but she is concerned, as well. So you can stay focused on getting better and learning what you need, and know that others are trying to help her.”

      He extended the end of his own blade and swept it in a sharp arc, mimicking what he saw from Jakob. “Should we try this again?”

      “Are you sure that you want to? I can see the way you are walking. You don’t look good, Torian.”

      “I’m fine,” he said, a little more emphatically than he intended.

      Jakob didn’t deserve his irritability. None of this was his fault, though Torian wanted to blame somebody.

      Blame the willowtrush.

      “If you say so. I need the practice, anyway. I’d rather practice with Visthor,” Jakob said with a hint of a smile, “but I suppose you will do well enough.”

      He lunged.

      But he managed to practically glide, regardless of being on one foot so that as he slid toward Torian, there was something incredibly fluid in the movement. Torian braced himself, bringing his blade around to block, trying to do it with a single hand.

      It was much harder than it had been when he was using both hands.

      But it was more than just the single-handedness. It was that Torian was no longer completing the pattern the way that he believed was necessary, and the way that he had when he had been summoning power through him. That had been how he had managed to feel as if he were using the blade more effectively. What he needed now, he suspected, was to have that ability to do so. There were aspects of martial theory that he thought could be applicable to the patterns that he used with the Blade of Wind, but right now he thought he needed to just focus on what Visthor had been teaching.

      Jakob twisted, turning from one form to the next, following the lessons that Visthor had provided for both of them. The forms were basically patterns, and Torian viewed them in that way, though Jakob didn’t. It made it easier for Torian to think of them like that, as he felt as if he were better able to master the patterns.

      He nearly gripped the blade with both hands before catching himself.

      The point of this spar was to do it with only one hand.

      And on one foot.

      That part was easier. His ankle didn’t hurt as much as it had, but it did limit him. He had to balance more carefully so that as he slipped from form to form, blocking and thrusting and parrying Jakob, it presented something of a challenge for him that he had to overcome.

      Jakob grinned at him. “See? I’m getting better.”

      It wasn’t just that Jakob was getting better. Jakob was good. Incredibly good. Torian had to scramble to keep up with his friend, even though Torian had been training at the blade longer. Jakob just seemed to have a knack for it.

      “You’re getting quite a bit better,” Torian said.

      “You look like you need to stop,” Jakob said.

      “I don’t,” Torian said.

      “Are you really that concerned that your connection to the Saith isn’t going to return?”

      “I don’t know any longer,” Torian admitted. “Every day I still feel the same overwhelming nausea when I attempt to reach for the Saith power; it makes me think that maybe it’s not going to come back. And I don’t know how long it’s going to take. It would be one thing if people had any experience with recovery from willowtrush poison, but it seems that nobody has that, so I’m sort of stuck. Waiting.”

      “But you are going to get better, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Jakob paused, and he held the end of his blade down toward the ground, watching Torian. “You’ll get better.”

      Torian smiled, hoping that was the case, but then again, neither of them knew the answer. And if Thomas didn’t know, Torian wasn’t sure that there was an answer.

      But he had made it clear that he had not dealt with this kind of thing before.

      They continued their sparring, working until Torian was tired and needed a break, which Jakob seemed happy to give him. When they returned to their sparring sessions, Jakob pushed Torian, not giving him any leverage to take it easy, which Torian actually appreciated. He didn’t want Jakob to let him get away with not pushing himself.

      By the time Visthor and Sylvia returned, they did so without Invat.

      The other two looked tired. Visthor’s shoulders were slumped, and he carried the corpse of some creature behind him, dragging it across the ground, while Sylvia had blood staining her tunic, her eyes tight as they swept around the wagon caravan before settling on Jakob and Torian.

      “I need to talk to you,” she said, nodding to Torian.

      Torian shrugged as he twisted the end of his blade, retracting it and then following Sylvia. He knew better than to make Sylvia wait too long, especially if she had just returned from whatever they were dealing with in the forest, and even more so if she felt as if she needed to talk to him. That was unusual for her.

      She stopped in front of her wagon. It was the central wagon, with faded red paint, and lettering that was once prominent, that Torian could no longer make out. The door partially cracked as she started to climb inside of it. She leaned on the step while looking back at Torian.

      “What happened to Invat?”

      “He’s coming,” she said.

      “Then what did you need?”

      “How are you feeling?”

      He frowned. “My ankle or…”

      “Or.”

      Torian let out a heavy breath. “It’s not better yet. When I reach for it, it feels like there’s something that seems to limit me. Not only that, but I feel… Well, I’m not exactly sure how to say what I feel, only that it makes me feel sick to my stomach.”

      “I was hoping that you might have recovered enough that you could be of use to us. This is unfortunate.”

      “What do you need?”

      “We started to see more activity around the city,” Sylvia said. She glanced over to where Visthor was talking to Jakob before turning her attention back to Torian. “I don’t know what it means, only that there are more creatures here than I would’ve expected. I’ve only seen something like this once before.”

      “During a war with Rusav?”

      “Not then,” Sylvia said. “Rusav generally doesn’t use creatures quite like this. When I’ve seen it, it has been in places that the creatures are native to. At least some of them are native. What we have here and what we’ve seen are different.”

      “Do you think it could be connected to the trees?”

      Torian hadn’t given that much thought, but he remembered those strange trees that had been there when he had gone into the forest with Sarah and how his own Saith ability, and perhaps his valsahir ability, had not worked against those trees.

      “Sarah said they weren’t always here. They don’t look native to the forest. And when I tested them, I couldn’t feel anything within them.”

      Sylvia’s frown deepened to the point where Torian worried that he had said something wrong.

      “It’s nothing,” she said.

      “Obviously, that’s not true. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have that expression. You know something. Don’t keep me in the dark, Sylvia. I can help. Well, I can help once I recover.”

      She watched him for a long moment, and Torian had the distinct sense that she was debating whether or not she wanted to tell him how little he might be able to help and left him thinking that maybe he could not help. Was that true? He thought that he could and should be able to help, as it seemed to him that there should be a time when his recovery would permit him, but what if he didn’t recover in time?

      “It depends upon the trees,” Sylvia finally said. “I haven’t learned anything about them.” She stepped inside the wagon, pausing for a moment, watching him, before pulling the door closed.

      Torian stood there until Visthor joined him.

      “How bad was it?” Torian asked.

      “It was dangerous,” Visthor said. “We dealt with only a few kramak and a pair of inalat. It is hard to deal with them without more. Sylvia wants you back with us.”

      “I’d love to help you,” Torian said.

      Visthor frowned. “But you’re not ready.”

      Torian shook his head. “I can fight,” he said, holding up the hilt of the blade of wind and then looking over to Visthor, who frowned at him. “That’s what you’re training me for, right?”

      “You can fight, but I’m not training you to fight creatures. It is too hard to do that until you have more experience. What we need is valsahir. Not blade master.”

      “Even if you continue to deal with these creatures?”

      “Especially if we continue to deal with these creatures. You need to rest. Recover. Then you can help. Not before.”

      “I feel like I’m just waiting,” Torian said. He glanced back to Sylvia’s wagon. “We came to Corsalt so that I could understand the patterns, and I could get the basics for knowing what I needed to learn to progress in the valsahir power, but I feel like I’m just waiting now.”

      Visthor clamped a hand down on Torian’s shoulder, squeezing for a moment. There was warmth in the grip. “There is time to learn, Torian. Don’t rush this. Recover. Then you fight. We will need you when you are ready.”

      “But you don’t even know what’s going on or why these creatures are here.”

      “It not matter. Rusav do things like that.”

      “Like that?”

      “Well, maybe not quite like that,” Visthor said. “But they try new tactics all the time. We need to be ready. And we will.”

      Visthor squeezed his shoulder again before releasing it.

      Torian took a deep breath. He felt helpless.

      It was a feeling that he knew all too well. And he hated it.

      He looked over to where Jakob was still working with the blade before turning his attention back to Visthor. The much larger man’s shoulders were slumped, and he looked as if he needed to rest. Torian wanted to say something, wanting to offer him something, but there was nothing that he could do. Nothing he could say, either.

      So Torian left.

      He wasn’t sure what he would be able to do until he recovered more.

      And maybe he wasn’t going to recover if he continued to push himself.

      But he could continue to learn. He could study the patterns, using the book that Sarah had given him so that when he did reach his sahir connection once again, he would be ready.

      That was what he told himself.

      And if he never recovered?

      Torian had to push those thoughts out of his mind, as they were dangerous and dark thoughts, which led to dangerous and dark places that Torian did not want to go.
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      FINDING PURPOSE

      Torian was tired.

      He’d been trying to attend classes to keep up, but there was only so much he could learn without being able to reach for his sahir ability. Sarah tried working with him, but Torian thought she was growing frustrated with him. He still hadn’t been able to reach the depths of the Saith power yet again.

      It was there within him, so that wasn’t a concern for him, but any time that he attempted to draw upon it, he felt the same wave of nausea that rolled through him the very first time that he’d attempted to draw on it. It was an awful sense, enough that he’d been unwilling to keep trying to reach for that power. Otherwise, he feared that he’d end up with some part of him overwhelmed by what he’d been feeling.

      It had gotten bad enough that he’d gone to Thomas to ask his help with it, thinking that there was still some part of him that remained twisted by the toxin. Torian had been willing to do whatever he needed so that he could reach for the Saith connection inside of him. He felt as if he wasn’t going to be able to use the patterns that Sarah had been teaching him until he reached for that again.

      “I don’t have a good answer for you,” Thomas said. He stood in front of his window, where a bit of the bright daylight spilled inside. “As I’ve made clear, the records of what happens when the willowtrush attack are limited. It’s still a wonder that you survived the way that you did.”

      Torian had gotten past that side of things, no longer feeling like he had somehow done something miraculous—despite what Sarah, Visthor, and Sylvia all claimed. It didn’t feel like he’d done anything.

      “I’m not asking you to have some specific answer. I’m just trying to get a sense of whether you think that I’m going to recover from this.” Torian didn’t know, as he still could feel the strangeness inside of him. When he was able to reach for his Saith power, he did feel something unusual, almost as if some part of that connection had been altered. Maybe that was the reason that he felt sick any time he tried to go for it. “I’m just hoping that maybe you have some idea about how much longer this might be.”

      “As I was quite clear to tell you, there is no set timeframe that we are dealing with. You very nearly died.”

      “Of course,” Torian said.

      “And because you very nearly died, we have to consider that it is possible that you will take longer than you want to recuperate. I’m sure that is all that is needed, as you have already proven that you have significant potential to restore yourself.”

      Torian frowned a moment, as he looked around.  The room was tidier than it had been when he had been here, though there wasn’t someone requiring Thomas’s services the way that there had been when Torian had been here.

      Thomas had a different book on his desk, and it was one that Torian didn’t recognize, though he wasn’t sure that he would recognize any. He had brought the book that he’d borrowed back to Thomas, having given it a thorough read-through and having uncovered nothing of use to him. He didn’t understand the language well enough to follow it, but what he had read suggested that what Sarah and Thomas thought was true. He was lucky to be alive.

      Torian had given that some thought in the days since he had left Thomas’s office. Sarah had mentioned several others who had survived, though none of them had taken on a full burst of toxin the way that Torian would have. Maybe that was part of the reason that it was so hard for him to fully recuperate.

      “I just want to be able to access the Saith power once again.”

      “If this persists,” Thomas said, glancing down at his book for a moment before turning back to Torian, “your options may be limited. You may need to try to push through it.”

      Torian paled as he couldn’t imagine pushing through the wave of nausea that he felt the moment that he attempted to reach for that connection. Any time that he even pushed on some of the power within him, trying to let it work through the part of him that connected him to that power, he felt the nausea quickly returning. That was with only a small amount of power. If he were to try to do something more significant, and that wasn’t even considering attempting something like unstructured power, Torian feared that he wouldn’t be able to withstand it.

      But maybe Thomas was right. The possibility might be there that he would need to fight through it and learn to deal with the agony. He could suffer for this, couldn’t he? But if he did, it might limit everything that he could do and everything that he could be.

      “Would there be any danger in me trying to push through it?”

      “I have been searching for answers about just that very thing. I have not uncovered anything, but all my experience in healing suggests that you should recuperate fully.”

      When he left Thomas, Torian picked his way toward the Main Hall library. His ankle throbbed, but not as much as it had the very first day that he had left Thomas’s office. It was more of a dull ache, simply some part of him still aware of the injury, though it was improving. Over time, Torian believed that he would continue to improve as the ankle had gradually gotten better. Maybe that was what it was like for him with his Saith injury, as well. Maybe over time, that would start to improve.

      But it hadn’t yet.

      He stepped outside of the university. The day was slightly overcast, and a bit of a chill wind gusted through the town from the north, carrying with it a bit of dust in the air. He covered his mouth, heading through the university courtyard until he reached the street. If Sarah wasn’t there to work with him, then he wasn’t going to linger inside the university. Then again, it wasn’t as if Torian had so many things that he could do.

      Sylvia and Visthor had left the city for a little while, and Torian was bothered by the fact that they had simply abandoned him, though he knew that they hadn’t really abandoned him. They would return, though he didn’t care for the fact that he was not included in whatever was happening now. He felt as if he were unnecessary.

      It was something that he had dealt with for far too long, and he didn’t care for it.

      When he was younger, and when he had come to the city with his father, Torian remembered the very first time that he had seen the university. At that point, he hadn’t known his father’s irritation with sahir magic and had thought that his father had brought him by the university so that he could see where he might one day train. It was a sunny day, and the streets were packed so differently than they were now.

      “Why won’t you let me get close to it?” Torian asked his father, glancing over to the university when they had neared. From his vantage, he could see the towering central spire of the university, though it seemed to him that it was almost mystical. His father celebrated the Saith, whereas even then, Torian had not. He’d never been very spiritual. Seeing the university, and knowing that there were powerful sahir who could do things that others he had met, including others at the school and Sarot could not, left Torian feeling so small. Maybe that was how his mother felt when she went to visit the temple outside of the city. She didn’t do it very often, at least not so often these days after Leven had passed, but she once had spent quite a bit of time at the temple.

      “That isn’t the reason that we came to the city, and you know it. We’re here for supplies. Besides,” his father said with a wink, “I might even have a few new contracts here.”

      Torian couldn’t tear his gaze away from the university, though he sensed that slight irritation in his father’s voice. They had stopped several times on the journey to Corsalt for his father to investigate different trees, looking for something that might be useful in his wood turnings. So far, he hadn’t found anything that he felt the need to cut down, not the way that he had on other journeys Torian had taken with him outside of the city. But that wasn’t to say that he didn’t try. He was always looking for something.

      “Do you need new contracts? You always seem like you’re pretty busy.”

      “I can always use a little more work,” he said. “Eventually, I am hopeful I will have some help in the shop.”

      His father glanced at him before ruffling his hair and heading down the street. Torian had needed to keep up. He had wanted to stay at the university, to go in and talk to some of the instructors, but his father wasn’t going to give him that opportunity. Instead, he dragged him down the street until they reached a supply store for his father.

      Inside were all sorts of different chisels, rasps, and other sorts of wood-turning equipment that his father picked his way through carefully, stopping and looking at each item for long moments before moving on. The shop itself was dimly lit, and it smelled vaguely of sawdust, like so many different places that his father liked to visit. The tools were set neatly on shelves.

      “I thought you made most of your tools,” Torian said.

      “I make most of them, but there are others who do better work with certain kinds. I can sharpen any chisel, but I can’t make them nearly as well as the smiths in Corsalt can.”

      His father looked at one particularly wide-bodied chisel the same way that Torian looked at his presents on his naming day. It brought a smile to his face, as he rarely saw his father like this.

      “Are you going to buy one?”

      “Probably more than one,” he said. “I just have to decide which ones.”

      His father had seemed so happy with the different items in the shop that Torian had tried to stay as excited as he was—but had a hard time with it. He just didn’t share that excitement.

      While following his father, he’d ended up near the window of the shop, looking out into the street while trying to give his father time. He still didn’t know why his father had brought him with him to Corsalt. Was he was going to show him all the different wood-turning places rather than giving Torian a chance to visit the university as he wanted?

      He would have let Leven visit the university.

      It had only been a little while since Leven had died. In that time, his parents had been distant enough that Torian had thrown himself into his studies, trying to master as much of his Saith potential as possible, while knowing that he might not be able to do much more than what he already had.

      Even then, it had started to become clear that he might not have the potential to be more than a low-level sahir.

      A crowd in the street had gotten his attention, so he’d watched. It had taken too long for him to realize why the crowd had gathered, but when he did, he didn’t really know what he was seeing. Most of the crowd kept their distance from a pair of men marching along the street, pushing a third man before them. That man had his wrists bound in chains, and his ankles linked with another pair of chains. From the window, Torian caught a hint of the runic markers that were worked into the chains, though he wasn’t sure what those markers represented.

      “You don’t need to stay by the window,” an older, creaky voice said.

      Torian looked over to see the shop owner—at least, who he thought was the shop owner, as the man had a heavy leather apron slung over his gray shirt and dirty brown pants. “I’ve never seen anything like that before,” he said.

      “Ah,” the shop owner said, leaning close and looking out the window. The section that he was looking through was dusty, and he wiped at it with one calloused hand. “Looks like a couple of sahir are bringing someone from Rusav in for questioning. That happens from time to time. Some in the city make a whole ordeal out of it, but there’s nothing to it in my mind. Nothing but a waste of time. A good time to come to the city, especially because some make a festival out of it.”

      Could his father have known about it and come to the city for that reason? It seemed unlikely, but his father had done other things that were equally unlikely in the past.

      It had been the first time that Torian had seen anyone from Rusav.

      Until the attack.

      This man marched proudly, his back straight, as if unmindful of the fact that he was bound in chains and forced to march through the city the way that he was. Torian found that… surprising.

      Had it been him, he probably wouldn’t have been able to keep his head held so high.

      But those chains…

      Probably means he’s a powerful sahir.

      Rusav was rumored to have some of the most powerful. Navarin dealt with them as much as they could, trying to keep the danger of Rusav along the border and not let them press into Navarin, but Torian had heard rumors. Most in Sarot heard those rumors.

      “Did you come in here to shop?” The shop owner looked at Torian, arching a brow at him as if daring him to say that he hadn’t been.

      Torian glanced at his father. He was bent over a shelf, running his hands along several different chisels as if trying to decide which of them would be most effective for his carvings. Torian never really understood how his father decided on them but knew that it really didn’t make a difference. His father had some that he preferred over others, and most of them were old.

      “I came in with my father.”

      “Well, if you aren’t shopping, then you might as well stand out in the street and watch. I’ll tell your father.”

      That was a strange comment, and Torian felt as if he must’ve done something that had upset the shop owner. Maybe it was that he had been wandering, or maybe it was just that the shop owner didn’t like young boys wandering his shop. Whatever it was, Torian glanced at his father but then headed out into the street. By the time he got there, the parade had moved past him, with the sahir given plenty of room by others.

      They were marching toward the university.

      It was one more reason that Torian wanted to go to the university so that he could understand what the sahir might be doing. If they were questioning somebody from Rusav, what might they find?

      And why did they need those chains?

      They obviously had some purpose to them and managed to hold the Rusav of sahir in place, probably to keep his magic from overflowing and harming somebody. Torian could easily imagine the kind of things that a Rusav sahir would be able to do, the dangerous and dark power that they possessed, and maybe even different patterns than he was taught in the school in Sarot.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      Torian jerked his head around. He’d been sliding along the street, following the parade as it moved further and further down the street and back toward the university. His father stood at the door, clutching a pair of chisels, glowering at Torian.

      “I was just watching. Did you know that they brought in somebody from Rusav?”

      His father’s expression clouded. “We don’t need to worry about those things.”

      “But why do you think they brought them here?”

      “Can’t say that I know. Can’t say that I care, either,” he said.

      Torian wanted to talk about it with his father, as he wanted to talk about all such things with his father, but he knew better. His father was not interested in discussing Rusav, sahir magic, or anything like that. He was too practical.

      “Let’s get going.”

      “Do you have another shop to go to?”

      His father looked along the street as if trying to decide what he was going to do and what he was going to say before finally shaking his head. “No other shop. I think it’s time that we head back home.”

      “We just got here,” Torian protested.

      He had been dreaming of coming to Corsalt for as long as he could remember. That he finally had managed to reach the city and get a chance to see the university left him feeling like he was close to something impossible.

      But now his father wanted to leave?

      “We could stay a night. I’m sure they have other shops, or I heard that there was a market—”

      “We aren’t going to stay the night,” his father said. “Besides,” he went on, his tone softening, though the darkness in his eyes did not fade, “if we take a different route back, we might be able to find a few different tree species. I was thinking that we might search for them together.”

      His father watched him and seemed disappointed when Torian just nodded.

      Had he really wanted Torian to be a part of his workshop?

      Or had his father known even then that Torian didn’t have the potential?

      But if he had known that, why continue to pay for his schooling?

      Torian blinked, clearing the thoughts from his mind. He had not given a lot of thought to his father lately, though perhaps he should have. They had argued a little right before his father had been taken from him, and Rusav had slaughtered him and the other villagers.

      And Torian hadn’t grieved as much as he should have.

      He’d been so focused on…

      Himself. He wanted to think that he had been focused on survival, but that hadn’t been true. He had been more concerned about learning about the patterns and trying to stay alive, but mostly on the patterns and hoping that he might be able to learn something new that he could use.

      Maybe that was why he had these memories. Thinking about his father made him all too aware of what he had lost.

      And it wasn’t just his father. Torian had lost his mother as well. He’d seen her murdered much like his father and left to rot. They hadn’t gotten a proper burial.

      And they never would.

      Not unless Torian went back home, found them, and…

      And he didn’t think that he could do that. He wasn’t sure that he wanted to do that, for that matter. Not only did he have his studies at the university, but his sister needed him, didn’t she? Liana needed to learn more. Torian might not have had access to the same power that he wanted, but he still thought that he might be able to help his sister.

      But to do that, he had to regain his ability to master the sahir power. Otherwise, he would never amount to anything.

      More than that was his growing concern about what was happening out around Corsalt. Stopping that might require more than sahir. And from what he had seen during his time at the university in Corsalt, there were no valsahir—other than him.

      He had to recover. Otherwise, Rusav might return and, this time, succeed.
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      PREPARATIONS

      Torian sat through advanced pattern, listening to Professor O’Malley going through the various strategies for forming some of the advanced patterns. He had about a week before his testing, he knew, but first, he had to gain control over his sahir power once again. He was tired, which wasn’t terribly surprising given how weak he felt at this point and how difficult it was for him to reach any of the Saith power inside of him.

      His ankle still throbbed from time to time, though he tried not to think about it, knowing that it wasn’t going to do much for him. The willowtrush had harmed him more than he could have imagined, to the point where Torian wasn’t even sure whether he was going to be able to fully recover.

      “Today, we will review the first six tiers of the patterns in class. This will be your way of seeing what you need to know for the testing and to be ready for what you need before you can progress to the next step in this class.” Professor O’Malley stood before them, sweeping her gaze across the collected students. Torian tried not to look at others, not wanting anybody to pay any attention to him. He had been gone from class long enough that it had raised questions with others, along with whispered conversations when Torian had returned. “Does anybody care to volunteer to step up before your classmates?”

      Torian shrunk down inside of himself, though he didn’t expect to get called upon. Professor O’Malley knew that he’d been injured. All of his professors knew that he had been injured. It didn’t change much for him, nor about the timing of his exam, unfortunately. He had expected that they might have been a bit more accommodating considering what he had gone through, but so far, they claimed that he’d been cleared by Professor Thomas, which meant that he was safe to return to his classes, and more than that, ready to be tested no differently than anybody else.

      “Why don’t we begin with Ms. Farin?”

      Sarah got to her feet, joining Professor O’Malley at the front of the class.

      “I will have you demonstrate water. Begin when you are ready.”

      Torian didn’t expect her to have any difficulty. She knew water quite well. He didn’t worry for her as she progressed from the primary pattern, moving on to the first tier and then beyond, until she reached the blade of water. Even once she reached the blade, she separated it out and held it for a moment before moving on to the sixth-tier pattern. Torian watched because he wanted the advantage of at least having seen the patterns, but having spent time studying with her, he was not surprised that she could hold that as well as she had.

      When she was done, Professor O’Malley nodded to her and smiled. “Very good. I will consider that as part of your testing, which means that you only have to demonstrate the others at that time.”

      Torian tried to catch Sarah’s eyes, but she quickly took a seat.

      She probably wouldn’t even mind having the formal testing now. Sarah was prepared. He knew that she could form all of the sixth-tier patterns and do so without difficulty.

      One of the other students, Shannon Brown, a dark-haired girl with an easy smile and rosy cheeks, was called up to demonstrate air. Torian watched as he knew that she was relatively skilled, but he hadn’t observed her making patterns too often. There were quite a few people in the university that he had not watched making their patterns. There wasn’t much of a reason for him to do so because he didn’t really think that many of the others here would have anything that they could demonstrate that he might learn from.

      He wasn’t surprised when Shannon worked her way through the air patterns just as easily as Sarah had with water. This was advanced pattern-making, after all, and everybody here had prepared for several years to reach this point.

      He had been placed in this class  that required him to have a measure of skill that he didn’t necessarily feel he had. It was almost as if the headmaster was prepared for him to fail.

      It irritated him. Even more so following his attack and the fact that he could scarcely draw on any of his Saith magic at this point to create the patterns. Once he recovered—and Torian was determined to recover—he intended to prove to Professor O’Malley first and to the headmaster next that he could handle these advanced patterns.

      She called up other students, one by one, and by the time she got to metal, she summoned Magnuson, who got up and strode to the front of the class with a confidence that irritated Torian. He began working through the primary patterns. Metal was a unique pattern, and the output of the pattern was equally unique, enough so that Torian did not have as much luck with it. It was sort of like dark, though he had some potential with it, not that he had used it very much. As he watched Magnuson working through the metal patterns, Torian found himself leaning forward, watching despite himself, knowing that this was somebody who was skilled and capable with them. Torian could work through the first three patterns with metal, though the third-tier pattern was difficult for him, and didn’t work nearly as well as he would’ve liked. Getting to the fourth-tier pattern—even fully intact—was difficult. The fifth tier, the blade, had proven almost impossible for him. And that said nothing about the sixth-tier pattern.

      Somehow, he was going to have to find a way to do it. Sarah had been working with him, but her lessons, and the time that she’d spent with him, had not helped him. Even if it was just a matter of focusing on himself and his mind, he had not managed to come up with the answers, nor had he managed to come up with anything that would help him know how to use these patterns effectively.

      I can’t use anything right now.

      Not until he fully recovered. He grew frustrated with it and with his lack of improvement, knowing that he probably shouldn’t and that everything happened at its own pace. He had to be patient, especially as he had been told that recovery from this kind of injury was unpredictable. Of course, it would be unpredictable because nobody had ever encountered anything quite like it before. Still, Torian wanted to get better as quickly as possible so that he could finish with this.

      By the time Magnuson reached the blade, he had started to spiral it and then flick it.

      It went whistling away from him.

      And came straight toward Torian.

      Torian was too stunned to react.

      He immediately tried drawing upon the Saith power inside of himself, focusing on pushing that weight aside.

      The moment that power began to surge inside of him, a wave of nausea washed through him. He leaned over, trying not to retch, and the act of leaning down had saved him. The blade whipped over him, slamming into the wall behind him, where it dissipated altogether.

      “That is quite enough,” Professor O’Malley said. “And unfortunately, that demonstrates a lack of control over your fifth tier.”

      Torian tried to gather himself, studying his breathing, but it was difficult for him to do so. He couldn’t shake the nausea inside of himself. He had to try to find something, but…

      He started to sit up when Professor O’Malley glanced in his direction. Was that worry in her eyes?

      Torian didn’t think so. Why would she be concerned about him?

      Rather than worry, he thought it was disappointment.

      If he had access to his Saith power, he wouldn’t have been harmed by anything like that. He would’ve been able to push back against it. It should have been a simple thing, Torian knew. Just a matter of pushing outward, fighting the blade, and redirecting it. Intact, Torian would’ve had no challenge with that.

      But he wasn’t intact.

      In fact, he was weak, and he feared that he might not have the strength that he needed ever again.

      He pushed that thought aside.

      “Mr. Ranth,” Professor O’Malley began, “do you need to see Professor Thomas?”

      Torian shook his head. He didn’t need that, even if he started to question whether there was nothing that he would be able to do any longer. “I’m fine. I’m still working on recovering from my attack.”

      Most who had been around him knew that he had been through the attack, so there was no point in hiding it, especially as there was nothing that would be gained by it.

      “Well, seeing as how we have demonstrated each of the patterns, I think it is time to dismiss the class. You will have a week to finish your preparations. We will expect success out of all of my students.”

      Everybody started to get up, and shuffle out.

      Torian followed, but when he reached the front of the class, Professor O’Malley caught his arm, forcing him to turn to her. The pain flared in his ankle for a moment, and he nearly stumbled, but managed to keep on his feet.

      “I understand that you are having difficulty reaching your sahir connection,” she said.

      “There’s been no secret about that,” he said.

      “Can you feel the Saith?”

      Torian closed his eyes for a moment and nodded. “It’s there, but after my injury, anytime that I reach for it, I feel sick. According to Professor Thomas, it may take days, or it may take weeks before I fully recover.”

      “A shame, then.”

      “Is it possible to push—”

      “We will not push your exam back. The headmaster has made it quite clear that everybody is to be tested at the same time. You joined this class late, and it seems like your continued studies at the university are dependent upon your performance with these exams, so I encourage you to find your way past the nausea and pain that you feel. If there’s anything that I can offer, please let me know.”

      Torian had already told her what he thought she might be able to offer. And she had not been interested in it. He nodded, nonetheless.

      “Thank you, Professor O’Malley. I will be as ready as I can be.”

      She turned away and began to gather items from her desk.

      Torian headed out of the class and had partly expected that Sarah would’ve been waiting for him, but the hall was empty. He limped toward the stairs, heading down, where he paused outside. He had no control over his connection.

      And he didn’t know anything about the willowtrush.

      There was one way that he might be able to find something, but it was something that he had avoided. Not because he’d been forbidden, not that he knew of, but he was aware of how it would look if he were to go to the Viper.

      Why shouldn’t I?

      Unless Torian was mistaken, the man was valsahir, and having that ability meant that he could offer Torian more than he had gained from anybody else.

      He hobbled out of the university grounds, and then he paused, following what he remembered of the street. Every so often, Torian would have to take a break. He felt the pressure coming from the runes on the stones beneath his feet and on some of the buildings nearby, but that was about the only thing that he was aware of. When he tried to reach for his Saith connection, he found that it did not respond to him quite as well as he wanted. There had to be something to it, but…

      But there was nothing.

      When he tried reaching past it, to ignore the nausea, to see if there was any way that he might draw upon his Saith connection and draw that power out of him, Torian felt the wave of nausea beginning to build again. He had to release the hold over that power, afraid that if he was to try to push too hard and try too much, he would pass out. He didn’t want to do that in the city, not where he didn’t have anybody around him.

      Then again, he didn’t want to do that anywhere.

      It was his own fault. He knew that. But…

      But nothing.

      Maybe somebody who had a better understanding of the kind of power that Torian had would help him. He had to believe that. He had to find help. He had to go to the Viper and ask the questions that he wanted answered.

      He was almost there when he felt a flare of power.

      It wasn’t anything that he was drawing upon, and it seemed to come from someplace nearby. He moved more carefully as he approached until he saw the entrance to the prison—as that was the only thing that he could think of calling it—with a pair of sahir present.

      He didn’t know either of them. They were dressed in plain clothes, simple browns and grays, but they radiated power.

      He didn’t remember feeling anything quite like that when he had been here before, but then again, when he had been here before he had come following the sense of the sahir. Sylvia had guided him, but she had done so following what Torian had detected. He hadn’t come to the prison since then. Still, he believed that it was somehow connected to the university, or at least acted in a way that the headmaster had access to it. And if they had the Viper here, there had to be something that they still hoped to gain from him.

      Torian couldn’t get past the guards, such as they were.

      He had come out here, he had pushed himself, he had felt the growing weakness—along with a sense of nausea—and all for nothing.

      He shook his head. What was he thinking?

      He wasn’t.

      He stood for a few moments, letting his strength return.

      A valsahir would make a big difference in helping him understand his power. But there were no valsahir at the university other than the Viper. Without having permission, Torian wasn’t sure that he’d be able to get access. And perhaps the only way that he would get permission would be by getting through his tests, proving to the headmaster that he was capable of it. Once he did, he would have to explain why he wanted to speak with the Viper.

      Was he ready for this? The headmaster knew about Aldrich. She knew that Aldrich had wanted him to come here. And she had to know why Aldrich would’ve wanted him to come here. Which meant that she probably already knew what Aldrich believed of him.

      So all of this, the pressure to succeed and past testing that he was not otherwise prepared for was nothing more than just another test to prove himself. Could he do it?

      With everything that he’d been through and as tired as he still felt, Torian no longer knew if he could. And worse, he no longer knew if he even cared to.
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      FIGHTING THE WAVES

      The afternoon was quiet.

      Torian had been working with Jakob until Jakob had been invited out into the forest with Visthor and Sylvia, and Invat. That had stung. Visthor had claimed they didn’t need a blade master, but what they meant was they didn’t need him.

      Torian’s ankle was well enough that he thought that he would’ve been able to go with them and that he would not have been a limitation, but perhaps that wasn’t true. When he worked his way around the city, Torian could still feel the irritation in his ankle and that bothered him. He was slowed only a little, but if it came to fighting, would he be slowed more than just a little? And if he was, he was more likely than not going to be patient with the others. Not only that, but if something were to happen and Torian were to stumble, they would need to protect him rather than deal with whatever creatures were out there.

      He had not even asked about it. When he had learned that Jakob had gone, Torian had decided that the best course of action was to leave it alone. That and to continue to prepare. He hadn’t done so by the wagons any longer, preferring to use a small room near the library, sparring in the darkness all by himself. So far, Sarah hadn’t realized that he was doing that.

      He’d just begun to focus on some of the different patterns when he felt something. It was a strange thing to be aware of, as Torian had made a point of avoiding tapping into his Saith connection and his sahir power ever since that nausea had plagued him. It was a little better today, but not so much that he felt as if he could safely reach into it. It left him wondering if perhaps Thomas was right and that he was just going to have to attempt to do so, risking the nausea to see if he could find any real connection.

      But he had not, mostly because he did not know if it mattered. Not without having some danger to him. He got to his feet, hesitating for a moment because his ankle did ache just a little bit. He reached for his blade. He might not be able to tap into the Saith power, but he wasn’t unprotected.

      The same pressure came again.

      He felt it. This time, he was aware of why he felt it, as it did seem to be coming from something that triggered some Saith part of him. He wasn’t sure if it was tied to someone using sahir power around him or perhaps several people using it, but it was unusual. In the time that he’d been in the university, he had not felt anything like that, despite having been surrounded by sahir.

      A troubling thought plagued him. The kind of power that he felt suggested to him something that reverberated inside of him. Was it valsahir?

      The only valsahir that he knew of in the university—or near the university—was the Viper. Torian hadn’t seen the Viper since that very first day that they had come to the city, but he remembered the obvious power that he had.

      Another burst of energy came once again. Torian felt it as if it were reverberating inside of him. Now he was certain that it came from some valsahir.

      It couldn’t be the Viper. He was still chained and imprisoned.

      The strange energy came again.

      Torian reached the door, and paused for a moment.

      It came from below.

      Deeper inside the university.

      Torian hadn’t spent that much time exploring the university, as there had been nothing here for him to really explore. But the feeling that he now had, suggested that it came from someplace deep inside the university. He hesitated. If he had access to the Saith power inside of himself, he would’ve simply tapped into that, used an earth-tracking pattern, and tried to detect what was out there. But seeing as how he didn’t, he instead twisted the hilt of the blade of wind and started toward the stairs.

      The stairs led deeper into the university. Torian didn’t know what was there, but it stretched down into darkness. He hesitated a moment, thinking about taking the stairs down, before deciding against it.

      What was he thinking?

      Instead, he grabbed a nearby lantern from the wall and angled it to look down. Light stretched downward, where it flickered past something. Torian wasn’t exactly sure what that something was, but he was certain that it was darkness.

      Shadow.

      Was that Professor Order? That couldn’t have been what he felt. What he had detected had been valsahir power.

      When he felt another strange trembling—something that suggested to him an unstructured kind of power—he headed down the stairs. He might’ve been helpless, limping on a bad ankle, holding onto his Blade of Wind, but he was also drawn.

      The stairs narrowed the further that he went until he saw a darkened, narrow corridor. Were he able to use his Saith ability, even a simple primary pattern would have illuminated the corridor, but without that, he was stuck plunging into the darkness.

      I really shouldn’t do this.

      Then he heard something scratching from the end of the hall, working its way toward him. It sounded like some small mouse scraping along the walls, but maybe a little larger. There was a heaviness to the breathing, as well.

      Torian needed to know.

      What had Thomas said about what would happen if he were to attempt to use his connection? Would he really harm himself? Thomas hadn’t known, other than to say that he might face the wave of nausea working through him, but it might be something that he needed to do anyway in order for him to plunge through it and find his connection once again. The scraping came closer, and with each passing moment, Torian felt as if he had no choice.

      He had to brace himself.

      Even if he tapped into the tiniest amount of power.

      Besides, he had his blade, didn’t he?

      The blade seemed to concentrate power better than his own patterns did. He didn’t need to draw upon quite as much strength when he used the blade as opposed to pressing his hands together to form the pattern. So by focusing through the blade, he had to think that it wouldn’t be as disconcerting and may not be as incapacitating as it otherwise was.

      Torian focused. It had been days, longer than that, since he had tapped into that connection. And he wanted to. More than anything, Torian wanted to find that power, and he wanted to know how it would feel when he reached for it. He stretched, pulling upon the power, not even bothering to try to push upon the weight, knowing that it was not necessary for him to reach what he had already done. There was a hint of nausea but not as much as he had expected.

      He pushed it through him, through his hands, and into the blade.

      The blade began to softly glow.

      But not brightly enough. He needed more.

      Torian pushed on his Saith connection again, taking that storehouse of power in the connection they had and trying to push more of it through him until he felt that connection surging, some power bubbling up within him. Torian had to push even more, but the nausea began overwhelming him.

      But not before the blade blazed with bright light.

      And he saw what was coming at him.

      It had to be the size of one of the shadow wolves, but with a much wider body and a strange, blunted snout that made it look like some wild boar, with massive whiskers stretching out on either side of its face, and deep, beady eyes. Strange-looking fangs filled its snout, and the claws on its feet dragged across the stone.

      That was the scraping Torian had heard.

      But more than that was the fact that it seemed as if it were cloaked in shadows, the same way as the shadow wolf had seemed as if it had drawn upon the Saith power.

      Torian hadn’t even known that creatures could call upon the powers. But why couldn’t they? He obviously had a way of connecting to the Saith, and from what he had seen from the shadow wolf, it had a way of doing the same thing.

      He held onto the blade, trying to ignore the nausea, and struggling to do so. That worked through him, threatening him in ways that he had not felt before. He focused a little bit more, holding onto the blade, and then he braced.

      He would use one of Visthor’s forms.

      The strange shadow boar seemed to recognize him.

      It darted.

      It moved fast. Impossibly fast. The creature skittered across the ground, scraping in a way that left him feeling like he needed to scramble back so that he was not targeted by it, but he braced himself instead and held out the blade, preparing for the inevitable attack. When the boar reached him, Torian twisted off to the side, pivoting on his good foot, and brought the blade down.

      At the same time, he pushed through the blade, using some of the light that he had harnessed, focusing on that so that he could slice into the boar.

      The blade bounced.

      Either the boar’s skin was thick enough that it protected it from the enhanced blade, or there was some other kind of protection. Maybe the shadows that seemed to be surrounding it.

      Whatever it was, Torian knew that he was going to have to draw upon more power in order to carve through it. That meant trying to summon more of the Saith power through the blade.

      The boar turned toward him, lunging.

      Torian dropped, and at the same time, he pushed on the power within him, feeling the overwhelming nausea beginning to work through him to the point where he bit back the desire to retch, forcing the power through the blade. A burst of light bloomed inside of it, and he focused, twisting it so that it would burn. Then he brought the blade up just as the boar reached him.

      There was an awful shriek.

      Torian swept the blade through, rolling to the side, and blood poured over his hand.

      He scrambled to his feet, still holding onto the blade, trying to ignore the nausea, grateful that it didn’t seem to be quite as bad as he had expected. Thankfully, he had managed to call upon some of his sahir power.

      But each time he did, there was nausea that came with it, to the point where Torian wondered if that was going to be the new normal for him. And if so, would he be able to withstand it?

      Another scraping came from behind him, and Torian realized that he wouldn’t have an opportunity to decide whether that would be the case or not. He blasted outward with another surge of light and flame, using the sword as a focus, and let that power pour out of him and into the other creature.

      He didn’t even see where it was, only that he focused on some sense of direction coming from down the hallway.

      The nausea that struck was overwhelming.

      He dropped to his knees, trying to keep from throwing up everything in his stomach. Thankfully he hadn’t eaten much today, but he still dry-heaved for a moment.

      The scraping that came forced him to focus.

      He licked his lips. Everything within him felt wrong, tormented as if what had happened to him had changed him, though perhaps it had. Maybe the willowtrush attack and the toxin that had begun to work into him had made it so that Torian would not be able to withstand anything more.

      And maybe he was never going to have the same connection to his valsahir power.

      It didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that he had to get through this.

      But then he had to figure out what it was he had detected.

      The attack?

      Why would he have known about that?

      The boar rushed at him.

      Torian did not try to use one of Visthor’s forms. Instead, he simply braced himself for the oncoming nausea and then poured the power out of him into the blade, using light but wondering if maybe he could use something else. Wind? The blade was one of wind, and if he could harness that, he might be able to create a concussive blast that would throw the shadow boar back.

      But Torian had never used more than one pattern at a time.

      Flame and light burst first, but it was followed by a crack of wind.

      Then there was another shriek.

      The boar stopped, looking at Torian with those dark, beady eyes, before it collapsed, falling over. It took one gasping breath and then no more.

      He licked his lips, leaning on the wall. Everything within him felt wrong, but he wasn’t about to let go of what he had been doing, fearing that if he were to do so, another attack would come. He didn’t have to wait very long. There was another scraping that came from the far end of the hallway.

      How many of these creatures had managed to get into the university?

      And better yet, where were they coming from?

      Torian started toward it when he stepped in something and slipped.

      Pain shot up his leg through the bad ankle, and he cried out, dropping to his knees.

      He wasn’t sure what he had stepped in. Blood? Maybe his own vomit.

      He got to his knees, trying not to think about what he had encountered, only about what he needed to do. He could handle the nausea. He had to.

      And he knew that he could draw upon the kind of power that he needed in order to stop these creatures.

      He pushed light through the blade.

      Nothing more than that and not so much power that he thought that it would overwhelm him. A beam of light glowed from the end of the blade, casting everything in the hall in bright light.

      It gave Torian a chance to focus, trying to see what he was going to have to deal with. He anticipated a single boar. That was what he had heard.

      But he saw many.

      It seemed as if the entire end of the hall was filled with them.

      And they were coming toward him.
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      SHADOW DEFENSE

      Torian wasn’t sure what he should do.

      The blade still helped him, but he didn’t think that he had enough strength to tolerate the next wave of nausea that might work through him. From what he’d experienced so far, there might be too many of these creatures for him to withstand.

      But I have to do something.

      That thought stayed with him, as he knew that he had to do something; it was just that he didn’t know what he could do.

      Torian positioned himself, setting his feet the way that Visthor had instructed him, and readied himself. The power that he could summon might be enough to stop the shadow boars, but it was going to hurt. It wasn’t only Visthor’s lessons that were useful here. Professor Erickson’s lessons in martial theory were also valid.

      I can handle pain.

      That might be what he told himself, but Torian didn’t know if he really could handle the kind of pain that he was trying to tell himself that he would need to deal with. It was more than what he’d experienced before—and might be more than what he could handle even if he were fully healthy.

      A burst of darkness solidified behind him.

      Torian hadn’t even felt anything.  That wasn’t uncommon, but he would’ve expected that he’d have been aware of something.

      “Down,” a familiar voice said behind him.

      It took a moment to realize that it was Professor Order.

      How’d she get behind me?

      Torian dropped to the ground, still holding the blade outstretched before him, and didn’t know what else he would need to do other than be ready. Another burst of darkness came from behind him, though it was mixed with power that Torian wasn’t fully prepared to deal with.

      Staying low, he ducked his head into his arms while waiting for whatever Professor Order used her patterns.

      “Come on,” she said, grabbing his arm and pulling. She dragged him back until they reached the stairs, where she gave him a shove, sending Torian staggering up one of the stairs. “What were you thinking?” she asked while sending another blast down the hall, this time a beam of what looked like light.

      Light?

      Probably not light. Given that it was Professor Order, it was probably some variant of dark. Maybe shadow concentrate or something similar.

      “I felt something,” Torian explained, though he realized how ridiculous that would sound.

      “I felt it too. I was going to seal off the stairs, but then I realized that someone was foolish enough to come down here to face them. I didn’t know that it was going to be you.”

      He looked back and saw that she was tracing a pattern in the air, though it was one that she wasn’t tracing it on. When using runic markers, there had to be something to place them upon. Professor Order seemed to use the air.

      More surprisingly, it seemed as if the air coalesced around where she traced that pattern until it formed the symbol. Energy crackled, and she pressed her hand forward as if to solidify the runic markers.

      Which was what she did.

      The air shimmered and then seemed to thicken into a dark cloud.

      That was impossible.

      Torian had never seen anything quite like that before, and the way that she simply pressed her hand forward into the air, causing it to turn into something more solid, was amazing.

      The first of the shadow boars.

      It slammed into whatever the effect of the runic marker had, and the boar slithered forward before collapsing.

      Professor Order let out a stressed sigh before backing up the stairs. Once again, she traced another pattern and then pushed it forward, sealing the runic marker into place. The air shimmered again, forming another thickening layer. She went step-by-step, backing along the stairs, getting further and further away until she reached Torian. With each step, she placed another symbol, thickening the air again and again.

      “Can I do anything to help?”

      “What I do is difficult and beyond your level. But it’s working,” she said, shaking her head. “There are quite a few of them.”

      The shadow boars had shoved their way past each other, with several of them piling up near the first one that had fallen. A couple had actually reached the first stair, while more began to press forward as if trying to stampede past the other shadow boars. So far, they had managed to reach Professor Order and hadn’t managed to get past the protections that she had placed, but Torian worried what would happen if they were to do so.

      “Have you dealt with these before?” he asked. She seemed to know what to do now.

      “Dangerous creatures. You can’t let them get a hold of you, or they will rip you apart.”

      “Poison?”

      She shook her head. “Not that I know of. But when you’re dealing with this kind of creature, anything is possible. Many of them are tainted like the willowtrush that you faced.”

      “What are they? I’ve been calling them shadow boars in my head.”

      Professor Order started to smirk. “I suppose that’s about as good a name as any.”

      She took a step back, pushing him once again, and as before, she traced a pattern in the air before pressing her hand outward and seeming to seal it. This time, there was a little less energy than there had been before.

      Professor Order let out a heavy sigh. “I am reaching the limit of what I’m capable of doing like this,” she said, though it was mostly to herself.

      “I can’t believe that you are able to do anything like that,” Torian said.

      “This is not that complicated once you learn the technique,” she said.

      “You are making runic markers.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “It’s not any kind of pattern.”

      “The runic markers are a pattern, and if you master them, you have a nice base for what you can work. Unfortunately, many in your land have never really come to terms with the kind of power that’s available to them. They see them as ancillary, a way of placing temporary to permanent power, while such a thing can be far more transient.”

      She gave him another shove. Torian’s ankle throbbed, as he had twisted it when climbing one of the stairs when she had shoved him, and he forced himself to ignore that pain.

      He still held onto his blade of wind and was tempted to try to help her, but the last time that he had attempted to reach into that Saith power, the nausea had nearly overwhelmed him to the point where Torian did not want to attempt again, for fear of what might happen to him.

      “You found your power?” Professor Order asked.

      “Not exactly,” he said. “I was concentrating it through the blade. I still feel… Well, I feel terrible when I use it, and I nearly collapsed when I took care of the first two shadow boars, but I didn’t think I had much choice. Professor Thomas told me that it probably wouldn’t harm me long term, but he didn’t know.”

      She regarded him for a long moment. “Probably?”

      “Well, he doesn’t have a lot of experience with this kind of injury, and he doesn’t have that much experience with my kind of power, I suspect. So probably is all that I had. I will take it, though. It’s better than him saying that I definitely will fall apart and that I will lose control over my power.”

      She gave him another shove, and he went one more stair, climbing higher. The shadow boars were still pushing against the barrier that Professor Order had placed, but there was less intensity to it than before. Still, there had to be a dozen that had clambered over each other, attempting to fight their way through the thickening air but so far not having any real success.

      “We should get moving. I might need some help at the top of the stairs, but hopefully, they aren’t able to get through here.”

      “You hope?”

      “Well, I’d like to say that it is clearly unlikely that they would be able to fight their way through what I have placed, but I’m not naïve enough to believe that I am powerful enough to stop the varkinash when they get moving.”

      Torian stared for a moment; he realized that the creatures were pushing and pushing, the protection that Professor Order had placed beginning to bulge. Eventually, he had little doubt that it would fail. When it did, Torian had to wonder whether they would be able to outrun those creatures. He couldn’t help but think about how many he had seen before.

      “Why so many of them?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t have the answer. Much like I don’t have the answer as to why there are so many of these creatures coming toward the city.” He sensed real worry in her tone. “This is the first time they’ve breached our defenses, though.”

      He backed up the stairs, and when he reached the landing, Professor Order pushed him back a step before placing her hands together and interlocking her fingers. It wasn’t a pattern that Torian recognized, but he could feel the power that came from her, and he recognized that it was drawing out of her, flowing from her fingertips, and then flowing down the stairs.

      “What pattern is this?”

      “Not right now,” Professor Order said, her jaw clenched. Her fingers were locked together very tightly as she twisted them while continuing to bring power.

      Torian wasn’t quite sure what it was that she was doing, only that he could feel something, and some way, that she was letting that energy spill out from her. He wanted to try to replicate it, but he wondered if he would even be able to do so. It wasn’t so much the pattern—this pattern didn’t seem terribly complicated, and he thought that he would be able to place his fingers in the right fashion to mimic what she was doing—but it was the amount of Saith power that she was drawing out.

      And here he thought that she had drawn quite a bit of power when she had been using the runic markers up against the air. She had been, but it wasn’t anything like what she was doing now.

      He felt the trembling in the stone beneath his feet. It worked its way down the steps, crackling along the walls, and left a faint stirring of light mixed with something that seemed to drip and ooze. Was that cold? There might even be a bit of wind. There was no sign of shadow, and if Torian wasn’t mistaken, she might even have withdrawn the shadow as if peeling it free.

      Then it was done.

      She sagged, dropping to her knees for a moment. She bent her head forward, and her hands pressed down against the stone. At first, Torian thought that maybe she was placing another pattern, but it didn’t seem to be the case. She was just resting. Whatever she had done had certainly drained her more so than anything that she had done to that point.

      “Professor Order?”

      “Give me a moment,” she said curtly.

      “I can help,” he said.

      He crouched down, slipping her on his shoulders, and then started backing away.

      There came an awful scream from downstairs.

      It was different than what he had felt before. It continued to reverberate, an ongoing horrifying sound that came one after another. He looked over to Professor Order, but her eyes were closed, her head sagged, and everything within her seemed to have been drained.

      Another scream came up the stairs.

      Torian dragged Professor Order back.

      He could feel shadow boars making their way toward him, fighting through whatever it was that Professor Order was doing. Or had done. How many shadow boars were there?

      Enough that they were able to push through what she had done.

      And it seemed as if they were sacrificing themselves.

      He dragged her back, heading along the hallway, and then he heard a scraping sound.

      The dripping sound from before. He slowly lowered Professor Order to the ground. He gripped the blade of wind in his hands, and he focused on the Saith power buried deep inside of himself. He pushed it out through him, through his arms, and into the blade. Nausea threatened him, but he withstood it as long as he could.

      He sent a faint beam of light along the hallway.

      As it did, he realized the shadows had been spreading. Torian hadn’t even noticed that before, but now that he pressed outward with the lantern-beam pattern using the sword as a focus, he could see the shadows trying to coalesce, trying to swallow his light. Could he draw some of those shadows away?

      Not easily. His control over the shadows was not so skillful that he thought that he would be able to do that well. And certainly not against some creature that obviously had control over the shadows in a way that he did not.

      Five of the shadow boars were coming toward him.

      The only way he might be able to stop these creatures would be through unstructured power. Unstructured magic now, having already dealt with the nausea, was dangerous. He knew that it was… but what choice did he have?

      Professor Order was unconscious. Or might as well have been.

      He pointed the blade, focused on that part of him that connected to the Saith, and pushed. He heaved the weight off to the side.

      Torian had not attempted to do so with such force since that nausea had begun to affect him. And even now, he did not care for the fact that he was doing it, hating the way that it felt and hating the nausea that persisted, though he knew that he had little choice if he wanted to get himself and Professor Order out of this.

      Another heave, and the weight slid away.

      Torian pushed that power through him, ignoring the initial rolling wave of nausea, and let that Saith connection flow into the blade. It was uncontrolled, with no focus, no pattern, nothing other than the blade itself to try to guide what was coming. He wanted to use all aspects of the Saith, not one pattern or another because he did not know whether he would be able to handle these shadow boars otherwise.

      The blade began to glow, and then it surged with brightness.

      Torian had never concentrated the power quite like this out of the blade, and he didn’t even know if it would make a difference. When he had drawn upon unstructured power before, he had been the focus.

      Surprisingly, it felt as if the blade slowed things somewhat.

      But not enough.

      That power exploded, a burst of light and heat, and then there was nothing.

      He didn’t even hear the boars cry out, so he didn’t know if the power had even struck them or if he had missed. There was simply nothing but silence.

      Then the nausea caught up to him, the weakness from drawing upon that much power came shortly after, and Torian sank to the ground next to Professor Order, gripping his blade of wind and wishing that he could have done more.
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      ANOTHER RECOVERY

      Torian awoke with the familiar sense of unease. It felt as if he had been coming around like that all too often lately, but then again, he had been drawing upon his unstructured power too often of late, as well. Each time that he did, he knew there was a danger to him and how he pulled on that power, and what it might do to him.

      At least he didn’t feel the same nausea. There was still some, but it didn’t overwhelm him. He was tempted to reach for his Saith connection but hesitated as he didn’t know if he had damaged anything and wanted to have a better sense of what he had done before he attempted it.

      “Relax,” an unfamiliar voice said.

      Who was that?

      Torian tried to move, trying to make sense of what happened to him, along with where he was, but everything seemed darker.

      Did that mean that he was incapacitated the way that he had been after the willowtrush attack?

      That one had drained some part of him, corrupting his connection to the Saith, so it had changed in a way that had left him injured. Torian didn’t think the same thing happened this time.

      The only way to know would be to test it.

      He focused on the Saith connection. When he pushed for it, he felt…

      Only a little nausea.

      That was better.

      He had grown so accustomed to that nausea being a part of his attempt to reach for that Saith connection that not feeling it as profoundly was a stark change for him. He breathed out a sigh of relief and brought his hands together before testing a pattern. He was tempted to use a lantern-beam pattern, but with the darkness around him, he thought that he needed to try to draw it away. Shadow dispel was never an easy skill for him, but it was one that he had learned, and Torian thought that he could do so now. He hurriedly formed a pattern and then pushed that Saith power through him until he felt the shadows beginning to clear.

      “Better than I expected,” the voice said.

      Torian needed to know who this was. He blinked and shifted the pattern to a lantern beam, causing a bright light to glow all around him.

      Then he saw the person.

      The headmaster.

      Torian was lying on a sofa near one edge of a wood-paneled room. A fire crackled in the hearth on the far wall, the air smelling of a strangely pungent smoke and something that reminded him of some sort of healing ointment. Bookcases at either end of the room were filled with books and sculptures, and different pieces of art.

      Torian sat up. He waited for his head to swim or any sign of injury, but it never came. He breathed out a sigh of relief at that.

      “Why did you bring me here?” Torian asked.

      The headmaster leaned forward. She’d been sitting in a chair, a thick book resting on her lap. She leaned over it, pressing her lips together in a tight frown. “I needed to know what you did down there.”

      “I was fighting off the shadow boars. Or what Professor Order called varkinash. There were dozens.”

      She watched him for a long moment, her expression unreadable.

      Torian was vaguely aware that she was using one of the patterns, though he wasn’t sure which one. He could feel power coming from her, and he was prepared for the possibility that she might decide to use one of them against him.

      Thankfully he didn’t have the same weakness as he had been having, and he thought that if she were to try to use one of those patterns against him, he would have a way of defending himself, but he didn’t want to have to do that with the headmaster. Not only because she was the headmaster of the university but because he had come to see that she was incredibly skilled, and he had his doubts as to his own ability to counter her and what she could do.

      “Why are you asking?” Torian asked when she said nothing more.

      “We did not see any creatures. There were some reports that a trembling was detected deep in the bowels of the university,” she went on, watching him with a look that said that she thought that he was responsible for it, “but we didn’t see anything more.”

      “Professor Order did,” he said.

      “She was there?”

      Torian frowned, rubbing the knuckle into his eyes as he tried to think. “She wasn’t there when you found me? Wait. Who did find me?”

      “I did,” the headmaster said. “As I detected something tripping protections that we have placed all around the city and around the university itself.”

      “There were shadow boars,” Torian said. “Professor Order came, grabbed me, and used some runic marker to seal the staircase off. It slowed them, but it didn’t stop them. I…”

      What had he done?

      He had used unstructured magic, was what he had done.

      And in doing so, Torian had let that power sweep out of him in a way that he had never done before, not even when he had tried to help rebuild the wall outside of the city. That unstructured power had poured out of the blade…

      “Where is my blade of wind?”

      “You will have it back once we are done,” she said.

      “I need it,” he said.

      “A Rusav weapon.”

      “That I have never used against you or the university. And Thomas didn’t claim it when he healed me.”

      “That is not what any healer would do,” she said as if that explained everything.

      “I’m still working on the blade patterns I’m learning in class and only used my sahir potential through the blade,” Torian said, thinking that he needed to explain to her what he had done and how he had done it. He wasn’t sure that she would understand, as he didn’t really know how talented the headmaster was, only that she had incredible skill with various patterns. He had no idea what highest tier he could use, as he had not mastered the lower tiers well enough to be able to do anything similar to what she had. “I don’t know what it was, only that I had poured enough of that Saith power through the blade that it seemed to have destroyed the boars.” At least, that was what Torian thought had happened, as he had not seen any sign of them after he had released the power.

      That, and the fact that he was still living.

      If he had failed, the boars would’ve been upon him, and Professor Order and Torian would’ve ripped them apart.

      “Interesting,” the headmaster said, tapping one long, crooked finger on the cover of her book. “And since there is no evidence of these creatures, we must take your word for it. That is unfortunate.”

      “How can there be no evidence of them?” Torian asked.

      “I suppose we have two possible explanations,” she started. “One,” she said, holding up a finger, “would be that the creatures were destroyed by whatever power you released. Given that you have already proven yourself to be quite powerful, such a scenario is plausible, however, unlikely.” She smiled tightly. “To eradicate a creature with that much power… Well, let’s just say that you would need to be in control of far greater Saith connection than you have.”

      “What other explanation?”

      “That you are responsible for what we detected, and there were no creatures.”

      “But there were creatures,” Torian said. “They had to have left some sign of their passing. Even if they didn’t, you can ask Professor Order about them.”

      “I will have to do that,” she said.

      Torian shifted forward in his seat, leaning toward the headmaster. His head started to swim a little bit, though perhaps not as much as it would have had he not attempted to burn that power through him. Doing that had accomplished what Thomas had suggested that it might and had helped him find a measure of relief from the nausea. He didn’t know if it would last or if it was only temporary and the nausea might return, but for now, he was thankful for its absence.

      “I don’t know what happened to her. She collapsed.” And Torian couldn’t help but wonder why she had been there in the first place. Torian knew why he had gone because he had detected something that had drawn him, but what reason would Professor Order have?

      Could she be working with the Viper?

      All of those thoughts raced through his mind, but Torian didn’t have any good answer to them. The headmaster tapped her finger on the book again, watching Torian.

      “Can I have my blade back?”

      “What do you intend to do with it?”

      Torian breathed out. “I don’t know. Nothing right now, but if I’m targeted by another of these creatures, I want some way of defending myself. I’ve been learning martial theory with Professor Erickson, but I don’t need access to the Saith power while using the Blade of Wind.”

      “And how did you learn to fight with it?” He hesitated, and she arched a brow at him. “There are many things that you need to explain, Torian Ranth.”

      “I’m not so sure that you want to know the truth.”

      “I brought you here, didn’t I?” She leaned forward. “Had I known now, perhaps… It doesn’t matter. If only that fool had returned with you himself.”

      “What fool?”

      “Why, Aldrich, of course. You obviously realize that I know him. What I don’t know is why he did not return himself.”

      “He’s gone,” Torian said, his voice soft. “And…”

      “I have known him to be gone other times before and have been wrong.” The headmaster was silent for a few moments. Finally, she leaned back, clasping her hands together as she regarded Torian a little longer. “Several of our sahir have gone out on hunts with the caravan you arrived with. They have seen the large man, a Visthor, I believe his name to be, wielding his blade. There is another with your caravan who has some skill, but it is not quite as impressive as what the large man possesses.”

      Torian nodded, thankful that she didn’t seem to know that much about Jakob.

      “He’s the one who’s been teaching me,” Torian said. “We managed to overpower some Rusav soldiers in a village far from here. I don’t know the name of the village, but they slaughtered most of the villagers the same way that they slaughtered most of my villagers.” Torian’s voice trailed off as he talked, having a hard time with that, as it reminded him too much of what he had lost and how much he and his people had suffered. He had thought that coming to Corsalt would give him a measure of peace, but so far, there had been no real peace. There had been some at first, but with the strange Rusav creatures that had begun to attack—and had nearly killed him—Torian felt as if he were under the same duress as he had been before. “We took their blades. Visthor offered to teach because I wanted to learn. At the time, I still didn’t have much control over my sahir connection and couldn’t reach the power of the Saith consistently.”

      He had been through this with her, and from the look on her face, she still didn’t believe him. He understood. With how far he had progressed since that time and in such a short period of time, it was difficult to believe.

      “A useful skill,” she said, tipping her head in a bit of a nod. “And one that many of our people have tried to learn. Perhaps they’ve lacked an appropriate instructor. Those blades are a unique creation and something particular to Rusav, though we have believed that it was only Rusav who could use them.”

      “It’s not,” Torian said.

      “But that is not what I am getting at,” she went on.

      “Then what are you trying to get at?”

      She tapped her finger on the book again, watching him. “It’s one thing to learn to fight like a Rusav soldier,” she started, picking her words carefully as she continued to tap on her book. Torian realized that it had to be some pattern, though it was not one that he recognized. He felt the air around him growing a little more solid and immediately prepared himself to try to connect to his Saith ability, even if it required him using unstructured power. “They use typical sword patterns, from what we have been able to identify, and do not have any obvious potential to them.”

      Torian was tempted to argue with her and tell her that he believed that those who could wield the blade of wind probably had access to some ability, whether it was the Saith or something else. He didn’t. There was no point in debating with her on that issue.

      “It’s what I’ve learned,” Torian said.

      “Somewhat,” she said with a hint of a smile.

      “What do you mean somewhat? You haven’t seen me fighting.”

      “No? So you haven’t been going out to your caravan and testing yourself, working on one leg, and occasionally with one hand, because you were injured during the willowtrush attack?”

      “You’ve had people watching me?”

      “It is my responsibility to ensure the safety and stability of the university. You are an unknown, Torian Ranth. Because of that, I must uncover as much as I can about you. You use some patterns that were likely taught to you by an instructor from Navarin, but you use others that obviously were not.” When he started to object, she waved a hand. “And I understand your explanation is that you learned from your travel companions. Perhaps that is all it is. But that isn’t the most troubling thing to me.”

      Torian frowned at her. Here he had thought that he had to explain the different patterns and had thought that he had succeeded in doing it, given what he had encountered and how he had tested with the others. Not only that, but he had been willing to fight and had dealt with some of these terrifying creatures that had been plaguing the city. Shouldn’t she appreciate that about him?

      “What is the most troubling thing to you?” Torian asked.

      She got up, setting the book on the armrest of her chair before making her way over to a table near the hearth. When she returned, she was holding onto a blade of wind. Probably his blade of wind. She tapped it on her hand before tracing her finger along the hilt, though Torian didn’t have the sense that she was using any power through it. She didn’t twist the end, so she didn’t extend the blade as if she were afraid of doing so. She took a seat, holding the blade in her hand, studying it.

      “An ancient weapon, and one that has long troubled us.”

      “Because the Rusav soldiers use them?” Torian asked, his frown deepening.

      He didn’t really know what she was getting at, and he didn’t really know why she would be so bothered by the blade, but something about it obviously worried her.

      “We don’t know much about their making. We have tried, and those who study martial theory have attempted to replicate them but failed. They are more complicated than we know.” She looked up at him, holding his gaze for a moment before turning her attention back to the blade. “And in the hands of a skilled soldier, they are terrible weapons, dangerous and deadly, containing stored power that can be released to devastating effect.”

      “And I’ve told you that I’m not a Rusav soldier.”

      She ignored him.

      “But it is what happens when they are in the hands of somebody much more talented. Somebody who can draw upon the real potential of the blade and can use it in a way that they were truly designed to be used. No sahir can do that.”

      “You already know that I’m—”

      “And no one from Navarin has ever managed to succeed in activating the blade in that way.” She looked up at him, and now there was real worry in her eyes. “Until you. How is it that you can use the blade unlike any other generations?”
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      PRIVATE LESSONS

      Torian sat across from the headmaster and ran his hands along the Blade of Wind, fingers tracing the runes that were worked into the hilt of it. He had spent quite a bit of time with the Blade of Wind ever since acquiring one but had not been able to identify anything within it other than how there was some room that stored power within it. He had attempted to make sense of those runes, thinking that there had to be some key to them that he might be able to identify but had not managed to determine anything. It created power when he activated it, and that was about it.

      Well, not only it. The Blades of Wind also required specific poses and forms for him to make it function the way that Visthor could make it function. If only he were fully capable of doing that, he could use that technique and demonstrate skill that permitted him to wield the blade much differently than he had been learning in Professor Erickson’s classes.

      “Considering your silence, I will take that as affirmation of what I have said,” the headmaster said.

      Torian looked up. He’d been lost in thought, which was a mistake around somebody like the headmaster. “To be honest, I don’t know how I wield it and whether it’s different. I was taught how to activate the blade,” he went on, and he took the hilt of it, twisting it, which caused the blade to emerge. Even now, he could feel a bit of energy from the blade, but he didn’t know if it was safe energy or if it was tied to a true sahir pattern. Regardless of what it was, there was power within it. “It took me quite a bit of training to use the Blade of Wind in the way that the Rusav soldiers did.”

      “Show me,” the headmaster said.

      Torian sat up straighter. “You don’t really want me to show you.”

      “Do you believe that you know better than I what I want?”

      He looked at the Blade of Wind. What did he want?

      What he wanted was not to have to argue with the headmaster about these things, as he was not certain that it made any difference.

      He  heaved a heavy sigh and shrugged as he got to his feet. His ankle was better, though every so often he would feel a flare of something inside of it, perhaps a bit of pain, stiffness, and occasionally it cracked, as if there was some part of his body that was trying to fight through the injury that he’d sustained from the attack.

      When he got to his feet, he stood in the pose that he’d learned from Visthor.

      “The key is the pattern,” Torian said.

      Torian began to move through some of the forms that Visthor showed him, using some of the basic ones. They were the easiest ones for him to demonstrate in a small space like this, and where he didn’t want to run the risk of falling off balance and potentially injuring the headmaster. Then again, he wasn’t sure that he could do anything to injure her. He suspected that she had a pattern erected around her as a barrier, even though he couldn’t tell anything from her.

      “That is not what I mean,” she said, though she nodded to his blade. He had allowed it to whistle when demonstrating it, thinking that was going to be the key with it, but he wasn’t sure if there was anything more to it that he could reveal to her. “I want to know what you have done through the Blade of Wind,” she went on. “You have said that you have other techniques.”

      Torian nodded. “I do. I didn’t realize they were unusual.”

      “Which is probably why you were able to find them on your own. Others would not have.”

      He braced himself and held onto the Blade of Wind. He positioned his hands around the hilt in the first-tier lantern-beam pattern, the same way that he had when he had been navigating through the forest. When he did, he could feel energy slipping out into the blade, which began to take on a faint glowing from his lantern beam pattern.

      He didn’t move.

      At this point, with the addition of light to the Blade of Wind, there was no need for him to move.

      “Can you direct it?” the headmaster asked.

      Torian nodded. “I can, though I haven’t had that much experience with it. The technique is a bit different in that I haven’t been able to angle the power unless I have something to target. I certainly wouldn’t want to do that with anybody around.”

      “Of course not,” the headmaster said, sweeping her gaze around the inside of her room, “and I wouldn’t have you do that in my office. But I did question if you can use the blade, and your augmentation of light, to further your attack.”

      Torian just nodded again.

      “Excellent. How about the other patterns?”

      “Well, it is a Blade of Wind, and I’ve added additional wind patterns to it, but it doesn’t seem to do that much.”

      “Of course not,” the headmaster said.

      “I’ve tried water, and it isn’t as useful as adding light.”

      “And dark?”

      Torian shifted his hands. He didn’t have as much experience with the dark pattern as he did with others but thought that he could form it. He had never attempted to use that through the blade. When he did, there was a faint spiraling of shadow that started around his hands and then began to work toward the tip of the blade. Gradually, it blackened the entirety of it.

      “Very good. I hadn’t realized how controlled you had shadow.”

      “I’m still working on it.”

      “And metal?”

      It was one of the harder ones for him, but as he twisted his hands, he focused only on a first-tier pattern. That was relatively straightforward. When he did, the blade seemed to solidify. He had never attempted that with the blade, and so he didn’t really even know what he was going to be able to do with it and was pleased that it did anything whatsoever. The blade shivered slightly.

      “So you see,” the headmaster said.

      “I’m not exactly sure what you have me seeing.”

      She motioned for him to take a seat, and Torian twisted the hilt of the blade, causing it to retract once more. He took a seat across from her and rested the Blade of Wind on his lap.

      “Weapons like that once were used by powerful wielders. You can draw your own natural talent.”

      “I do see that,” he said. “But it’s quite a bit different than what I was learning from Professor Erickson.”

      “In some ways,” she said, shrugging. “The fifth-tier patterns are a particular blade, and there are many applications of them, as I’m sure Erickson has been demonstrating, but what you can do through a weapon like that, given your unique talent,” she went on, leaving Torian wondering what she meant by his unique talent and whether she understood that he was valsahir, “permits something more. Were you to face a fifth-tier or higher martialist, you would have an immediate advantage over them simply because of what you can place into your blade. They would have a difficult time increasing more than a single blade of the time, whereas you could power it with at least two.”

      “You think that I could do it with more than that?”

      “I don’t know about you, but some of the more advanced, according to our histories, suggest that is the case.”

      Torian sat quietly. “I have been trying to make sense of the runes on it, but it has been difficult.”

      “That is something unique to Rusav,” she said. “Or perhaps even before them, as some believe that Rusav merely copied what predated them.” She took a deep breath. “I believe you have exams still ahead.”

      Torian nodded.

      “And you have recovered, have you not?”

      “I’ve recovered enough that I think that I can function,” he admitted, “but I don’t know that I’m going to know enough to be able to pass my advanced patterns.”

      “Where is your difficulty?”

      Was she really offering to help him?

      It seemed unlikely, but then again, so did the fact that the headmaster had been sitting and sharing information openly with him without seeming to have any need for him to share back.

      “It’s really dark and metal. Well, mostly metal, as I’m getting better with dark.”

      “Then let’s start with dark,” she said. “If you struggle with it, I should see where you have gaps.”

      He shrugged and began to form the fourth-tier dark pattern before making the slight modification that he had learned and beginning to form it much more effectively. As he did, he allowed the shadows to spill out of him. He quickly twisted it, rotating into the shadow blade, which extended from his hands. He collapsed that and started to focus on the sixth-tier pattern, which was much more difficult for him, but still one that he thought that he could make. As he did, the headmaster was quiet the entire time.

      “You’ve been working with Isabel, have you not?”

      “Is that Professor Order?”

      “It is,” the headmaster said. “I had not realized that she had taken on any students, especially after what happened with her last one…”

      Torian hadn’t heard anything about a previous student.

      “Well, she didn’t really, but she did offer to work with me a little bit when it came to the dark. You told me that I needed to find an independent study. I’ve been trying, thinking that I would stick with one of my more basic patterns, but—”

      “Professor Order would be an adequate fit for you. She can be demanding, I must warn.”

      “I gathered that,” Torian said.

      “Now,” the headmaster said, “why don’t you begin to demonstrate metal.”

      That was going to be harder for him, but he started, beginning with the third-tier pattern because it was the easiest one for him to start, and from there, he had the belief that he was going to be able to try to modify it in a way that would allow him to shift it. As he attempted to do so, he rotated into the fourth tier, and then he tried to work toward the metal pattern, but the metal blade was too difficult for him to hold onto. And as he focused on it, he attempted to modify it, thinking that there had to be some way that he might be able to use it, but he could not make that twist and shift.

      “Close, but you are not quite correct,” the headmaster said.

      She came around the table, and she formed the primary pattern for metal. She went slowly, even more slowly than Professor O’Malley did, and moved from the primary pattern to the first tier, to the second tier, and onward, rotating ever so subtly as she did. With each pattern, she showed a slight shift. “This is the first variation,” she said. “And I imagine that Professor O’Malley is only testing the first variation, though you will not be penalized if you use one of the subset variations.”

      Torian had never heard the different tiers of patterns described in such a way, but it did fit with what he knew and had experienced of them. When it came to what he had seen and done with Sylvia, what were the different patterns but variations of the same?

      “Which variation do I know?”

      “Of the basic patterns, you are competent with the first variation. But once you move into the fourth tier, you are mixing a bit of the third and the sixth variations, which I think is giving you some difficulty. So pay attention to the transition between the third tier in the fourth tier of what I am showing you. Often when you have a more advanced instructor, they tend to blur such things, but I find that precision is necessary.”

      He paid attention to how she changed the pose, moving from third to fourth tier; it really wasn’t that much of a shift. When he did it, he found that it seemed to click almost in his mind, and there was a surge of power that he was able to push through it. She nodded to him.

      “Then, when you move to the fifth tier, it is a simple blade. There are different variations on the blade, but the simplest, with regards to advanced pattern-making, is always going to be preferable. When you are training with Professor Erickson, you will need to know all of the variations of the blades, but that is another matter altogether. So I find that it best to do this”—she twisted her hands slightly, and the blade of metal began to expand from it before she collapsed it back down, just as slowly— “so that you can feel the extension of metal. And it serves another purpose, at least with respect to the type of class that you are in right now. With this, you can easily make the transition into the sixth tier.”

      She twisted her fingers just a little bit. Torian followed the same movement. He had been pushing some of the sahir power through him, and he felt another brief trembling, and…

      And he felt it.

      The headmaster regarded him for a long moment. “Very good. So it seems as if you have some competence and at least a little bit of cleverness, as well. Perhaps you need a bit more of a focused approach. I will have words with Professor O’Malley to have you receive some individual tutoring so that you can learn the variations.”

      “Thank you,” he said. He wasn’t exactly sure that he wanted to have additional tutoring from Professor O’Malley, as she hadn’t helped him see this. It had been the headmaster. And she had done it in minutes, whereas Torian had been sitting through class for several weeks and had not really made much progress.

      “You may go. We can discuss your ability with that weapon more in the future. For now, be careful with it. Keep it with you, though.”

      “Are you worried about something?”

      “I’m always worried, Mr. Ranth. We have dangers outside of the city that continue to threaten us, and we hold a high-value asset for Rusav, so yes, there is a great possibility that we are in considerable danger.”

      The Viper.

      That was the high-value asset, but at the same time, Torian wasn’t sure that Rusav was coming for him. There had been the creature attacks, from what he had heard and seen, but there hadn’t been any sign of Rusav.

      Unless that was the sign.

      He got to his feet and went to the door, where he paused. “Thank you.” The headmaster didn’t respond.

      Torian made his way out of her office, down the stairs, and toward the Main Hall library, where he slipped inside. He was relieved to see Sarah seated at the table they often shared and even more relieved when she looked up at him, flashed a smile, and motioned for him to join her.

      He sank down in the chair across from her.

      “What happened? I heard stories, but nobody’s really talking about it.”

      “I don’t know what to make of it,” he said. “I thought I was following…” He lowered his voice, and he looked around the inside of the library, realizing that he didn’t want to speak too loudly and run the risk of anybody hearing what he was saying or what he was talking about, as he certainly didn’t want to draw Professor Order’s attention to the fact that he had thought that he was following her down the stairs, “well, I don’t even know what I was following, but there was another strange creature attack.”

      “You had to deal with it?”

      “I wasn’t really having much luck with it, as I was still recovering, but in the process of the attack, I figured out a way to fight through the injury.” He shrugged. “But then I passed out, and when I came awake, I was in the headmaster’s office.”

      Sarah cupped her hand over her mouth, and then she started laughing.

      “I fail to see why that is funny,” he said.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Just that you are certainly getting some attention around here, aren’t you?”

      “Not the kind of attention that I really want,” he said.

      “No. I suppose not. Well, if you are better able to feel your sahir power again, do you want to practice? I know you’re concerned about advanced pattern-making and how you might do with the testing, especially since it’s coming up soon.”

      “Actually, the headmaster helped.”

      “Wait. Not only did you end up waking up in her office, but you got some private tutoring from her?”

      “I did,” Torian said with a smile. He paused for a moment, and then he worked his way through the dark patterns and then metal. Partly it was for himself. He wanted to make sure that he could still demonstrate them, as it had only just happened that he could make the fifth and sixth-tier patterns effectively. It worked, though. Partly he wanted to show her that he could do it.

      “Well, look at that,” she said. “You know, there was a part of me that wondered if the headmaster was setting you up to fail, but that’s obviously not the case. Maybe she just wanted to push you.”

      “I had the same concern,” Torian said.

      “And if she didn’t set you up to fail, then what do you think she is doing with you?”

      Torian frowned. “You know what, I don’t even know.”

      “Well, even though you now have advanced patterns taken care of, I think that we could—and probably should—keep practicing them.”

      “Do you know any of the different variations?”

      Sarah frowned. “That gets into a more complicated use of the tiers, but I know there are at least a dozen different variations of each pattern. I only know a couple.”

      “The headmaster said that I was blending different variations. That was part of my problem.”

      “Oh. I could see that. It depends upon who you’re studying with and which variation they prefer. Each variation tends to do slightly different things with the tiers of power, but generally, they all function in the same way. Or at least, they’re supposed to. The headmaster would probably know better. She’s supposedly one of the most powerful sahir that Navarin has known in generations.”

      Sahir, not valsahir.

      What would she say, and what would she do, if she knew what Torian was?

      It wasn’t that he was keeping it from her. At least, not entirely. And there was a part of him that wondered if she actually already knew because of her connection to Aldrich.

      But Sarah’s question was a good one. What did the headmaster want with him?

      “What’s wrong?” Sarah asked.

      “Probably nothing.”

      “Well, if it’s nothing, then we should keep studying.”

      Torian knew she was right. As he turned his focus to his studies, he still couldn’t shake the comments, nor could he shake the feeling that maybe there was something more that he was supposed to be doing. Not only that, but he couldn’t shake questions that he had about Professor Order and what she was doing down in the lower levels of the university so close to the attack.

      When he saw her next, he’d have to ask.

      He doubted she would answer him honestly.
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      TALK OF BLADES

      Torian traced his hand along the hilt of the blade of wind, trying to make sense of the power there, though unable to feel much of anything within the blade without extending it and certainly without attempting to use his Saith connection. He couldn’t shake what the headmaster had told him about his connection to the blade and how it differed from others.

      But then, he had known that, hadn’t he?

      It had been a simple thing for him to use the connection to the blade of wind and to add to it the Saith power that he was able to summon. Torian had quickly uncovered the key to using the blade as a focus to the pattern and had used that as a way for him to try to link to a greater sort of power. When he had done that, he had begun to feel the energy within the blade and also recognized that the blade itself had served as a focus for all of the power that he was able to harness. Torian thought that such a thing was common, but apparently, it had not been.

      He looked up when the door to the wagon swung open, and Sylvia stepped inside, pausing when she saw him. Her hair was soaked from the rain that Torian had slogged through, and water dripped down her cheeks. She pushed a strand of hair back and then squeezed the rainwater out of the rest of her hair before stomping into the wagon and pulling the door closed.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to talk to you about the blade of wind,” Torian said.

      She glanced at the blade resting on his lap before nodding and taking a seat in a chair near him. She smoothed her hands over her pants, sending more water dripping onto the floor. She grunted. “You could at least let me change and get dry, but I get the feeling that you need something more than usual.”

      “I was talking to the headmaster.” Torian started and then proceeded to tell her about the shadow bores, the attack that he had sustained, and how he had managed to push the weight aside and try to withstand the strangeness that he had been experiencing, only to release that despite the nausea. When he got to the point of telling her about what the headmaster had said about his connection to the blade of wind, Sylvia raised her hand, cutting him off.

      “So you’re restored?”

      “That’s all you care about?”

      “Of course I care about much more than that, but I do care about the possibility that you might be able to help us with everything that we have experienced. Since you have been unable to help us with the attacks in the forest, we are going much slower. I need somebody of your skill set to help us eradicate these creatures.”

      “I can help, but I’m sure there are plenty of sahir that might be able to help with what you need,” Torian said.

      They were at the university in Corsalt, after all, a place where there were plenty who were capable of doing such a thing, but Sylvia suggested that he was somehow necessary?

      “There are plenty of sahir, but only one valsahir.”

      “I’m trying to understand why I use the Blade of Wind differently than others.”

      Sylvia let out a heavy sigh, and she clasped her hands together, fidgeting with her jacket for a moment before looking up at him. “I knew when you first came to me that you had potential. Aldrich saw it, and I had long since learned to trust Aldrich on such things. You may have had some difficulty in reaching for the kind of power that you needed, but you were always capable. When I worked with you, I was hopeful that you might be able to learn the patterns much faster, as I did think that we might run into difficulty in our journey, as we did. It wasn’t until you began working with Visthor and with the blade that I think I saw your true potential.”

      “My true potential as valsahir?” Torian asked, feeling confused about what she was getting at, as he didn’t think that the blade had made him any better of a valsahir, only that it offered a difference for him.

      “What your headmaster speaks of,” she began, her nose wrinkling as she seemed as if she were trying to decide how she wanted to approach it, “is that there once were great warriors that battled through these lands. It was a long time ago, long before our time, and long before even Tamish’s time. Longer than even Aldrich’s,” she went on, though it seemed as if her words had gotten softer as if she were growing increasingly uncertain about how much she wanted to share with Torian. “We have not seen any sign of them, not for a long time, but the potential has been spoken of.”

      “But these blades are common.”

      “They are common in Rusav because there have been so few who had the ability to use them that they allowed others to start to work with them. The soldiers that had come into your land are still the more powerful Rusav soldiers, using blades in ways that had been long taught to them, techniques that have been handed down.” She paused for a moment, sitting upright, before tracing her hand through her hair and squeezing out a little bit more water. “Why do you think Visthor was tested?”

      “I suppose because he is Visthor, and he is massive.”

      She snorted. “That would be one possibility,” she said, “but Visthor was tested because Visthor had potential. Many others had potential, but he had potential and learned to use it. It isn’t the same as the connection to the Saith, but I can see why you would think that way.”

      “I thought that he must have some connection in some way,” Torian said. “Otherwise, why is it that he seems so well connected to that power?”

      “He’s connected to the patterns. And there have been some who study such things who theorize that it’s tied to the patterns themselves and that they are what give the soldiers the potential and the power that they have. There are others who think that somebody could make completely precise patterns but not be able to use the blade the same way. Who is to know? Is it the pattern that makes the soldier, or is it the soldier that makes the pattern?”

      “Or is there something else?”

      “Perhaps,” she said. “Perhaps it is that they are connected to the Saith, but their connection is different. And I don’t know. At this point, I’m not even sure that I care. The only thing that matters to me is that we know how to defeat them. The soldiers have always been challenging for us, far more potent than any other foe that we face, other than trained sahir—and valsahir.”

      “How many valsahir have you faced?”

      “Not many,” she said softly.

      “And the blades?”

      Torian felt as if he were getting closer to finding some answer, but at this point, Torian wasn’t even sure what that answer was supposed to be. It was tied to the blade and the rarity with which he had used it, but he didn’t feel as if it were all that rare. Why couldn’t any valsahir use it in the same way that he did?

      There had to be a reason.

      “The blades react differently to each sahir,” she said.

      “You said that the sahir didn’t use them in any particular way.”

      “They don’t,” she said with a hint of a smile. “And the valsahir are not all capable of it. There have been some who think that the valsahir are simply not able to use their power through the blades, but that isn’t even true. Only the most talented can.”

      “I’m definitely not the most talented,” Torian said.

      “You may not think so, but Aldrich thought that you had potential.”

      At the mention of Aldrich, Torian sat back, running his fingers along the hilt of the blade and feeling for something that was within it, but not at all certain what that was. Maybe it was a hint of power, something that connected him to a greater source of magic, or maybe it was simply that the markings along the hilt were tied to the Saith power in a way that only Torian could draw upon, though none of that really sounded as if it were true, as it didn’t make sense to him.

      “I wish that Aldrich were still here to show me what he thought that I should be able to do,” he said softly.

      “Aldrich believed that you had the necessary potential to be a great valsahir,” Sylvia said after a moment. “And I am sure that he is disappointed that he wasn’t able to be present to teach you, but even Aldrich had limits to what he would’ve been able to demonstrate to you. You need those who are fully capable of helping you understand your power and what you can be.”

      “You have told me that there are other valsahir I could go to.”

      Sylvia nodded. “If Aldrich were around… Well, he is not, so I have to stop saying that. But there are other valsahir. They are scattered. Wanderers, much like Aldrich. You need to master the patterns to draw their focus. That is why you are here.”

      “I still don’t understand why I am able to use the blade whereas others cannot.”

      “I don’t either,” Sylvia said. “But I understand why your headmaster was concerned about it and why she raised that question. Whether she believes that you are still some sort of Rusav asset is a different matter altogether, but I think that you should focus on what it is that you can do with the blade. Why is it that you can do something with the blade? Perhaps it channels something through you, allows you to connect to some greater part of you.”

      Torian twisted the hilt of the blade, extending and holding it outward. He didn’t move other than to extend the blade and hold it in front of him. He focused on the weight inside of him and gave it a slight push as he tried to shift it. It took barely a moment for him to do so. It was such a relief that he was able to do that and not be overwhelmed by the nausea that he hesitated a moment while drawing upon that power before attempting to push it up through him and concentrating the lantern beam into the blade itself.

      “This was the very first thing that I did. When we were in the forest, dealing with the shurrel, I used the blade to light my way.”

      “Such a simple pattern,” Sylvia said.

      “I think I chose the lantern beam because it’s one of the easiest ones for me, but maybe I shouldn’t have. Maybe I should’ve chosen something else, something that is a bit more complicated.”

      “And when you faced the varkinash?”

      “You know about them?”

      She smiled tightly. “Your description is fitting, as they probably are some derivative of boars, and they travel much like wild hogs do, but they are something else. Dark and dangerous, and if you know anything about them, you know just how deadly they can be.”

      Torian shivered involuntarily, remembering what Professor Order had described of that power and how they could use it, thinking about what would’ve happened had the shadow boars managed to reach him and what he would’ve felt if that were the case. Thankfully, they had not gotten to him, but would he have been torn apart? Or would his own sahir connection, tied to the Saith power, have saved him the same way that it had when the willowtrush attacked?

      “I can see that you do,” she said.

      “Professor Order told me.”

      Sylvia was quiet for a few moments. “Now that you are able to reach your valsahir connection, I think it is imperative that you continue to train. Harness the patterns that they have been teaching you and try to master them, but do not abandon other aspects of your potential and other ways that you can draw upon power. If it is simply a matter of using the blade as a focus, then do that. You need to find a way to differentiate yourself from other sahir.”

      “I didn’t realize I had to differentiate myself in order for me to be useful.”

      “Whoever said anything about being useful?”

      “I assume that’s what you meant as if you want me to differentiate myself—”

      “I was implying that there are others who will have trained far longer than you, who will have gained an understanding of some of the basic patterns and each level of pattern, that you do not yet have. You can. It will take time. There is a certain measure of precision to the patterns that you will need to find, and I suspect that it will take time for you to master. Unfortunately, I do not know how much time we have before you are tested to see what you might uncover. So, use the advantage that you have. If it is the blade of wind and your ability to connect to it, then let us use that.”

      Torian breathed out slowly, and twisted the end of the blade, causing it to retract once again.

      “I’d like to know more about the making of the blades,” Torian said.

      “Perhaps you can, but not here. The secret of their creation has long been lost, and even when they were more common, it was well guarded. I do not know where you will find the information that you seek and how well you can uncover it.”

      Torian nodded. If only it were so simple.

      “Visthor will keep working with you,” she said.

      “Does it matter if he does?”

      “You need to know your patterns and your forms. For you to be what you are capable of being, I think that you will need both. We will need for you to have both.”

      Torian couldn’t even argue, as he thought that she was right. He did need to understand both aspects. Increasingly, Torian couldn’t help but feel as if that was going to be the key for him understanding the truth about his power and recognizing whether there was going to be something more for him to control it.

      He got to his feet. He stood for a moment, wobbling, the throbbing in his ankle persisting. It had gotten better, but it was still there.

      Sylvia got to her feet, and she glanced toward the door before turning her attention back to Torian. “Rusav isn’t done with you, Torian Ranth. I don’t know what they might try, and I don’t know how they might use you, but I am certain that they are not finished with you yet.”

      That sent a shiver through Torian again, only this time for a different reason. He might’ve defeated Tamish, but was Tamish even gone?

      Those were questions that Torian did not have the answer to and questions that he wasn’t sure how he would get answered.
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      DARK VARIATION

      Torian finished copying the runes that Professor Noble had them working on before finally looking up, rubbing his knuckles in his eyes, and letting out a long, pent-up breath. He was tired, though partly his fatigue was from time spent outside of the university where he was actually feeling useful, something that he had not felt for quite some time.

      It was a relief having his connection back, though he had never truly lost it, just that he had been afraid to draw upon it. Now that he no longer feared that, he did question whether there was some part of that power and some part of what he had been drawing that he may need to try to do differently. He was valsahir, not sahir, and the kind of power that Torian could draw was quite a bit different than what others could. He had always known that. At least, once he had learned that he was valsahir, that knowledge was enough to ensure that he studied the way that he needed and learned what he needed.

      The problem for Torian, though, was that regardless of what he could learn at the university, there were always going to be things that he could not learn. There were aspects of valsahir power that Torian could not discover, regardless of how much power he possessed.

      “Are there any questions about what we have been going through?” Professor Noble asked.

      Torian rubbed another knuckle in his eyes, feeling the fatigue working through him.

      Nobody said anything. At this point in the semester, Torian wasn’t sure if anybody would speak up when they dealt with issues.

      “Excellent. We will review the runes in our next class.”

      Everybody began to get up, and Sarah made her way over to him. She had her hair pinned up today, which was unusual for her. “What do you think?” Sarah asked him.

      “I’m not sure my opinion matters that much with this.”

      “It matters. You’ve been able to pick up the progression here. I figured that if anybody knew something that Professor Noble was teaching, it would be you.”

      “These were just containment-type runes,” he said, looking over to the chalkboard.

      “Right,” she said with a bit of a smile. “And do you know why they have us learning containment runes?”

      Torian frowned at that. “I suppose I don’t, but I also suppose that means you have something that you think I should know.”

      She grinned at him. “I do.” She leaned close, ushering him through the door and out into the hallway. They hurried down the stairs and into the Main Hall library, where she guided him to a table near the back of the library. It was quiet in the library, and there were a few other students here, though more so now than there had been when Torian had first started coming here. As the university began to wake up once again, resuming its previous levels of activity, there was a bit more of a burden of activity inside the library at all times. He didn’t necessarily like it, but he also knew that it wasn’t really for him to speak up about, as he was still the newest student at the university. “Listen. We know there was some strange attack here, right?”

      “I think I was the one who told you that,” Torian said.

      She frowned at him and looked as if she wanted to jab him in the shoulder, but she didn’t. Instead, she merely shrugged. “Anyway, we know that this attack happened, and we know that there have been more and more strange things happening outside of the city from everything you’ve told me.”

      Torian nodded. “That’s my understanding, as well.”

      “And they’ve started to prepare us for the possibility that Rusav may attack. Again.”

      Torian smirked. “You don’t think that they have been doing that all along?”

      “Not particularly.” She looked at him. “Why? Do you?”

      Torian shrugged. “Depends upon the class, I suppose. I think some of these runes have the potential to help if there was another Rusav attack, but I am quite certain that what we have learned from Professor O’Malley has been designed to ensure that we are fully prepared.”

      “She hasn’t done anything other than ensure that we know the basics of the early patterns, Torian.”

      “She’s wanted to make sure that we are all competent with them. That seems to be significant.”

      “Maybe. Though…” She shrugged. “You said that the headmaster made a point of telling you something about these patterns?”

      “Variations. That’s what she called them. I’ve been trying to make sense of it, but to be honest, I don’t really know all the different variations, nor do I really know what they mean.”

      “I’m sure that Professor O’Malley will begin to teach us those.”

      Torian wasn’t exactly sure if that was true or not, but given what the headmaster had suggested and how there were all sorts of different variations for the tiers of patterns, he suspected that was true. Given the headmaster’s obvious strength and her power with different patterns, Torian had no choice but to believe that.

      “And when I am in my martial theory class—”

      “Not all of us take that class, Torian.”

      He nodded. “I realize that, but for those of us who do take it, Professor Erickson has us working through the different blade patterns quite particularly, wanting to gain a measure of mastery. I think it’s all tied to what happened here before. That way, we can ensure that there aren’t any other surprises.”

      At least, that was what Torian suspected, but he wasn’t entirely sure if that was true or not or whether there was another reason behind it. So far, most of his instructors had made a point of calling it nothing more than a conflict, so he had a hard time thinking that they truly all believed that it wasn’t something dangerous, but for those that did believe it, Torian thought that he needed to try to understand why they were afraid of what was out there and what they might have to face.

      “What’s your plan?”

      He shrugged. “I need to visit with Professor Order because I still need to do… or really start… my independent study.”

      “Be careful with that one,” she said, waving to him.

      “I’m not really worried about her.”

      “I would be. She’s so…” She trailed off, looking over to the door to the library, where Torian followed the direction of her gaze.

      The professor had entered.

      “Well, I guess you don’t have to wait too long to speak to her, do you?”

      “You think she came looking for me?” Torian asked.

      “I don’t know. But I would caution you to be careful. You don’t know what you don’t know.”

      “That sounds deliberately vague,” Torian said.

      Sarah chuckled and got to her feet, gathering some books from the shelves nearby, before glancing at the back of the oncoming Professor and shooting Torian a wide-eyed stare.

      As Professor Order made her way over to him, Torian shifted in his seat.

      “I thought that I might find you here, Mr. Ranth. I haven’t had a chance to speak with you since… the incident. I owe you my thanks.” The way she said it sounded as if it pained her to do so. “Now you will come with me. We need to work.”

      “Are you sure about that? I have a few other things that I need to be doing—”

      “This is required for you to continue working with me.”

      That was too bad, as Torian had hoped that he would have an easier time with the professor, but unfortunately, she did have a bit of a reputation. And there was something about her that made him unsettled, though he knew that it shouldn’t. She wasn’t going to harm him, he didn’t think. But she did make him uncomfortable.

      He got to his feet. “I have exams still.”

      “Very well,” she said. “I won’t take much of your time, but seeing as how we got to work together a little late in the term, the two of us must spend a little time together so that we may decide what path you need to take with your studies. Do you have something in mind?”

      He frowned. He hadn’t, at least prior to talking to the headmaster. Now Torian wondered if there was a way for him to convince her to work with him on something that the headmaster had mentioned, if only in passing.

      “I was hoping to learn as many variations of the dark patterns as possible.”

      She turned, frowning for a moment. “Very few students want to learn anything more than a single variation.”

      “Well, I understand that different variations carry different benefits, and I was hopeful that if I were to learn some of the more obscure variations, it might help me understand what I can do with my Saith connection. I was hopeful that it would make a difference, but…”

      “But,” she said with a bit of a sneer.

      “I want to understand as much about the Saith patterns as possible. I want to be as skilled as I can be because I don’t want to end up in a situation where I am overpowered by any creature or… well, anything else.”

      He might as well be honest with that because, at this point, Torian didn’t know if it was a matter of all of that or something more.

      “Honesty. I like that. You would like to be powerful. Would you teach at the university or are you thinking something more? Maybe even challenge the headmaster?”

      Torian didn’t want to say it, but he doubted that he could. Unless he focused his studies the way that the headmaster had, he wasn’t going to ever be as skilled as she was. But that wasn’t what he wanted. Not really. What Torian wanted was to master different variations so  he could gain better control over the valsahir connection that he had.

      “I don’t want to challenge the headmaster. I just want to maximize my potential.”

      She started to smirk at him. “Your potential? And here I was under the impression that you did not view yourself as having all that much potential.”

      He didn’t necessarily care for that. “I have potential,” Torian said, regarding her with a look of irritation, “but I didn’t know it until recently. I had a hard time gaining full access to the Saith power prior to—”

      “Prior to recently. I have heard the story, and I understand that you are unique in your skill set. So,” she went on, clapping hands together, and there was a bit of darkness that began to swirl from her as she did, “we will go, and we will talk about different variations. I will demonstrate them one at a time. Today. If you master the variations I demonstrate, we will move on. You understand?”

      Torian nodded.

      He didn’t want to say it, but he also believed that if he were to see the variations, he would be able to do something more with them. Now that he had control over his Saith connection, and he had that power, he believed that there was more that he would be able to do.

      They headed out of the library and then out of the university building itself, where Torian wasn’t quite sure where she was going to guide him. As they walked, she began to demonstrate several of the very basic primary patterns for dark. Torian stayed close, watching her. He mimicked her movement, and he followed the shadows that she created, having a hard time at first but realizing that they were subtle changes to the way that she twisted her hands, forming the primary patterns.

      “As you can see, even the primary patterns have extensive variations. Most doubt that there are different primary patterns, as they—”

      “I am aware of different primary pattern variations,” Torian said, realizing almost too late that he had interrupted her and blushing at the thought. “I worked with somebody who demonstrated different primary pattern variations. She wasn’t as skilled with dark as you are, but she did know it.”

      She frowned at him but nodded as if not minding the interruption. They reached the edge of the university grounds, heading out on the street. Unlike when he had first come, there were now carts lining the street here, with vendors selling different roasted meats or nuts or even spiced drinks. Some sold other items, pottery or clothing, or a few with books, which Torian thought was strange until he realized how close he was to the university. All of that was surprising. He had not seen anything like it when he had first been here, but then again, perhaps it wasn’t all that surprising given that there had not been very many different merchants here before, partly because there had been too much danger here before.

      “Excellent. That will make the rest of these easy, then, won’t it?” Professor Order began to work into the first-tier patterns to summon shadows. She had at least a dozen different ways of doing so. Each one was a slight variation, and each one caused the shadows to swirl in a very different way. Torian recognized immediately how one tended to cause shadows to simply pool, while another caused them to strain in a thin, tenuous line, whereas another caused a latticework of darkness to spread before filling in. Each different pattern had a variation in its effect. “These are all basic, and I would expect you to demonstrate proficiency with each of them before you move on to the second-tier patterns.”

      Torian began to mimic what she was doing, following what she had shown him. He had paused in the street, too caught up in trying to replicate what he had just seen. The possibilities were much greater than he had even considered before. And knowing what he did about the kind of power that she possessed and how skilled she was with dark, he knew that this was just a glimpse of real potential.

      He flashed through eight of the different first-tier patterns before pausing, realizing that he had paused in the street, and then looked over to see Professor Order watching him.

      “Go on,” she said.

      Torian nodded and then turned his attention back to the first-tier patterns, trying to go through the others that she had shown him. “I might not have been paying as close attention as I should have,” Torian admitted. “I feel like I know most of them that you showed me, but some of them seem elusive. I am sorry, Professor Order.”

      She cocked her head for a moment, and then without saying anything, she repeated the patterns that he had not remembered.

      “I thought you weren’t going to show them again.”

      She flicked her gaze to him. “Do not make me regret this, Mr. Ranth. Very few students that I have worked with have the necessary proficiency to notice the slight shifts in positioning. You not only notice them, but you are able to replicate them after a single attempt. Why do you think that is?”

      Torian wanted to tell her that it was tied to his valsahir connection, but he didn’t think that was it at all. It might be part of it. It was no difficulty for him to reach for the power that he had and try to draw upon it.  When he tried to summon some of that, he could feel the energy within himself, and he could push it out through him and create some of the patterns, powering them much more easily than he once would have been able to do. But it was more than that.

      “I think it was because I failed so many times,” he said, shrugging. “I did recognize that there were different variations of what I was doing,” he said, thinking about what he had learned when he had still been training at the school in Sarot. At that time, Torian had believed himself a failure. But maybe his failings had been a building block of something greater. It showed him that he was making something correct; he was just not making the variation the way that the instructor at the school had wanted.

      “Yes,” she said, tapping her chin. “Many believe they cannot do something until they do it.”

      “That doesn’t make any sort of sense,” Torian said.

      She tilted her head to the side as she studied him. “Doesn’t it? I think it makes complete sense, Mr. Ranth. But perhaps you are right. Your failures created an opportunity. You may have recognized that there were variations, only you did not know how to access them. And I will teach them. Now pay attention.”

      She continued to move through the variations while Torian watched, focused. He wondered if he were to succeed in learning from her, how much more could he learn from some of the other instructors about the various variations that were available within the Saith patterns?

      Would the headmaster help him?

      She obviously had skill in teaching, and given Torian’s predilection to drawing upon the power that he had, he had to think that it gave him an advantage, but would she allow him to have that advantage, or would she refuse to teach him because he was delayed, and she did not care to work with him? He still didn’t know how she felt about his time with Aldrich and whether she wanted him to succeed—or whether she wanted him to fail.

      As they neared the edge of the city, Torian looked out, and something caught his attention, drawing his gaze away from Professor Order.

      “You are not paying attention,” she snapped.

      Torian blinked. She had been demonstrating the third-tier dark patterns, which involved a measure of shadow concentration.

      “I’m sorry. I thought…”

      “You thought what, Mr. Ranth?”

      He shook his head. He couldn’t have seen what he thought that he had seen, could he? There was no reason to believe that Astrid had come to Corsalt.
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      IN SEARCH OF OLD FRIENDS

      Torian reached the wagons later in the day after having spent most of the afternoon with Professor Order. They got through the third-tier patterns before she decided that she had enough of teaching him, and figured that he was too distracted to learn anything more. And unfortunately, she might’ve been right. After having seen who he had been convinced was Astrid, Torian wasn’t sure that he could stay focused anymore. He had wanted to go to Sylvia to see if there was going to be anything that he might be able to talk to her about, wondering if maybe she had known that Astrid was still out there, somewhere.

      But if she was out there, then why?

      He had forgotten about her, at least as much as somebody could forget about somebody that they had traveled with as long as he had. He had begun feeling as if there had to be some answers, something that would help him understand everything that he had gone through. Torian felt like he needed more answers and needed to better understand just what it was that Astrid would have come here for.

      Instead, he found Sylvia at her wagon.

      She was quiet, as she often was, and she had a book in her hand, as she often did.

      She looked up as Torian approached, frowning at him.

      “What is it?”

      “I thought I saw something,” he said.

      “And what did you think that you saw this time?”

      He looked over to the trees. He hadn’t spent that much time out here with her, though at this point, he started to wonder if perhaps that was a mistake. Maybe he should have been spending more time with Sylvia, especially after he had recovered. Though Sylvia may not have been able to help him. Given what she had been doing and the fact that she had been searching for strange creatures, it was possible that his coming out here may have made little difference.

      “I thought I saw Astrid.”

      That caused Sylvia to set the book down, looking over at him. “Did you, now?”

      “I suppose you are going to tell me that I didn’t really see her and that anything that I thought that I might have actually seen was probably not real, but I was walking with Professor Border, working on variations of dark when I—”

      “What are variations?”

      Torian blinked, turning his attention back to her, and then shrugged. “There are different variations of the primary patterns, much like you are teaching, and I have taken an independent study class with one of the dark professors,” he went on, wrinkling his nose a little at the thought of it, though everything that he knew about Professor Order had been positive, despite the strangeness of the topic. “She worked with me on variations of some of the primary patterns and secondary patterns for dark.”

      “You will show me these,” Sylvia said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Would you show me these?” Sylvia asked instead. “I have demonstrated quite a bit to you, Torian, and I was hopeful that maybe you would reciprocate.”

      Torian nodded. “Of course I will. I guess I’m surprised that you want me to teach you anything.”

      “And why would this surprise you?”

      “I suppose… Well, I suppose I don’t really know. I thought that maybe you already knew the variations, partly because you were the one who helped me see some of the variations otherwise.”

      She nodded. “Yes. Well, be that as it may, there are certain things that I still do not know about these patterns. I never had an opportunity to study at the university the way that you do, and I’m not even sure that if I were to have that opportunity that it would help me all that much.”

      “Why wouldn’t it help you?”

      “Because I do not have the same potential as you do.”

      Torian had a hard time believing that, as he believed that she did have that kind of potential. And considering that Torian had agreed to work with his sister, along with some of the others that had come from some of the smaller schools, why wouldn’t he do the same for somebody like her?

      “Of course,” he said. “But can we get back to Astrid?”

      “There is nothing to be worried about with her,” Sylvia said.

      “But I thought I—”

      “You did,” she said.

      “She’s here?”

      Sylvia waved a hand. “We have been following her ever since she left us. At least, the wolves have been following her. I don’t claim to understand what it is that Visthor has them doing, but he does believe that they followed her very early on and managed to keep track of her.”

      “Shouldn’t you… Well, shouldn’t you have told me about this before now?”

      “Would it have made any difference to you?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I wanted to know what she’s doing, and I wanted to know if there’s anything that I might be able to help her with, and—”

      “Anything that you may have done with her would have caused you to be distracted. We cannot have you distracted, Torian. You need to know what you are learning, and you need to be prepared. That, more than anything else, is what Aldrich wanted for you.”

      Torian breathed out heavily, and he let out a frustrated sigh. “I understand that Aldrich wanted me to continue to master my Saith connection, but we lost her after the attack. I don’t know what she’s been doing.”

      “Well, that is a very different question, isn’t it?” She leaned back, resting her head on the wagon, slightly shaking it. “I don’t really know what she’s doing, either. Or, I should say, I don’t know what her brother is doing, as he is the one that we are more concerned about.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s been harder for us to track.” She shrugged. “Don’t worry. We will find him, and we will follow him, and we will make sure that he doesn’t cause any particular difficulty for us,” she went on and offered something of a terrifying smile, “as I suspect that he is responsible for some of the creatures that have been summoned to Corsalt.”

      Torian wasn’t even sure how to answer that, but the statement was shocking.

      “I thought it was Rusav.”

      “Have you seen any sign of Rusav since we have come to Corsalt?”

      “Well, when we first came to Corsalt, yes.”

      “After that,” she said, her tone sounding a bit irritated, though Torian wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Have you seen any sign of Rusav? We have seen the creatures, and we have dealt with some dangerous things here, but there has been nothing else. Has there?”

      “I suppose not. I thought that the creatures were the work of the Viper.”

      “Perhaps,” she said, nodding. “Or perhaps not. Again, much that I don’t know. And it is possible that there is much that I cannot. Not yet. But I will.” She tapped herself on the side of her head and smiled again. “Don’t worry, Torian.”

      She opened up her book and got back to reading.

      He breathed out heavily. This wasn’t what he was expecting, especially given that he still wasn’t sure what to make of the fact that he had certainly seen Astrid.

      Torian wasn’t sure what to make of that. He had come to care about Astrid. He had thought that they were getting along well, and yet, what did he really know about her? She had been very vague about her experiences before joining the caravan, and though she hadn’t seemed dangerous, and he would’ve expected that if she were, Visthor and the wolves would’ve sniffed it out, there was still the possibility that she had used them for safety and transportation.

      He made his way along the wagon until he reached the rear and found Jakob underneath it, talking to Invat. The two of them were working on something with the wagon, always making some repair, which Torian thought was surprising, though perhaps it shouldn’t have been. The repairs were probably necessary.

      “Torian?” Jakob slid out from underneath the wagon, having a bit of grease on his nose, and he grinned at him. He seemed… Happy. That was good, as Torian had come to know that Jakob struggled with his purpose ever since they had wandered away from Sarot and as they had gotten closer to Corsalt. Had their situations been reversed, Torian thought that he would’ve felt much the same way. He understood why Jakob struggled, as he understood that Jakob didn’t necessarily have a sense of purpose the way that he needed to. “Everything going okay at school?”

      “So far,” he said. “Ever since I’ve recovered, I’ve actually been doing pretty well. I have a few exams, and the headmaster sort of alluded to the fact that I wouldn’t be able to continue my studies at the university if I don’t pass, but that isn’t why I’m here.”

      “Would that be the worst thing in the world?” Invat asked.

      “I think Aldrich wanted me to stay here and learn.”

      “And Sylvia does,” Invat said. He scrambled forward, on his hands and knees, until he got out from underneath the wagon, looking over to where Sylvia was seated at her wagon. “Sometimes a man needs to find what he wants, not what his mother wants.”

      Torian almost said that he didn’t view Sylvia as his mother, but she was certainly maternal in many ways. Ever since he had been rescued, she had been acting as something of a mother figure to him. Or maybe a big sister. Either way, maybe Invat was right. It was time for him to figure out what he wanted.

      “You are valsahir,” Invat said, sounding a bit like Visthor, and it took Torian a moment to realize that he was mimicking Visthor’s tone. “You can choose how you learn. You can choose where you learn. Need to study here, then so be it. If you need to go elsewhere, then…” He shrugged.

      “I’m not exactly sure what is elsewhere,” he said.

      “More,” Invat said. “But it’s dangerous.”

      “And dangerous how?”

      “Dangerous because the world is different. Don’t worry. You are safe here.”

      Torian had the same questions even before coming to Corsalt. He’d wanted to come to the university for as long as he could remember, but now that he was here, and had learned of his different connection to power, he wasn’t sure if it was the right fit for him.

      Maybe there was no good fit.

      Despite what Invat said, Torian knew what he wanted, though. He wanted to know how to use his power—and how to remove the weight that restricted him. Having the willowthrush attack and remove his connection to power had solidified that for him. If he could learn that in the university, then that was where he needed to be. If not… then he would have to find another way.

      Invat watched him, as if knowing Torian’s thoughts, and started whistling, getting to his feet, and making his way along the wagons.

      Jakob glanced over to where Invat had disappeared. “He can be strange. I thought… Well, I suppose I thought that he was going to be harder to work with, but he is entertaining. He has all sorts of stories. You wouldn’t believe the kind of things that he says about Visthor.” He lowered his voice. “Not that I would ever repeat them, but… Well, I’ll repeat them. I might need to drink a little ale before I do it.” He grinned. “Mostly because I don’t want to end up with Visthor attacking me with his blade out of revenge.”

      “No,” Torian said, “I think that we both don’t want that, do we?” Torian glanced over to the trees. “I thought I saw Astrid.”

      “Ah,” he said, nodding.

      “Did you know?”

      “No,” he said, shrugging, “but I started to suspect. There were certain things that Sylvia and Visthor wouldn’t talk about, and they would come back, talking in hushed tones, though you know with Visthor, nothing is ever really hushed. He mentioned her name once or twice, and he talked about her brother a few times, as well. I suspect he has been looking for them. Well, I thought that you wanted them to look for them, anyway.”

      “I did. I do. It’s just…”

      “It’s just what?”

      “It’s just that I feel like we should have been looking for her all along.”

      “We or you?”

      “We,” Torian said. “She has some potential. She could have trained at the university.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I don’t know,” he finally said. “I suppose that she might not have learned enough yet. But she may have. And if she did, then why wouldn’t we want her to be able to do that? Unless, of course, it’s really as Sylvia has said, and she’s somewhat responsible for what’s happening here.”

      “What was that?”

      Torian filled Jakob in on what Sylvia had alluded to regarding Astrid and her brother. As he did, Jakob grinned even more.

      “I can’t believe that your girlfriend would do that,” he said.

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” he said.

      “Oh, that’s not what you wanted, was it?”

      “I wanted to make a friend,” he said.

      But even that wasn’t true, and he knew that. As did Jakob. He had spent quite a bit of time with Astrid, and he couldn’t deny the appeal— and the attraction. There had been both.

      “I can’t believe that she would cause creatures to come and attack Corsalt.”

      “If she’s behind it, there has to be some reason,” he said.

      “Sylvia thought that it was Rusav. At least, that’s what she’s said all along. But if it has to do with Astrid, what else is going on?”

      “I guess you’ll have to think about what Astrid said to you while we were traveling. Maybe she told you something?”

      Torian hadn’t given it a lot of thought lately, but maybe that was what he needed to do. There had to be something, and some reason, that she had come to Corsalt. More than that, hadn’t she been traveling along with them, and if it was all about getting to Corsalt, it seemed as if the obvious answer would’ve been for him to have stayed with Sylvia. When he said as much to Jakob, he only shrugged.

      “Maybe whatever it is that she is doing is something that she thought Sylvia might have stopped.”

      And that, more than anything, made sense.

      Torian took a deep breath and looked over to his friend before nodding. “I suppose I should get back to the university. I have to be ready for some exams.”

      “If you say so.”

      Torian wandered away and started back toward the university, but he took the roundabout way. His mind wandered as he did; having an opportunity to spend some time out in the city gave him a chance for him to think things through. The movement seemed to help, though he wasn’t sure that he really was going to come up with any real answer. At this point, the only thing that he could do was continue thinking about everything that he needed to do with the university.

      He found himself in a familiar part of the city, though it wasn’t intentional. At least, Torian didn’t think that it was.

      This was where he and the others had first come when they had arrived at the university, the place that had housed the prison for the Viper. Torian slowed, looking over to the small low warehouse, and noticed that the door was not as protected as it had been before. There were no guards. He wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not, though as he stared, he realized that they probably didn’t need any guards, as the runic patterns marked along the walls of the building were far more complicated than they had been before. There were a series of symbols etched into the stone that had not been there. All of them were…

      Containment.

      Had he not just gone through Professor Noble’s class, Torian wasn’t sure that he would recognize the containment runes as easily or as quickly as he had, but these were obvious to him now. Most of them were a basic-style rune.

      Still, as he made his way closer, moving carefully and watching for signs of anybody out in the street who might be watching him—and not really seeing anyone, which left him a little bit more alarmed—he studied the containment runes.

      Professor Noble had described containment runes as simply a way of holding onto the Saith power. With the proper rune, that power could be stored, and theoretically, he could also be used, but most of the time, containment runes were designed to trap a greater sort of power. In this case, the runes were trapping power inside the stone. Torian wasn’t sure why he knew that, only that it seemed to be the case. The runes themselves were relatively recent, as well.

      But they were not the only runes that were here. As he looked along the street, he saw some on the cobblestones, and he saw some on the neighboring buildings. Everything here had the look of protection.

      Almost obnoxiously so.

      It was a ruse.

      It had to be. The Viper wouldn’t be held in a building like this, and certainly not without anybody guarding them so closely as they needed before. This was designed to draw attackers, he suspected.

      Torian moved back out of the street, not wanting to be the person who was drawn into this sort of ruse, as he didn’t want to end up with anybody from the university thinking that he had come here to try to free the Viper. The fact that he, Visthor, and Sylvia, along with Jakob, had come to this building when they had first come to Corsalt had been suspicious enough. Him returning…

      Well, his returning was for a very different reason.

      Accidental, or so he thought.

      But maybe there was a part of him, the valsahir part, that had come because it had wanted to learn more, and there was that part of him that knew that the only way that Torian would truly understand his abilities would be if he had a chance to work with somebody who understood him and could help him learn how to control his abilities.

      It couldn’t be the Viper.

      That was dangerous, wasn’t it?

      The idea that he could find somebody like that, who he might work with, who might know how to explain things to him, seemed…

      It was impossible, and it was dangerous, but there was a part of Torian that couldn’t shake the idea.

      When a shadowed form moved along the street, he backed away.

      It would be better not to be caught here.

      He moved further and decided that it was time for him to return to the university, to get back to his studies, and be ready for his tests.

      Only Torian wasn’t sure if he could shake the thoughts of Astrid. Nor was he sure that he would be able to ignore the fact that she was somewhere in Corsalt if only he could find her.
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      COMING DANGERS

      Torian focused on blade of light as it was the blade that he had the most connection to. Torian stretched his hands apart and immediately began to form and focus on the blade of light that Professor Erickson asked of them, and he felt some of that pattern working for him, but not nearly as well as it should. He had used something along these lines and knew that this time would be more straightforward, as he had certainly had experience with it, but for whatever reason, he found himself struggling. Not from the wave of nausea that he had been dealing with before.

      Torian was thankful that didn’t seem to be the case for him any longer, though there was a part of him that wondered if perhaps that injury had fully recovered. He felt like it should have and believed that there was nothing left within him that limited him from using his valsahir ability. But every so often, he felt a hint of difficulty with it. It was almost as if the longer that he had been here in the city, the harder it was for him to use that valsahir ability. It was likely just lack of practice rather than anything else, but what if there was more to it?

      Torian had not shaken the belief that he needed a valsahir to teach him. Having headed toward the Viper and considered that as a possibility of an instructor, he still thought that might be one way that he could learn. A dangerous way, but it was one technique that he thought might be useful, nonetheless.

      “Much better, Mr. Ranth,” Professor Erickson said, getting close to him. “I can see that your technique with this has improved. I would like you to turn your hand ever so slightly here at the end, as you will see that you will form the light much more fluidly.”

      Torian frowned. “Like this?”

      He had never formed the fifth-tier pattern quite like that, but he had started to realize that there were different ways of doing such things, and he believed that this variant might be more effective for him.

      “Exactly,” he said. “We need mastery of each of these blades, Mr. Ranth. Now, what I would like is for you to have an understanding of the different blade forms and how they might best be utilized, I do not expect you to be an expert in them. You have not been a part of this class long enough. While the headmaster may certainly want me to have pushed you to work as diligently as possible and gain mastery of these as rapidly as possible, I also understand that such things require practice and technique that cannot be rushed.” He smiled as if he were pleased with that decision. “And if they are rushed, there are dangers. Not just for yourself, but for the others around you.”

      Torian nodded. Nearby, he could practically feel Magnuson snickering as he flashed through his metal blade, moving on to wind and then earth, as Torian had learned that he had the ability with each of the blades, something that Torian still struggled with. He was going to need to demonstrate each of the blades for Professor O’Malley, but what if he failed at that?

      He tried not to think about that. Still, it was difficult for him to look past all of that, especially as he felt as if he had lost out on a chunk of time during his injury that would’ve been beneficial for him to master some of these patterns.

      “I don’t suppose you can show me several of the other variant forms?” Torian asked.

      “Another time, Mr. Ranth. While they are necessary, I do not think that you will need mastery of each of them for you to pass my exam. In fact, I can tell you with certainty that you do not.”

      That should’ve relieved Torian, but for whatever reason, it did not.

      Instead, Professor Erickson left him, and he went to work, set to focus on the different blade forms. He attempted each of them and had some luck with the dark blade, much more so than some of the others. His time with Professor Order had helped him learn about dark in a way that made Torian more comfortable with it. But it had also been his time with the headmaster that had helped him realize that the other variant forms would likely make a big difference in his ability to form the more advanced patterns. For him to survive and pass the advanced pattern-making class with Professor O’Malley, Torian would need to master the variant forms.

      When class was over, he filed out, ignoring most of the conversations from students nearby, but his ears perked up when a student that he didn’t know—a tall, slender redheaded girl—made a comment.

      “Pretty soon, we aren’t going to be able to leave the city.”

      “That’s just a rumor,” another student said, a tall boy that was holding her hand. “Besides, I think they just don’t like us leaving. They want to keep us here, scare us with stories of Rusav attacking…”

      He trailed off as he seemed to realize that Torian was watching them.

      Torian knew that there were stories about him and his experience with Rusav from most of the students. How could there not be, given Torian’s own admission of what he had been through and just how dangerous it had been. Not only had he come to the Academy at a different time than other students, but Torian also traveled with two people who were quite obviously from Rusav. And then there was the willowtrush attack, which had changed things even more for him and had made it so that there were quite a few people who looked at him askance.

      Torian hurried off, but he focused on a bit of wind, trying to listen. He hadn’t realized that there were other things happening.

      “Do you think he’s a part of it?” The redheaded girl asked, her voice soft, but maybe not nearly as soft as it should be if she were going to accuse Torian of working with Rusav.

      “Him? I doubt it.”

      This was Magnuson. Torian recognized the quality to his voice.

      “I don’t know how much of his stories are even true in the first place. I think he wants us to believe that he has been through things, but you’ve seen his patterns. They’re so… basic.”

      “He’s strong, though,” the other boy said.

      That brought a bit of a smile to Torian’s face. He didn’t mind somebody telling him that he was strong, even though he didn’t always feel that way.

      “Strong, but with no control,” Magnuson said.

      “When he learns that control…”

      Torian had to move forward. Otherwise, it was going to be far too obvious that he was listening to them.

      At least the students didn’t all view him as useless. There was a part of him that feared that was the case, even though he had tried to avoid upsetting anybody. It was difficult, though. Too many of the students had known each other for the entire time they had been at the university, something that was to Torian’s disadvantage. The only person who had really given him the time of day was Sarah. Sarah and Professor Order, along with some of the other instructors, but he didn’t necessarily want to spend his time around the professors. What he wanted was…

      What he wanted was to be treated like the other students.

      Could he be?

      Torian was different. He knew that. If he ever managed to master his valsahir potential, of course, he was going to be different.

      He had to come to terms with that.

      He found himself out in the courtyard beyond the university and saw Sarah heading toward the university. He hurried his step, caught up to her, and she glanced over at him.

      “You look like you just found another monster out in the forest,” she said.

      “Not another monster, but I was dealing with martial theory—”

      Sarah raised her hand. “Say no more,” she said. “I get it. You are trying to tell me that it’s something that I can’t understand, and you are probably right. I don’t want anything to do with martial theory.”

      “That actually isn’t what I was trying to say,” Torian said to her.

      “No? Then what is it?”

      “Just something that I overheard. It sounds like there have been more attacks outside of the city. Or maybe not attacks, but more creatures?” He shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really know.”

      She glanced behind her, almost as if she thought that she might be able to see something there, before turning her attention back to him. “I don’t know. It’s possible.”

      “Wait. You think it’s possible?”

      “Well, think about what Professor O’Malley has been doing with us in class. She’s pushing us, isn’t she? And the only reason that I could think that she would do that would be if she thought that we all needed to be ready for the possibility of another Rusav attack.”

      “I didn’t realize that she was pushing us.”

      “Maybe pushing isn’t quite the right way to describe it, as it really is just standard teaching, but I get the feeling that they are encouraging us to work a little harder and a little faster than what we normally would. Maybe that’s just my imagination, though. I haven’t had a chance to check with my mentor.”

      “Is your mentor still in the city?”

      She frowned, biting her lip for a moment. She never really liked to talk about her mentor, something that Torian thought was a bit surprising, as it was no secret that most students had a mentor who helped them learn what they needed for them to get access to the university. In Sarah’s case, she acted as if she didn’t want to acknowledge what she had done and who helped her.

      “I don’t know,” she finally answered. “I wish that they were here. I have questions. And I think that they might be able to help you, as well.”

      “You would have them help me?”

      “Not without asking them first,” she said, a bit hurriedly, “because I don’t know that they would like it if I shared their information with anybody. Anyway, let’s get to class.”

      “We have class?”

      “You don’t remember? That’s why I brought up Professor O’Malley. She added an extra class.”

      Torian hadn’t remembered, and maybe it was because he had been distracted by Professor Erickson and the conversation, but in reality, he suspected that it was tied to the fact that he was convinced that he had seen Astrid, and he couldn’t shake the feeling, nor the worry, about what she was doing in the city.

      Had Sylvia known?

      That was something that Torian needed to learn, as increasingly, it felt as if he wanted to know how much Sylvia and the others knew about these things.

      They got to class, and he took a seat. Professor O’Malley came in; she did so with a bit of a flourish, and seemed a bit distracted or perhaps preoccupied. Torian wasn’t sure which. Regardless, as she looked around the class, she nodded, mostly to herself.

      “I know that we will be testing on the sixth-tier forms very soon, and most of you will do quite well,” she went on, leveling her gaze around the entirety of the room before it seemed as if it lingered on Torian just a little bit longer than the rest before she continued, “but today we will be focusing on the seventh tier and introducing some concepts that you will need to know for progressing beyond that. I would like you to take this seriously. It is a little early, but I have been assured that each of my students is fully competent and capable of handling such patterns.”

      Torian looked over to Sarah, sharing a look with her, but she just shrugged.

      Something was going on.

      It had to be, didn’t it?

      With what he was learning in his other classes, and now with advanced patterns involving learning more advanced and aggressive forms of the patterns, Torian couldn’t help but feel as if this was all tied to something that was going on with Rusav, and if that were the case, then what did it mean for them? Was there some new attack pending?

      He figured that Sylvia would’ve said something, but maybe she didn’t want to.

      By the time class ended, Torian was on edge. He looked over to Sarah.

      “Do you want to study? Not these seventh-tier patterns. Well, not yet. I think that I can do two of them pretty well,” she went on, and Torian didn’t object, as she could do more than two of them pretty well, at least in his estimation, “but I think we need to make sure that we can do all that we need for the other patterns.”

      “In a little bit,” he said. “I have something else that I need to do.”

      She frowned at him. “What?”

      “I need to check on my sister.”

      Her eyes widened. “I forgot about that. I’m so sorry, Torian. I know…”

      He waved his hand. “Don’t worry about it, Sarah. I sometimes forget about it, as well. I get caught up in class and everything that we are expected to learn and sort of forget what I promised my sister.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “Not this time, but I’m sure she would love to meet you, and…”

      Knowing Liana, she would probably prefer Sarah over Torian, anyway. Sarah was more of a traditional sahir, the same way that Liana was going to be a traditional sahir, and he had little doubt that his sister would be far more responsive to somebody of Sarah’s obvious talents.

      “Then maybe I will work on runic markers. I can do that by myself, and besides, I do think that I need to do that better, anyway.”

      He nodded, and they said their goodbyes before he headed quickly through the city and made his way out to the outskirts of the city, where he could find the wagons. He was tempted to go to his sister. He needed to talk to her, anyway, as he had promised that he would work with her. In the time that he had been at the university, Torian had not given her time that he really owed her. But he needed to do something else instead.

      He made his way along the wagon and hurried over to Sylvia’s, where he knocked. He wasn’t expecting her to be here, as she was often away, but was surprised when she pulled the door open, frowning at him. Visthor stood behind her, practically filling the entirety of her wagon with his massive form.

      “What is it?” Sylvia asked.

      “What are the two of you doing in here?” Torian asked.

      “Making plans,” Sylvia asked.

      “Have there been more attacks?” he asked.

      She shared a look with Visthor before turning her attention back to him. “Nothing that you need to be concerned about. You are perfectly safe.”

      He frowned. That was exactly the kind of thing that somebody would say when he had to be concerned about something. “It’s not an answer, Sylvia.”

      “You stay at the university. You study. You become strong valsahir,” Visthor said.

      “I’m studying, and I’m getting better, and I can at least use my abilities now that I couldn’t use before. So if something’s going on… I could help.”

      They shared another look. “He could help,” Visthor said. “We need valsahir.”

      “What exactly is it?” Torian asked.

      “More movement. More creatures. More evidence of Rusav, but no soldiers,” Sylvia said, wrinkling her brow as if confused. “So we are trying to understand and have not found anything. Your headmaster asked for our help, and…” She frowned. “Perhaps he could help.”

      “See? I tell you,” Visthor said.

      “That’s not why you are here, though,” Sylvia said.

      “No,” Torian said. “I came because I wanted to talk about Astrid.”

      “Now isn’t the time,” Sylvia said, waving her hand.

      “I get that,” Torian said, nodding. “And I wouldn’t have come were it not for the fact that I could’ve sworn that I saw her.”

      “Where?”

      “Outside of the city.”

      Sylvia and Visthor shared another look.

      “What is it? It looks like the two of you are keeping something from me. I can help. I’m recovered enough to be a part of this. And I am the only valsahir in the city.”

      “Not the only,” Sylvia said.

      “The Viper?” Torian asked, shaking his head. “I’m the only valsahir who’s not currently a captive within the university, then. I can help.”

      “You can help with this,” Sylvia said, nodding slowly. “And then we can talk about Astrid. I don’t have any answers for you, as we don’t know anything, but we have seen evidence of her and her brother around the city. We don’t know why she’s here or what she’s after. We thought she was looking for us, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

      “Why wouldn’t she come back to us?” Torian asked.

      “I don’t know. We’ll have to ask her when we find her. But for now, I think that we would love your help with this.”
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      A DANGEROUS WALK

      He felt comfortable moving into the forest again, unrestricted for the first time since his injury. It was freeing in a certain sense.

      Sylvia was with him, carrying a pair of long-bladed steel daggers in both hands while also moving steadily, making Torian think that she was somehow accessing a pattern as she slithered through the trees. Visthor joined him, as well, his blade of wind extended, and his hulking form practically crushing the undergrowth as he powered between branches, unmindful of everything that he encountered. Torian thought that it would be a simple matter for Visthor to hack at some of the low-lying branches and carve his way using the blade as he did so, but Visthor never tried that. Jakob stayed close to Visthor, his own blade extended, though he stepped behind Visthor as if wanting to have the much larger man there for protection.

      It surprised Torian to know that three sahir had come with the others from the caravan. All of them were obviously skilled and didn’t carry weapons the way that Sylvia’s contingent did. One was an older professor named Professor Jilar, who had a thick wool green jacket and plain brown pants and moved as if he were comfortable within the woods. His hands were constantly moving, leaving Torian thinking that he was flipping from pattern to pattern as he headed forward, though Torian wasn’t sure the purpose of those patterns. Possibly some sort of earth-tracking, but not all of the patterns struck him as an earth pattern. It took Torian a little while to realize he used earth blades as he walked, though none like Torian had ever seen.

      In addition to Professor Jilar, Professor Gretach was an upper-tier sahir who he’d seen in the university but had not studied with. She’d nodded to him as if recognizing him as much as he’d recognized her. She maintained her hands in a tight earth-tracking pattern that had to be at least a seventh-tier pattern. Torian kept waiting for her to release some of that power, but she never did. As they had walked through the forest, heading out from the edge of the city, her pattern had been solid enough that she had maintained it with a perfect rigidity. She had severe features, with dark brown eyes and matching wavy brown hair, but an overall energy to her that struck him as difficult to interpret. Dangerous, he suspected.

      Then there was the third person in their party, a man named Professor Wiltain, who had to be in his thirties and simply seemed to slide across the ground, leaving no indentation as he walked. He was dressed in dark brown that practically blended into some of the undergrowth. Torian wouldn’t be surprised if he were some earth expert, given the way that he moved.

      All of them were incredibly capable and competent. All of them had to be high-level sahir, and all of them left him wondering how Rusav had managed to overpower the city as easily as it had. And it had overpowered the city. Were it not for protections that were inherent to the city itself, Rusav might have succeeded.

      “There is something up here,” Wiltain said, motioning with his hand. “I can feel it.”

      Gretach paused for a moment, twisting off to the side, and then she turned so that she could look outward. She scrunched her face into a deep frown before nodding. “He’s right. There is something up here.”

      “Can you tell us anything about it,” Sylvia asked, “other than something?”

      Torian had been surprised by the irritation in her tone, but maybe he shouldn’t have been. Sylvia likely felt as if this was forced upon them and that she would rather not be working with those from the university but that she didn’t have much choice in the matter. And maybe she did not.

      Maybe Sylvia recognized the need to bring the sahir with her when Torian had been unable to come. And now that he was well enough to accompany them, Sylvia didn’t have much choice in refusing the previously offered help.

      Visthor just grunted, and he turned his focus ahead of him, following the direction that Wiltain and Gretach suggested that they take. As they went forward, Visthor slowed for a moment, looking down at Torian. “Do you feel anything?”

      “I don’t know what I feel,” Torian said. “There is a bit of energy here,” he went on, and he began to focus on whether there was anything here that he might detect, but so far, he hadn’t been able to find anything. “But I don’t detect anything amiss. Then again, I haven’t been out in the forest very much of late.”

      “It’s been… Something,” Jakob muttered.

      Torian frowned at him. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, I don’t get to see everything,” he went on, glancing up to Visthor, “as Visthor makes sure that I don’t have to face some of the worst things. He seems to think that I can handle some of the minor creatures, but the one time they came across a duba, he sent me back. I heard the screaming, and I saw the size of the monster when they dragged it free, but…”

      “How many duba?” Torian asked.

      The question was mostly for Visthor, but Jakob shrugged. “I don’t know, as they don’t let me come with them all of the time.”

      “There have been five,” Visthor said, glancing over to Torian. “Sylvia burned most of them. No point in scaring others.”

      Duba were terrifying creatures. Massive. They reminded Torian of bears, but with much longer claws, longer snout, and an almost squarish head. He now began to wonder what sort of Saith connection they might have, as it seemed as if all of these Rusav creatures had a connection to the Saith in some manner. The soul sucker had some connection to shadows, as did the shadow boars, but he didn’t know what other ones had.

      “And I could have taken one of them down,” Jakob said, looking over to Torian. “You have to believe that, don’t you? You’ve seen me with my skill.”

      “I’ve seen you,” Torian said with a bit of a smile, “but you’re talking about something quite a bit more powerful than what you might have faced before. And,” he went on, glancing over to Visthor, “there is no telling what kind of connection it has to the Saith power.”

      “They have no connection,” Visthor snapped.

      “I don’t know,” Torian countered. “From everything that I’ve been able to tell about some of these creatures, it seems to me that many of them have a connection to the Saith, and whatever that connection is means that they are powerful in ways that you might not even be aware of.”

      “I am aware of more than you can know,” Visthor said.

      Torian snorted when Sylvia shot him a hard look.

      “I think now is a good time for quiet,” she said with a whisper. “As we do not know what we might have to face, and we do not know if there is anything up here. If you are feeling so well, Torian, I would suggest that you try to use your potential and track what’s out there.”

      Torian nodded, appropriately chastised.

      If there were monsters out here, he did not want to draw that attention to them even though there were plenty of people with him who should be completely capable of handling any of them. Visthor, with his blade and his size, could certainly carve many different creatures down. Sylvia was quick with her daggers, but it was more than just that, as she was a capable sahir in her own right. And the three professors who had come from the university would also be quite capable.

      He used the lessons that he gained in advanced patterns, focusing on earth, and sending some of that energy sweeping away from him, thankful for not having the same overwhelming nausea as he had lately.

      And then he heard a terrifying shriek.

      “What was that?” Jakob asked.

      “That is a jughan.” Visthor’s mouth was pressed into a tight line.

      “They wouldn’t be here,” Sylvia said, shaking her head. She had gripped her daggers more tightly, and her brow furrowed. Not only that, but it seemed to Torian that she was drawing upon some aspect of her sahir power.

      “What is a jughan?” Wiltain asked.

      “They are fierce fighters,” Visthor said, shaking his head. “They have wings, humanlike bodies, and tails that can stab you in the chest,” he said, pointing one strong finger at his own chest. “Many have fallen before them.”

      “They wouldn’t be here,” Sylvia said again.

      The color had drained from her face, and Torian wondered what it was.

      “Do not worry,” Visthor said, standing next to Sylvia, holding the blade out as if he were going to use that to try to defend her. “They no reach you.”

      “They shouldn’t be here,” she said again.

      “They not harm you,” Visthor said softly. “You heard the shriek. You understood.”

      “What is it about the shriek?” Jakob asked.

      “There is words,” Visthor said.

      “These creatures are intelligent?” Gretach asked.

      There was a sense of earth coming from her, and at this time, that sense began to build even more. Torian was left wondering just how much power she was capable of generating, as it seemed to him as if she could do more than what he would’ve expected from somebody who was just using earth. And maybe she was using something more than just earth. He had already seen how some of the other sahir were able to generate more than one pattern at a time, and he was left wondering if that was an aspect of that pattern that she had been using that had allowed her to press outward.

      “Intelligent. Fight together. Very dangerous,” Visthor said.

      “Then we shouldn’t slaughter them,” Gretach said. She looked over to Wiltain, who was frowning. “We do not kill intelligent creatures,” she said.

      “These deadly intelligent creatures,” Visthor said.

      “That does not change anything,” she said. “Just because they are dangerous does not mean that they should be slaughtered.”

      Just then, another shriek echoed, reminding Torian of what he had heard before. The power of that shriek echoed through him, and like the last time, he thought that he felt something this time. Maybe a shaking through him, something that suggested the language that the jughan were using.

      He had never heard anything quite like that before, but it immediately sent a tremor of fear washing through him, as if he needed to be careful about what it was.

      “I can’t be here,” Sylvia said.

      “You do not leave forest if they here,” Visthor said. His voice was soft, but it was far more commanding than he was accustomed to hearing Visthor be with Sylvia. “It is dangerous.”

      “I know it’s dangerous,” she said.

      Torian stepped toward her, holding onto the blade of wind in one hand and looking down, patting her on the arm. “I don’t know what experience you have with these creatures, but I’ll help protect you, as well.”

      She glanced from him to Visthor, and it seemed as if a flicker of emotions crossed over her features before she seemed to gain control over it. Then she took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. “I’m fine.”

      “Of course you are,” Visthor said. “But Torian and I will stand on either side.”

      “What about me?” Jakob asked.

      “You stand behind,” Visthor said.

      Torian shared a look with Visthor; he didn’t ask the question that bothered him, but he wanted to.

      What would happen if they encountered these creatures?

      How hard would they be to overpower?

      And the other question that he didn’t have an answer to was what would happen if he needed to try to overpower them. If they were connected to the Saith in some way, did they have any type of particular power that he would need to know about in order for him to overwhelm them?

      The shadow boars had summoned shadows, forcing Torian to draw unstructured magic in order to overpower them, and some of the other creatures had another connection, but so far, Torian didn’t know if there would be anything different that he would need to do to handle them. The only thing that he could think of was that he would need to use unstructured power.

      That’s not so bad.

      He had done that often enough that he felt as if he could use that kind of power if it came down to it, though he would prefer otherwise. Any time that he used unstructured power, he felt overwhelmed by it, and he was left temporarily incapacitated. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if he were to do that again and what would happen to him if he were to need to use that power, though he did suspect that it would overwhelm him.

      There was swaying from one of the trees over them.

      Visthor reached out his hand, stopping them. “Trees,” Visthor said.

      “Trees?” Jakob asked, his voice high-pitched and a bit more anxious than Torian would’ve expected. “I thought these were—”

      Visthor spun to Jakob, raising a finger to his lips, silencing him.

      Of course, they would be in the trees.

      These were winged creatures, and they would be able to hide overhead.

      Torian shifted the earth-tracking, drawing it through the blade rather than pushing it through any sort of structure pattern in his hands. He didn’t know if it would make any difference, but as he poured that earth-tracking out through him, through the blade itself, he then sent it downward while also trying to wash it upward. There had to be some way for him to feel for something more using a pattern like that. As he continued to push that out, he began to feel resistance, then more resistance.

      And gradually, Torian recognized the sense of it.

      It was close.

      Torian focused on the trees instead of pushing down on the ground, and let the earth-tracking draw through the trees, before realizing that wasn’t going to be effective for him. Instead, he changed to wind, letting it swirl around him, using a third-tier pattern that was akin to an earth-tracking. It was not one that he often used, but in this case, Torian thought that it was going to be the most effective for what he needed.

      And as he let that connection flow, he began to feel the series of resistance.

      There were these creatures in the trees. But worse, there were dozens of them.
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      A KIND OF HELP

      The lessons that he’d been learning in the school came back to Torian, surprising him. He was able to use a wind pattern, letting it sweep outward so that he could detect the movement in the branches, and hurriedly switched, adding a bit of earth detection with it.

      Sylvia had her hands clenched into tight fists around her daggers.

      “They aren’t alone,” Visthor said, “others with them.”

      Torian frowned. She hadn’t seen anything other than the jughan. And they were hidden within the trees, though they were horrifyingly terrible-looking creatures Torian could not shake. He wondered just how they would be if he were to have to face them, and he wondered how powerful they would be, as he had the distinct sense that there would be some difficulty with them, especially given everything that he had done with some of the other creatures before, and how dangerous they were.

      But he hadn’t detected anything else around them. Maybe that was a mistake.

      Torian focused on earth-tracking pattern, and he pushed it out through the blade.

      “I don’t see what it is,” Torian said.

      “Charkal.”

      “I don’t know what those are.”

      Visthor glanced upward. Then he seemed to make a decision. “I deal with charkal. You deal with these, Torian.”

      “He can’t,” Sylvia said.

      “He can do better than we can. We carve a path through the charkal, then we can retreat.”

      “If you intend to retreat, then we should simply retreat,” Sylvia said.

      Gretach was nodding, but she had her hands pressed together into a tight mess, though Torian wasn’t sure what she was doing as she did it. He could feel some energy coming off of her and suspected that she was drawing upon her sahir connection to earth and using it in a way that he could not, not without any additional training. He did not understand the patterns nearly as well as the others did.

      “We cannot,” Visthor said.

      Only then did Torian realize what he was saying. They were surrounded.

      He could feel it, even though he hadn’t even noticed the moment that they had been surrounded. There was some of this other entity—the charkal, whoever they were—surrounding them. Visthor was right. They were going to have to fight their way through this.

      “I will take care of this,” he said, holding his gaze upward. “But give me space to do it.”

      “You can’t do this,” Gretach said, stepping up next to him. “You are barely a trained sahir.”

      “He is more than barely trained,” Visthor snapped at her. “You strong and earth, right? I need you to create barricade for these creatures. They not come through. All of you,” he said, snapping at Wiltain and finally at Jilan.

      “I thought you were going to leave one of them with me?” Torian asked.

      “You do what you do.”

      “He’s barely recovered,” Sylvia said. “I don’t know that it makes sense for Torian to do this on his own until he has fully recovered.”

      “Can you do this?” Visthor asked.

      “I don’t know,” Torian admitted. “Maybe with the blade, but…”

      Torian simply did not know. He didn’t feel a wave of nausea as he’d been feeling before but he was not going to be enough, not with the kind of creatures that he had here. He wasn’t even sure what he was going to need to use, nor what kind of power he was going to need to draw upon in order for him to overwhelm what he detected. It was going to involve a mixture, he suspected, and that was not something that he had much experience with. If only he had a chance to keep working with Sarah…

      There was a shriek behind them.

      Visthor spun, sweeping his blade with a sharp crack. The air shattered with it, a thunderous explosion of power that whipped out of the end of his blade, striking toward those creatures.

      Two of them toppled over, slapped by the concussive blast of whatever wind energy that Visthor had poured out of the blade. Torian did not have that measure of control with the blade yet, but he believed that he could gain it. Jakob didn’t even have that measure of control, and he was there, ready to fight on their behalf.

      There was another shriek, only this time it was to the left.

      Visthor again spun, and again he whipped with his blade, bringing it down in a sharp arc that caused the air to shatter with thunder.

      Torian had dealt with the Rusav soldiers, and he had felt the power that they possessed, but he had never seen them using their blades quite like that.

      He had known that Visthor was skilled with the blade and had seen him fighting, so he had a good idea about what he was capable of but had not seen it quite to this extent. This was more than just a capability with the blade. This was a capability with power, something that Torian could feel working through him as if it were reflecting his Saith ability.

      “Careful,” Gretach said, stepping in front of Visthor and raising her hand. “There is something else out there. Not one of these creatures, but…”

      She frowned and pressed her fingers together, twisting them.

      The wave of earth power that washed out from her was considerable, and for some reason, Torian was aware of it and could feel it. He braced for what she was doing, trying to make sense of it, but as soon as that power exploded out from her, it washed out in an arcing wave of power that seemed to streak toward the creatures and then pass them.

      “There is someone with them.”

      There was another burst of power.

      This time, Torian recognized something about it.

      He had felt it before.

      Someone?

      Did that mean that there was somebody after that was directing these creatures? The idea that there would be was horrifying, but then again, he had heard the stories about the Viper and the way that he had summoned creatures, and he knew that Sylvia believed that the Viper was responsible for their presence here now.

      But he didn’t think that was what he detected.

      He wasn’t sure, but there was some aspect of that energy that struck him as familiar in a way that he wasn’t quite certain.

      Not somebody directing them, not like he had feared at first. This was a familiarity of energy and something that suggested to him an uncontrolled kind of power similar to the way that he used it. This was sahir power—but one that was distinct.

      Shadows.

      He pushed, probing with his own use of earth and wind, and then he began to recognize that there was something about it that he had felt before.

      “Professor Order,” he said softly. He motioned, and Visthor stepped forward. “I need you to create a path for her. Do not harm her. She’s skilled with dark. Shadow.”

      “Can she be harmed?”

      “Well, she is a powerful sahir, but I suppose it’s possible that you could use your blade in a way that could harm her.”

      Torian didn’t want to test it, as he did know how injured she was from the attack, and he wasn’t going to take the chance to put her through that, as she deserved better than that. Instead, he focused on where she was, and then…

      Then he didn’t have a choice but to focus upward.

      The strange creatures were up above him, and he could hear a shriek, some sort of chattering that suggested an intelligence, but more than that, they were plotting something.

      Torian could not linger here much longer, not without running the risk of an attack.

      They had to get out of here, but first, they were going to have to carve a pathway through. Visthor swept his blade downward again, and there came a cracking of power that whipped through an opening in the other charkal until they started to fall. Thankfully, it seemed as if Visthor didn’t have any difficulty with using his blade over and over again like that, though Torian wondered if there would be any sort of weakness. He used the blade the same way that Torian did when he grew weak from drawing upon his valsahir connection.

      Something dark drifted toward him.

      He turned his attention upward.

      Torian pointed his blade, and without meaning to, he erupted a burst of flame from the end of it that exploded toward the darkness. Fire arced toward it, and was followed by a strange howling shriek. It split Torian’s ears, and it caused pain to throb inside the back of his mind as if this creature were doing something to him.

      And it was possible that it was. He had no idea what these creatures were capable of, only that they obviously had some connection to power. If only he had some idea of what these creatures were and how he might be able to counter them.

      “Keep at it,” Visthor said, “I will get her here.”

      And increasingly, Torian thought that they were going to need Professor Order to help fight these creatures. Shadow power could do things other aspects could not—especially with what he’d seen her do before.

      Torian took a quick inventory of what was going on around him. The three sahir had stationed themselves into a triangular shape, and each of them was holding onto their patterns, singing outward with an earth connection. All of them were incredibly skilled, and he could feel wind working along with earth, but there were other aspects as well, though Torian could not tell just how much of it they were drawing upon and how much of it that he was supposed to be able to detect otherwise. He could feel the energy flowing, but there was something else to it that he thought that he might need to try to augment.

      But was it on him to do that?

      They were sahir, and he was poorly trained, so he didn’t think that he was going to be able to offer them anything.

      “Up,” Sylvia said, nudging him.

      “I’m sorry,” Torian said, realizing that he had made a mistake. He had been paying attention to what was happening around him, but there were other things that he had to be concerned about. The jughan were still out there, and if he waited too much longer, there was going to be a real possibility that they might swing toward him and then attack, something that Torian simply could not wait for them to do. He had to be ready, though he didn’t know if he could even be ready for something like that. He had used fire on one of them, and it had seemed to repel it, but would it be enough to stop them if they came at him again?

      “Just pay attention,” she said.

      He focused on the blade, and given that he had seen that fire had been effective, he began to use one of the fire patterns through the blade, but when he had tried to do that before, there had been some sort of unfocused access to power, nothing that really poured out of the blade with any real purpose. It was more about fire in general and light that he had managed to accomplish.

      Torian pointed the blade upward, thinking about how he might use a form of one of the advanced patterns that he’d learned from Professor O’Malley when he felt a hand on his shoulder.

      He spun, startled enough that he had released a bit of unstructured power out through the blade. A wave of energy poured outward through the blade of wind and slammed into the trees. He felt the tremoring in the branches and heard a steady shrieking murmuring that came from the horrifying creatures that were there.

      What is she doing here?

      “You can’t burn down the trees,” Professor Order said.

      Her eyes were haunted, and dark rings worked beneath her eyes.

      Her hair was pulled back, and it looked as if she had been injured, a scrape on one arm that had bled and dried.

      “I’m not trying to burn down the trees,” Torian said before flicking his gaze upward. Then again, that was exactly what he had been trying to do, though he knew that maybe that was not the right strategy. “I’m just trying to target these creatures.”

      “We can draw them off,” Professor Order said.

      “They can’t be driven off,” Sylvia said.

      “They can,” Professor Order said again. “And you can’t kill them. Not with fire. And not easily, even.”

      Torian frowned, realizing that Professor Order knew much more about these creatures than even Sylvia did.

      “Use the blade.”

      “What?”

      What did she know about it?

      “The blade is… Well, the blade is something else.”

      Torian began to use the energy inside of himself before pushing on that weight inside of him. He shifted it, sending some of it sliding off to the side, and then he felt power spilling through him. He had to contain it. Normally, when he would shift that weight off the side, he would be able to feel some bit of power working through him and feel something else, as well. He could use his patterns in order to concentrate that power and find a way to link to it, but in this case, he did not think that it was possible to do it without overwhelming himself.

      But he needed to try to find something.

      It was going to be the only way that he was going able to scare these creatures away, so he focused on that unstructured power inside of himself and then let it spill outward. That power poured into the blade, which held onto it but only for a moment. It was unstructured, which meant that it was uncontrollable.

      And then Torian felt that energy exploding out through him. Each time that he used the unstructured power like that, he felt more and more of it flowing through him, to the point where he began to question if he’d be able to control it. And in this case, he certainly did not control it.

      There was resistance to that power.

      Then there was a loud shriek that echoed through the trees. That power slammed into those jughan before they were pushed by it. Torian sagged to his knees, but he held the blade upward the whole time, trying to maintain power through the blade, wanting to target those creatures.

      Energy crackled, and then…

      Then the sky darkened as the jughan took off.

      “Where are they going?” Jakob asked.

      Torian shook his head. He had no idea. They were gone, but what and who were they off to torment now?

    

  







            Chapter 44

          

        

      

    

    




      TALK OF CREATURES

      Professor Order quietly sat next to Torian near the caravan. She ran her fingers through her hair, untangling snarls that Torian hadn’t noticed before, smoothing it down and tucking it beneath the hood of her cloak. She clasped her hands in her lap. Torian noticed her forming a pattern, as if she were not completely satisfied with how to settle herself.

      “What is it?” Torian asked her.

      She took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. “It is good that I was able to get to you. I felt something out there but wasn’t expecting it.”

      Sylvia was off near one end of the caravan, talking with Visthor and Invat, occasionally glancing in Torian’s direction before turning her attention back to the other two. The three professors who had traveled with them into the forest had returned to the university, likely reporting to the headmaster about what they had encountered, though Torian wasn’t sure what they would be able to tell her other than that they had nearly died.

      The creatures outside of the city were increasing in numbers.

      Torian didn’t know what that meant, but he began to worry about the possibilities and began to fear that something more was taking place than what anybody even knew. They had believed that it was tied to Rusav summoning some of these creatures here, and while that might have been a part of it, Torian wasn’t sure if that was all of it.

      “You felt it?” Torian asked.

      “I did,” she said.

      Torian tapped on his pocket, feeling the blade. He had held it the entire walk back, unsure about what he might need to do with it and unsure about how much he could do without it. Since his recovery, he had felt a different connection to the blade.

      But he had slipped it into his pocket once they had gotten back into the camp. He hadn’t needed it, though there was a certain reassurance in having it. He didn’t want to scare Professor Order with it, as he suspected that she was uncomfortable with him and what he had done so far, though maybe he only read into it.

      Professor Order studied Sylvia. “She’s experienced them before, hasn’t she?”

      Torian didn’t need for her to tell him what she implied, as it was quite clear, though he was surprised that she was being so elusive. He needed more information and didn’t like this uncertainty.

      “Sylvia? I don’t know what she experienced, though she makes it sound like something happened with her family at one point.”

      “The jughan can be dangerous but only when frightened.”

      Torian frowned at her again. “That’s the second time that you made a comment like that. You didn’t want to harm them. Why is that?”

      “Not all creatures are dark,” she said. “But all are dark when used by Rusav. Do you understand?”

      Torian wasn’t sure that he did. “Like the shadow boars?”

      She was quiet for a moment. It seemed as if the shadows gathered around her in that time. “I’ve never heard of them acting quite like that before. But maybe that is just how they are when they have been drawn that way.”

      “If Rusav is drawing these creatures here, perhaps they have some way of controlling them.”

      “You don’t control the varkinash. They can be guided and directed, but they cannot be controlled.”

      He leaned back on the chair that he was sitting in, looking along the line of wagons. It was quieter than it had been when he had been traveling with Sylvia, and there were times when he missed Astrid more than others. He could imagine what Astrid would have said about all of this, though she probably would have teased him a little bit about his injury and his inability to reach his Saith power. As strange as it was, she was somebody he missed.

      And he didn’t have anybody that he could talk to about that. There were times when he could share with Jakob, but other times when Jakob simply did not understand. Then again, Jakob had suffered as much as Torian, and the two of them had struggled with the loss of their village and everything and everyone that they knew.

      “What happened to you after the shadow boar attack?” Torian asked.

      He hadn’t really had an opportunity to talk to Professor Order since then.

      “I was injured,” she said. She looked up from where she was squeezing her hands together, twisting them in a pattern.

      Torian didn’t recognize the pattern, though he suspected it was tied to shadow with her. “Which one is that?”

      She hesitated, looking down at her hands. “It matters little, Mr. Ranth. I will meet with you later. Be ready to work.”

      He watched Professor Order depart.

      “Is it safe to come over?”

      Torian looked over to see Jakob standing near the back of the wagon caravan. He sauntered over to Torian, taking Professor Order’s place on the chair. He sank down, his retracted blade resting on his lap, his fingers tracing along the hilt of it.

      “It was never unsafe for you to come over,” Torian said.

      “I could see the two of you needed to talk. Besides, I think you’ve got your eye on her.” Jakob winked at Torian.

      “She’s my instructor,” Torian said.

      “She seems… fun.” He fell silent for a few moments, and then when he spoke again, he did so with a bit of reluctance. “I wasn’t expecting anything like that. I still don’t even know what happened, Torian. We’ve dealt with some of those creatures before, but never anything quite like that. Those were…”

      Jakob lifted the hilt of his blade of wind, twisting it in his hand before setting it back down again.

      “What I wouldn’t give to be able to do what you can do.”

      “Apparently, it’s rare,” Torian said, and he filled Jakob in on what he had learned from the headmaster and from Sylvia.

      “One more thing for you to lord over me,” Jakob said with mock irritation. “But it is interesting, isn’t it? It’s just that you are able to do things, but some of what you do is instinctive, isn’t it? Think about the blade. Are you actually making a pattern when you focus through it?”

      “I thought I was,” Torian said. But having learned about martial theory, Torian found that he had been mixing some of that in with his patterns in a different way than what Visthor had been teaching. “Some of what I’m doing is… I don’t know. Instinctive, I guess?”

      “Like what you did with those three creatures? Birds? I don’t know. Terrifying bats?”

      “You know what they’re called,” Torian said. “They’re—”

      “I know what they’re called,” Jakob said, shaking his head. “It’s just that I don’t necessarily care for them, and I don’t want to talk about them. But you were trying to use fire on them, and it seemed like it was working.”

      “I wouldn’t have been able to use fire on each of them individually. There were too many of them. And I don’t know that I could’ve handled them on my own. The others were needed to try to scare off the other creatures, so it would’ve been left to me,” Torian added.

      “What did you do?” Jakob asked.

      “I’ve told you what I did. I’ve told you about that unstructured kind of power. It just sort of pours out of me. And… Well, I don’t know what to make of it, only that when it pours, it reacts differently.”

      He fell silent, and he turned toward Sylvia, who was making her way toward him.

      “You wish that he was still here, don’t you?”

      Torian nodded. “Aldrich understood the power,” Torian said. “I would’ve been able to learn more from him. I was getting closer to learning more when he was taken from me. And because of it, I lost something. More than just a mentor, I think. A way of understanding something bigger.”

      Torian got to his feet as Sylvia approached. Her brow was dark, and he recognized that she was holding onto one of the second-tier patterns, though it was a modification of wind that he wasn’t familiar with.

      “Where did she go?” Sylvia asked.

      “Professor Order?” Sylvia nodded. Torian shrugged and motioned toward the city. “I believe she went back. She is still recovering from the shadow boar attack, apparently. And we didn’t need her now. We scared them away. Well, I scared them away. You and the others take care of—”

      “We scared them away, but now we have to worry about where they have gone,” Sylvia said.

      “I will track,” Visthor said.

      “And that is too dangerous,” Sylvia snapped as he neared her.

      Visthor was whistling softly, and Torian was aware of the sound of movement in the trees, which suggested to him that the shadow wolves that Visthor had called to had wanted for them to hear them. Otherwise, they would move as silent as the night.

      “It’s not dangerous. Not with help. And I not engage with them.”

      “We don’t need to engage,” Sylvia said. “Any of this. We have not found reason for the creatures, but something is drawing them.”

      “Have you ever seen anything quite like it?” Torian asked.

      “No,” Sylvia said. “Not before, and that worries me, as it should worry you, as well.” She breathed out heavily. “I would like to talk to that one when I get a chance. She has experience with these creatures.”

      “She said that she felt them,” Torian said. “That’s why she was out there.”

      Sylvia frowned for a moment, and her pattern shifted again. Torian began to feel a stirring of wind, wondering what Sylvia was doing with it, but it simply flickered out and away from her slowly enough that he felt it dissipating. Whatever she was using the wind for was not any type of weapon. He wasn’t sure what it was, just that it swirled around her.

      “And she felt them,” Sylvia said before looking over to Visthor. “That is interesting.”

      “Maybe,” Visthor said.

      Sylvia and Visthor continued to watch each other before Visthor nodded, striding away and whistling. A pair of shadow wolves bounded out of the trees, each of them massive and with dark gray and brown fur.

      Sylvia looked to Torian as if she wanted to say something more and then waved to Jakob. “Keep working. And you,” she said to Torian, “focus on what they teach at the university. Learn quickly.”

      “I don’t think it works that way,” Torian said. “I have to be patient with what they’re teaching because—”

      “I do not understand the university the way that you do, but I do trust you to find those answers. Work quickly, as I fear that the reason these creatures are congregating here is coming to a head. Be ready.”
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      SHADOWS AND WOLVES

      The knock at the door caught Torian off guard.

      He had taken to spending quite a bit of time in the library, partly because he had wanted to learn more about the different patterns and partly to have closer proximity to work with Professor Order. She had even given him a small room where he could study, apart from the library. Torian found it useful to have a space for practicing the variations in the patterns that he needed to work on. The room had been rune-marked, which meant that it was protected from him and anybody else who might cause any disruption to the markings on the wall as he worked on the different pattern variations. It allowed him to practice shadow, primarily, though he didn’t have any idea if it would protect against other patterns as well.

      He looked up, rubbing a knuckle into his eyes as he had been focused for so long on practicing the different power. He had stopped reading, though he did wonder if he needed to spend more time working on the rune patterns to get a better sense of the different containment runes that he had seen on the building where they were holding the Viper.

      “Who is it?” Torian asked, feeling a bit sleepy but also not expecting that it would be Professor Order, she would have simply barged in as she often did.

      “Torian?”

      He got to his feet and pulled the door open. He realized that he had placed a bit of earth connection using a bit of stacked stone to do so as a way of preventing anybody from just barging in, though Professor Order had proven that wasn’t necessarily effective against her, nor against the level of skill that she had demonstrated.

      He realized that it was Sarah.

      “Oh,” she said, “you are here. I wasn’t sure. I was hoping that you were, but I didn’t know. They went to the different classrooms, thinking that I might find you, and—”

      “What is it?”

      She seemed worried, though he wasn’t exactly sure why.

      “There’s somebody waiting for you outside of the university. They refused to come inside.”

      Torian looked around the inside of the room. It was empty, save for a few books that he had brought with him from the library. Professor Order had claimed that he wasn’t going to need any of the books that he could bring because nothing that he needed to practice for her would be found in them. Then again, Torian didn’t intend to only study what she wanted from him. He thought that he needed to study other things, as well, though he had taken most of the time here to be working on his own patterns.

      “Somebody came looking for me?”

      His thoughts went back to Astrid, but she wouldn’t have come to the university looking for him, would she?

      Not Astrid. She would have been hiding, he suspected, and given everything that they had dealt with so far, Torian suspected that she would have not been looking through town. He had no idea what she was doing, nor did he have any idea why she was there, but…

      “He’s enormous,” Sarah said, shaking her head. “I’ve never seen anybody like him.”

      Torian snorted. “That must be Visthor. He’s a friend of mine. I traveled with him to the city.”

      “Is he… Is he from Rusav? Everybody says that you came with some people from Rusav, though I know you don’t like to talk about it that much.”

      “I think he once was from Rusav, but he fought against them. You don’t have to worry. Visthor is a good person.”

      He followed her out. The room was down the hall from the Main Hall library, which made it centrally located, and a place that he appreciated for the proximity to the library. He suspected that it once had been a closet, but now it was a small room with a table and chair. Enough space to give him an opportunity to work with pattern variations. As they headed down the hall, she looked over to him and looked as if she wanted to say something.

      “Go on,” Torian said.

      “It’s just that you have been working with her quite a bit,” she said.

      “Professor Order?” When Sarah nodded, Torian shrugged. “I’ve been trying to work on my independent study, as she instructed.”

      “She’s odd,” Sarah said, keeping her voice low.

      Torian started to smile. “Well, I think we agree on that. But I think she means well. Besides, I’ve already started to learn quite a bit about dark patterns and different variations that are available. I never expected to learn so much.”

      “We only need to know a few variations,” Sarah said, arching a brow at him. “Why would you spend time mastering so many?”

      “I don’t know that I have much of a choice,” Torian said. “I was told by the headmaster that I needed to have an independent study, and you made it clear that if I didn’t pass all of my classes, that I would be sent from the university or something along those lines.”

      “I don’t think that they would actually do that to you,” she said, “do you?”

      Torian shrugged. “I don’t know. I am late to the university, and I have a feeling that the headmaster isn’t necessarily a fan of the fact that I came here and am joining as late as I am. Not that I really blame her, as I understand the reason that she isn’t thrilled with it. It’s just… Well, I guess that I’m just trying to take advantage of any opportunity that I have here so that I can learn as much as possible.”

      “You are already doing so much,” Sarah said. “I don’t think they’re going to send you away.”

      Torian wasn’t exactly sure about that, and as they headed down the stairs and reached the door, he wasn’t even sure what to say, but at this point, he didn’t know if there was anything for him to say. He followed her out, and when he reached the door and pulled it open, he wasn’t surprised that it was Visthor waiting.

      He was surprised, however, to see Visthor holding onto his Blade of Wind.

      He hadn’t extended the blade, but the fact that he was holding it suggested that something was amiss.

      “Sylvia need you,” Visthor said.

      “Did she tell you why?”

      “No, just need you. Come.”

      Torian set off, following Visthor.

      “You’re just going to go with him?” Sarah asked.

      “If Sylvia needs me, then I need to go.”

      “I thought we were going to study.”

      “We still can,” Torian said. “Or you can come with me.”

      Visthor glanced over, and his brow furrowed before he shook his head and turned straight ahead.

      Torian wasn’t sure what to make of that, but at this point, he thought that he needed to try to include Sarah as much as possible, as Sarah had proven herself to him, and, truth be told, she was a friend. He didn’t have very many friends. With everything that they had been dealing with within the university and within Corsalt, Torian felt as if he needed to trust somebody. And, he needed to trust her in particular.

      She caught up to him. “Do you know where you are going?”

      Torian shook his head. “Not at all. Probably outside of the city.”

      Visthor nodded. “Sylvia outside of city. Near trees.”

      “It’s dangerous outside of the city,” she said. “The last time you went out there, you—”

      “I know what happened the last time that I was out there,” Torian said. “But it wasn’t even the last time. The last time that I was out there, I found some of the other creatures that are there, and I helped with them.”

      “You are just going to go deal with Rusav creatures?”

      “Creatures are not Rusav,” Visthor said. “Creatures are creatures. Some dangerous. Some dark. Not all Rusav.”

      Sarah regarded Visthor for a moment before turning her attention to Torian. “Are you sure?”

      Torian shrugged. At this point, he wasn’t even sure what he wanted to do or what he needed to do, but he did feel as if he wanted to know what it was that Sylvia wanted from him. The fact that she had sent Visthor suggested that there was something dangerous out there, but what was it? If it were about the creatures, Torian had a hard time thinking that she would have sent Visthor. She would have dealt with them. Either that or maybe there was another one of the willowtrush. He doubted that because if there was one, Sylvia certainly wouldn’t draw him to it.

      He said nothing, and Visthor didn’t say anything as they reached the edge of the city. As soon as they did, Visthor extended the Blade of Wind.

      When he did, Sarah sucked in a sharp breath. “That’s a Rusav weapon.”

      “Taken from Rusav soldiers,” Torian said.

      He was tempted to extend his own blade, but at this point, there was no real benefit to it until he knew what they were dealing with. Besides, now that he felt more confident with some of the fifth-tier patterns, he didn’t think that he needed to use the Blade of Wind quite as much as he had before. It would still be beneficial, depending upon what he dealt with, and depending upon the types of things that they encountered, but Torian thought that he was at least competent enough with the light blade, and even the earth blade, for him to handle anything they might find.

      And then, there was the possibility of using the shadow blade.

      It was one that he had never been all that confident with, but his time working with Professor Order had helped him quite a bit, to the point where Torian now felt as if shadow were almost as easy for him as light and earth. That was a surprising realization, but mostly because it was a matter of him just having familiarity with the different variations. If he had an opportunity to study with somebody who knew the other patterns as effectively and could teach them to him, Torian doubted that he would struggle with some of them, as well. What he really needed, or what he at least thought that he wanted to learn, was about metal and cold, as now that he had come to a better ability with dark, he felt that he needed to use those, as well.

      Maybe he could ask Professor Order.

      She obviously had skill with some of these different patterns, and given everything that he had seen from her, she would have understood the variations. And if not her, if she decided that she didn’t want to reveal anything to Torian, then he thought about going to the headmaster. That is, assuming that the headmaster was willing to teach him anything. She had made it quite clear that she was not interested in teaching, and given that he had trained with Aldrich and Torian suspected that she didn’t care much for him, it was possible that she would want nothing to do with him or with the kinds of things that he knew.

      “She will be here,” Visthor said.

      Sarah looked over. “How does he know where to find her?”

      Torian wasn’t exactly sure, though he thought that he could feel some of the wolves in the trees nearby. He didn’t hear them; they were shadow wolves, but…

      Shadow.

      He smiled at that.

      What if he could use something from his newfound connection and his understanding to master some aspect of the shadow wolves? It would be a question that he would have to ask Visthor later and preferably when Sarah wasn’t around. Visthor might not say anything to him, or perhaps he would. There were times when Visthor made it seem as if he didn’t really understand his connection to the shadow wolves, and other times when he pretended that he didn’t have a connection to the Saith—or that the shadow wolves didn’t have a connection to the Saith power—but Torian increasingly began to believe that they must have something and that it was a power, and a connection, that he could master if he had enough of an opportunity to work with them.

      They slowed. Up ahead, Torian noticed one of the strange, massive, towering trees that had begun cropping up in the forest.

      “Is that…” Sarah began.

      “It’s one of those trees,” Torian said.

      “Why are we going to them? You remember what happened the last time we did and how dangerous they can be.”

      “Tree not dangerous,” Visthor said.

      “The tree is dangerous,” Sarah said. “We were here before. The tree seemed to absorb some of the Saith power.”

      “Tree not dangerous.”

      Torian frowned, and he wondered what it was that Visthor knew. Then again, if it was Visthor, and if he was saying something wasn’t dangerous, there could be only one explanation. He must have spoken to the shadow wolves or must have gotten some response from them to suggest that it wasn’t dangerous.

      As they approached, two wolves slipped out of the forest, once again startling Sarah.

      She stopped moving then.

      “You see them, right?”

      “These are shadow wolves,” Torian said.

      Sarah’s eyes widened, and she covered her mouth. She started to move her hands as if she were going to form one of the patterns. Torian was curious as to which pattern she might choose and whether she would reach for one of the blades, but he stepped toward her, putting himself in between her and the shadow wolves.

      “They aren’t going to harm you,” he said. “They travel with us.”

      “They hunt and kill people around Corsalt,” she said, her voice soft. “That’s one of the reasons that we aren’t supposed to head into the forest on our own.”

      Torian looked back. The two shadow wolves were enormous, but Torian had traveled with them, and he recognized them. One of them had a scar along its flank, and his ears perked up, swiveling as if he were listening to everything that they were saying. There was an intelligence in its eyes that suggested that he knew what they were saying. That was an unsettling feeling the very first time that he saw it, but it was no longer the case. The other one was a smaller shadow wolf that had a strong affinity for Visthor and had spent quite a bit of time around him. Torian knew they both had names, but he also knew that Visthor wasn’t going to reveal them to him.

      “These are our friends,” Torian said, and he turned, crouching down, holding his hand out. He began to use a shadow pattern and shadow summons, wondering if it would even make a difference. Surprisingly, both wolves immediately approached him as if drawn by the shadow summons. They stopped directly in front of him and took a seat.

      “You have learned to speak to them,” Visthor said.

      Torian looked up, frowning. “I didn’t really speak, though, did I? I was just using a shadow summons.”

      “Like a—”

      Torian raised his hand, cutting him off before he said valsahir.

      He didn’t need that as an issue between him and Sarah, not in addition to everything else that they had.

      “It must be shadow,” Torian said.

      Visthor frowned, but then he nodded. “Perhaps just shadow,” he said. “And yet, still impressive. Much more than you did the last time we were together.”

      “I am learning how to control shadow.” He turned to the shadow wolves. “But I don’t want to control you, so don’t worry about that,” he said, smiling at them. He wasn’t even sure that the smile was necessary, nor that it would do anything. Instead, he stood, straightened, and looked over at Sarah, hoping that she would realize she didn’t need to react.

      She let out a long, heavy sigh. “There is so much that I don’t know.”

      “I feel that all the time.”

      He patted the larger of the shadow wolves on his head, and then he used shadow, which didn’t necessarily cause the shadow wolves to disappear, but it did take them off of the vigilance that they had before. Now that he knew that shadow summon could work, he was curious if it would work on the shadow wolf that had brought him to Aldrich in the first place. Could that be his shadow wolf?

      A thought for another time.

      Visthor kept them moving, and by the time they got up to Sylvia, he found her crouched in front of the tree.

      But it wasn’t the tree that drew Torian’s attention. Well, there was some of that tree, as Torian could feel something coming off of it, but it was rather the person that Sylvia was crouched in front of, propped up in front of the tree, and unconscious.

      Johan.

      Torian had not seen him since he had run off with his sister, but if Johan was here, Astrid could not be far.

      “Did you find him like this?” Torian asked.

      “Like this?” Sylvia asked, standing and nodding to Visthor before glancing at Sarah, frowning more deeply. “No. I didn’t find him like this. I found him here. And unfortunately, he can’t share anything.”

      “Why?” Torian asked. He turned his attention to Johan, having not really paid much attention before. Now that he saw him like that, Torian was left with new questions but no real answer. “Is he dead?”

      Sylvia breathed out heavily. “Not dead. At least, not that I can tell. But he’s not doing well, either. “It seems like something happened to him.”

      “The tree,” Torian suggested.

      “Not the tree. And I don’t know what it is, but I worry what it means.”

      “And where is his sister?” Torian asked.

      “I doubt she will be far behind,” Sylvia said.

      “This is why you wanted me out here?”

      “Not this. Something else.”

      She moved forward, past the tree, and she hadn’t gone very far before she looked up to Visthor, a sad look in her eyes, and then nodded to Torian. “This.”

      She stepped aside, and he realized what it was that she brought him here to see.

      Shadow wolf.

      And it was dead.
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      HEALING RUNES

      Torian made a steady circuit around the tree, trying to make sense of what had happened. As he walked around, he couldn’t see anything, though he felt the strangeness that was here, a strange sort of energy that was prominent beyond the boundary of the tree. Torian wasn’t sure why that should be, nor was he sure what it was that he was feeling, only that he could detect something.

      He had begun using one of his earth patterns, using the earth-tracking, but even with that, he wasn’t able to pick up on anything within it. It bothered him.

      When he headed back over to the shadow wolf, he saw that Sarah was crouching down next to Sylvia, her fear seemingly at ease, making Torian feel a little bit better, as he didn’t want the two of them to be at odds.

      “I don’t detect anything with water,” Sarah said.

      “You don’t think that I tried that already?”

      “I wasn’t saying… Wait. You can use the Saith?”

      Sylvia grunted and ran her hands through the shadow wolf’s fur before looking over to Visthor, ignoring Sarah’s question. “I didn’t want you to know before you got him. I knew that if you did, you weren’t going to be willing to go again.”

      “How many?” Visthor asked.

      Torian hadn’t even considered the possibility that there might be more shadow wolves that were affected, but as soon as Visthor said it, he found himself frowning, wondering if maybe that was a possibility. And if so, what would it mean?

      “Just this one.”

      “But you don’t know,” Visthor said. His voice was hoarse, and he did not contain his anger. The other two shadow wolves that had followed them stood on either side of the deceased, and Torian could almost feel something coming off of them. He had never noticed it before, but then again, he might not have been able to do so before he had gained a greater understanding of shadow. “I search.”

      “I’m going to need you with me,” Sylvia said.

      “I search,” Visthor said.

      Sylvia breathed out heavily, and then she nodded. “Search, but do not take long.”

      He whistled, and then he crouched down next to one of the shadow wolves, speaking to it. It might be Torian’s imagination, but it seemed to him that a bit of shadow swirled around Visthor as he spoke to the shadow wolf. When he stood, there was something of a shadow that flowed from him, sending the wolves.

      That couldn’t be his imagination.

      Could Visthor be inherently using dark?

      It was possible, especially as Visthor had an obvious connection to the wolves, and it had to be potent enough for him to speak and know what they were experiencing.

      “How long will it take for them to search?” Torian asked.

      “Not long,” Visthor said. He stared at the tree and over to where Johan was lying. “Was it him?”

      “I don’t know,” Sylvia said. “If he were to wake up, he might be able to share something with us that would answer that question, but unfortunately, he does not seem as if he can come around. I have been trying to help him, but he isn’t coming around.”

      Sarah frowned, then she hurried over to where Johan was lying, propped up against the tree. “Were you trying here?”

      Sylvia nodded.

      “That may be the problem,” Sarah said, and then she immediately grabbed Johan’s legs and pulled him away from the tree, where his head dropped onto the ground. Sylvia frowned at her, but she didn’t say anything.

      Torian realized that he had to explain.

      “Apparently, there is something about the trees that seem to absorb the Saith power, so by leaving him propped up against the tree, it’s possible that you were not able to draw on enough of your connection to the Saith to help him.”

      “The tree absorbs it?”

      “From what we have been able to tell,” he said. “To be honest, I don’t understand it, and when we were out here before, I was testing it, but…” He trailed off, not wanting to share too much, especially not around Sarah, until she knew the truth of his valsahir ability. At this point, Torian wasn’t even sure that he wanted to reveal that valsahir ability. “Anyway, it is easier to use the Saith power away from the tree.”

      Sarah had begun to form a water pattern, surprising Torian by using a very complicated one.  One that was much more complex than anything that Torian had seen before. At first, he wasn’t even sure what it was, but the more that he stared, the more something to it suggested that it was at least seventh tier or perhaps higher.

      “How did you learn that?”

      Sarah looked over and shrugged. “When you were injured,” she said. “I spent a little time with Thomas, hoping to see if there was anything that I might be able to learn from him. He is gifted, but he doesn’t always like it when students spend time around him. I used it as an opportunity.”

      “You used Torian?” Visthor said.

      “Not like that,” Sarah said, raising her hands, which immediately broke her pattern. She turned her attention back to Johan and started to focus on the pattern again, drawing through water in a way that Torian had felt before, but had not seen. “I used him to give me access. I was going to be there anyway,” she hurriedly said, “because I wanted to know if he was going to come back, but I would never have been able to have access to Thomas without Torian.”

      Sylvia looked as if she wanted to say something, but Torian shook his head, and Sylvia fell quiet.

      He watched Sarah work.

      She was really quite gifted. He had known that she was talented and knew that she had skill with many different types of Saith power, but he had never expected to see—or feel—something quite so potent. And at this point, short of bringing Johan to a healer, there wasn’t much that they were going to be able to do. And Torian wasn’t sure that Sylvia was willing to bring him to a healer in the university, especially because there was a danger in releasing him to the university, and more than that, they would need to get answers from him about what Johan and Astrid were doing.

      After a moment, Sarah sat back on her heels. “That’s about all that I can do. I felt a strangeness within his bloodstream, and I think I helped it, but I’m not a natural healer. We could bring him to Thomas and give him an opportunity to try to work with him, but I get the feeling that isn’t your plan, is it?”

      Sylvia checked Johan over, touching his neck, then leaning down and listening to his breathing before she used her own water pattern. It was an obvious third-tier pattern, but it was a variation that Torian had not studied before. Now that he knew to look for variations, he understood the purpose behind them. As water washed through Johan, Sylvia nodded, mostly to herself.

      “That wasn’t my plan, so thank you.”

      There was a sharp whistle, more like a howl, and Torian looked up.

      Visthor stiffened. “They find something.”

      He bounded away.

      Sylvia shook her head slowly, squeezing her eyes shut. “Go after him, if you don’t mind. And please keep him from doing anything foolish.”

      “I could stay here with Johan,” Torian offered.

      “I think that it would be better if I stayed here, especially given that you are…” She trailed off, looking over to Sarah before turning back to Torian. “A bit more skilled than I.”

      Torian got up and darted after Visthor.

      As soon as he moved past the strange, towering tree, there was a part of Torian that felt as if he were freed. He wasn’t sure why he had felt it before, only that now that he was here, something had loosened inside of his chest. He had not been sure what he had been feeling, as he had not been aware of it until stepping beyond that boundary. He reached for the Saith power inside of himself, pushing on the weight, shoving it to the side, and as he did, power flooded inside of him.

      It was almost uncontrolled.

      Torian pushed harder than he had intended—or maybe it was as hard as he had been pushing, but once past the trees, he didn’t need to push quite as hard to draw on the same kind of power.

      He nearly stumbled, looking back toward the strange, towering tree and remembering how it felt when he had poured some of his Saith power into it. Could the tree be limiting him in some way? Was it restricting him? And if so, what was it doing to others?

      Maybe it wasn’t doing anything to others. Maybe it was only restricting him, as he was valsahir. Maybe it only worked against somebody who had a significant power draw.

      But if that was the case, then why would it have been placed?

      He believed that somebody—or something—had placed the trees around Corsalt. They were new. That was what Sarah had said. And it meant that somebody had known there was danger here. Could they have done it anticipating that he was going to come?

      He glanced back toward Johan, thinking about him—and Astrid.

      They had done it.

      The timing worked, he suspected. The trees had appeared recently and had grown rapidly. Given that they seemed to feed on Saith power, it was possible that they had done it, but why?

      He ignored it, heading after Visthor. He caught up to the much larger man, who looked over at him.

      “Sylvia send you?”

      “She was worried about you,” Torian said.

      “She needed not to be.”

      “I understand, but maybe I can help.”

      “You leave girl behind?”

      Torian hadn’t even thought about asking Sarah to come with him. He glanced behind him, making sure that she had not followed. He was thankful that it didn’t seem as if she had. “I think that she is back with Sylvia.”

      “Maybe dangerous,” Visthor said, and then he offered a smile. “Glad you come. Wolves speak. Danger up ahead.”

      “But what kind of danger?”

      “Danger to wolves.”

      And without saying anything, Torian knew that was the only thing that really mattered to Visthor.

      They reached another of the strange trees ringing Corsalt, where Visthor kept going, but Torian slowed.

      He whistled, and Visthor turned back.

      “It’s got to be near here,” he said.

      “What has to be?”

      “Whatever it is that the wolves detected. I can feel something. I don’t know what it is, but there is something here.”

      Visthor frowned. “Wolves no speak.”

      “I know,” Torian said. But he didn’t necessarily need the wolves to speak for him to tell that there was something unusual here, but he wasn’t sure what it was.

      He tried to use earth, using a tracking pattern, but it didn’t work for him. He shifted to wind, as there were aspects of the fourth-tier pattern that could track, as well, but even as he did that, he didn’t pick up on anything else.

      Shadow?

      Normally, Torian wouldn’t even bother reaching for shadow, but given his understanding of how the shadows worked and what he had seen with the shadow wolves, he found himself curious.

      Then he felt it.

      It wasn’t far from him, and it was a strange sensation as if shadow dispel was solidified.

      And he found two of the shadow wolves.

      Thankfully, neither were the ones that had been hunting on their behalf, but Torian hurried over to them. Visthor followed.

      He let out a pained cry, and he grabbed for one of the shadow wolves, but Torian held his hand out, staying with him.

      “We don’t know what’s wrong with them, but I think they are still alive,” Torian said.

      “How you know?”

      “I… I’m not really sure. They are connected to the dark pattern of Saith, and ever since I have been working with dark more, I can feel something here. They are gone. It’s just as if some part of them has been sent away.”

      “Can you fix?”

      “I don’t know,” Torian said.

      He didn’t think helping was going to take water, as a water pattern didn’t necessarily fit with what he was feeling here. And as far as he could tell, there wasn’t anything physically wrong with the shadow wolves. It was more as if some part of them had been dispelled. Could he use shadow summon?

      No. Not summon. Concentrate.

      But even that was not necessarily the right kind of pattern for what he thought that he needed to do. He had to at least draw shadows back. So he formed the pattern, and he immediately began to work through variations, testing which of them would work. He had no idea if one of the variations that he had learned would even be effective for the shadow wolves, but there was something about the shadow that he felt seemed to guide him. It wasn’t a variation that Professor Order had taught him, though. This was one that just felt right. Had he not had the opportunity to work with the shadows or with Professor Order. Torian wasn’t sure that she would have even known, though. But he could feel it now.

      He focused, and as he did, he allowed himself to feel more of those shadows, drawing some of that power to him. The more power he drew, the more he felt something changing around him. It was almost as if some of the shadows were reacting as if…

      As if the concentrated pattern was working.

      “Look,” Visthor said, pointing to the shadow wolf that Torian was working on. “He breathed.”

      “I know that he’s breathing,” Torian said, his voice strained. “I can feel him breathing, but I don’t think that it is a physical injury. I think it’s a shadow injury. Saith injury.”

      “What separate Saith?”

      “I have no idea,” Torian said. He looked over at the tree. The shadow wolves would have needed to come in contact with it in order for it to have damaged them. Or was it possible that it had somehow been triggered, and it was against them? That didn’t make a lot of sense to him, either. Whatever it was, it was powerful, and it was working against the shadow wolves in a way that Torian couldn’t understand, and didn’t know if he could even explain.

      He continued to use shadow concentrate but realized that he couldn’t help both at the same time. Not the way that he was doing it.

      “I don’t know that I can help them,” he said.

      “You help,” Visthor said. “You are valsahir. These are shadow wolves.”

      “I understand,” Torian said. “I just…”

      The way that Visthor’s expression hardened before shattering broke something inside of Torian.

      “I will try.”

      And maybe it wasn’t shadow concentrate that he needed to do help them. At least, not only shadow concentrate.

      He thought about what he had learned from Professor Noble and the different types of runes that he had been working with. There were shadow runes, weren’t there?

      He could place shadow runes around the shadow wolves, and maybe it would give him time to work on them a little longer. There was a different thought that he had, but he wasn’t sure that it would work. He could also place a shadow rune on the shadow wolves.

      But if he did that, Torian worried what it might do, whether it would change anything.

      But he could see—and feel—something slipping from the shadow wolves.

      There was no time.

      A rune on the shadow wolves it had to be.

      He hurried to the one that he had not been concentrating shadow on, and he placed his hand on the shadow wolf’s head, where he felt the connection to the Saith shadow darkness strongest. He traced the pattern with his fingertips while also pushing some of the Saith power through him. It was unstructured power, but it seemed right.

      Shadows began to flow slowly.

      Torian wanted to control them but wasn’t sure that he could.

      Once he finished with the rune, one that he remembered from his studies and one that he knew was significant for shadow concentrate, Torian withdrew his hand. Shadows still swirled around the shadow wolf. Maybe it would work, maybe it wouldn’t. It was the only thing that he could try. He hurried over to the other one and did the same thing, only this time, he did so with a bit more confidence, even though he had no idea if it would be effective. When he was done, he sat back, looking up at Visthor.

      Visthor studied the shadow wolves, and there was an expectant look on his face.

      “I don’t know,” Torian said. “I can feel the shadows around them more now than before, but I don’t know if it’s because I placed the shadow concentrate pattern, or at least, it’s equivalent, or if it is because I broke whatever it was that happened to them. We have to give them time.”

      “We not have time,” Visthor said softly. “There are more.”

      “How do you know?”

      “While you were working, wolves talk.”

      “How many more?” Torian asked.

      Could something be in the forest that was attacking the shadow wolves?

      And if that were the case, what could it be? The shadow wolves were dangerous and deadly, and he couldn’t imagine anything that powerful, at least, nothing that the shadow wolves wouldn’t be able to identify in time to ensure that they were not targeted.

      “Many more, valsahir. You do this. You save wolves.”

      “I will do what I can.”

      “You do this.”

      As Torian got to his feet, looking down at the two shadow wolves, he could feel shadows concentrating around them, at least enough to blur them a little bit. If it worked, they might even blend into the forest a little bit, enough that they would disappear from any prying eyes. But Torian still didn’t know if what he had done had made a difference, and if not, he wasn’t sure what he could do that would help them. But he knew that Visthor would not permit him to do nothing.

      Could he leave Sarah behind?

      She’s safe with Sylvia.

      But she didn’t know Sylvia the way Torian did.

      The wolves—and Visthor—needed him.

      That was all Torian knew, and all he needed to know.

      And so he set off after Visthor, after the shadow wolves, and prepared to do whatever it was that he could to save them.

      Torian hoped that he was in time—and more than that, he hoped that whatever was out there didn’t end up hunting him and Visthor as well.
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      SHADOW CONCENTRATE

      Torian was feeling pretty good about himself and the fact that it seemed as if they had saved most of the shadow wolves that they had come across. There was a total of three that he had not been able to do anything about, but three out of nearly twenty that they had come across, was much better than it could have been. Visthor had grown increasingly agitated as they had hunted for the fallen shadow wolves. Torian had been searching with him, hoping that he might help find what was going on, but having no idea.

      Dusk had fallen by the time they finished.

      Sylvia was seated next to Johan in the middle of the forest, and several of the shadow wolves that Torian had helped—now carried a shadow rune on them, which Torian worried might be a permanent change to them—were gathered around, as well. Sarah looked over as Torian approached. He noticed the look of worry in her eyes, though she didn’t say anything to him.

      “Has he talked?” Visthor asked, striding toward them, age practically bubbling from him.

      “He’s not even awake yet,” Sylvia said. “Whatever happened to him, it has prevented him from coming around.”

      “Could it be willowtrush?” Torian asked.

      Sylvia frowned. “There is nothing to suggest that, but, unfortunately, given what we have encountered here—and in particular, what you have encountered here—anything is possible. I don’t like it. There has been far too much activity here lately, and I don’t care for how many of these sahir they have patrolling—regardless of their intention.”

      “We should take him where he can get some attention,” Sarah said. She looked over to Torian. “I know that you want to question him. I really do. But you are not going to be able to question him if he doesn’t wake up. And if it is willowtrush”—and the tone of her voice suggested that she didn’t think it likely, though neither did Torian— “you need somebody who has some experience with it. From what it sounds like, there aren’t that many people in the world who have that experience.”

      “Not many,” Torian agreed softly. He inhaled slowly and looked over to Sylvia. “She’s right. If we want information, we have to bring him where there are others who can help him.”

      Sylvia looked up to Visthor. Most of the time, Visthor deferred to Sylvia, but in this case, it seemed almost as if she were willing—and practically needing—his approval. Visthor glowered at Johan for a few moments before finally letting out a frustrated grunt and nodding once.

      “You bring him there,” Sylvia said, looking up at Torian. “And you tell me the moment that he awakens.”

      “I doubt that I’m going to have an opportunity to tell you the moment that he awakens,” Torian said. “If I can stay close to him, then—”

      “Then you stay close to him.” Visthor crossed his arms and seemed to have swollen with more power.

      “I need to look into something,” Torian said.

      “You look into Johan. Nothing more.”

      Torian was tempted to argue with him, but at this point, he wasn’t sure that arguing with Visthor was going to get him anywhere. Besides, there was something more that he needed to do. “Can you help me?” He motioned to Johan and asked Sarah.

      “We have to carry him?”

      “I think if I let Visthor do it, he’s going to intentionally drop him.”

      “On head,” Visthor said.

      He crouched down in front of one of the shadow wolves, and he scratched one of them on their head. The shadow wolf rubbed up against Visthor. It seemed to Torian that shadow seemed to move between them, almost as if both of them were using some sort of a shadow summoned, or perhaps shadow concentrate, aspect of the Saith power. Whatever it was, it became apparent that whatever Visthor was doing with the shadow wolves was tied to the shadows in general. He had suspected that to be the case, but seeing it made it all the more clear to him.

      Torian took a deep breath, and he focused on the sense of earth within himself, and he wondered if there was anything within there that he might be able to draw upon, but even as he focused on it, he could not tell anything that was there. He tried to draw upon earth, mostly to see if he might be able to use that in order for him to carry Johan more easily, but it was going to be difficult for him to hold onto earth while walking, at least one-handed. He could draw upon the Saith power inside of himself and use something less structured, but there was always the possibility that he would lose control over it. It was part of the reason that Torian had been hesitant to do that.

      Before going, he motioned to Sylvia. She frowned at him, and they moved off into a quieter section of the forest, where he looked back to see Visthor studying the wolves while Sarah regarded Torian with a darkness in her eyes.

      “What is it?” Sylvia asked.

      “These trees,” Torian said.

      “Yes. I think they are Rusav, as you suspected.”

      “It’s not just that,” Torian said. “They seem to draw sahir power, but they also affect my valsahir connection. Well, I think that’s all part of a continuum, so it’s not really that they affect something more than another, but—”

      “Get on with it,” she said.

      Torian nodded. “Of course. Anyway, I noticed something when I was helping Visthor. Once we stepped past the trees, it became easier for me to reach for my valsahir connection. To touch upon the power of the Saith inside of me. It was almost as if when I pushed the weight inside of me,” he went on, describing it as he often did to her, though he wasn’t sure that he needed to describe it to Sylvia, as she had known about his limitations from the very beginning, “I managed to push past even more power. It was like I no longer needed to strain quite as hard.”

      Sylvia frowned. “What are you saying?”

      Torian shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t know. It just feels like there is something here that has been limiting me. And possibly others.”

      “Could Rusav have been placing this to prepare for another attack?”

      “It doesn’t make sense, though, does it?” Torian asked.

      “I don’t see why it wouldn’t. If they intend to try to limit the sahir, they would have a much easier time of attacking.”

      “But it would also limit them. I realize that many of the Rusav soldiers have Blades of Wind, but wouldn’t that also be a problem for them? Why would they want to limit themselves—and the ability that they have—just to focus an attack?”

      “I suppose I don’t know.”

      “I realize that maybe part of the answer is that they don’t expect anybody else to have the same level of strength that they do.” That was one possible answer, but it still didn’t fit with what he would’ve expected. “But it would also be limited. I can’t get past that.” He looked up. From here, he could still see the tree, and he could still see the berries that were clustered up in there. “I don’t know what those berries do, but what if they are tied to this?”

      “And what if the berries are just berries?” Sylvia asked.

      “Fine,” Torian said. “Just look around. See if you can see anything. It’s the trees. I’m sure of it.”

      “What about the trees?”

      “I still don’t know. If we can get Johan to wake up, maybe he knows something.”

      The hard part for Torian was that he didn’t think Astrid and Johan were actually working with Rusav. From the conversations that he had with Astrid—admittedly very few during their journey—he had the feeling that she and her brother didn’t much care for Rusav, nor did they much care for anything Rusav stood for. So he didn’t think that they would be a part of it.

      Maybe they didn’t care for Navarin, as well.

      That was a possibility, and it was one that Torian knew that he was going to have to ask Johan once he came around—assuming that he did. It was entirely possible that they didn’t like both Rusav and Navarin. It still didn’t answer who they were working with if anyone.

      Sylvia guided them back to the others, where he and Sarah gathered up Johan and started carrying him. As they made their way through the forest, Torian and Sarah talked a little bit about what Torian had done, which surprised Sarah.

      “You mean you placed a rune on the creature?”

      “Shadow wolf,” he said. “But yes. I didn’t know if it would work, but the shadow wolves are connected to the dark aspect of Saith. I thought… Well, I don’t even know. It just felt like it was the right sort of thing to do. And I could tell that they were somehow disconnected from that, and if I didn’t help them, I was worried about what might happen to them.”

      “That is impressive. I know that’s not what you want to hear, but it still is. I don’t know that I’ve ever heard of anybody placing a runic marker on something. Do you think you could do the same with us?”

      Torian started to smile, thinking that it was a ridiculous request, but why wouldn’t it be possible?

      “I imagine others have thought about it,” Torian said. “And there are probably plenty of reasons that we wouldn’t want to do that and reasons that it would be a terrible idea. Maybe we can ask Professor Thomas about it when we get there.”

      “Good idea,” she said.

      They reached the outskirts of town and made their way into the university, carrying Johan. At one point, they passed a few students, but they barely paid them any mind. Torian thought that was strange, but then again, the people at the university, and in Corsalt in general, had been dealing with quite a bit of strangeness over the last month or so.

      By the time they reached Professor Thomas’s office, Torian was getting tired. He couldn’t imagine what Sarah was feeling, as she couldn’t be drawn on any sort of valsahir connection.

      Could she?

      She was certainly talented, and given what she had told him about where she had come from, maybe she had more potential than she had let on. Then again, he also doubted that she would’ve been hiding something like that, especially if she knew that she was as powerful as she was.

      They pounded on the door. When Thomas opened it, he frowned before flicking his gaze to where Johan lay slumped in between them.

      “What happened?” Professor Thomas snapped.

      “We don’t really know,” Torian said.

      “He was found near one of the strange trees outside of the city,” Sarah said.

      “Students aren’t permitted out there,” he said.

      “I don’t think he’s a student,” Sarah said.

      Thomas frowned and turned his attention back to Johan. “And what is your interest in him?”

      “Well…” Torian began and debated what he was going to say, but Sarah saved him.

      “He was attacking some of the creatures outside of the city,” she said. “We just wanted to know what he was doing. And he knows the people that Torian traveled with.”

      Thomas looked over to Torian, and frowned. “The big one?”

      Torian nodded.

      “Well, I do not want to get on his bad side, if you know what I mean. I will do what I can.”

      “Do you think it could be the same thing that affected me?” Torian asked.

      Thomas looked over at him, and frowned for a moment. “Did you see any sign of it?”

      “Well, no, but to be honest, I don’t exactly know what to look for.”

      “You would look for marks in the skin. And you would anticipate that he would be a quite useful sahir, which would explain the nature of the injury. Is that his case?”

      Torian shook his head. “But I don’t think so. I don’t think that he actually is sahir.”

      “So you know him?”

      “Not exactly,” Torian said.

      “I fail to see what the answer is there,” he said, “but, seeing as how this person seems to be somehow significant for you, I will let it pass.”

      Torian stood off to the side, watching. He had no idea what Professor Thomas was doing, but Sarah stayed close, watching. He wasn’t surprised. Sarah would probably try to learn as much as she could from somebody like this because she would want to try to see if there was going to be anything that she might be able to do that would be similar to it. And given that he had a feeling that Sarah was quite gifted with such things, Torian wouldn’t be surprised by that and figured that she would be able to do much more than most students.

      It did raise the question of why she was able to do that and whether there was anything that she might be hiding from him, but Torian had to stop thinking like that because he trusted Sarah. She had been with him from the very first moment that he came to the university.

      “As far as I can tell, there is nothing wrong with him,” he said. “Nothing obvious, at least. I will run more tests, and he may stay here, but…” He shrugged. “But I don’t know what more to tell you.”

      That disappointed Torian, though he didn’t know that he was going to push him to get any more answers. At this point, the only thing that he thought that he could do would be to just wait and see.

      He and Sarah left, heading to the university cafeteria, where they got some food, neither of them speaking. The cafeteria was a small space with circular tables surrounded by chairs. They could head into the kitchen, grab whatever food they wanted, and then eat at the tables. Food wasn’t permitted throughout the rest of the university, so students had to eat it there. After a while, Sarah looked up at him.

      “Well?”

      “Well, what?” Torian asked.

      “There’s obviously a story with him. You know him.”

      “He and his sister traveled with us. They disappeared before we were attacked by Rusav.” It was about as simple of an explanation as he could have.

      “This sister of his. Is she important to you?”

      It sounded like an innocent question, but Torian wasn’t sure that it really was.

      “We were friends. I was trying to help her learn some basic sahir patterns, but she wasn’t that skilled with it.”

      “But she did have some talent?”

      “I think so. Why?”

      Sarah shrugged, picking at a lump of bread. “Just because it tends to run in families, as you obviously know.”

      He did know that. His older brother had been quite talented. Torian wondered at times if Leven would’ve been a valsahir, as well. Liana had gifts, but she certainly didn’t have the motivation to hone those gifts, which didn’t bother him all that much at this point. “So you think that maybe he has some sahir connection, as well.”

      “I don’t know what I’m saying. He was found near the tree. We know that the trees have some strange potential to them. And… to be honest, I just don’t know. It is possible that is the reason that he’s unconscious. And it might be the reason that Professor Thomas didn’t detect anything. Whatever the trees do, might not be anything that could be healed.”

      “When I tried to use one of the patterns on the tree, it didn’t affect me like that.”

      “Maybe you didn’t push so much into it?”

      Torian didn’t know if that was true or not. It might be that he was valsahir, which would explain why it wouldn’t bother him quite as much, but it wouldn’t explain why it had affected Johan like this.

      This was something else. Torian was certain of it.

      They finished their meal, and he headed back down toward Professor Thomas’s office. There was a strange energy in the hall.

      Torian was immediately on edge. He focused on the valsahir power inside of himself, pushing the weight over to the side, and for a moment, he felt a flickering flash of nausea, the same way that he had been feeling ever since his injury, though he had presumably recovered completely from it. Occasionally, Torian would still feel some of the effects, despite the fact that he should have been fully recuperated. He looked over to Sarah, raising a hand.

      “What?”

      “Do you feel anything?”

      She frowned, but then she formed an earth-tracking pattern, while Torian took that opportunity to use wind as it could complement earth. If he had some way of mingling two different types of patterns together, he might not need to wait for her to do that. He suspected that if he were to learn the truth of his valsahir connection, maybe he would be able to use that in a way that would help him, but for now…

      For now, Torian didn’t have that ability.

      And as he pushed wind out from him, he didn’t detect anything.

      What if he tried some of the other patterns? He flickered quickly through light, earth—even though he knew that Sarah was using it—and moved on to water and cold before realizing that he had neglected the one pattern that would be easy enough for him to detect.

      When he shifted to dark, that was when he felt it.

      Shadows.

      There was some influence here. Torian wasn’t sure what it was, only that the effect of it was significant. There was some powerful hold over dark here.

      As he began to draw on it, he felt something pushing against him.

      Something powerful.

      Then everything in the hall went completely dark.
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      THE RETURN OF A FRIEND

      Torian scrambled, reaching for Sarah and taking her hand.

      “Torian?”

      Even her voice was somewhat muted, the effect of darkness around them. The sound of her voice, along with the sound of his own breathing, seemed diminished to him. There wasn’t very much that he was going to do unless he had an opportunity to push against the darkness. Torian feared what that might entail, and he didn’t know how hard he could push, only that he felt something. That power seemed to bubble outward, stretching against him.

      Whoever was drawing upon the dark was potent.

      And he had no idea who it was. He had no idea if it was somebody from the university, or…

      Or there was another possibility.

      Maybe Johan had woken up.

      He didn’t know anything about Johan. He didn’t know what potential he had, but could he have been doing something to the shadow wolves because he had some connection to dark?

      Torian found himself drawn on the dark, trying to use what Professor Order had taught him, but even as he did, there wasn’t anything that he might try. Shadow dispel didn’t work. He tried all of the different variants that he knew, and nothing worked for him. It reminded him of when he had first learned how to control the Saith power. He had attempted to work through some of the different patterns, where now he didn’t have any real control.

      “How hard are you trying?” Sarah asked.

      “I’m trying,” Torian said.

      “I know. I’m trying as well. Shadow dispel isn’t working, which means that whoever is here is probably using a higher-order pattern than what I have control over.”

      “What tier of patterns do you have for dark?”

      “I can use the seventh tier, and there should be an aspect of shadow dispel that involves the seventh-tier pattern that should work.”

      Torian might have learned different variants of shadow, having worked with Professor Order, but he didn’t have that level of control.

      Distantly, he had the sense of something moving. It was strange, muted, and it was unpleasant. It seemed to be slithering through the darkness, making it difficult for Torian to know the source, and whether he would be able to disrupt it. If they were attacked in the darkness, what could he do?

      There was only one thing that he could do.

      He had the Blade of Wind.

      Inside the university, Torian had been hesitant to use it, partly because there was so much superstition about it and partly because he feared other people thinking that he was with Rusav. But now, it seemed to Torian that he didn’t have much choice in the matter, and he withdrew the Blade of Wind. Rather than activating it with any of the other patterns, he used dark.

      Torian used shadow dispel through the Blade of Wind.

      He had no idea if it would make a difference and was surprised when the darkness around him fluttered, if only for a moment.

      Everything cleared.

      He saw a form moving near the end of the hallway.

      He pointed the Blade of Wind, and tried to use more of the shadow dispel, but even as he did, the power that was pushing against him, holding on to the shadows, flickered. Torian could not fight through it, regardless of how much control the Blade of Wind granted him. And it did give him something more than what he had otherwise.

      Then the shadows began to fade.

      They were shimmering, slowly but steadily, until there was nothing left.

      Torian used another shadow dispel, and this time, there was no resistance to him.

      There was something that he could’ve tried before, but he had avoided using the unstructured valsahir power. He didn’t know if there was going to be anything that would make a difference here.

      He darted forward, reaching Professor Thomas’s office, only to find the door closed. It felt like there was mud around it, and once again, Torian used a shadow dispel to dismiss the darkness all around it, and everything began to fade. It cleared enough that he could step forward, reach the door, and push it open. The inside of the room was much like he had anticipated. Everything was a mess.

      There was no sign of Johan. Torian hadn’t anticipated that he would find him, thinking that whoever had come here was probably here to rescue Johan. He found Professor Thomas lying on the ground, neither moving, nor breathing.

      “Sarah?”

      She fumbled forward. She held her hands out in front of her, using another shadow dispel as she walked. When the darkness cleared around them, she crouched down in front of Professor Thomas. “What happened?”

      “I have no idea, but I was hoping that you might have picked up on something that he was doing before to help us heal him. I don’t know what he did to him, but we have to fix him.”

      “He? And fix?”

      “Whatever you can do,” Torian said.

      “I can try,” she said. “But…”

      Torian breathed out heavily. “I need to go let the headmaster know what happened,” he said. “Can you stay here?”

      “Torian…”

      “The university was just attacked again,” he said. “Somebody was using dark.”

      “Rusav tends to prefer dark patterns,” she said.

      “I know,” he said.

      It had been part of the reason that he had been hesitant to train with dark, even though he had started to see the benefits of it. He was tempted to go to Professor Order to see if she might be able to help, but at this point, until they got Professor Thomas’s help, Torian wasn’t sure that would even be necessary.

      He hurried out, closing the door behind him. On a whim, he used a bit of earth pattern to try to block the door. He didn’t know if it was going to make a difference, but he used some of his power through him, forming an earth-stacked-stone pattern, primarily so that he could block anybody else from trying to get into the office.

      He raced through the university, and by the time he reached the headmaster’s office, he was breathing heavily. He pounded on the door.

      The door opened though the headmaster remained seated at her desk. Torian was left as he often was wondering whether she had more power than she let on. The way that she used the sahir power seemed to be more than what he would have expected from somebody, though everything that he had heard about the headmaster suggested that she was incredibly gifted and probably practiced many different variants of each of the patterns.

      “What is it?” she asked as he stepped inside the room.

      “An attack. Professor Thomas.”

      She jumped to her feet. “When?”

      “Just a few minutes ago. It was—”

      She didn’t give him an opportunity to finish as she started past him and headed into the halls. “Why were you visiting with Professor Thomas?”

      “We brought somebody to him,” he said. “Somebody who had been traveling with us, who we think was somehow targeting…”

      “Yes?”

      “We think he was targeting the shadow wolves that had been traveling with us.”

      “Why would you have shadow wolves… Oh. The large man. He is connected to them?”

      Torian wasn’t sure how much to share with her, but at this point, he felt as if there had to be some transparency, especially with the headmaster. Torian also felt like they needed help—and answers. “He seems to have some sort of a shadow connection to them. I’m not entirely sure they understand it, and until I started working with Professor Order, I doubt that I would’ve even noticed it, but I can see it. At least, I feel it.”

      “What, exactly, can you feel?” The headmaster asked, hurrying alongside him. She didn’t sound rushed, though. Even though they were walking quickly through the halls, making their way back down to Professor Thomas’s office, she seemed as if she were having a casual conversation.

      “I feel shadow concentrate. I suppose that’s what it is. Maybe it’s a shadow summon and a shadow dispel? I don’t really know.”

      “Interesting. And this person that you brought here had attacked the wolves?”

      “It seems that way. I don’t really even know.”

      “Strange. The shadow wolves, as you know, are often feared, but they are quite useful allies. For the right person.”

      “For the valsahir,” Torian said. “I know.”

      She cocked her head as she looked at him. “Do you, now?”

      Torian resisted the urge to tell her anything more because, at this point, he wasn’t even sure what she knew or what she suspected about him. More than what he wanted her to suspect and more than what he probably wanted her to know.

      “Anyway,” Torian began, “we brought him here because he seemed to have been impacted by the trees around the city. I’m not sure what happened to him, but we think that the trees drained power off of him.”

      The headmaster shook her head. “The trees would not have drained any power off of him.” She reached the office and stepped inside, where she looked over to see Sarah crouching in front of Professor Thomas. She had moved him onto the cot, and she was working with a healing pattern—a variant of water and cold—while running her hands along his arms and legs.

      The headmaster waved her hand, and Sarah stepped away.

      The headmaster looked over to Torian. “What did she say?”

      “Quite a bit, actually. I’m not sure how much she knows, but it seems as if she knows something.”

      “Unfortunate,” the headmaster said, and she continued to hold her hands above Professor Thomas. Torian could feel something, though he wasn’t exactly sure what it was. It seemed as if there was energy coming off of the headmaster, though he couldn’t tell the pattern that she was using. He looked at Sarah, who shook her head, before turning his attention back to what the headmaster was doing. “Do you believe this was Rusav?”

      “I think so,” Torian said. “The hall was filled with shadow. They were using some sort of a shadow concentrate that was beyond anything that I could dispel.”

      She glanced over to him. “And how much do you think that you would have been able to dispel?”

      “More now that I’ve been working with Professor Order,” he said.

      She frowned. “Hmm. Shadows. They wouldn’t have…”

      She moved, and her hands formed a different pattern, though this one was something that Torian recognized. It was a variant of shadow. It was a strange one, though, and a bit more complicated than anything that Torian had ever seen Professor Order using around him, but it was definitely shadow. And as she performed, it seemed as if some of the darkness around Professor Thomas began to build.

      “What are you using shadow on him for?” Torian asked.

      “I am not using shadow on him.”

      “Then what are you doing?”

      “I am withdrawing it from him.”

      Only then did Torian realize what she was doing. It was a shadow summon pattern. It was a powerful one, and he marveled at her skill. But as he watched, he realized that while she was summoning the shadows. They seemed to be coming from inside Professor Thomas, deep inside of him.

      Then Professor Thomas gasped.

      It was the first breath that Torian had seen him take.

      The headmaster continued to draw on the shadow, and with every passing moment, she concentrated more and more shadow before she brought her hands together, where she collapsed it into a tiny ball, which she seemed to squeeze and then pocket.

      She looked over to Sarah. “Do you think you can continue to work with him?”

      “Me?”

      “The pattern that you were using on him was quite efficient, Ms. Farin. I’m sure that Professor Thomas will be pleased to know that a student has some proficiency in healing. It has been quite a few years since any of the first-year students have had any interest—or ability—with it.”

      Sarah flushed slightly. “I will see what I can do for him, but I don’t know if there’s going to be anything more that I can help him with.”

      “The help has been done. Now you must keep him alive. The shadows were suffocating him. It is a brutal way to go, as the person experiencing it tends to be alert. Once you withdraw the shadows, you can then find a way to stabilize the individual, but it involves more traditional healing. Water and cold tend to be enough, and given what I saw from you, I suspect that you have efficiency with those patterns.”

      Sarah nodded. “When Torian was injured, I stayed here with him and was watching Professor Thomas, and—”

      “That is quite enough,” the headmaster said.

      Sarah flushed again.

      “Now, Mr. Ranth, you will come with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “To see if we can figure out why this attack took place .”

      She strode out of the office, and with the flick of her wrist, the door slammed behind them. Torian was tempted to place a measure of protection in front of it, but maybe he didn’t need to. He couldn’t tell if they had mastered anything, but then if either of them were to do that, it was possible that Sarah would be trapped inside. He didn’t want that, either.

      He didn’t like leaving her alone, though. “Shouldn’t we put somebody to stand guard?”

      The headmaster frowned at him, hurrying along the hall. “Why would we need to do that?”

      “I don’t know. Because Professor Thomas was just attacked.”

      “I suspect that he was not the target. Unfortunately, I think he was merely in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      They hurried out of the university, and she was moving quickly now. Torian wasn’t sure, but it seemed as if he could feel power from her. And what it was that he could feel was beyond what he had ever experienced. What sort of pattern was she drawing upon? It left his skin practically tingling. Maybe she was using some form of earth, wind, or maybe light. He could imagine the different variants of sahir power that the headmaster had access to, especially given that she was as talented as she obviously was.

      “Why do you think that the trees weren’t responsible for what happened to Johan?”

      The headmaster slowed for a moment, glancing at Torian. “You knew the person.”

      “Well, we traveled with him and his sister for a little while. They disappeared right before—maybe after—we were attacked by Rusav.”

      “And was this before or after you lost Aldrich?”

      “I went off with Aldrich to deal with Tamish.”

      She sighed. “A dangerous man. Someone who will have to be dealt with eventually.” She shook her head. “It is unfortunate that Aldrich could not remove him as a threat. He was always the best of us.”

      “I thought you didn’t like him.”

      At least, that had been Torian’s impression of the headmaster’s feelings about Aldrich. Maybe he had misread it?

      Torian didn’t think so, but it was possible.

      “I do not like him sending me unprepared students. You would not be the first one that he sent, though you have proven a bit more… functional… than most.”

      Torian hadn’t known that Aldrich had sent other students here, but then again, why wouldn’t he have? Sylvia had not made any reference to that, either, but Torian had a feeling that Sylvia and Aldrich didn’t always travel alongside each other.

      “He worked with me for a little while. He was training me—”

      “Obviously,” the headmaster said. “You show very distinct features of working with Aldrich.”

      “I didn’t realize that. You still haven’t answered my question about the trees.”

      She snorted, and they made their way along the street, hurrying through the city. Torian wondered where she was guiding him and why she wanted him with her. “Of course, I didn’t. The trees were meant as a deterrent. I had thought that they might be more effective than that.”

      “Wait. It’s not Rusav?”

      “Oh, no, dear boy. Rusav did not place those. I did.”

      “Why?” Torian asked, suddenly worried about who he was with. This was a powerful person, and he realized that he did not know anything about the headmaster. Maybe she was working with Rusav. Maybe she wanted to bring the university down. Maybe she—

      “Because we are holding a very dangerous individual in the city. It was the only way that I knew of diminishing his potential so that he could be held safely. We needed to interrogate him, and we needed to understand what he knows about what Rusav has planned, but it would be impossibly dangerous to otherwise keep him.”

      “You mean—”

      “The Viper,” she said. “It took many of us to capture him. Several were lost. If he were to escape, I fear what would happen. More would be lost.”

      At least that assuaged Torian’s fear that she might be working against the university. He shouldn’t have feared that in the first place, as the headmaster had given him no reason to believe that about her.

      “Where are we going, then?”

      She took a few more steps before she turned in his direction and frowned. “I thought you knew. I thought you could feel it.”

      “Why would I be able to feel it?”

      She snorted. “Do not hide what you are, Mr. Ranth. It has taken me long enough to discover what I suspect Aldrich knew from the very beginning. And that irritates me to no end.”

      She knew that he was valsahir. Or at least, she knew that he had that potential.

      “What am I supposed to feel?”

      “Why, the very reason that Professor Thomas was attacked.” She glanced over to him. “You are to feel if the one known as the Viper has escaped.”
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      TRUTHS OF THE TREES

      Torian followed the headmaster through the streets, everything within him a bit numb at the idea of what had been going on and when he was learning it. The fact that the headmaster had been responsible for the strange trees that surrounded the city left him surprisingly worried, but at the same time, shouldn’t it make a certain amount of sense? The university had done nothing to try to deal with those trees, which left Torian thinking that, if nothing else, they had known why they were there and had permitted their presence.

      “Why did you place the trees?”

      “You would like to have this conversation now?”

      Torian shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t know when to have the conversation, and I don’t even know what kind of conversation I’m supposed to have. I am curious, though. The trees suppress sahir—”

      “No,” the headmaster snapped, turning to him briefly before hurrying down the street again. “The colansar berries do not suppress sahir.”

      Torian frowned. “So none of the students here have been suffering from the effects of it?”

      “Only one,” she said.

      And with that, Torian had the confirmation that she understood that he was valsahir.

      “It only impacts valsahir.”

      “It does,” she said, tipping her head in a bit of a nod.

      “So you placed it…” He frowned as he started to think about what he had known about the trees and what he had heard from Sarah. The trees had appeared before they had come to the city. She hadn’t placed them after he had come here. Torian hadn’t noticed them on their journey to Corsalt, nor had he felt anything once he had gotten here. Then again, he had been so unsettled by everything when he had first arrived, Torian had lost control over the valsahir power more than once. Was it because he had been pushing so hard and the trees had impacted things? “Before me.”

      “Of course, before you,” she said, frowning as she looked over at him. “I didn’t know that we had anybody coming who had valsahir potential. It has been a long time since any with real potential came to us.”

      “I think it is because Rusav has been taking anybody with potential.”

      She frowned at him, stopping in the middle of the street. There were rows of shops on either side of the street. They were in an emptier section of the city that had still not fully recovered from the Rusav attack. Some of the buildings were destroyed, storefronts caved in, stone had shattered and created pile of rubble. Torian thought that she had chosen this path intentionally, perhaps because she didn’t want to take a more visible route.

      “What do you mean by this?”

      “Well, there was an instructor at my local school. An older woman by the name of Willa. We always believed that she was from Saratov, but I learned later on that she was from Rusav, and she only made us believe that she was from Sarot. She was looking for people who had valsahir potential.” Torian wasn’t able to finish. He thought of his brother and what had happened to him and had no idea whether Willa had been responsible for it or if she had simply allowed fate to intervene. “Anyway, she made it clear that Rusav had been looking for those with potential for a while.”

      The headmaster scratched her chin, frowning. “It makes a certain sort of sense. The numbers would indicate that we should have had more with potential than what we have. For us not to have had those with adequate potential means that either the Saith have abandoned us—and considering that there were still quite a few people who have the potential to become sahir, that seems unlikely—or that we simply were not skilled at unearthing them. That was more the belief.”

      “I don’t think that they have managed to take everybody with potential,” Torian said.

      “Aldrich,” she said.

      “I think so.”

      She frowned. “That sneak. Had he warned me what was happening, I might’ve been able to intervene.”

      “And I don’t know why he would have said anything, other than the fact that he was probably worried about somebody knowing what was going on and wanting to protect those who had the kind of potential that…”

      He almost said that he did, but it felt a bit much.

      “Well. Be that as it may, I went into the trees so that we could ensure a measure of safety from the man known as the Viper and anybody who came for him.”

      “You were prepared for Tamish.”

      “Him, or any others. There are other valsahir from Rusav. We have been at a disadvantage. Some of us have trained well enough that we can mimic much of that potential,” she said, straightening her spine a little bit. Torian could practically see her moving her hands in one of the patterns before she paused. “But we do not have the same natural gifts of the valsahir.”

      “I thought that the sahir kept Rusav at bay.”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Our rune masters have kept Rusav at bay. Little more than that. And it is because they cannot replicate it, or at least, they traditionally cannot replicate it, that we have managed to avoid outright confrontation. But they have more strength than we do.” She turned, heading back down through the street, avoiding a pile of rubble, using a flick of her finger to send some of the stone that blocked her way, out of the path. “And we have also uncovered other techniques to deal with them.”

      “Like the trees,” Torian said.

      “Much like that,” she said, as she continued away, Torian chasing after her.

      If the valsahir were limited here, then maybe that was what Corsalt had survived.

      “You mentioned that there were others that you are concerned about?”

      “Many others,” she said. “But we have continued to place protection throughout the city. In fact, there have been other sahir who have been placing protections all around Navarin, anticipating the possibility that they would return and that they might decide to attack us again. We have been lucky so far, but we do not need a recurrence of the conflict.”

      “You want to refer to it as a conflict?”

      She looked at him, and there was real darkness in her eyes and a bit of heat that lingered for just a moment. “Do you believe it to be much more?”

      “My entire village was destroyed,” Torian said. “Everybody I grew up around was killed. I would say that it is much more than just a conflict.”

      “Good. Then you will be properly motivated to ensure that it does not happen again.”

      She headed off, Torian following her.

      “Do you know how to train valsahir?”

      “Unfortunately, no. When I began to suspect that you had such potential, I kept my eye out, hoping that perhaps we would learn the truth about you, but then you were injured, and your ability to reach for the Saith power was limited. Strange, that. A creature that we have not encountered in quite some time—or, around here, ever—suddenly attacks someone with valsahir ability.”

      “Wait. Are you responsible for the willowtrush, as well?”

      She snorted. “Of course not. I do not have that kind of command of power. I placed the trees because it is simply a natural protection. That, combined with the drawing of the power of the valsahir, and with the proper rune…” She glanced over and grinned at him, “they grow quite quickly, creating a measure of protection. It is effective for everything that we have encountered so far, but it is not foolproof.”

      Torian wondered, then.

      “Sylvia believed the Viper was responsible for the creatures.”

      “Interesting, that, isn’t it? Creatures that can drain even a valsahir present when there are valsahir here.”

      “You don’t think that they are responsible?”

      “I cannot say what is responsible and what is not. But you have creatures that seemed to trap others.” She started to smile. “I cannot tell you with any certainty, but I can give you an idea about what I suspect.”

      She paused at an intersection, and looked along the street. From here, Torian noticed that the street was much more intact than the last one they had been on. Most of the buildings were still standing, and it didn’t appear as if Rusav had ever even been here. He suspected that there were runes scratched into buildings and perhaps even along the cobblestones that had protected everything. A few people were out on the street. With a faint trembling, he suspected the headmaster used some sort of earth pattern, as the people that were in the street began to move away. He wondered how many of them even realized what they were doing. “The forest around the city probably had others from Rusav.”

      Torian nodded. “It did. When we were coming to the city, we dealt with some, but we didn’t go searching for too many others. We are trying to get to Corsalt because… Well, because Aldrich thought that I needed to train at the university so that I could learn how to manipulate the sahir patterns.”

      “It would be useful for you,” she said, nodding, “but there will be a limit to how much we can teach. I suspect that with your underlying potential, you will be able to access much more power than most, which should enable you to advance quite quickly.” She frowned at him. “Then again, you were stunted for quite some time, from what you have told me.”

      “I wasn’t stunted, I just couldn’t—”

      “You were stunted. We will not talk about it in any other term, as it is not true. We must face the truth as we are given them, and we must understand what the Saith ask of us, as we are only their servants.”

      Torian didn’t know how he felt about that, but he wasn’t going to argue with the headmaster. He felt as if he were close to gaining some understanding about what had been going on, even though he wasn’t sure how much the headmaster knew of what they had been dealing with.

      “Perhaps the stunting was beneficial, as you did not draw the attention of this instructor at your local school until you had an opportunity to develop more. Or perhaps it was intentional. Who is to say what the Saith have done for us?”

      Torian wanted to argue that the Saith could have given him his gift sooner and that he might’ve been able to come to Corsalt, but even if he had learned about it, would he have been able to master it? Torian had needed to meet Aldrich, and perhaps even Sylvia and the others, for him to gain some understanding about what it was that he could do with the valsahir potential. Without that, Torian had no idea what he would’ve done, nor would he have any idea what he would have been able to understand about his power. His father may not even have wanted him to come to Corsalt, given what he believed about the sahir.

      So perhaps the Saith did have some role in all of it. And if that were the case, then Torian had to believe that there was a purpose for him.

      He smiled tightly, and as he looked around, he found himself wondering if there might be something more, some other aspect, that he might be able to understand about all of this. But as he watched the headmaster, she didn’t look as if she were willing to talk.

      “You were saying about the creatures?”

      The headmaster nodded. “Yes. Of course. That is the one thing that I have been most curious about. Strange, that. Something that the Viper is quite well known for. He is supposedly Rusav’s most feared creature master, but it does beg the question as to why he would have summoned them here. Or better yet, how he would’ve summoned them here.”

      “You don’t know what he did before he was imprisoned?”

      “That is quite right,” the headmaster said, nodding as she continued down the street. It was empty now, and it gave them a free pathway. Torian knew where they were going, and she didn’t seem to be in any real hurry, which surprised him, though he wondered if perhaps she was making preparations while they were walking. Every time she stopped, she…

      She was placing a runic pattern.

      Torian hadn’t even paid attention to it, but every time they stopped, she had been tapping on the cobblestones, such as she was doing now. He noticed the way that she was tracing with her foot, and when she was done, he noticed that there was a faint tracing on the cobblestone. But it was not a runic pattern that he recognized.

      She had made it clear that the patterns were what separated Navarin from Rusav, so it made sense that she would use that as her differentiator.

      “You think that he has been summoning these things?”

      “I don’t know. But if he has not, then somebody obviously has been. Either to rescue him or perhaps for another reason. Either way, they have not caused us any difficulty within the city. I find that interesting, do you not?”

      Torian frowned. “That’s not exactly true. There was the shadow boar.”

      “Yes. One such creature. One that is attracted to shadows. And I believe, shadows that you saw?”

      “Well, I was with Professor Order, and we were trying to fight our way out of that, but… Wait. Are you thinking that the shadow boars were used to try to rescue somebody?”

      “Let us play out several different scenarios,” she said. “In one,” she went on, raising a single finger on her right hand, “we have creatures that have been summoned to the city, presumably to help the Viper escape. This is certainly a possibility, but if that were the case, then I would’ve expected there to be more Rusav soldiers around the city, regardless of whether or not we could deal with them. That we have not seen them makes this a little bit less likely, though perhaps still a possibility. If the Viper was able to summon these creatures, then it begs the question as to why they did not come into the city.”

      “Because of the protections that you placed?”

      “We don’t have much experience with these creatures, Mr. Ranth. Our only experience is in defending against the types of power that we have dealt with before. Now, many of our patterns might be nonspecific enough that would allow us to defend ourselves against the possibility of an invasion, but considering what you and your friends have encountered in the trees around the forest, one would have suspected that we would have seen much more inside of the city if they were truly here to rescue the Viper.”

      She kept going, and Torian churned through what she had said. It did make sense, and it was a strange thing for him to realize. Stranger still that he hadn’t even considered that before. The only attack in the city had been the shadow boars, and yet, he had been thinking that the presence of the creatures was all tied to the Viper and the fact that he was held captive. But if that were the case, then why had they not come into the city, trying to rescue him?

      “So if it wasn’t something that the Viper had done, what would be the other possibility?”

      “The other possibility is that somebody else is sending them.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “That is a great question. And I have been contemplating it myself, trying to see if there was anything that I might be able to come up with, but nothing really makes that much sense. At least, nothing until you begin to think about other possibilities.”

      “Such as why the Viper hasn’t tried to escape.”

      “He has not tried to escape, not that you know of, but he is also placed into a prison where he is not capable of escaping. There are enough different types of power around him that should prevent even a powerful valsahir from breaking free. That, combined with the berries”—she shrugged to herself before turning and heading back along the street— “would limit his potential. We have many different ways of trying to protect against him. So no, I do not think that he would be able to escape. But that does not preclude there being somebody in the city who has come to rescue him.”

      “Wouldn’t your protections have prevented that?”

      “Presumably, yes.”

      “Presumably?” Torian asked, and he felt as if he were getting closer to having an answer, but so far, it did seem as if she were still trying to be obtuse as if she were leading him to some strange answer.

      She stopped at another intersection and then stared down the street.

      Torian stared as well. He could see…

      Shadows.

      They seemed to streak along the street, hovering like a haze that covered the ground as if somebody was summoning darkness.

      Which, he suspected, somebody actually was.

      Whoever was doing it had considerable power with shadows.

      “That’s like what we saw at Professor Thomas’s office,” Torian said.

      “As I suspected,” she said softly.

      “Why?”

      “Many reasons, Mr. Ranth, and the very reason I have been carefully watching your friends.”

      Not Sylvia and Visthor. They weren’t a threat. “You think them traitors,” Torian said.

      “Indeed. And given your obvious potential and your friends’ nationality, I thought that was a distinct possibility, but they have proven themselves to be quite capable, and, more than that, they have proven themselves to be quite useful around the outskirts of the city. That and what the other instructors have shared with me about their willingness to fight tell me that they were not likely to be the ones responsible.” She took a deep breath. “The other possibility is the one that has left me awake at night. After everything we’ve been through, Rusav having someone so close would be dangerous.”

      “You think they do?”

      “It is my responsibility to look after the safety of the university, and to protect our students. As part of that, I have been having the halls monitored more closely by those capable of moving in the dark…”

      The answer came to him. There had been her understanding of the shadow boars. There had been her understanding of the willowtrush. And there had been her reluctance with him.

      “Professor Order,” Torian said softly.

      “That, Mr. Ranth, I fear you may be correct.”
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      FOLLOWING THE DARK

      It didn’t make sense to Torian, and he struggled with it.

      Professor Order had worked with him, and it helped him understand variants of dark patterns that he had been unable to find on his own. Why would she have worked with him if she was going to betray them?

      When he said as much to the headmaster, she was quiet for a few moments. “It’s possible that I’m wrong. In fact, I hope that’s so. But there are few true experts in the dark patterns here, especially following the conflict. Most were targeted directly, leaving Isabel as the most experienced.” She took a deep breath, letting it out with a sigh. “We have experienced our own betrayals, unfortunately. You mentioned your instructor at your local school who had betrayed you and the people in your town. Well, we endured something very similar during the conflict. There were some who had been a part of our community for several years and one who had been a part of the community for nearly a decade, who had been Rusav assets. Now, there was only so much that they could have learned from us without betraying their alliance, but unfortunately, we do fear that they had been smuggling information to Rusav for quite some time.”

      “So they would’ve known about all of the different protection that you have been able to work on?”

      “Not all,” she said with a hint of a smile. The shadows were streaming, but they did seem to be limited somewhat. They didn’t flow all the way out, reaching some sort of a boundary, though Torian wasn’t sure what they were touching upon, nor did he know why they were limited. He suspected that there was some sort of a runic marker that had been placed, similar to what he had seen around the university itself and similar to what he had seen along this building earlier. “There are some of us who keep the greatest of our protections to ourselves. I suspect they were hoping to find that, but we are quite careful with that information.”

      She strode forward.

      “But Professor Order has been at the university for a long time,” Torian said.

      He had a hard time with somebody else having betrayed him. First Willa, and now Professor Order?

      But why shouldn’t they?

      Rusav would’ve wanted to find information, and they would’ve wanted to have had somebody settled into the university. It made sense.

      “There have been others who were here just as long, and unfortunately, they revealed themselves. I am surprised that she didn’t show herself before now.”

      She stepped forward, and Torian was forced to keep up, but even as he went, he started to push upon the weight inside of himself, wanting to try to move away some of that power so that he could reach for it. If it came down to it, he was willing to use unstructured power so that he could draw upon as much of the valsahir strength as he needed. Still, given what he had learned from Professor O’Malley and his other classes, Torian wondered if he would even need to use unstructured power. It was possible that he could use his connection to the valsahir magic in a way that he had not been able to do before.

      But could he use that in a way that would protect him?

      He didn’t know if that was possible for him, especially as he questioned whether he would know enough to counter a valsahir.

      That was his concern.

      If the Viper was freed, then Torian would have to deal with a valsahir, somebody who had power similar to his but probably much more experience in working with it.

      They might both be limited inside of the city, but that might not matter.

      They reached the small building.

      The shadows were stirring around them, but with each step that the headmaster took, the shadow seemed to separate. She was using a shadow dispel, but the power within it seemed to be quite a bit more than what Torian was accustomed to. He wished that he had an opportunity to study what she was doing—the way that she was making the patterns. He felt that the opportunity might have given him enough chance to learn more from her, especially about the kind of patterns and power that she had, but he would have to ask that later. At this point, the only thing that he really needed to do, and thought he could do, was to just follow her. He had to be ready for anything, but he had to push the weight aside so that he wasn’t as restricted as he normally was.

      “Why did you bring me?” Torian asked, suddenly realizing that was a question that should’ve been asked sooner.

      “Because we do not have a valsahir in the city,” she said. “And because of what you did when you first came to the city. I presume that was you?”

      “I…”

      “You do not need to fear that, Mr. Ranth. The power that you displayed was considerable. At least from what we noticed of it. You rebuilt and then destroyed, all in a single movement of power.”

      Torian nodded. “It was uncontrolled. I’m still learning. I don’t know that I can control it as well as I need to, and I feel like I.… Wait. I don’t think that I can take on the Viper if it comes down to that.”

      “Not entirely,” she said. “Especially when it comes to his skill and experience. He is quite deadly, as several of my former colleagues can attest to. Or would have been able to. But if it comes down to raw power, that is why you are here. You may need to distract him.”

      “You want me to distract?”

      “Trust me, Mr. Ranth, it will not be long. Anything that I do will be quick.”

      “Why don’t you just kill him? Why didn’t you do that long ago?”

      “There are certain things that we could learn about Rusav and what they intend,” she said.

      “It’s more than that, isn’t it?”

      She hesitated before she answered. “He has knowledge that we need. In war—which this may become—we must prepare.”

      Torian wondered if she might share more, but she didn’t. Instead, she kept going, reaching the door to the building, where she used some pattern that triggered a lock and opened the door.

      More shadow spilled out. She used another shadow dispel pattern, and she strode forward.

      Torian followed, mimicking her, using a shadow dispel pattern as well, something that Professor Order had demonstrated to him so that he might be able to remove some of the darkness around him. Increasingly, he thought that was what he needed to do. He found that it was effective, but there was a limit to how much power he could push. He was tempted to keep pushing on the valsahir connection, pouring power out into the pattern. But the patterns themselves seemed to have their own sort of restriction.

      If he had learned a higher-level pattern, he might be able to use that, but unfortunately, at this point, the higher-level patterns were still elusive.

      “Do not fear that I will leave you to deal with this on your own,” she said.

      “I’m not afraid,” he said.

      She glanced over. “Then you are a fool.”

      Torian reached into his pocket, withdrawing the Blade of Wind. He twisted the end, and the blade shot. He held onto his valsahir connection, tapping into the Saith power as deeply as he could, and when he did that, he found himself pouring power into the Blade of Wind. He had never used it like that, but as soon as he did, he felt something flowing from him, into the Blade, and then…

      Torian wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that the kind of power that came out of him seemed as if it matched with the Blade, almost as if the blade wanted him to use it in that manner.

      “Better,” she said, though it was mostly to herself.

      They reached a staircase.

      Torian had not seen anybody, but as she turned, flicking her finger, a bit of shadow began to depart, and he saw two people situated on either side of the stairs, neither of them moving.

      “Are they…”

      She flicked her finger again, and once again, shadows began to withdraw from the people, the same way that they had when she had been working on Professor Thomas. Each person gasped, one after another, before she flicked another wave of sahir power at them, probably water in some manner, but he didn’t know.

      “Alive, and they will need healing later, but not now.”

      She started down the stairs.

      Torian followed, and he held onto the Blade of Wind, feeling a bit ridiculous, as he didn’t know that he had any skill with it, especially not when it came to somebody like the Viper, somebody that Sylvia and Visthor feared.

      They should be here.

      But…

      Torian knew that if they were to come here, Sylvia would probably react poorly.

      Visthor, as well.

      But Torian would feel better if they were here. However, he wouldn’t have wanted to put his friend in unnecessary danger.

      They reached the bottom of the stairs. The only other time that Torian had been in this building had been when he had come through a different vantage when he and Sylvia,Visthor, and Jakob had fought their way through.

      It was different coming back here.

      “Why did we have to come this way? I’m presuming that you have some way that it is connected to the university?”

      “Once it was,” she said, “but we have removed those connections because we wanted to prevent anybody from trying to sneak down and free him. We have walled off this entire area, and it is separated from the entirety of the city, with powerful runes placed all around it. Buried in the stone itself, in fact.”

      “Which is why you didn’t think that he could escape.”

      “He should not have been able to,” she said.

      “So…”

      “So we keep moving, Mr. Ranth.”

      They hurried forward, and when they reached the bottom of the stairs, the shadows were still dense and thick.

      Torian didn’t see anything. Not until she forced them away.

      It surprised him, though. Why would the shadows be here, gathering in this way, and why would Astrid not have killed the people on the level above?

      Something didn’t feel right to him, though Torian wasn’t sure what it was.

      He followed the headmaster, and she continued to separate the shadows. Even though she was only sahir—and it felt strange for him to refer to somebody as only sahir—she was still incredibly powerful. Probably more powerful than him, given the way that she could concentrate her sahir connection and the way that she could use that against everything that was around them. If she had more power, if she could draw upon the valsahir connection, then he could scarcely imagine how powerful she might be.

      Was that what he could do?

      If he were to learn more about his ability, and if he were to somehow find some way to control it, what would he be able to do? That was probably what Aldrich had wanted for him. He had believed that Torian had considerable potential, and if he could master moving the weight away from inside of himself, he would be able to find true power. Maybe enough power that he could deal with Rusav and the danger that they posed.

      They paused at a door.

      He wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but he could see the shadows swirling there. More and more of the shadows were building, and he felt something else about them, something that left him trembling. He tried to make sense of it, but…

      “Be ready,” she whispered to him.

      He held onto the Blade of Wind, and he still felt the connection to him through the valsahir power, and as he held onto the blade, he strained to try to make sense of what it might do for him, worried about whether he was even going to have enough strength to do whatever it was that would be necessary here.

      They stepped through into a hall.

      These had to be the cells that he had seen before, though Torian couldn’t see anything about them. There was a strange sound near him. Torian spun, and slipped power through the end of the Blade.

      When he did, a burst of light exploded.

      Torian had used it like that before, but this was different than usual, and as he poured that light out of him, it pushed back some of the shadows. He didn’t recognize the strange, foxlike creature that was there, but it seemed to be engulfed in shadows.

      When the light struck it, the creature let out a strangled cry.

      There was the sound of movement near him. Torian twisted again, exploding with light, and another creature shrieked. Nearby, he could feel the headmaster doing something, he wasn’t sure what she was doing, though he noticed that the shadows seemed to ease.

      Whatever she was doing was pushing against the depths of the shadows, but was it enough? Torian twisted, and exploded more power out from the end of the blade. Each time that he did, it caused a temporary pulse and a ripple against that shadow.

      He wasn’t strong enough to shatter it, though he needed to. If he could counter what Professor Order was doing, he thought that he might be able to see the creatures around them so that he could react.

      Something moved again.

      He stopped, holding the Blade of Wind in hand, and trying to force as much of the Saith power through it. Not unstructured, though.

      This was structured, using one of the sixth-tier lantern-beam patterns.

      He had only seen them a few times before, but Sarah had been working with him, trying to help him understand the variance of that light pattern. Had he not spent as much time as he had with Sarah, sitting in the library, studying the way that he had, Torian didn’t know that he would have been able to draw on that now. But there was a different focus of power within the higher-level patterns, and as he pushed that power out through the blade…

      It erupted in light.

      And it seemed as if the shadows could not counter that. He twisted in place, holding the blade out from him, and… And his heart sank.

      They were in a wide room, not quite to the row of cells like he had thought. All around him were strange creatures, all of them looking like the strange fox, and all of them draped in shadows, swarming toward him.

      “Headmaster?”

      He turned, but he saw the headmaster holding out her hand, shadows pushing away from her as if she were going to try to combat what was coming toward her, but he didn’t know if she had enough strength to do that. Torian tried to help, pushing more of the lantern beam through the Blade of Wind, but even that wasn’t going to be enough.

      Not like that.

      There was one thing that Torian thought that he might be able to do, but he’d have to get closer to the headmaster in order to use it effectively. He stepped closer, and she glanced in his direction.

      “I’m going to try something, but it is going to be a bit violent,” he said.

      She frowned and then nodded.

      Torian breathed in deeply, and focused on the valsahir connection within himself, then released it.

      Unstructured power.

      He released unstructured power through the Blade of Wind.

      Torian had never attempted to do that through the end of the blade before, but as he did, he felt the power easing into it. There was a part of him that feared he might shatter the blade, but he didn’t. Instead, it seemed almost to amplify what he was doing.

      He didn’t feel the same uncontrollable energy that he had felt any other time that he had used unstructured power. This felt…

      Strangely, it felt right. It felt the way that he was supposed to be using his power. It felt the way that he needed to be drawing on this energy so that he could send it out from him and he could create an arc of power.

      Which he did, sweeping along the ground and cutting into the creatures. With each one that the beam caught, the creatures scattered, struck by power. They were sent scattering to the point where they cried out but backed away from Torian and the headmaster.

      “Keep it up, Mr. Ranth.”

      Torian continued to let that power flow out of him, not yet limited by it.

      At some point, he would fail. He could already feel some of that energy beginning to flutter, and if he lost control over the heaviness inside of himself and it sagged back into place, Torian would not have the strength needed to keep himself and the headmaster safe.

      Then shadows swept back into the room.

      It was dense, thick, hanging over everything like a blanket.

      And it began to smother everything that Torian did.

      Professor Order was here.
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      A BETRAYAL

      Torian wasn’t at all sure what he needed to do. He could feel the shadows beginning to build around him, and increasingly, he grew concerned that he did not have the necessary strength to handle anything that Professor Order might do. He could feel something shifting around him, though.

      The shadows slid, slithering, and began to press all around him to the point where he feared that they might be too much for him. He attempted shadow dispel, but his control over it wasn’t enough. He tried using the Blade of Wind, thinking that there had to be something with it that he might be able to send through to help disrupt the shadows. But even as he attempted to do so, he could not feel any way to use that. There was pressure all around him, and it began to become too much for him.

      “Keep it up,” she said.

      “I’m trying,” he said to the headmaster, but he wasn’t sure what else he might be able to do. Torian could feel something more happening to him. He didn’t have enough control or understanding of the power that he had, and as he attempted to try to draw upon the shadows, to drain the darkness around him, he wasn’t sure that it was working.

      As the darkness began to clear he started to feel something moving. And it was working around him in a way that left him feeling the shadows stirring and swirling. The creatures that had been working their way toward them started to retreat. That was odd, as he wasn’t entirely sure why that would be the case, nor was he sure what forced them to retreat.

      “Keep pushing,” the headmaster said.

      Did she think that he was responsible for this?

      Torian was trying, and as he attempted to push, he could not feel anything more, though he kept trying to push outward. More and more of the shadows were retreating, though Torian didn’t know understand why.

      Then he saw a solitary figure in the back of the room.

      It had to be Professor Order.

      He started forward, but the headmaster set a hand on his arm.

      “You can relax,” she said.

      “You see her, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do, Mr. Ranth.” She tapped on the ground.

      He couldn’t see the runic marker that she made, but he had a strong suspicion that whatever she was doing, and however she was placing it, had layered over top of the ground. The marker was subtle, though. Torian couldn’t see it, and without having an opportunity to examine it, he had no idea what it would do or how much power she was pouring into it.

      He moved off to the side. Something didn’t feel quite right, though.

      Professor Order was here, but…

      “Where is the Viper?”

      “He has been moved,” she said. “Because we wanted to see who might come for him.”

      Torian watched Professor Order, she didn’t move and he started to wonder if she even could.

      “What did you do?”

      “I did nothing but what you asked me to do,” she said, her voice strained.

      Torian frowned, glancing behind him.

      “And here I asked you to investigate. I had not known that she would be the one involved in betraying us.”

      Torian could see the shadows swirling around her now, and though he couldn’t tell what kind of pattern she was making, there was a distinct energy to her… Shadows began to slow, sliding, slithering. An occasional shadow slipped past the protections, and…

      He began to think that whatever it was the headmaster was doing wasn’t going to be enough. Professor Order was incredibly skilled with shadows, perhaps more skilled with shadows than the headmaster.

      “She is starting to move through,” Torian said.

      But that wasn’t the only concern that he had.

      He felt…

      He felt something else.

      There was something coming.

      He thought about what he had experienced when he had dealt with the shadow boars and how Professor Order had placed a rune in the air, solidifying it and sealing it in place. Could he do something similar?

      Did he even need to?

      That was something that he had not seen the headmaster do, but maybe that was the way that she was placing her feet, using a similar technique but with a very different purpose. And if that were the case, then what was it that she was doing now?

      The ground trembled.

      Torian shifted the focus of his sahir pattern, moving to an earth pattern, tracking stone. He used a fourth-tier pattern. There was a time when such a thing would have been incredibly difficult for him, but having spent as much time at the university as he had, the pattern flowed easily. He allowed that energy to sweep away from him, and as it did, he felt for whatever it was that was there.

      Something gathered.

      Power, he suspected.

      And it wasn’t even on this level.

      It was lower.

      “Headmaster?”

      “What is it?” she asked, her tone terse and irritated.

      “I don’t know if you can feel this, but if you were to use an earth-tracking pattern, you might notice that there is power of some sort congregating below us.”

      “What?”

      “Right,” Torian said. “I can feel it, and…”

      And there was something echoing about it. Something familiar about it.

      It continued to tremble. And that echoing reverberation began to build inside of Torian. It struck him as similar to something that he had felt before. Where, though?

      The shadow boars.

      She had protected him then. Torian believed that she had.

      “Wait!” he called, then turned to Professor Order. “You aren’t working with the Viper, are you?”

      Professor Order turned to him. “Why would you believe that?”

      “Because you attacked Johan.”

      “He has placed the summons around the city,” she said. Her words were even tighter now.

      “The… summons?”

      She closed her eyes for a moment, and spread her fingers. Torian didn’t recognize it as any familiar pattern, but when she clenched them into a fist, she brought her knuckles together as if punching each hand together. There was an explosion of darkness, and then everything around him rippled.

      The headmaster took a step toward her, but Torian reacted, exploding out uncontrolled, unstructured power. He put himself in between the two of them.

      “Wait!” he called again.

      The power bubbled from him.

      He could feel the resistance against him. It seemed to be a strain inside of him, similar to the weight that he had dealt with his entire life, only now the heaviness inside of him seemed as if it were something that he could not push past. But at least he understood the source of it. The strange trees that the headmaster had planted around the city limited him, so he knew that it was only a temporary limitation. And what’s more, Torian also knew that he could fight past it.

      He had felt that heaviness deep inside of him, and he had glimpsed something more, something greater.

      He had not felt it until he’d been injured and had started to recover, catching glimpses of a greater, deeper power. And that was what he plunged for now.

      He reached for it, and everything seemed to stop.

      For a moment, it seemed as if Torian were surrounded by white, by warmth, by power. He was reminded of what he had encountered when he had gone with Tamish, getting absorbed by some place of power.

      And now, as Torian felt that, he realized that it was not a place so much as it was something deep inside of himself. He continued to push. Nausea rolled through him, but he knew how to fight past it, didn’t he? Torian had done that before. He felt the heavy warmth, the blinding light, and he felt…

      A presence.

      Maybe one of the Saith.

      “I need to stop him. I need this power.”

      He held onto it. It seemed as if something moved in that rightness, though Torian couldn’t tell what it was. Maybe it was only his imagination, but it did feel real.

      Then everything surged again.

      The brightness seemed to linger inside of him, but no longer was he in some other place.

      The headmaster looked at him, as did Professor Order.

      “How did you do that?” Professor Order asked.

      “The boy is valsahir,” the headmaster snapped. “And if you didn’t know this, then… you are not working with the Viper, are you?”

      “You assigned me to investigate. And so I have. I found the source of the summons, at least part of it, and was chasing after the other half of the source of the summons when I saw an old student of mine from a few years back before I’d returned to the university.”

      Something clicked for Torian.

      “Was it Astrid?” he asked.

      Professor Order turned to him. “How is it that you know this?”

      He ignored the question. “Did you know the young man you attacked was her brother?”

      “That was her brother?” She frowned as if thinking deeply about what Torian told her before taking a deep breath. “I did not know she had anyone remaining. Her homeland had suffered like so many had. Some wanted to fight. I refused her request to teach her for that reason, but she wanted none of it. Only to leave her homeland for something more. She convinced me to teach her as she had considerable potential. Too much potential,” she finished, her voice trailing off. “And now they were using some foul creature to target me.”

      Foul creature? No…

      “Those weren’t any foul creatures. Those were shadow wolves.”

      “Then they should not have chased.”

      Torian wondered if that was true or not. If she had used shadow on them, though, would they have recovered anyway? It certainly had seemed like they would not.

      “Why did you attack Johan?”

      “Because he summoned these creatures. He bears the mark of the Viper.”

      “What does that mean?” Torian asked.

      “That means that he serves him,” the headmaster said softly.

      “He serves him?”

      No. That didn’t make any sense, did it? Johan had been quiet, and he had struggled, but he and Astrid had…

      Torian didn’t even know what they had.

      He didn’t know her at all.

      Only that they had run.

      Could Astrid have the mark of the Viper, as well?

      How?

      Better yet, why?

      “You said you felt something, Mr. Ranth?” the headmaster asked.

      Torian was having a hard time focusing, but he needed to get his mind back to what they were dealing with. He closed his eyes, and when he did, he used stacked stone to track once again. And this time, he felt as if he were filled with power, more so than what he had  before. It left him thinking that he truly had reached some greater power as if by pressing through, fighting through some resistance, he had managed to draw upon even more power than what he would otherwise have been able to do. It felt as if he had passed some boundary.

      And maybe he had, though Torian didn’t know how, nor did he know what that meant.

      “Down,” he said. “It feels like something’s congregating.”

      The headmaster closed her eyes, and pressed her hands together, using an earth pattern. When she did, Torian could almost feel what it was that she was doing, though a part of him wondered if that was imagined rather than real. When she opened her eyes, she nodded. “Unfortunate. I have alerted the others, but I fear that we will not be in time.”

      “What is unfortunate?”

      “Why, the protections that I placed to prevent these creatures from penetrating the city. It seemed as if they have failed.”

      She strode away, turning until she reached a door, triggering it with a rune marker, so it swung open.

      “The boy should not be here,” Professor Order said.

      “The boy may be all that we need.”

      She started forward, and Torian followed, trepidation filling him.

      Creatures.

      That was the thought that stuck with him. He had no idea what they were going to find here, no idea how he would be able to deal with this, but if it was tied to creatures, and if that was what he detected, then…

      Then he would have to rely upon the others to help her figure out what could be done. At this point, Torian didn’t know what that would be. If anything.

      As he followed the headmaster, Professor Order rested a hand on his shoulder.

      “Stay close.”

      “She said that I might need to help.”

      “And I can guide you.”

      “We started to think that maybe you were…”

      “Betraying the university?” She huffed and shook her head. “No. I felt the shadows concentrating and followed them here.”

      “You didn’t attack Professor Thomas?”

      “Why would I… You brought the boy to him, didn’t you? And she went after him.”

      She kept pace with Torian as they made their way down the stairs. As they headed deeper, Torian could feel energy all around him, and it left him with a bit of worry about what they might find.

      They reached the bottom of the stairs, and as soon as they did, Torian saw a swarm of strangeness. Creatures of different sizes, different names, and different powers all filled this space. He had no idea where they had come from, but they seemed to sense their arrival.

      “Unfortunate,” the headmaster said.

      “What is?” Torian said.

      “That I must destroy all of them.”

      She tapped on the wall, and light began to glow. It swirled all around.

      As it did, it seemed as if power bounced from one runic marker to another and circled the entirety of the enormous space. In the center of it was a single figure. They stood, hands stretched out, watching. Waiting.

      The power that the headmaster triggered through the runic markers began to glow, causing energy to build. And then a light began to press downward.

      “I would caution you to stay back,” the headmaster said. “Otherwise, it can be a bit painful.”

      Professor Order grabbed Torian’s shoulder, pulling him back and squeezing for a moment. She tapped on another marker on the other wall.

      The headmaster nodded. Shadows began to mingle.

      Light and dark. Two different Saith powers. And they streaked from the walls, heading through runic markers scattered all about.

      The headmaster had told Torian that the one thing that Rusav could not counter effectively were runic markers. It was one area that they were weak in. It was an area that Navarin had studied, wanting to make sure that they had enough knowledge and strength to be able to overpower anything that Rusav might do. Runic markers gave them the advantage.

      And as those runic markers were activated, light and dark bounced. Wind, earth, water and maybe even metal, as Torian noticed a reflectivity through it all, began to build inside of the chamber. Power began to build.

      He braced for it. He had no idea what was going to happen, but the idea that the headmaster had wanted him to step back because of what would happen left him…

      Worried.

      Then the Viper raised his hands. He had the jagged ends of the chains that had once held him attached to his wrists.

      And he smiled.

      He brought his hands together with a clap.

      When he did, some invisible wave of power exploded from him.

      Torian could feel it. It seemed to echo and reverberate within him.

      It must’ve done the same to the creatures because all of them began to shriek and howl and fill the small space with a torrent of horrific noise.

      It was valsahir power.

      And as soon as it washed over everything, the power that the headmaster had placed into the runic markers faded.

      Once again, everything was cast into darkness.

      “Well,” the headmaster said, “it seems as if he is more potent than our protections. Take the boy, escort him out of here, and get him to safety. I will hold them off as long as I can until the others arrive.”

      He could feel Professor Order pushing on him. “What? What are you going to do?”

      The headmaster turned, and her shadowed form started to build with energy that seemed to echo inside Torian. “Unfortunately, it seems as if I am going to die.”
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      THE VALSAHIR

      Torian doubted there would be all that much he could do, but when Professor Order tried to pull him back, he resisted. He had the power of the Saith within him, and he had reached for something greater. Even now, Torian could feel it building, waiting to be unleashed.

      And so he did.

      Not the way that he had in the past. Torian had been using unstructured power, dangerous, wild, and uncontrolled power.

      He could not do that now. If he were, he feared what would happen.

      So he poured the valsahir power, that deep, overwhelming energy out of himself, and pushed it into the runes nearest him.

      He had no idea how to control them, but having seen the way that the headmaster had triggered them, he thought that he had an idea of what was necessary. Light exploded. It erupted out, bouncing from room to room. The headmaster cried out, but Torian ignored her. His power flowed.

      Only, it wasn’t only his power. It was the power of the valsahir. The power of the Saith. And it threatened to consume him.

      As soon as he pushed through that, the glowing light all around began to spread.

      It became blinding.

      The creatures howled, shrieking, and…

      For a moment, Torian thought that the light that he exploded here would dissolve them with the energy that he summoned, but that wasn’t the case. Instead, they ran.

      The room emptied faster than Torian would’ve expected.

      And he was left with only a few, still terrifying, creatures.

      And the Viper.

      He looked at Torian. In the glowing energy of the room, he could feel him pushing against what Torian did.

      “Untrained, but so powerful. He must’ve been pleased to find you.”

      He took a step toward Torian.

      “Don’t hurt him,” a voice said.

      And Torian realized that the Viper wasn’t alone.

      Behind him stood Astrid.

      He blinked, looking over at her. He wanted to know why she had done this and why she had been so willing to hurt others, but he wasn’t sure that it would even make a difference. Not at this point. Instead, he turned his full focus on the Viper.

      “This is the one you spoke about,” he said. He was a tall man, with close cropped hair and dark hollows to his eyes. He still had on what Torian assumed was his prison clothing, tattered black pants and a dirty shirt. “Interesting. And I can feel something about him. Something strangely familiar.” He took a step. As he got closer to Torian, he could feel something coming from the man, some sense of energy that Torian felt as if he wanted to try to counter. But even as he attempted to do so, he wasn’t sure that he was strong enough.

      This was the Viper. This was somebody that Sylvia had warned him about, somebody that she had said would be too powerful for him, as he was amongst Rusav’s most powerful valsahir.

      “Yes. He must have spent some time with Tamish.” He smiled tightly. “What a fool, wasn’t he? Thinking that he could control such power, but it was beyond him. Beyond all of us.”

      The Viper knew what he had been doing. The Viper had experienced that?

      And if that was true, what did that mean?

      Could he explain what had happened?

      Torian tried to summon the valsahir power through himself, but even as he attempted to do so, he felt more and more pressure against him.

      The creatures that surrounded him were distinct. They looked like tall, stick-like animals with long, swirling arms.

      And with a terrifying realization, he knew exactly what they were. The only creatures that had not left him were the willowtrush.

      “Don’t let them get too close to you,” he said.

      The headmaster was there, standing beside him, and he felt the way that she was tapping out and placing other runes. Would it even matter?

      It might not, and he wasn’t even sure what he could or should do.

      “Those are willowtrush. Never saw them, but I felt them, and…”

      “Ah. You were the one. And see here, I thought that I had captured her. But it seems that she is not nearly as powerful as I was led to believe.”

      “I am powerful enough,” the headmaster said.

      “Are you? You fear one man.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” the headmaster said. “If you are connected as you say, use cold. Pure, unfocused cold. That will take care of them.”

      Sylvia had warned him that willowtrush feared cold.

      The idea that Torian could do anything here, anything at all, about these creatures left him wondering if such a thing would even be possible.

      “We only need a little longer,” she murmured.

      “Until?”

      Torian didn’t know.

      Then the Viper attacked.

      Torian had known that he was powerful. He had seen it from the way that he had unleashed the energy around himself, having disrupted the patterns that the headmaster had controlled, but what he felt now, the way that he controlled now, suggested something even greater than what Torian had ever felt. This was considerable. The way that he unleashed a blast of energy—and that was the only thing that Torian could call it—left him feeling overwhelmed by the amount of sheer power that the Viper possessed. It left him marveling. He was so potent.

      Torian did the only thing that he could. He pushed against it.

      He knew it was foolish. This was a valsahir who had trained, who was experienced, who understood the intricacies of his power. But Torian could not allow that power to strike him, knowing that if it were to do so, he doubted that he would be able to recover.

      “Careful,” the headmaster said.

      “Keep your focus,” another voice said. Professor Order. She was next to Torian, and her hand was on his arm.

      He wasn’t sure what he was going to get to do, but he could feel the energy within him, and he knew that he had to keep fighting, only…

      He didn’t know how, and he didn’t know what it was going to entail, and he didn’t know whether he could fight with enough strength. Somehow, someway, he was going to have to uncover that power, wasn’t he?

      “He is powerful,” she whispered.

      “I can see that,” Torian said.

      “But he has limits.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Look at his chains,” she said. “They have not been removed. He has limits. Focus on them.”

      Torian had been focusing on just trying to overpower him, but that was a mistake, wasn’t it? Overpowering him wasn’t going to be possible. Not without having an understanding of his valsahir power and knowing how to control it.

      But even from here, Torian could see the runic markers in those chains. If he could activate them…

      Limits.

      That was what Professor Order had wanted him to know, to find, and…

      And he thought about how she had shown him how to use the shadows.

      Could he slither something past?

      Or could she?

      “What can you do?”

      “I am doing all that I can to conceal what is coming,” she said softly.

      “What?”

      “Keep focused,” she snapped.

      Torian wanted to turn, but if he were to do so, he didn’t know that he would be able to maintain his focus, and so he stared, trying to concentrate on it, thinking that if nothing else, he was going to have to try to find a way past this, a way to overwhelm what he was dealing with regarding the Viper. He tried to concentrate the Saith power, but he could not.

      All he could do was resist.

      Lessons came back to him.

      He thought about what his earliest instructors had shared with him, people like Willa, unfortunately, but also Gaspel, Aldrich, Sylvia, and then more recent instructors.

      He thought about all of the different lessons that he had learned.

      He had power, didn’t he?

      But how could he overwhelm something like this?

      Maybe he didn’t need to overwhelm him.

      He needed one thing.

      And there was a lesson that he had learned.

      He pulled his hands apart, forming a dark, black beam.

      It seemed as if the Viper was amused by the fact that Torian was doing that, and he pushed again. Power pressed against Torian.

      “Keep focused,” Professor Order snapped.

      “I’m almost there,” he said.

      Then he felt it.

      The blade of shadow formed.

      The Viper regarded him for a moment.

      Torian split his hands apart. The blade split. And then he pushed.

      It was different than what he had learned from Professor Erickson.

      This blade of shadow was something that he had seen Professor Order doing.

      It had taken Torian a while to realize what she was doing with it and how she had formed a blade out of it, as it was a variant. And the variant struck him as useful. And as he pushed outward, all he needed was to get through the distance, through the resistance, and nothing more. He wasn’t trying to harm him. He wasn’t trying to overpower him. He was trying instead to reach the runes and to somehow find a way to trigger them.

      The shadows remained connected to him.

      That was something else that he had seen from Professor Order.

      He felt where he needed to go, and guided the blades.

      They struck.

      The Viper tried moving, but Torian shifted, twisting. This variant of shadow and this blade were flexible. It slithered around his wrist until it captured the stone, where he pushed it into the runes.

      Then Torian shifted the pressure that he was pulling.

      No longer did he continue to resist the Viper with the valsahir power. He changed the force, putting more and more into the runes, not just dark, but all of the uncontrolled, unstructured power that he could.

      The Viper collapsed.

      Still, there was power.

      “They are moving,” the headmaster said.

      He looked over, wondering who she was talking about, and realized almost too late that she was talking about the willowtrush.

      They were moving.

      Long, strange-looking limbs began to swing. Somewhere nearby, somebody cried out. Then another, then another.

      Five of them. He realized what it was that Professor Order had been doing. She had been concealing the presence of other professors coming down to help fight.

      Others who had now been attacked by the willotrush.

      Torian had to keep pushing, but there might be something else that he could do. With one hand, he pulled his blade out and triggered the end, extending it, forcing cold from the end of it. He pointed it and then pushed.

      He had no idea if it would work. He was rewarded with a bloom of ice along the branches of the strange creature. It shrieked, which surprised him. He turned, pointing toward another. With another burst, it shrieked as well. Ice crackled along it. He moved, no longer resisting the pressure from the Viper as much as he had before. He exploded more power out, sending it at the other willowtrush, and then another, and then another.

      They were all frozen.

      He stepped forward, swinging his blade when somebody squeezed his shoulder.

      Torian spun, and Professor Order simply caught the blade.

      Not with her hands but with shadow. She gradually eased it down.

      “Relax. You did it.”

      He lowered the blade, but he continued to push power out from him.

      “The Viper…”

      “The others have him now,” she said.

      A dozen professors, some of whose names he knew, approached, moving slowly but steadily, forming a pattern around the Viper. Power exploded from them. They were holding the Viper.

      “Will he be able to escape?”

      “Perhaps in time,” she said, “but you have held him this time. Again. We did not lose anybody.”

      “But the willowtrush—”

      “I believe that Professor Thomas has some experience with treating that now,” the headmaster said, looking over to Torian. “And I agree with Professor Order. You did well. We will need to get you back so that you can resume classes.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Well, not it,” she said, her brow furrowing, her nose wrinkling. “But others will take care of ensuring the city is safe. If any of these creatures escape, we will deal with them.”

      “What about the Viper?”

      “What about him?”

      “What are you going to do with him?”

      “We have held him once, and we will hold him again. He has secrets about Rusav that we need. We will get them. And…” She turned, looking at Torian. “I believe you need an instructor.”

      Torian blinked. “What?”

      “We do not have any valsahir to teach, Mr. Ranth. He will teach, or he will not. But I think we may be able to convince him.”

      She strode forward.

      And as she did, Torian saw one other figure. He caught a glimpse of them near the back of the room. Professor Order started after her, but Torian was closer.

      He darted forward, racing after Astrid, but was not fast enough.

      She slipped down the tunnel, a darkened hall, disappearing.

      “Astrid!” Torian called after her. “Don’t do this.”

      For a long time there was silence.

      “I have no choice.”

      “Why?”

      Again, there was more silence. “He has our parents.”

      Torian turned, glancing back toward the Viper. The Viper looked over his shoulder, locking eyes with Torian. It might’ve been Torian’s imagination, but he thought that he saw a smile cross his face. Then the others dragged him away, bound in new chains made of stone and metal and possibly even out of shadows. All of them wrapped the Viper as they dragged him out.

      Torian looked back toward the opening. Astrid was not gone. Not really. He suspected that she would come back. But maybe he would be ready.

      “Where did she go?” Professor Order asked, panting as she approached.

      Torian shook his head. “Gone. Slipped into some tunnel network. Unless you have a way of testing all of it for her…”

      From Professor Order’s expression, Torian knew there wasn’t.

      Which meant Astrid really had escaped.

      But they still had the Viper. A valsahir.

      Which meant Torian could have an instructor. Somebody who could teach him about what it meant to be valsahir.

      If he didn’t corrupt Torian first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you for reading The Shades of Magic

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: The Shades of Magic to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

      
        
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.
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        Also in series:

        The Weight of Magic

        The Shades of Magic

      

        

      
        Looking for more great fantasy?
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        He didn't ask for his rare powers. That doesn't mean he won't use them...
        Martel's only ambition is to become a Weathermage, able to ensure good harvest and prosperity for his family. But he'll have to graduate from the Imperial School of Magic first.
        A few problems. Martel is from a rural farming village. He has no experience with the harsh and deceitful ways of the imperial capital. And there are plenty who would take advantage of his naivety to see him fail, from fellow students to masters.
        Plus, he's twice as old as the typical novices, having spent his childhood hiding his gift for magic out of fear. And he's of Tyrian descent, who once stood as enemies of the Empire and are still treated by many Imperials as such.
        But they all underestimate him at their own risk.
        For Martel is fire-touched. A power so rare that if he were found out, the Empire would force him to join their endless wars... And he'd rather not be forced to unleash it...
        Experience the tale of Martel the reluctant fire mage in the Firebrand LitRPG Series. Join him from his humble beginnings as a hapless novice at a Magic Academy. This is character-focused and light-hearted progression fantasy at its finest, with a detailed magic system and a world filled with detail.

      

      
        
        Get Firebrand Now!
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        Conquer all Foes. Reach peak Power. Now, Do it Faster.
        
        Behold the Multiverse! Its countless realms overflow with terrific opportunities and terrible dangers—warring sects, priceless treasures, martial techniques, and all manner of horrible monsters abound.
        And Dorian has conquered them all.
        He’s a Godking—one of the most powerful creatures to ever exist. And as he sits from his throne at the literal summit of the world, bored out of his mind, one question comes to mind: what now?
        Do it all again, of course!
        But faster.
        He'll aim for the impossible — A PERFECT RUN.
        Don't miss the start of this exciting LitRPG Cultivation Adventure about an ancient God who's reached the apex of his power progression and has decided to reincarnate multiple times to try and speedrun the Dao and reach the peak of cultivation.

      

      
        
        Get Speedrunning the Multiverse Now!
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        A new world. A new life. A chance to start over.
        Through no fault of his own, Joe’s life was starting on a downward spiral. Bad things can happen to good people, but this is not much comfort for those who are treading water, trying not to be drowned by misfortune.
        Luckily, sometimes people can catch a break, a chance to start over.
        When he's transported to an alternate Earth full of magic, wonder, and light RPG elements, Joe just wants to build a comfortable life. He begins to put down roots and make friends in the port city of Lockwood.
        But can he make a home for himself when fire spirits scorch his bathroom, demon dogs trample his rose garden, and countless other magical mayhem threatens his peace?
        Don't miss the start of the Cozy Fantasy LitRPG Series which proves that even in the quietest lives, the most dramatic things happen. A recipe gone awry because you lack one important ingredient and you need to make this cake for someone you love for their birthday which happens to be the next day. Low-stakes? Nah.
        Now add magic, dragons, spirits, and gods. And Joe.
        Joe is a cool guy.
        You'll like Joe.

      

      
        
        Get Cozy Isekai Craftsman Now!
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        Kullen is the Emperor’s assassin. The sharp hand of justice. The Black Talon.
        Gifted a soul-forged bond with his dragon, Umbris, Kullen is tasked with hunting any and all who oppose the Empire.
        But when the secretive Crimson Fang murders two noblemen before his very eyes, Kullen must discover the truth of who they are and what they want. What he uncovers is a web of lies and deceit spiraling into the depths of Dimvein.
        Natisse, a high-ranking member of the rebellion known as the Crimson Fang, has no greater goal than to rid Dimvein of power-hungry nobles. Haunted by her past, fire, flames, and the death of her parents, she sets out to destroy the dragons and those who wield them as unstoppable weapons of destruction.
        Until she, too, finds herself buried beneath the weight of the revelations her investigations reveal...
        The Empire is under siege from within, and one man, dressed in black like the night, stands at the epicenter of it all.

      

      
        
        Get Black Talon Now!
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        For all Aethon Books, visit our website.
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