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      The vrandal remained dim as it rested in Sam’s hand, absent of its usual light. He traced his fingers along the fine contours and smooth metal surface, feeling a hint of residual warmth in it. It left him with a sense of the power he could command through it.

      “Are you just going to stare at it?” Tara asked.

      Sam looked up. This room was one of the few places in the Academy where he truly felt comfortable. A wall of books lined one end of the room, a desk stacked with papers on the opposite side. A pair of cushioned chairs angled toward each other, far more ornate than any he’d ever been allowed to use.

      Tara sat across from him, her black hair pulled back, leaving her angular jawline framed in such a way he couldn’t help but admire. She had a hint of lavender to her today, a scent he’d become far more aware of when he’d gone blind.

      “I’m amazed I can take the vrandal on and off,” Sam admitted.

      “Daven said that would be possible when you began to master the power within it.”

      Sam studied the vrandal again. He understood how to remove the device, and there wasn’t the same fear that he couldn't put it back on, though he didn’t fully understand the alchemy trapped within it. He thought he might be able to utilize some power, but as he didn’t have any arcane arts, it was more difficult for him.

      “I can see that look on your face,” Tara said. “And I know that you still question whether you have any arcane arts.”

      He smiled tightly. “I’m starting to feel like it might be possible.”

      In his mind, that was progress. The idea that he might have some access to the arcane arts felt like acknowledging that the sun wasn’t going to rise. Only in this case, he couldn’t help but believe it. Everything that he had seen and experienced had told him that the kind of power within the vrandal was tied to more than just alchemy. To use it the way that he had, he must have some connection to the arcane arts. The challenge for Sam was in finding it.

      He took a deep breath and looked down at the almanac. “We should keep working at this. We don’t have much time before classes begin, and I don’t want Havash to get mad about us spending so much time here.”

      Tara frowned as she looked around the old alchemy common room. “Nobody uses this place. I don’t think that he would even care. At least until they open the tower back up.”

      Sam hadn’t considered that before but didn’t think that it was that likely.

      “Will they?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. They’ve had it closed for so long that it’s hard to know. Eventually, the fifth tower will need to reopen. Especially now that we know it wasn’t some alchemy failure but an actual attack.”

      Sam stared at the almanac. The book was massive, covered with thick leather binding with symbols for alchemy worked into the surface of it, and each page was a complicated series of runes that he had managed to get lost in while trying to interpret.

      “I kind of like the privacy.”

      Tara chuckled. “Just because they reopen the alchemy tower doesn’t mean you won’t have privacy. Besides, the library will reopen soon, and then we can go back there.”

      He nodded. The library was useful, and he didn’t intend to be able to stay here indefinitely. This wasn’t his tower. More than that, there were other places within the Academy that he could go and have the privacy he wanted.

      “Do you want to keep working at this?” Tara asked.

      “I want to try,” Sam said. “I just wanted to make sure you wanted to.”

      Tara grabbed the vrandal and pulled it off his palm, then slipped it onto her hand. She held it out, admiring it. “The construction of it really is quite pretty.”

      “Pretty?”

      “It’s almost delicate. I can see why you like it so much. Delicate suits you.” She grinned and passed it back to him.

      Sam chuckled. “I seem to think you like my delicate hands.”

      “They have their benefits.”

      He slipped the vrandal back onto his hand, and he formed the pattern that he had learned would activate power out of it. He had discovered three distinct patterns when it came to the vrandal. There was one that allowed green energy to build within it, and if he focused the right way, he could explode that power away from him defensively and protectively. There was the way that he activated the vrandal when it came to using the almanac. That was merely a matter of tapping his fingers in a small but steady rhythm. And then there was the other use of the vrandal, one that he hadn’t fully come to understand. If he held almost perfectly still, he could feel the way that power began to build in it, and then once he moved, lines of power flowed from the vrandal.

      It was that use of the vrandal which had him the most hopeful.

      He couldn’t use the arcane arts like Tara, but when he saw that flowing from the vrandal, Sam couldn’t help but feel as if it were something similar to angulation.

      “Are you ready?” he asked softly.

      Tara nodded.

      Sam pulled the almanac over to him and leaned back. He flipped through the pages, trying to find a pattern that might be beneficial to them. He didn’t know which ones would work, though as far as he could tell, most of them were effective in a specific manner, as long as he used the proper patterns.

      The common room had changed in the time that he had started coming down here.

      Havash had begun to place books here, turning it into a library of sorts, but all on alchemy. Most of these books had been in the library, and Sam had read through them—which meant that he had memorized most of them—but there were a few that he had not seen before when Pat gave him a moment of excitement until he realized that they were more basic texts. It was almost as if Havash planned to restore the tower to what it had once been.

      As Sam worked through the almanac, looking for something that might keep them safe during another attack, he found one in a particular type of pattern. He paused for a moment. He set the vrandal down atop the almanac, studying the pages, and skimmed it for a while. He had already read most of these books . As soon as he learned there was some hidden secret within the almanac, Sam had tried to work through as much as he could, wanting to master everything within the almanac as much as possible.

      He could recite most of it. There hadn’t been that many books that had challenged him nearly as much as the almanac did.

      “I’m waiting,” Tara said.

      Sam nodded. The energy of the vrandal flowed out of his hand and into the page. It seemed as if there was a considerable power to it, and as he let it flow into the page, the markings in the almanac shifted and became legible.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      Tara nudged him. “How could I not be?”

      He glanced over; she was glowing softly with arcane arts. The pale white light radiated from her and drifted outward, leaving a swirling pattern around her he knew to be significant. The power was enough that he couldn’t only see it, but he felt it too. When he’d lost his sight, his connection to power like that had intensified to the point where he was much better able to detect it. Once his vision had returned, he’d been able to retain his sharpened skills.

      “As it so often does, it speaks of accessing the source,” Sam said, looking over to Tara. When they had first started reading it, he and Tara had tried to make sense of what it meant by the source, and neither of them really knew. When using angulation, there was no specific source. It was simply a matter of accessing the arcane arts. Perhaps it was tied into the zero tenet, but neither of them knew for certain. “But once you access the source, it starts to talk about letting the power flow out at thirty degrees, mixing with an angulated line at forty-five degrees, and then waiting until the two coincide,” he said.

      It was a complicated use of angulation already, but that was just the beginning.

      Were it anyone other than Tara, Sam wasn’t sure that they would be able to do it. Most students at the Academy wouldn’t have an understanding of advanced angulation like she did. And this was most definitely advanced.

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      “I can’t tell if you have let the arcane arts flow at thirty degrees.”

      She frowned at him. “You can see that I am doing so.”

      “Are you sure I can?”

      “Don’t play games like that, Sam. Not about your vision, not after what we went through before.”

      He laughed, holding his hand over the surface of the almanac. The vrandal continued to glow with soft green light, and he waved his hand above the page. “Once you have the source,” he continued, “you need to create a linear connection that leads outward at ninety degrees before you invert it and begin to layer a second connection that abstracts with the first at an angle of thirty-one degrees.”

      The way she used her arcane arts was incredibly complicated. And it was different than simply reading about it. It was one thing to read about the use of angulation, even complicated angulation, in theoretical terms, and something else to actually put it into practical application. That was where he tended to come up short. Sam was smart. He knew that about himself. He lacked any ability to use any sort of angulation, basic or not, so that he had no idea how difficult it would be for her to create the pattern that he described. It almost felt like he was taking an advanced seminar where he couldn’t do anything.

      “I have that completed,” Tara said. Her voice was tighter than it had been, and she clenched her jaw slightly as if struggling against the effort of whatever power she was trying to maintain.

      Would she have enough strength for what came next? Tara was gifted with the arcane arts, but Sam could feel the effort she put into it, and he could feel the power she exerted.

      “Go on,” she said.

      Sam turned his attention to the almanac, scrolling along the lines written there. “When you have it secured, add a third curvilinear connection, this one with a slight fifteen-degree angulation on the distal end…”

      She gritted her teeth. “Keep going.”

      Sam continued reading the instructions, focusing on the way to angulated power, letting that flow out from her. As he often did, he could see the power. There was a pale glowing light that came off of her. It was the white energy that he attributed to the arcane arts, something that he had been able to see from his sister for as long as he remembered.

      Tara tensed the longer that she worked on the pattern that he described. He could see the tension in her eyes, the set to her jaw, and the angulated lines of power that she was letting flow from her.

      Finally, he was done. White light radiated from her and surged brightly, then it washed outward and streamed away. A wall of power solidified, separating them.

      Sam got to his feet, stepping toward it. Though he tried to push through the wall by holding his vrandal outward, he couldn’t penetrate it. Stepping to the side didn’t seem to make a difference. Doing so put him on the other side of Tara, but it didn’t let him see her, almost as if the wall made it so that the power she held formed a thin line and obscured her completely. This was incredible.

      The white line shimmered for a moment before fading and collapsing in an explosion of power.

      Tara wiped her hand across her brow. “That’s about as much as I can withstand. I might be able to hold onto more, but it’s going to take time for me to recover.” She leaned back in the chair, looking around the room. “What did it look like?”

      “It didn’t look like much. Are you sure you did anything?” he teased.

      She blinked, running her hand across her brow again. “Are you sure? It felt like something.”

      Sam laughed. “It was impressive. The power seemed to surround you. It hid you in a way I hadn’t seen before, almost as if you disappeared into it.”

      “It’s the angulation. That’s the difficult part of the whole thing. I think I can use those angles differently, but it’s how exact they are that makes it the hardest for me.”

      “It was a barrier, but not invisible.”

      “I don’t think it was meant to be invisible, though it was from my side.” She nodded. “Transparent. I saw you get up. That’s why I was surprised when you tried to tell me you couldn’t see anything.”

      “Then it’s a shield.”

      Tara frowned and took a deep breath as she leaned forward. “I guess it would be. That kind of thing would be useful in facing off against someone like Ferand or even—”

      “We shouldn’t be the ones facing off against them.”

      “I know we shouldn’t, but since I’ve met you, I’ve been in more battles than I ever thought I’d see.”

      Sam shrugged. “At least I’m not boring.”

      She smiled and leaned forward again, once more starting to glow. The power she pulled was the same as before, though this time, she didn’t need him to walk her through it. Tara really was gifted, and with her memory and knowledge of the power she had drawn on in the past, she was able to recreate anything they had already done.

      The shield formed again, this time appearing in front of her, solidifying quickly. Sam got to his feet and made his way around the barrier, studying how she held it and searched for weaknesses. He pressed his hand out, using the vrandal to test whether it would withstand something like that. The energy along the surface sizzled for a moment, then faded.

      He circled her. Tara turned, and the shield followed. The same power flowed out from her, filling the shield as it formed. Then it sputtered before finally failing.

      She sat back, running her hands across her face. “That’s a lot harder than it sounds.”

      “You mean drawing on three lines from the source, curving them in complicated angulation, and multiplying the connection within them isn’t easy?”

      Tara started to smile. “It’s somewhat reminiscent of when I had been taking my advanced angulation seminar with the Grandam. You know, before we realized that she was evil and working with the Nighlan.”

      Sam chuckled. “It's quite a bit different than what is discussed in the first-year angulation class.”

      “That’s because this is not first-year angulation. This isn’t even Academy angulation.” She glanced over to the books in the shelves around them before looking back to him. “Think about some of the books that you found in the library, Sam. They talk about theoretical use of angulation, and when you get far enough into them, they start to speak of various patterns that can be applied —”

      “I know,” he said.

      She snorted. “I’m sure you do. You probably have more of those patterns memorized than I do.”

      “Not that it’s much use for me.”

      “Not yet,” she said, a little heat in her voice. “But while we learn the concepts that this includes, there is something much more exacting about how this has to be applied. I’ve been practicing so that I can do this, and even with that practice, it takes so much concentration that I’m not even sure I can use it the way that I want.”

      “You’re doing well,” Sam said.

      “I suppose in doing as well as needed,” she muttered, shaking her head. “And until Havash decides to come down here, or Kal knows, one of the angulation instructors, you are stuck with me.”

      “It’s not so much stuck,” he said. “And I would much rather have you here than somebody like Professor Clarice.”

      She started to smile. “Can you even imagine what that would be like?”

      “Not so much,” he said. “And now, after what we’ve been through, she thinks that I am far more capable than I actually am.”

      “I think everybody who knows what you’ve done realizes that you are more capable than you do,” she said. “At least, with everything other than this one part of the arcane arts. And that will come, too.”

      “It will,” he said.

      She looked at him as if trying to decide whether or not he truly believed.

      They both knew that was one aspect of accessing the arcane arts. For those who had it, they already believed. If their magic suddenly manifested, the way that Mia’s had, or even Tara, when she had been incredibly young, there was no difficulty with the belief. But others needed to find a way to come up with their own belief system. It was considered the zero tenet of angulation, whereas belief was tied to using that power. Sam hadn’t believed, mostly because he had never had reason to, but increasingly he was finding himself believing that there might be something that he could do when it came to the arcane arts.

      “We can keep working on this,” she suggested. “I’m convinced that the vrandal is the key to you understanding the kind of power that you have access to. Somehow, I think that is going to help you tie into your connection to the arcane arts.” She waved a hand, cutting off what she anticipated his next question to be. “Don’t ask me how because I just don’t know, but I think you will find a way.”

      “Always so optimistic,” he said.

      “I find that it is more helpful that way,” Tara said. “Anyway, just keep working, and maybe you can even find something in the almanac that will help you.”

      Sam looked down at it. “I can keep looking, but it seems like this is all tied to the arcane arts,” he said.

      “Not all of it,” she replied. “Reach for the source?” She shrugged. “I don’t know what that is, but it’s not the arcane arts.”

      They both had agreed that there might have been something within the book that should help Sam figure out the key to the vrandal. As the vrandal was the key, that seemed significant to them both. It was like a puzzle that they couldn’t solve. Between that, all of the alchemy symbols that made up the book, and the power that it described using, they didn’t have much time for any other research.

      As Sam flipped through the pages, Tara got up and headed to the shelves. “Havash has really settled in.”

      “He hasn’t been here much lately.”

      “Not in this room. As Grandam.”

      Sam looked up. “I get the sense from him that he’s not sure how excited to be about the position. I don’t know enough about what happened before or what reason he had for leaving, but I have a feeling that he had been chasing alchemy. True alchemy.”

      Tara looked back at him. “Or he just thought that the Academy was in good hands.”

      “I doubt it,” Sam said. “This is Havash, after all. I suspect you learn something about the almanac, the vrandal, and went looking because he couldn’t find it from the alchemists here.”

      “I’m not exactly sure that is what fits with him. At the time, but after Grandam Jons passed, we got Grandam Bethal,” she said. “And we know how that turned out.”

      “I still can’t believe how long she plotted to gain power.”

      Tara paused at one of the shelves and pulled a book down, turning it in her hands for a moment. “She was patient. That’s why I worry about her. Whatever power she was after was there, Sam.”

      He knew that, but he had no idea what the Grandam had been after. Even having seen it, having seen that glowing white energy that had looked something like a man, Sam had no idea what she was after.

      “Do you think they will come again?” he asked.

      “I know your answer to that question,” she said. She looked over to him. “Otherwise, why are we practicing like this?”

      Something about the Grandam bothered him.

      “She was the worst, though. It was bad enough when the Secundum betrayed us, as Ferand was his brother, but the Grandam… She used us. How many students were exposed to her influence without us knowing?” Tara locked eyes with him. “How many were recruited to serve the Nighlan?”

      He hadn’t considered that.

      Sam rubbed his head, thinking about the healing she had attempted on him. At the time, he hadn’t known if there was something more to it that he needed to understand, but it had been painful. More painful than anything he’d ever experienced before.

      Because she was trying to harm him.

      “You fear her because she was patient?” he asked.

      “The one who’s the most patient is often the one you have to fear most. Think of all she might have done in the city. Even Havash didn’t suspect her.”

      That was true, and had Sam not been blinded by Bethal’s healing, he might not have been in a position to overhear her and discover the truth.

      “I fear her,” Tara continued, “because I didn’t know it was her. I don’t like that she was able to hide from us, in plain sight.”

      “I think we have to be just as concerned about who else might be hiding in the Academy.”

      Tara frowned. “That’s not funny.”

      “I don’t mean it as a joke. Since I’ve been here, there has been Ben, then Ferand, and Bethal. All within the Academy walls. How many others do you think could be hiding?”

      Tara turned back to the almanacs and slipped another one from the shelf before turning back to him. “Hopefully, Havash can find out.”

      “Now that we know there’s a danger, we can help him by using the Study Halls to search for anyone who might be doing anything unusual.” Ever since the attack, Sam had been unsettled. He still was, at least a little, but traveling through the hidden Academy halls was a different experience for him now. The hidden hallways were far more extensive than they had ever known. Sam and Tara were still working through them, trying to explore and figure out what barriers existed that the vrandal could get them through, but other than the ones they had uncovered, it didn’t seem as if they were anymore. Perhaps they had been disrupted. It was something he and Tara wanted to try to answer as well. It just felt like there were so many things they wanted to do and not nearly the time to do it.

      She shook her head. “You really know how to make me feel more comfortable with everything, don’t you?”

      “I wasn’t trying to scare you. I was just—”

      She took a seat across from him and settled back in the chair. “Just trying to scare me.” She flashed a smile. “You’re right, though. I should have been thinking about who else might be suspicious too. I suspect Havash is doing it, but if he’s not…”

      “If he’s not, then we need to.”

      She looked at the almanac still in Sam’s lap. “Maybe that’s even more reason for us to keep working. If we’re concerned about what might happen, we’d better be preparing.”

      Sam flipped the almanac back open, and as he moved through the pages, he couldn’t help but wonder when it would be his turn to find magic. Tara watched him, and he had a sense she could read his thoughts, though he guessed that the way she looked at him had more to do with her anticipation of another set of instructions. The power they were able to use in this way was considerable.

      “Are you ready?” he asked.

      “We both need to keep practicing. You need to reach the arcane arts, and I need to grow.” She rubbed her hands together. “Even my advanced angulation classes aren’t nearly this complicated. And they don’t hurt.”

      “And hurting is good?”

      “When it comes to the arcane arts, my mother always used to say that pain meant change. Change meant growth. That’s what I want.”

      Sam turned the pages until he got to one that they hadn’t tried before. That was their focus most of the time: learning something new. When they did, Tara would memorize it so that they would be able to use it later.

      He lifted the vrandal above the page, ready to summon power through it. He called to that power, letting it flow out of him and into the page.

      “Tap into the source—”

      “You can skip that. It’s always about reaching or tapping into the source.”

      “—and you begin to find three different connections. You must draw each out in a perfect arc at an equidistance from each other, spinning them at one revolution every three seconds.”

      “Oh,” she whispered.

      Sam looked up. Her jaw was clenched even more than it had been before. Sweat beaded on her forehead. Pain meant change. Change meant growth. With whatever she was doing now, she would have plenty of opportunities for change.

      “Once you begin your revolutions,” he continued, “you must invert the entirety of the process, so the revolution spirals around you on a contralateral plane to your current orientation.” Sam watched her.

      “It’s not easy,” she said through gritted teeth. “Keep going.”

      “Do you need to stand up for this?”

      She grunted. “It might help.”

      Tara stood, and he turned his attention back to the almanac. “Hold that rotation for twenty revolutions. Oops, I should have read that sooner.”

      “That’s fine. I’ve counted.”

      “Then you need to…”

      A strange flicker of power caught his attention.

      “What do I need to do?” she asked.

      Sam got to his feet with the almanac and headed toward the door. That was the source of power. He could feel the presence and pressure there, though he didn’t know what he was detecting. Something of arcane magic, or was it Alchemy?

      “Sam?”

      He remained standing, and he looked down at the almanac again. “You need to let the revolutions surround you, and then you turn them once, so the rotation is about parallel to where you had been…”

      Sam trailed off. The strange pressure was building. There was something on the other side of the door.

      “What next?” Tara asked.

      “That’s it,” he said.

      He stopped in front of the door. The fluttering returned. Pressure continued building.

      Sam didn’t know what caused it, only that he could feel the nature of that power as it rolled outward. It was something he recognized from the time when he’d lost his vision when he had begun to grow increasingly sensitive to the sensation of power. Had he not noticed that sense, he might not have been able to feel what was on the other side of the door.

      Sam reached for the handle.

      The door thundered open.

      He was thrown back. The almanac wrenched out of his hand. He scrambled toward it.

      Sam couldn’t tell what had attacked, only that there was a shadowy movement near the door. As he reached for the almanac, something loomed over him. Power emanated from whomever it was, the kind of power he could practically see.

      There was other power in the room, though, and it exploded behind him in a flash of white.

      When it dissipated, the looming sense was gone.
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      Moments passed before Sam’s vision cleared.

      There was the afterimage of the blinding white light, a sense across his skin of the magic Tara had unleashed. A surge of energy had rolled through him, leading his vrandal to burst with a power that echoed within him.

      “Sam?”

      Tara’s voice echoed in the distance, and he sat up, looking over at her. “I’m here.”

      “What happened? I lost control of it. Did I hurt you?”

      He let out a nervous laugh. “That was it? Just control?”

      “Why?”

      Sam frowned to himself. “I don’t know. I could’ve sworn there was something else here. It was something that I felt, but…” He stared. “I don’t know what it was. And now it’s gone.”

      If there had been an attack, it felt too soon.

      He grabbed the almanac from the floor, dusted himself off, and turned to her. Sweat streamed down her face, and she wiped an arm across her forehead. What would have happened to them had she not been using the power he’d been instructing her to use at that time?

      “There was an attack.” Sam looked around the room, but there was no evidence that anyone had been there. “I felt something by the door and went after it. I don’t know what it was, only that what I felt was…” He didn’t even know what he’d felt. Not like what he usually detected within the Academy; it didn’t even seem like arcane arts. Powerful, regardless of what had triggered it.

      Tara helped him stand, held on to his arm, and guided him back toward the chair. He cradled the almanac in his arms until she closed the door and used arcane arts to barricade it shut.

      “That might hold for a little while,” she said. “If someone knows enough arcane arts, they will probably be able to force their way inside, but I hope it’ll give us some time.”

      And here they had been talking about taking time to understand the almanac so that they could be ready for another attack. In the back of his mind, Sam believed they had more time. Obviously, the Grandam had decided that they wouldn’t be given that time.

      “We need to find Havash.”

      Tara looked around, and he could see her still glowing with her arcane arts, the power that she was holding onto. “Take that with you,” she said, nodding to the almanac. “If they were after that —”

      “Why would they be after it now?” That was the part that didn’t make sense to him. When they had attacked before, they hadn’t really needed the almanac. Whatever the Grandam had been after had not been tied to the almanac.

      “How would the Nighlan sneak in here undetected?” Sam muttered.

      “You are asking me how the Nighlan, people who have exquisite knowledge of magic and power and have already proven a capability and willingness to attack the Academy, managed to break in again?”

      “Unless they didn’t break in,” Sam said. “We’ve been so focused on the Nighlan, but your comment still holds. What if she influenced others here?”

      They might already have too many people working on behalf of the Nighlan. If so, there might not be anything they could do. It might already be too late.

      They stepped out into the hall. There was no sign of the attack, no sign of anyone having been here at all. The only thing he was aware of was the residual stench in the halls. That might not ever leave, though he and others had scrubbed and tried to burn away the effect of the explosion from it.

      They started up the stairs, hurrying past the kitchen and into the central hall, where she guided him up a wide flight of stairs. Sam contemplated going to Okun. He was an alchemist—a real alchemist, as far as Sam could tell. He had knowledge and some experience and was embedded within the kitchen to observe the Academy.

      Once he talked to Havash, he would go to Okun.

      The main hallway was quiet as usual. There were not many students who bothered coming down to the kitchen. For the most part, they stayed in their towers, and when they did come down here, it was to leave the Academy altogether. There weren’t too many opportunities to do that anymore, though. Not since the attacks. They had been held in the Academy, presumably for their own benefit.

      Tara guided them toward the central staircase and then up. By the time they reached the second level where the instructor offices were found, Sam had started to question what he had felt. Maybe it had been nothing.

      She stopped at a door that had once been the Grandam's office. That Havash now occupied it felt both fitting and strange.

      “Maybe we should —”

      The door came open, and Havash nearly crashed into them.

      He looked like a different man than the one who’d come to Sam in Erstan. That man had been somewhat disheveled and dirtied by his travels, though powerful. This one wore his new—and old—office robe, and he radiated a sense of power.

      “Samran. Tara. I wasn’t expecting either of you, was I?” He glanced behind him into the room, frowning.

      “We needed to find you,” Sam said.

      “Did you discover anything of use?”

      “Probably,” Sam said hurriedly, “but that wasn’t why we came.” When Havash pursed his lips in a tight frown, he went on. “There was an attack.”

      “Another?”

      Sam recognized all too well the sense of despair within Havash’s voice. Having gone through several attacks already, another one—especially so soon after the last—meant the Academy wasn’t safe.

      “I didn’t see who it was,” Sam explained. “We were practicing in the alchemy tower, and I felt something by the door and opened it. Had Tara not been holding on to one of the almanac’s patterns we were working on, I don’t know what would have happened.”

      Havash motioned for them to join him in his office. Sam and Tara followed him inside the enormous room. Everything had a sense of age to it. A strange metallic item rested on a table near the back of the room, the top of it softly spinning. A towering bookcase overflowing with books stood along one wall, and a hearth occupied another, lending the room a sense of warmth. A plush rug covered most of the floor. Movement near the other end of the room caught Sam’s eye, but he couldn’t see what it came from. As far as he could tell, no one else was even here. Havash pulled the door closed behind them and sealed it with a burst of arcane arts that pressed upon Sam.

      “Do you care to tell me what you experienced?” Havash asked. “You told me there was an attack. Ms. Stone used a power that defeated this attacker, but you didn’t see who it was.”

      “After it happened, there was a blast of light, and when it cleared, there was no sign of them.”

      “Show me.”

      Sam started toward the door, but Havash raised his hand, pressing out with a burst of the arcane arts.

      “Not like that. Show me what you were working on.”

      Glancing at Tara, Sam didn’t know if she would have the strength to recreate it. The last one had been intensely powerful, and it might now be more than she could withstand.

      To her credit, she immediately began to perform the pattern. She stood in an open part of the room with her hands off to either side.

      “Do you need me to read it to you again?” Sam whispered.

      She shook her head. “I remember.”

      When the power started to build, it did so with the same intensity. There was a surge of energy. It started to surround her and swirl outward.

      “That’s enough, Ms. Stone,” Havash said in a careful whisper.

      “Are you sure? I can hold it a little longer. I don’t know if I’ll be able to release it with any control. This one is really difficult.”

      “I’m quite sure. Please target the hearth if you would like to make sure you don’t destroy Samran.”

      Sam took a step back before catching himself. The power exploded in the hearth with a blast of white light, much like what he’d seen when they’d been in the alchemy tower, but it passed quickly. The surge of light didn’t affect him quite the same way as it had before. He struggled with the brightness, and it took a moment for his vision to clear. He’d expected the hearth to be blasted from the room, but there was no damage to it. Havash held his hand out as he made a small and steady circuit around the hearth. A hint of power radiated from him in a soft glow.

      Havash looked over his shoulder at them. “The angulation you performed is quite impressive, Ms. Stone. That is very advanced.”

      She flushed slightly, though that might’ve only been from the effort of trying to use the power she had. A sheen of sweat glistened on her brow. “It wasn’t easy.”

      “No. It wouldn’t have been easy to hold on to what must have been two distinct flows and turn them the way you did.”

      “Three,” Tara said.

      Havash turned toward her, his eyebrows raised. “Three? That would be more than… Well, that is impressive.”

      Sam smiled as he looked over at Tara. He was proud of her and proud of her knowledge of angulation, and proud of how quickly she’d mastered different aspects of the complicated angulation they were working through.

      “Something like that might have been enough to scare away someone who recognized that power, but I am not sure that is what happened.”

      Havash crouched forward. Power trickled from him and continued to radiate outward into the hearth, enough that Sam could feel it. Sam saw nothing from the hearth that would suggest any damage, but the blast of power had seemed like it would have been incredibly destructive.

      “What do you think happened, then?” Sam asked.

      “What she performed would have destroyed your attacker.”

      Havash said it so quickly that Sam wasn’t sure he’d heard right. “Destroyed?” Sam whispered, looking back at Tara. She’d gone white and clutched her hands to her chest. “It didn’t do anything to the hearth.”

      “I doubt that it would,” Havash said. “The contours of the connection you were using suggest that it was designed to affect only living things. A nasty piece of angulation, and unfortunately quite necessary at times.”

      Sam paled as well. What would have happened had that power struck him instead of the attacker? It was possible the vrandal would have offered him some sort of protection, but what if it had not? Tara would have killed him.

      That had to be what she was thinking about.

      “Why would there even be anything like that in the almanac?” Sam asked.

      Havash looked up. He had practically crawled into the hearth, getting close enough that he could press his face into the depths of it. “Why? There have been countless reasons why over the years, but in your case, I think the only reason you need to know about is the Nighlan.”

      “You’d simply kill them?”

      Havash got to his feet, dusting his hands across his robes. “What do you think they would do to you were they to capture you, Samran? You’ve already seen what people like Ben, Ferand, and even Bethal would do when given the chance. They were willing to attack you to strip you of the vrandal. There is nothing kind in them, nothing redeeming. They must be stopped before they harm again.”

      There was a part of Sam that knew and understood that, but at the same time, it was difficult for him to realize that they might need to fight… and to kill.

      “What else have you been working on?” Havash asked.

      “I…”

      “I’m sure there are other techniques on neighboring pages.”

      “There was a shield.”

      Havash frowned. “A shield? Show me.”

      Tara closed her eyes, and power began to flow from her quickly, almost as if she wanted to get it over with as fast as possible. The power exploded outward, forming the shield.

      Havash gasped. “This is even more impressive than the last.”

      “Move to the side of it,” Sam said.

      Havash looked over at him, then took a step to the side and looked at Tara. He cocked his head one way and then another, watching her as he did. “Very interesting.”

      With a burst of arcane arts, he slammed energy toward her. It dissipated across the shield she held.

      Havash traced his fingers along the surface of the shield until it started to sizzle. Power flashed for a moment before fading. “Interesting. This is quite a unique form of a shield, though I suspect you’re aware of that.”

      “We weren’t really aware of anything,” Sam said.

      “The nature of this shield is such that it doesn’t allow a side attack. If you see how it curves around her, you can see how she is protected from such damage. Very useful.”

      They had gone through the almanac and found varying different patterns of different usefulness. At this point, Sam had no idea how many of the patterns were for violent means and how many of them were for more defensive measures. Increasingly, he started to question whether the kind of patterns they were using were more violent. More dangerous.

      “If the Nighlan continue to press, we are going to need as much understanding of the almanac as possible. When the alchemists were intact, it was not a problem.”

      “I would’ve expected the almanac to describe ways of creating alchemy,” Sam said.

      “There are those in there, as well,” he replied.

      Sam frowned, glancing to the almanac. “That’s not what I’ve seen.”

      “I don’t know what to say about that,” Havash said. “All I know is what we have learned about the almanac previously.”

      Why would it be different for them?

      Sam glanced at the vrandal and couldn’t help but wonder if it had something to do with him.

      Maybe because he didn’t have any arcane arts.

      Havash paused, looking between them both. “You need to keep working through the almanac as much as you can. When you find something useful, you need to share it.”

      Sam looked over at Tara. She’d been unusually silent, and he thought he knew why.

      “We still don’t know anything about the attacker,” Sam said.

      “Perhaps we will not,” Havash said. “We’ve done what we can to make certain the Academy is as protected as possible. I have personally placed most of the protections, but these are the Nighlan, and with the power they have access to, along with what Bethal knows, there’s still danger.”

      “How are we going to stop them?”

      “You are both students. There is no we in this.”

      Sam started to argue, and Havash raised his hand.

      “The two of you have been quite useful. None deny this, but with the growing threat of the Nighlan along our borders, and an increasing threat coming off of them, we need to have fully trained users of the arcane arts.”

      Sam glanced over at Tara. What was she other than an advanced and fully trained user?

      Tara said she was using arcane arts that were more complicated than anything she learned in her advanced seminars.

      Even that wasn’t what bothered him.

      It was his own helplessness.

      He wanted to be a part of it. And he couldn’t.

      Tara kept trying to tell him that he had to have some access to the arcane arts, but it was negligible at best if he did. Not anything to be feared. And nothing that would be useful against the Nighlan.

      “Return to your studies, both of you. I will let you know if there’s anything you need to do.”

      Sam turned to Tara and took her hand, and they headed out of Havash’s office. He pulled her along the hall, down the stairs, and toward the main part of the Academy. She still hadn’t said much, and she didn’t resist him pulling her with him.

      “Are you going to be okay?” he asked.

      She sighed. “How can I? The pattern I used hurt someone, Sam. That’s not the kind of arcane arts I came to learn.” She blinked for a moment before shaking her head. “I didn’t want to hurt anyone.” Tara took a deep breath. “When I was offered a chance to come to the Academy, it was because of my talent. I’ve always known I have a connection to arcane arts, and that connection has allowed me to do things that others can’t. I thought…” She shook her head again. “It doesn’t matter what I thought.”

      Sam wasn’t sure what she was going on about, but he did understand her concern about the kind of power they had used. The vrandal, and the almanac, released powerful—almost uncontrolled—energy. To use it safely, they were going to have to come to terms with the kind of power that it permitted them to access and figure out what it would take for them to do so safely.

      Another thought came to Sam, though, and it was one that he suspected Tara didn’t necessarily share with him.

      If that kind of power would permit us to defend ourselves against the Nighlan, wasn’t there value in learning how to use it?

      They had already suffered multiple Nighlan attacks. They had come frequently, often, and they had come with destructive force. The Nighlan had not cared who they harmed or whether anyone suffered.

      If they weren’t careful, the Academy itself might be destroyed.

      Selfishly, it left him wondering where he would go.

      “We can work with it safely,” he said. “Besides, I think if we keep studying it, we can figure out the secret of the writing.”

      “It can’t be some sort of game to you,” Tara said.

      He looked over to her, frowning. “It’s not a game,” he said. “It’s just that I understand that we will need to work with this as much as possible.”

      “I hope that’s all it is.”

      He looked over, holding her gaze, but there was a troubled expression in her eyes. Sam realized there wasn’t going to be anything that he could say to help alleviate that.
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      Sam worked his way through angulation. He had a stack of books next to him on the desk, all of them on more advanced angulation, and they were learning them in their first-year class. Still, now that he had spoken to Professor Clarice about his interest, along with demonstrating his potential—at least a theoretical potential—Sam had been permitted to access some of the more advanced textbooks. He was thankful that she hadn’t questioned him, hadn’t pressed him to try to prove his ability, but also wondered if perhaps she might push him to demonstrate a practical approach.

      James looked over at him. He was thinner than he had been when they had first entered the Academy. There was more tension in his eyes, though these days, many within the Academy had some tension, mostly tied to the attacks. Most of the students chose not to talk about them, as if they were afraid that doing so would reveal something about themselves. Either some deficit or that they were not strong enough to withstand the dangers that existed within the Academy—and their use of the arcane arts.

      “You’re not even listening,” James said.

      Sam looked over to Professor Clarice. She had her back to them and was going on about one aspect of the third tenet of angulation, but it was still basic. The tenets of angulation were all tied to helping understand how somebody could use the power that the arcane arts permitted. However, even though Sam had an understanding of those tenets, he still couldn’t do anything with it.

      “I’m paying attention,” he muttered.

      “Barely,” James whispered. He leaned forward and kept his gaze focused straight ahead as if doing so would keep Professor Clarice from knowing that they were having a quiet conversation, but Sam had realized that Professor Clarice was at least clever enough to know when students were paying attention. He might be given a pass, but it was possible that James would not. “I don’t even know why you bother coming to class anyway. If she has given you study material, and it’s more than what she is talking about here, you could just study outside of class.”

      Sam knew that he could. And James was the first person to suggest that to him, to argue that perhaps his not attending class would make the most sense. These days, with him having advanced beyond what he could learn and most of his classes, he had started to have the same question for himself. Why did he come?

      There wasn’t a real clear answer.

      Part of it was because he felt as if he needed to maintain the appearances, partly because he wanted to be here. Partly it was because he feared what would happen if he were sent away from the Academy.

      He often felt as if he didn’t really belong here, so his attendance in class allowed him to spend time with classmates and to at least have some semblance of fitting in, even if he wasn’t entirely sure that he did. Most of the time, he didn’t feel as if he fit in.

      “Professor Clarice wanted me here,” Sam said.

      That wasn’t untrue. Then again, she also hadn’t said that she wanted him to attend this particular class.

      Tara had suggested that he push to be placed into one of the more advanced classes, but Sam hadn’t done so yet. Not because he feared that, at least, not really. It was just that if he were to go into one of the more advanced classes, there was a real possibility that he would be expected to demonstrate the practical approach to angulation.

      But it was more than just that. It would separate him from others within the Academy even more than he already had been.

      He was holding on. Mostly it was to a dream, a possibility—something that he had never really believed that he could even have—but now that he was here, it was that dream that he wanted.

      It was a dream the Nighlan threatened to disrupt. With each attack and each time that Sam got involved in things like that, he found himself increasingly called out, increasingly separated, and increasingly feeling like he was not a part of the Academy, though that was because he was not.

      Professor Clarice turned back to the class. “Today, we are going to try a different approach. As we are getting you ready for your exams, when you must prove that you can demonstrate greater knowledge of the tenets of angulation, you will need to show more proficiency with the technique involved in angulation.”

      Technique meant practical approach. Was that what she was implying now?

      Tara had suggested that he would not need to demonstrate any practical approach to angulation, and that he could get by without revealing anything.

      And he had allowed himself to think that he could get away with it.

      What had he been thinking?

      How could he have escaped that?

      “I would like you to work with the person at your table, and together you will work through a series of angulation patterns that you will see in Chapter Fifteen of this year’s textbook. If you have any questions, you may approach the front of the room, but I would caution you to be careful, as you will need to navigate through a barrage of potential missteps with angulation. The tables are designed to help contain any mistakes you might make, but unfortunately, accidents do happen.”

      She fell silent, taking a seat at the desk, and all around them a buzz of noise began to build.

      James looked over to Sam. He shifted his robes, the green stripe in it facing the wrong direction until he adjusted.

      “This is the first time that she has actually had us use anything,” he said. “I thought that we were going to get through the entire first year without needing to actually demonstrate any proficiency.”

      “I know,” Sam muttered.

      “You know,” James said, leaning toward him, lowering his voice conspiratorially, “I heard a rumor that the instructors have decided that they need to teach us more defensive arcane arts than usual. I wonder if this has anything to do with that. There have been too many attempts on students, and it sounds like they are trying to be ready for more.”

      Sam wouldn’t put it past Havash to have made those arrangements, especially given that Havash would have been concerned about what had been taking place. How could he not? With two attacks on the Academy, and the danger of the Nighlan ever-present, they had to be ready.

      “What do you think we will be working on from Chapter Fifteen?” James asked, pulling the book open.

      “You need to create a singular line with the arcane arts, angulated ninety degrees, and then another ninety degrees, and finish with two inversions at forty-five degrees,” Sam said, repeating what he knew to be in that section. There was more, but it was really no more complicated than that.

      “Are you kidding?” James asked, looking through the book, and that he paused, skimming through. “You’re not kidding. How did you remember that?”

      “I’ve told you,” Sam said, rolling eyes.

      James leaned forward. “You really do remember almost everything that you read. You know, with your test scores, I thought that you had to have a pretty good memory, but that is a little disturbing if I’m honest.”

      Sam frowned, arching a brow. “Why is that disturbing?”

      “It’s disturbing in that you can remember all of that without even trying. I mean, you barely had to think.”

      “I can’t do it, though,” he said. “I mean, I don’t have enough control over the arcane arts to replicate what is there.”

      “Maybe I can work with you like you work with me, and we can figure this out together.”

      He shrugged.

      James stared at the book for a few moments, resting his hands on the table. “All right,” he started, “so I need to use the third tenet of angulation, and I need to call upon a singular line, and then begin to turn it outward, ambulating at ninety degrees…”

      He started to glow softly with the power of the arcane arts. Even though he had been working with angulation, or much with the arcane arts, in the time that Sam had been in the Academy, he had seen almost everybody improve. He suspected some of that was done outside of the classroom setting, and some of it was probably tied to simply the mental training they went through. There was something to be said about using what was learned here, training a person’s mind, and becoming organized in their thinking. It permitted the students to better utilize what they had learned and allowed them to know the connection they had more effectively. It made it so that when they finally began to use more advanced techniques, the angulation they were expected to utilize would be more effective.

      “I can’t make this first ninety-degree angulation,” he said.

      James suddenly sat back, and when he did, Sam noticed a burst of pale white light that exploded away from him, and it slammed into nothing.

      He had expected that it would go shooting across the classroom, but it didn’t.

      Sam frowned, and he turned, looking at the table.

      He had never really paid much attention to it. The tables were weathered, old, but stout. And Professor Clarice had claimed that they were protected so that angulation wouldn’t go astray.

      He traced his hand along the edge, and he smiled to himself. He could feel the symbols there.

      “What is it?” James asked, leaning forward.

      Sam worked his way around the edge of the faded gray wooden table until he came to the side he was sitting on. He couldn’t see anything, though he could feel it. It seemed like it was etched into the surface of the wood. The symbols were alchemy, and they reminded him of those that he had found in the almanac, along with what he had found in other alchemy books.

      “When she said that the stations were secured, I wasn’t exactly sure what she meant or how they were secured.”

      “And now you do?”

      “Well, I can feel it,” he said. “There is alchemy here.”

      “Are you sure?” He asked, running his hand along. “I can’t really feel anything, but if you say so, then maybe there is.”

      Sam continued to run his hand along it, figuring out whether there was anything in the pattern he could detect. If there was, it was faint. He would need time, and now really wasn’t the time.

      But there would be another reason for him to come to angulation now. He could work with trying to piece together what he could feel at the desk and whether there would be anything here that would help him understand the patterns in the almanac better.

      “I can feel some markings here,” Sam said, looking over to James. “They are subtle, though,” he said. “And I think that I only recognize them because I have spent so much time in the library reading…” He needed to trail off before he shared everything that he had been reading about in the library. He didn’t want too many people to know that he had been looking through books on alchemy in addition to everything else. Alchemy was still viewed with some suspicion. It was part of the reason that he had been so careful.

      “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that you have been reading books on alchemy,” James said. “Considering you have been reading books on pretty much everything that you can find in the library. Well, until the library was destroyed.”

      “It’s getting closer to returning,” Sam said.

      “Closer, but it’s still not back to normal yet.”

      Sam pulled his hand away from the edge of the table. “Why don’t we try that again? You can see if you can work through the ninety-degree angulation. I think it might be easier if you turn it at the same time on both ends,” Sam said.

      “Says the person who isn’t sure that he can even perform this angulation.”

      Sam shrugged. “I don’t know if I can form that angulation, but I think that I know what you need to do to complete it.”

      There were times when Sam was tempted to admit the truth about his own lack of ability with the arcane arts to James, but then he would spend time with him in class, and he would change his mind. It was easier to keep people in the dark about that.

      As he worked, beginning to glow softly once again with his control over the arcane arts, Sam glanced around the room. There were students from all of the different towers here, and everybody was working on their own pattern, some having greater success than others, though nobody truly able to turn the pattern quite as well as he expected.

      Maybe this was more advanced than Professor Clarice thought.

      Or perhaps this was challenging enough that she was using it to set the stage for something more.

      “I think I have it,” James said, looking over to Sam. “I think I —”

      It burst free from him, losing control, and once again, when it reached the edge of the desk, where the patterns for alchemy had somehow sealed it around them, the angulated lines dissipated, drifting into nothingness.

      “I guess not,” he said.

      “I think you have to use the pattern, turn it, then turn it again.”

      “Okay,” James said, nodding to himself.

      Sam appreciated that he didn’t challenge him, nor did he challenge why Sam would even have any idea about how to do that.

      Then again, Sam knew because he had seen Tara doing something similar. When she formed her angulated patterns, she quickly moved from position to position, not holding one point. That was one of the tenants of angulation. If you let the power continue to flow, it would continue to flow unless acted upon by the arcane artist once again.

      “I’m ready,” he said, as if trying to prepare himself more than anything else. “I think that I can…” James pushed, and that power flowed out of him, and then it drifted outward before gradually starting to turn inward once again. Though it was not nearly as precise as Sam thought it needed to be, there was a definite turn. He was doing it.

      “Now you need to…” Sam trailed off, realizing that he wasn’t supposed to necessarily see arcane arts. At least, not that anyone else would know. He still didn’t understand why he could, or what it meant that he could, only that he had always been able to do so.

      As James twisted it, and the power flowed toward him, it formed two triangles.

      When it did, power flared briefly, caused a slight bubbling of energy, and then it faded.

      “It worked,” James said. He looked over to Sam. “I could feel it. You are right. I had to just hold onto it. I think part of it is a matter of angulated faster, and when I do, I wonder if I might be able to make it more effective.”

      “You have to make sure the angles are precise, as well,” Sam added.

      James nodded. “I don’t think the angles were my issue, but I’ll try.”

      Sam didn’t say anything more, though he knew that it was the angles that were the issue.

      Still, maybe it didn’t matter.

      James continued to practice. By the time class was over, he had consistently been able to turn the angulated pattern. Others in the classroom had done so as well, though Sam felt a little pride in the fact that not anyone had managed nearly as successful as him. Well, as James.

      James beamed as they were leaving.

      Professor Clarice called Sam over before they departed.

      James went on.

      Professor Clarice hadn’t gotten up from her desk and had a stack of papers, a stack of books, and several different items of alchemy resting on the table as well.

      “I noticed that you did not attempt the pattern, Mr. Bilson.”

      She’d been paying attention to him. “I thought that I could help James.”

      “And I noticed that he was quite successful.” She looked up, arching a brow at him. “Have you successfully completed all of the angulated patterns in our book?”

      Sam’s mind raced with how to answer the question. He had known there was a danger in revealing what he could see of angulation and had often worried that he would reveal something that he had wanted to keep secret—that he could see the arcane arts and that he could tell where the patterns were flowing.

      But if he told her that he had completed all of the patterns, which he hadn’t, there was a real possibility that she would try to test him and move him to an upper-level class that he was not ready for. At least, not from a practical standpoint.

      “I haven’t completed all the patterns,” Sam said. “My own ability with the arcane arts is not as impressive as James’s. I thought that if I could help him work through the pattern, he could help me work through my own failings.” He smiled slightly. “As you probably know, I came from the Barlands, and I don’t have the same talent as some within the Academy.”

      It no longer pained him to admit that. He had managed to stay and be useful, so he hoped that Professor Clarice wouldn’t hold that against him.

      “I would like you to be trying as well. If you practice outside of class,” she went on, and she looked up at him, as if knowing that others would be practicing outside of class, “you must do so in a space designed to contain the arcane arts. Your bedroom would be one such space. Or you could have your friend, Ms. Stone, construct a protective ring. I’m sure she would be happy to accommodate you.”

      Sam flushed slightly at the idea that his instructor knew about his relationship with Tara, though perhaps it didn’t matter.

      “Thank you. I will make sure that I am careful.”

      “We must all be vigilant, Mr. Bilson.”

      It was an admission of the instructor’s fear of the Nighlan.

      He nodded again and made his way out of the classroom, heading to his next classroom. Mathematics went quickly, and he paid attention, though halfheartedly. He noticed that James was working with recreating his angulation pattern even during this class, leaving Sam wondering if there were the same protections around the desk as there were in the angulation classroom. He felt along the edge of the desk but didn’t feel any alchemy present there.

      By the time Sam had finished with his classes, he had a little time before the evening meal and wandered toward the kitchen and then paused.

      The door leading down to the alchemy tower was open.

      It was never open.

      He froze, staring at it, and then he heard voices.

      Sam moved toward the door. He didn’t think it was an attack, certainly not in the middle of the day, but who would be here?

      Who would dare venture down into the alchemy tower?

      He had nearly reached the door to the kitchen when the first person appeared.

      They were wearing a black robe striped with white. A robe he had not seen before. A robe that he had only heard about.

      Alchemy tower.

      And the person wearing it was familiar to him.

      Sam recognized the upper-level student. Tracen was in Tara’s year. She had mentioned him a time or two and spoke about how he had some talent, but Sam had known him as an olwand student.

      Two others wearing the same white striped robes stepped forward. They were other fourth-year students.

      He didn’t know either of their names, but he recognized that one was from sharan, and the other was from grishenack.

      Students from each of the towers. Students who had been pulled away from the alchemy tower.

      But that wasn’t what stuck with him the most.

      It was that it seemed like the alchemy tower had been reopened.

      Sam headed back down the hall and found Tara coming down the stairs.

      “There you are. I was looking for you.”

      He was quiet and motioned down the hall toward the open door.

      Tara turned, and she frowned. “They’re reopening it? I thought we had more time.”

      Sam looked over. “You knew?”

      “Well, after learning that the attack was tied to the Nighlan and not some alchemical mistake, I figured that they would decide to reopen it. Eventually, the alchemy tower would need to reopen.”

      “I thought we would have it to ourselves for a little longer,” he said. Of course, Sam had thought they would have it to themselves indefinitely. He had hoped that keeping the alchemy tower closed would give him even more time to work with the almanac. He wanted to understand the power within it and understand what it might be able to do.

      Tara flicked her gaze up the stairs. “You could ask Havash.”

      “I’m not sure that Havash could —”

      Sam didn’t have a chance to finish.

      An explosion thundered nearby.

      He looked toward the alchemy tower, but that wasn’t where it came from.

      It wasn’t within the Academy. It was near enough, though, that it sent the entire building trembling.
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      Sam and Tara raced toward the massive wooden doors leading outside the Academy. When they reached the entryway, Sam realized he was still holding the almanac. If there was an attack, then having the almanac with him risked it being stolen.

      “We should—”

      Another explosion. Still outside, but it felt much closer than the first.

      He looked over at Tara, who nodded. “What if we find Nighlan?” he asked.

      “They’re attacking the Academy,” she said, already starting to glow with the power of the arcane arts.

      He pushed open the doors and stood for a moment, frozen and feeling useless. The garden outside the Academy had been thrown into disarray, much of it destroyed. Plants had been flung all around, leaving mounds of dirt and grass scattered everywhere. The scent of the damp earth filled his nostrils, but it was more than just that.

      A haze hung over everything, making it difficult for him to see clearly. Still, having been blind for however long he had been, he no longer needed his eyesight to know where he was—or to know that magic continued to gather around him. It was a strong and nearly overpowering sense. Sam could feel it from the back of the garden, building in another attack.

      “Do you think that shield of yours can be extended?” he asked.

      “That’s more than what I can do,” Tara said.

      “You’ve done it a few times now. I thought—”

      “I know what you thought, but that’s a lot of power.”

      They had to try, and he had a sense from her that she felt the same way. If they did nothing, the next attack on the Academy would be directed at the barrier around it.

      What would happen then?

      Perhaps nothing, but there weren’t any guarantees. The barrier might hold, but the Nighlan had already proved they knew how to sneak past the barriers around the Academy. That, and Bethal would likely have revealed what Havash had placed.

      As Tara’s power continued to build, Sam stood helplessly. At least he had the almanac, which should’ve been a way to protect them. If only he had some way to dive into the power that existed within the almanac, Sam wouldn't have to feel as if he were useless here. Right now, he was nothing more than a caretaker, someone who could read the contents of the almanac but couldn't act on them. What was the point of that? What was the benefit of that?

      He could remember.

      That was what he had to keep telling himself.

      The almanac provided answers, and he had the right mind to work through it, remember what was there, and repeat it so that Tara could use it. Eventually, if he ever developed a true connection to the arcane arts, he might be able to use what was found here.

      That was what he had to keep telling himself.

      Tara’s spell solidified. She did something different with it this time, pushing it outward. Sam could feel the nature of the angulated power and how it curved up and away from her. There was a faint trace within it, something he hadn’t noticed when she’d used it before. Was it a different angle or a different curve to the line?

      “That might work,” she whispered. “I’ve tried to give it what I can to turn that power outward. It takes more than what I’ve used before, but strangely it wasn’t quite as painful as before.”

      “I thought you said that pain equals growth.”

      “Don’t go throwing my words back at me.” Her jaw was clenched and sweat streamed down her face.

      “One of Bayes’s theories speaks of tying off an angulation and anchoring it,” Sam suggested.

      “I know,” she said.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I figured that you would know, but I was just trying to offer a suggestion.”

      She glanced toward him for just a moment before focusing again.

      “It’s not a lack of knowledge. It’s my lack of ability,” she said, clenching her teeth. “And maybe a lack of strength.”

      A blast came from the other side of the shield that Tara held. It struck her barrier… and faded. She glanced over to him, smiling. “That was—”

      Another blast struck the shield.

      Sam could feel the intensity behind the second one. Tara staggered back and reached for him. He grabbed for her, but he couldn’t get to her in time. She slid away from him and fell.

      The shield collapsed.

      The next burst of power blossomed near the far end of the yard.

      Sam grabbed Tara, pulling her back. The vrandal on his hand started to throb. This was one of the times when he thought the vrandal had a mind of its own. Was it only reacting to his desire to help Tara, or was this something else? He didn’t know.

      The power within it continued to build, almost to the point where it was unpleasant. He hadn’t felt it react like this in a while. It felt almost like it did when he discovered a new pattern and technique to use the vrandal, to cause that power to explode out of it. When that triggered, which was the only way Sam could truly describe it, the power stored within the vrandal could be released. What would be released now?

      Would it be something like how he learned to trigger the vrandal when facing Ferand, or would this be more like when he traced a beam of light out of it, something that felt like it could be tied to angulation, but Sam wasn’t entirely sure if it truly was.

      He couldn’t hold on to the power. Not like this. He held his hand out, letting the energy erupt.

      Green light burst from him.

      The light hung suspended in the air for a long moment, and Sam couldn’t help but stare. The power he’d detected that had been building elsewhere struck that green light and then faded. It was almost as if what he’d released from the vrandal—or from him, he had to admit—had dissipated the attack just as well as Tara’s spell had.

      “What was that?” Tara asked.

      “I don’t really know. There was something building within the vrandal, and I released it.”

      “It seems to work. Look at how it’s staying there.”

      Sam’s mouth hung open as he watched. When he’d used the power from the vrandal before, it had never simply remained suspended in the air. This was something different.

      Another attack came. He tensed, ready for that power to collide with him. Instead, it struck the strange green haze in the air again and collapsed.

      “What did I do?” Sam stared at the haze, trying to understand it better.

      “You mixed your natural connection to power with that of the vrandal,” said a voice.

      Sam turned toward it. Chasten had stepped out of the Academy, dressed in a brown jacket and pants. His graying hair was brushed back from his head, and a twinkle remained in his deep blue eyes.

      Sam wished that he had known Chasten when he had still operated his alchemy shops. He might still, though Sam was hesitant to approach him and ask him about it, hesitant to inquire as to whether Sam might have an opportunity to visit and see something. Chasten had admitted to Sam that he was not nearly as skilled an alchemist as those that had once been in the Academy. This despite having one of the most famous alchemy shops within the city.

      It had left Sam questioning just how powerful those other alchemists have been.

      If only he had an opportunity to meet them.

      Chasten came toward Sam, watching.

      “I did what?”

      “I suspect this is you, Sam, not the vrandal. The vrandal is a device of alchemy that has a power of its own, as you have experienced, but what you see displayed here is something else.” Chasten held his hand up, and for a moment, nothing happened. Then a hint of a green hue began to swirl around the garden, adding to what Sam had done. “There. I think we should be able to solidify it for now.”

      “What did you do?” Sam asked.

      “Nothing more than add to what you had done. It won’t hold indefinitely, and given what we see out there, I suspect they will try to pin us inside the Academy.”

      That meant they were planning an assault. Not only did that involve Sam, Tara, and the teachers, but all the other students too. Most didn’t even know something was taking place.

      “Does it have anything to do with the chamber hidden in the Academy where the Grandam—”

      “You must refer to her by her name,” Chasten said. “She does not deserve the title after what she has done. We must all tear that honorific from her. Bethal. That is her name.”

      Chasten was right. Sam did need to take that title from her, the same way she had taken so much from the Academy.

      “Is that what this is about? She was after power here.”

      He didn’t need to say it, but none of them knew if she had succeeded.

      “This is about many things, Sam. The Nighlan seek power they don’t have. They want to control the unification of power that alchemy represents, especially as they don’t have anyone who understands it. Unfortunately, they have numbers we don’t have.”

      “Tavran should be protected with the army, all of the users of the arcane arts, and all of the protections that have been placed, shouldn’t it be?”

      Sam had seen those protections and knew just how fortified the city should be. If the Nighlan had managed to overpower even that…

      Sam wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      “It should. It was. It no longer is.”

      Chasten strode forward, holding his hand out. The vrandal on Sam’s hand glowed with a bright green light, the power that he controlled flowing from him in a way that Sam wished he could learn and master.

      “You wanted to be able to use your power,” Tara said.

      “Yes, but I also want to understand it.”

      “If it can do this”—she pointed toward the cloud of green in the sky that hadn’t changed all that much since he’d released the power of the vrandal— “then I think you need to. How do you still convince yourself that this is not the arcane arts?”

      “Because it’s not,” Sam said.

      Tara frowned at him.

      Every so often, he could sense another attack. The assault persisted, the attacks striking at the cloud overhead but then deflected. When they did, Chasten raised his hand and added power to what Sam had placed. The defense held.

      For how long, though?

      Sam had mistakenly thought they had more time. How could he not? When Bethal had brought the last attack, they had defeated her. They’d won.

      “Why do you think they’re attacking now?” he asked.

      Tara shook her head. “I don’t know. I thought she’d be more patient. She’s spent all that time building up her threat, so I thought she would wait and prepare longer.”

      “Unless she didn’t want us to prepare.”

      The longer the Academy had to build their defenses, the more likely it was that they would gain the necessary knowledge to overpower the Nighlan and discover some way to defeat them. Then they wouldn’t have to fear the Nighlan as they did.

      She might have feared the knowledge the almanac would provide. Learning that Sam had a way of reading the pages, and having others act on it, even if he could not, might pose more of a danger to the Nighlan than Bethal had expected.

      Which meant they had to operate quickly. They had to be ready.

      Chasten turned back to them. “I’m sure she didn’t want us to prepare. You two should head back inside. I don’t know how long this assault will last.”

      “We can help,” Sam said.

      Chasten smiled. “You have already helped. Had you not formed this sort of barrier, we would have faced much worse by now. I can hold it, and the others will see if they can eliminate the threat to the city.”

      “The others?”

      “I have notified allies of the attack. If we’d had more notice, I would have been able to summon them sooner.”

      “Will the alchemists return to help?” That was who Chasten had to mean, though Sam thought that some of them had remained in the Academy. Okun was with them. He had been a part of helping to protect the Academy, so Sam would have expected that he would have helped notify them, as well.

      “We have sent word,” he said, “and have tried to get them to commit to a greater presence.”

      Sam snorted. It seemed to him that there had already been a presence that had returned to the Academy. With the alchemy tower opening, he had half expected to have other alchemy instructors suddenly begin to fill that tower, but there hadn’t been any. The only true alchemist within the Academy as far as Sam could tell, was Chasten. From what Chasten had said, he wasn’t even a true alchemist like what had once been in the Academy.

      “What are they after now?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps the almanac. They may have decided that it is important.” His gaze lowered to the almanac Sam still clutched, and he sighed. “It’s unfortunate that the previous caretakers did not leave better records.”

      “I don’t think they expected to be killed in quite that way,” Sam said.

      Chasten arched a brow. “Perhaps not,” he said. “And perhaps it is merely their lack of preparation, but it does place us in a difficult position. We don’t have the same knowledge of alchemy as those who once served the Academy.” He looked around, then glanced up to the green haze that hung in the air. “They would’ve known what to do.”

      “But you are an alchemist,” Tara said.

      Chasten smiled tightly. “Perhaps outside of these walls, but inside… I was overmatched. Why else do you think that I didn’t stay?”

      “I don’t know,” Tara said. “I figured to have an opportunity to make money. Well, real money.”

      “Do the instructors want wealth?”

      Sam hadn’t given much thought to the instructors. Havash had never spoken of anything regarding money other than to mention the stipend that he would be eligible for as a student. He hadn’t even considered the possibility that the instructors were paid, but why else would they teach? Why else with a stay within the Academy?

      “What about the army?” Tara asked. “My mother has sent some messages to suggest that the Nighlan are moving along the western border.”

      Chasten glanced over, arching a brow. “Has she?”

      “She’s not on the council anymore, but that doesn’t mean that she doesn’t have connections,” Tara said.

      Chasten shook his head. “I didn’t doubt you, Ms. Stone. We don’t have access to the council. At least, I don’t.” He glanced toward the door of the Academy. “I suspect Havash has his little ears inside listening, but most of us do not.”

      Sam wasn’t sure if he was telling them the truth or not. Chasten would have alchemy that he could rely upon and that alchemy would likely allow him to listen in on whatever he wanted.

      “Why did the Nighlan decide to attack now?” Sam asked. “I understand they were moving on the Academy. They think there must be something here that they want,” he said, “and I know that Bethal was after whatever power is locked away inside of the Academy, but I still don’t think that she succeeded.”

      “We don’t know,” Chasten said. “Which is why you and Ms. Stone need to keep studying the almanac. We need to know whatever we can about it.”

      Sam noticed Tara watching Chasten with a wrinkled brow. Was she suspicious of him?

      He was an alchemist, and he had been here, helping to defend the Academy, but maybe he wanted access to the almanac as well.

      Knowing as they all did the key to the vrandal and how that was instrumental in reading the almanac, maybe Chasten wouldn’t be able to use it without Sam, or someone like him, helping.

      “We have already gone through a considerable portion of it,” Sam said. “But we don’t fully understand it.”

      Tara shifted her focus to him. It was helpful for Chasten to know that they had read through the almanac, but he didn’t need to know that they could use the various patterns they had already come across. They would keep that secret for now.

      “I was hoping we would have more time in the alchemy tower to study without others present.”

      “Havash has felt it important to return the Academy to its full functionality,” Chasten said. “And that includes the alchemy tower.”

      “Who will be the alchemist in charge?” Tara asked.

      “I will,” he said. “At least, until another can return. We need a true alchemist to lead.”

      “You don’t want the role?”

      Chasten watched her for a moment. “No, Ms. Stone. I do not want that position. I never have. I can be a caretaker, nothing else. But I will offer whatever protection I can to the Academy. Now…” Another blast struck, and Chasten looked up toward the green glow. “The two of you should go back inside where it will be safe. I will hold this until we get the necessary help.”

      “Are you sure you can?”

      Chasten smiled at them tightly. “I might not be the same kind of alchemist as the Academy once knew, but I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.” He held out several different metallic objects, and Sam smiled to himself. They were items he suspected Chasten had created in his shop. “They will be in for a surprise if they continue their attack. Don’t worry.”

      “We could help.”

      “Trust me, Sam, you already are.”

      Tara took his hand and pulled him toward the Academy. “Come on,” she urged when another attack struck.

      Sam let out a long sigh and followed.

      The door closed behind them, which Chasten must have sealed. The awareness of power suddenly disappeared, leaving Sam with the memory of what he’d been feeling outside, but not the same sense.

      “What are you going to do?” he asked, turning to Tara.

      “I don’t know how many more of these attacking patterns I’m going to be able to do. Maybe none. Either way, I would like to know whether there’s anything else in the almanac. I’m sure you would too.”

      “We have both been trying to read through the almanac as quickly as possible to uncover whatever secrets it has, but most of these patterns are incredibly complex, and I can’t do anything other than read them to you.”

      “Then I’m going to have to focus.” She glanced toward the now closed door leading down into the alchemy tower. “Maybe it’s time for me to claim an interest in alchemy.”

      “You don’t already have one?”

      She shrugged slightly. “I never did before. I was always more interested in angulation and traditional arcane arts. But if all of this is somehow tied to alchemy, along with whatever we can read in that book,” she said, nodding to the almanac, “then it might be time for me to commit to that tower.”

      “I’d have to commit to it, too,” he said.

      “You won’t be able to,” she said. When he looked up at her, she shrugged. “First-year students can’t be a part of the alchemy tower.”

      “Even students who have been a part of helping defend the Academy, and who have an item of alchemy practically attached to them, along with an ancient and possibly sacred book?”

      “Well, maybe that person might be able to be a part of the alchemy tower, but you’re going to have to get permission.”

      “Seeing as how Chasten is going to be the professor in charge, I hope we have an inside track.”

      “You would think so,” she said. “I’m not exactly sure.”

      “Why don’t we get into the Study Hall and keep an eye on what’s going on down there?”

      She frowned at him. “You can be a little devious sometimes, you know. I like it.”

      She took his hand and pulled him up into the tolath tower, triggering the entrance to the Study Hall, and they made their way toward the alchemy tower. When they reached it, they started to open the door, when they heard voices inside the common area.

      They hurriedly triggered the door closed again.

      “This is going to be trickier than I thought,” Tara said.

      Sam stared at the closed door. Not just tricky, but he was losing his places within the Academy one by one. First the library, and now the alchemy tower.

      What would be next?
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      They hadn’t figured out everyone who was moving back into the alchemy tower. Sam was determined to get those answers, if only so that he could know who he would have to deal with when he inevitably managed to get into the alchemy tower, which he was determined to do. He and Tara had spent the better part of the last two days trying to sneak into the door, but every time they opened the door into the common room, they heard voices. It forced them to hurriedly close it back up.

      It was late evening. Well after the tenth bell, and a time when everybody should be back in their own tower. He had come down to check in on the alchemy tower and was waiting on Tara. She hadn’t shown up yet, but he was certain she would. She knew where he would end up.

      He hadn’t opened the door. Not yet. This was the only time of day when the alchemy tower was empty. So far, students hadn’t moved fully back into it. They just used it during the daytime, but that was bad enough. At least they could come here to work and practice what they read in the almanac, but they required that they stay away from their own tower. Sam had taken to asking Tara to create several different barricades over the doors so that they wouldn’t be surprised, but they also had to be careful that they didn’t block it closed. Tara claimed that she knew ways of sealing them temporarily, and then it would fade over time. At least, that was what she claimed.

      He could feel her use of the arcane arts coming behind him. He turned away, anticipating her slipping through the halls when he realized that it wasn’t her.

      Tara had a distinct signature to her arcane arts.

      It wasn’t coming down this hallway, but it was back in the main part of the Study Hall.

      Sam hurried up the stairs, and then he paused, focusing on what he could detect of that power.

      He had felt it before. Arcane arts had a signature to it, an energy that he had come to recognize. In this case, he had felt it somewhere, though he wasn’t exactly sure where. As it passed him, he waited a moment.

      It had been gone for a while when the door slipped open.

      Tara stood on the other side.

      Sam nearly stumbled down the stairs.

      “There was somebody else in the hall,” he said.

      She nodded slowly, her nose wrinkled and irritation. “Tracen,” she muttered. She pushed past him, closing the door behind her. “Thankfully, he doesn’t know about all of the Study Hall, but now that they have returned to the alchemy tower, he has been coming through here.”

      “I didn’t realize he knew about it.”

      She shook her head. “I told you. Others knew, they just stayed away. There weren’t easy access points from their towers.”

      “Now we have to watch out for him?”

      “I think it’s more you have to watch out for him. I am a known entity.”

      “Should we keep a secret, or should we surprise them?”

      “I think, for now, we keep it quiet. Eventually, we are going to want to make sure that they know you are here, if only so that somebody doesn’t pull something stupid and try to blast you.”

      “I was expecting you sooner than this.”

      She nodded, and she pulled something out of her pocket before holding it out to him. “It might be better that I came a little later. Otherwise, I would’ve come across him when I was trying to come down to this door. They haven’t found it yet. I’m hoping they don’t, but Tracen is smart.”

      “What about the other wannabe alchemists?

      She snorted. “They aren’t going to like you very much.”

      “I suppose I shouldn’t react like that,” he said. “They are interested in alchemy. I suppose that’s probably rare enough?”

      “It always was before, but then there were others here who sort of dictated who had access to the alchemy tower. There aren’t those same checks now.”

      “What is that?” Sam asked, nodding to the note she had.

      “It’s from my mother. It seems she has news about the Nighlan moving. They are concentrating forces along the entire western edge of Olway. The second and third armies have gone to defend against them, and it sounds like the council has convinced quite a bit of Academy graduates to help.” She looked over to Sam. “I don’t remember a time like this before. It seems to me that they are scared.”

      “You don’t think they should be?”

      “Oh, I’m sure they need to be. I’m sure that it is dangerous. And I’m sure that the council thinks they are doing the right thing sending the armies, but what about Tavran? What about the Academy?”

      “I suspect they’re more concerned about losing all of Olway to the Nighlan.”

      He looked down into the alchemy tower. “Should we go down there?”

      “I don’t know. I might not actually be in the mood for it tonight.”

      He nodded. “I understand. We can go back.”

      “No. You stay. This is something that you need to work through, isn’t it?”

      “Eventually,” he said. “But I’m okay with waiting. I don’t want to do this without you, anyway.”

      She smiled tightly. She stopped at the door, pausing for a moment, before leaning forward and kissing him. “Thanks, Sam.”

      They headed back to their tower, going their separate ways. When Sam awoke, he was still tired and had no idea what time it was but suspected that it was before the first bell. He pulled out the almanac and started reading until he decided that he should eat before a day of classes.

      He headed through the halls, nodding to a few students, but very few of them paid him much attention. By the time he got near the kitchen, he noticed that the alchemy tower door was again open. Tracen and the others were probably already down there.

      Sam wanted to go down, if only so that he could see what they were doing. When he and Tara had gone at night, there had been no sign of whatever they had been up to.

      But if he went down there, he would be drawing their attention. He wasn’t ready for that.

      Instead, he went to the kitchen to see Okun.

      He hadn’t seen the cook in quite a while now, long enough that he had started to question how well he was doing. Besides, Okun had been a part of as many attacks on the Academy as Sam. Maybe more, considering he suspected that Okun had been a part of the very first attack and had stayed within the kitchen to watch over the Academy.

      He found the kitchen quieter than expected. There was a long counter, neatly cleaned, with stacks of pots on it, a washbasin with dishes stacked near it, several cooks near the back of the kitchen, and as he often was, Okun near the front, as if he wanted to stay closer to the door leading into the kitchen. He was rolling out dough, his beefy arms working at the dough. He glanced back as soon as Sam entered.

      “Wasn’t expecting to see you.”

      “I’ve been studying,” Sam said with a shrug.

      Okun grunted. He dipped the dough into some flour and began to roll it out even more. “About all you can do these days.”

      An idea came to Sam that he hadn’t considered before, though probably should have. “What was it like when the alchemists occupy that space?”

      Okun grunted. “Depends upon who the alchemists were. When I trained, there was a head alchemist by the name of Grishanal. Skilled, and some would say powerful, but not nearly as powerful as some who preceded him.”

      Sam glanced down at the vrandal, once again wondering what it might have been like that time.

      “They intend to reopen the alchemy tower.”

      “They have to at some point,” Okun said.

      “I’m not so sure how I feel about it.”

      Okun looked up at him then. “Because you don’t want to lose your place or because you are jealous?”

      “I can’t deny that I have enjoyed having a place like that myself.”

      “It was never going to be all yours. No place in the Academy can be. A man has to leave in order to find his own place.”

      Sam thought of Chasten and how he had ultimately come back.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Sometimes I…” He trailed off, frowning. “You don’t need to hear about the complaints of a first-year student.”

      Okun started to chuckle. “Depends upon the first-year student, I suppose. Once upon a time, I would have felt much like you did. But, more often, I have started to see that there are those with more potential, and perhaps it doesn’t matter what year you are.”

      “Sometimes, I question whether I have the right potential.”

      Okun rested his hands on the table and looked over at Sam. “You got a bright mind. Chasten talks of that. You wouldn’t have been able to use the almanac if you didn’t. Now don’t go letting yourself get all up in your feelings just because of what has happened and what you equate to your failings. What have you really failed at, anyway?”

      He looked around before looking over to Okun. “I can’t use the arcane arts like others.”

      “So?”

      “So I’m at the Academy for the arcane arts.”

      “That might be why you came, but that’s not why you’re here now. Figure out why you’re here now.”

      Sam frowned. He often wondered how much Okun knew about why Sam had ended up at the Academy and increasingly felt as if he probably knew more than what he let on. It wouldn’t surprise him to learn that Havash had shared something with Okun. Then again, it might have been Chasten.

      “Now. Why are you here now?”

      “Food?”

      Okun frowned. “I’ve got food, but maybe it’s a different kind of meal you were looking for.”

      Sam smiled to himself. There was something about Okun that he always enjoyed, even if he didn’t know him as well as what he thought. “Food, and then I suppose I should get back to class.”

      Okun grunted, and he motioned to a cupboard. “Help yourself.”

      When Okun turned back to his work, Sam hurried to the cabinet, gathered some food, mostly bread and some cheese and some dried beef, and then headed out into the hall.

      He started up the stairs and reached the main hall on the second floor. He knocked on the darkly stained door of Havash’s office, but there was no answer.

      Sam stood in place for a few moments, waiting for the door to open. He hadn’t come to visit Havash in a while and didn’t feel comfortable here, especially because he knew the kind of questions his presence would raise.

      After lingering for a few moments, he considered heading toward the hidden hall so that he could sneak through the Study Hall but decided against it. It was still too early, and the chances were good that somebody would notice him pulling the door open. He and Tara still wanted to keep the presence of the Study Hall secret for as long as possible.

      He started to head down the stairs when the sound of voices came to him. One of them was familiar.

      He picked his way carefully and noticed a grouping of sharan students making their way toward the entrance of the Academy.

      His sister was near the rear.

      “Mia,” Sam whispered.

      She turned, and her deep blue eyes narrowed. She glanced to the others who had already slipped outside, giving them a precious moment to talk without anyone else present. How long would she feel like she had to hide from him?

      Then again, Sam had been the one who had suggested that they keep their distance, mostly because he had wanted to ensure that she didn’t carry the taint of the Barlands.

      “I don’t know if it’s safe to go outside,” he said, glancing toward the entrance to the Academy. “There was an attack.”

      She glanced toward the door again, and he noticed her squeezing her robes, gripping it tightly. There was a faint white glow coming off of her as she touched the arcane arts. He didn’t see any lines of angulation, no patterns that suggested she had any control, but she was calling upon her magic.

      “No one has told us what it was.”

      “The Nighlan,” he said, getting close to her. She smelled differently than she had before, though maybe it was just that she was clean, like him. They no longer had to hide along the streets, searching for a place to stay, worrying about the storms. They no longer had to search for food, begging and stealing. “They attacked again.”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. “The Academy will protect us. They protect all of Olway.”

      Sam smiled tightly. “We just have to hope it holds.”

      “Why wouldn’t it? The Nighlan can’t defeat all of the Academy. Besides, pretty soon, they will face the—”

      Mia didn’t have the chance to finish, as somebody called her name outside the door.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, turning back to Sam. “They get impatient.”

      “I just wanted to talk to you,” he said. “I feel like it has been ages since the two of us had an opportunity to even connect.”

      Mia looked back toward the door, and he could see the debate waging in her eyes. She was still his sister, and he still knew the struggles that she had been dealing with, as they had been similar struggles to what he had been going through.

      The difference was that she had potential.

      “I think we still need to keep some distance,” she said.

      “I understand. I really do. I just wanted to make sure you were safe and that your classes were going well. We aren’t in any of the same classes, so I can’t tell.”

      Mia’s eyes narrowed.

      When the two of them had not been assigned the same class times, he hadn’t known if that was Havash’s way of keeping them separated or if it had been mere chance. Most of his classes were a mixture of students from each of the towers, so he would’ve expected to have had at least one class with her, but they had not. They had been in very different class times.

      “They aren’t the easiest,” Mia said, picking her words carefully. “I don’t have your mind, Sam. I never did. It’s been hard for me to study.”

      “You just have to take the time.” He never saw her in the library when the library had still been intact, so he wasn’t sure how she had been studying for her exams, only that she had done reasonably well so far.

      “I’ve been more focused on trying to get to know others.”

      She flushed slightly as she said it.

      “Do you think that upsets me?”

      “I know what your plan was when we first came here, Sam. I know you wanted me to make it in the Academy, and you wanted me to provide you with my stipend —”

      “I don’t need your stipend,” he said. “I have been working on something so that when I do leave the Academy, I will have an opportunity to provide for myself.”

      She nodded slowly. “How have you managed to stay so long?”

      He squeezed his hand around the vrandal. “So far, the tests haven’t been about the arcane arts. At least, not about the application of it. I have been studying the theoretical approach to it, which has helped me.”

      “There’s more to the arcane arts than just theory,” she said.

      Once again, she started to glow softly, pale white light building.

      She had always been skilled with the practical application of the arcane arts, but theory…

      That meant to study.

      That was something that Mia had never been diligent about. She had never wanted to work. Then again, Sam had never wanted her to work, either. He had hoped that she would have an opportunity to simply be cared for and that she wouldn’t need to suffer the way he did. And he didn’t mind. How could he? This was his sister; he had committed to protect her and to see her safe through everything. He just wished that he could do a better job at it.

      Maybe he could.

      All along, he had believed that he could help her, but once they had reached the Academy, he had allowed himself to be pulled away from that.

      “I might be able to help,” he said. “We could meet—privately, of course—and I could work with you on some of the theory.”

      Mia frowned at him. “What would you want from me?”

      “Nothing more than just to see my sister,” he said.

      She took a deep breath and then nodded slowly. “I could use that,” she said. It saddened him to see the relief sweep across her brow. How hard had she been working, and how much had she struggled? “I know I can do this, Sam. I know that I can learn what we need. It’s just…” She looked back toward the door. “So many of the people in my tower have known about the arcane arts and about angulation and mathematics in botany,” she went on, her nose wrinkling with each subject that she said, “long before they ever came to the Academy. It feels like I’m playing catch-up with them. I can’t ever quite reach what they know.”

      “You can. That’s the thing about the Academy. Anyone can catch someone else. You just have to be willing to put in the work.”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      The door opened, and someone called for Mia.

      She looked back. “I really should be going.”

      “I will get word to you. Somehow. I might have a place that we can go that none of your friends would even see you.”

      She nodded and then hurried away, laughing as she joined whoever stood on the other side of the door.

      Sam stood motionless for a few moments.

      His sister needed his help. He thought that bringing her to the Study Hall might be a way to do that, but he would have to convince Tara. He wasn’t sure what she would say, or how she would feel, about Sam revealing the Study Hall.

      As he stood looking at the door, he wondered how he felt.

      This was his sister, but she was motivated differently than he was. What if she decided to reveal the presence of the Study Hall so that she could impress one of her classmates?

      He tried not to think that way, trying to think of his sister only in the protective light that had brought him to the Academy in the first place, but those questions lingered in his mind. They stayed with him, long after he had turned away, starting up the stairs to the tolath tower, and long after he had stepped into the Study Hall, determined to find someplace to disappear for a little while.
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      The courtyard outside of the Academy was quiet.

      There was still energy here. Sam could feel it, almost as if there was something there that hung over him, a crackling sort of power that struck him, reminding him of what had happened here.

      He couldn’t see any of the Academy instructors, though he knew they were scattered throughout the lawn. They had to be. There were metallic items stationed around the garden that hadn’t been there before. Some of them were obvious. Small cylinders that glowed with a pale green light. Several poles that seemed out of place angled oddly up against the wall. But it was other items that were new that drew his attention. Planters that hadn’t been there before, the flowers that now occupied them looking tiny compared to the rest of what was within the garden. Something that was shaped like a tree but was obviously not. All of this was alchemy.

      He had no idea of the purpose behind it. All he knew was that the alchemy that was here within the garden was different than the kind of alchemy that he had been working on with the vrandal.

      Sam was drawn to one of the metal poles and paused in front of it, looking at how it was leaned up against the fence, trying to see what it might be. He had studied plenty of books on alchemy during his time in the library, but he didn’t know the construction of anything like this, nor did he know if there was anything here that he might be able to uncover. He traced his hand along the surface of it, recognizing a couple of symbols, but nothing more. He was tempted to try the vrandal on it, wondering if he might be able to detect anything within it, but he wasn’t sure if doing so would activate it and possibly even alert whoever had placed it—likely Chasten—that he was testing it. It was better to stay clear.

      Eventually, he moved on. He did turn to one of the flowerbeds, noting that it was not made of metal but out of wood, but it also had a series of symbols worked along the surface. Strange that they would have them here and like that. It was almost as if Chasten or whichever of the alchemists had placed it thought they needed to conceal the presence of alchemy here. Why would they care? Certainly, those within the Academy would know that there were alchemical protections here. It didn’t seem to him that there would be any reason for them to even concern themselves with shielding the protections they had placed.

      He made his way through the garden and was surprised that he didn’t see anybody else there. Perhaps he just couldn’t see them. That made sense to him. Tara had proven how she could use the arcane arts and vanish. Maybe there were others here who could do the same.

      He found a grouping of students closer to the Academy, and he veered away from them. They were olwand tower students, and he didn’t have any trouble with them, but Sam had found that it was simply easier to avoid any confrontations whatsoever. He was Barlands boy, after all. No one wanted to interact with them if they didn’t have to.

      He took a seat at a bench. Normally, he was in the library, or in the alchemy tower recently, or someplace where he could read, work, or try to come up with understanding, but those places had been stolen from him. He didn’t feel as if he had a place within the Academy now. He could go to his room, where he could sit quietly, read through the almanac, but Tara couldn’t practice.

      They didn’t really have any place they can go to practice like they once did.

      And maybe that was what bothered him more than anything else. It was the fact that the Nighlan had started to strip away all of the places within the Academy that had once been his. He had so few places as it was. Back in his hometown of Erstan, he and Mia had made do with whatever they could. They had their broken-down building that had been decaying, but they had made a home out of it, a palace they had called it, and it had been theirs. It wasn’t clean. It wasn’t necessarily safe, but it was theirs.

      Coming to the Academy had brought Sam into a place of cleanliness, food and books, the mental challenge of his studies, and presumed safety. For a time, he had allowed himself to feel like he could make this his place. Then the Nighlan had taken all of that.

      He no longer had the library. He no longer had the alchemy tower. He could eat. He could go to his classes. But he didn’t feel as if he was safe.

      He had to stop thinking like that, though. He was still at the Academy. He had time. In the time that he had remaining, he could accumulate the stipend, find a way to sneak in the library and borrow as many books as he wanted until he was as well read as he thought he would need to be so that when he did leave the Academy—something that he remained certain would have to happen as he eventually failed to progress with the arcane arts—he would be able to set himself up. Now that he knew the truth of the Nighlan and the danger they posed, he could try to avoid them. He didn’t have to stay in Tavran, though Mia would be here. He didn’t even have to return to Erstan. There was nothing there for him. His family was gone. Mia was in the Academy, and there would have to be plenty of small towns and villages scattered throughout that could use a minor alchemist, which Sam thought he could set himself up as.

      When that time came, he had little doubt that he would be asked to return the almanac. Probably the vrandal, too. That belonged to the alchemists within the Academy. It belonged to those who were supposed to be here.

      The distant sound of thunder rumbled, and he looked up. At first, he was afraid that it was another attack on the Academy, but it was nothing more than simple thunder. He had been on edge and had not realized just how much the attack on the Academy had bothered him. He sat for a moment before getting to his feet. What was he doing here?

      There were so many other things that he could be doing. So many other things that he should be doing. Sam didn’t have to sit in the garden, feeling sorry for himself. He had books he could read. He could sneak through the Study Hall, and he could get into the library after they finished their work for the evening and find more books to work through. None of that was closed off to him.

      He took another look around the garden, his gaze lingering on the alchemy, and wondered if he would have the potential to create any alchemy like that. The techniques were tied to the arcane arts, but not all of alchemy was. It seemed to him that there would have to be some uses of alchemy that didn’t require the arcane arts, some uses that he might be able to learn. It was something he would have to ask Chasten about. He had to hope that he would share with Sam, but it might involve telling Chasten the truth about himself and about his own potential, or lack thereof.

      Once back inside the Academy, Sam made his way up the stairs.

      The sound of voices in the great hall caught Sam’s attention, and he was tempted to go and spend some time there, visit with James, some of the other students, but what would the point in that be? He didn’t really know anyone there. James would be the only one he would want to have any time visiting with. Anyone else would take one look at him and dismiss him. Barlands boy. That was the nickname that had stuck. All because of Gresham.

      Sam had found it easier to avoid Gresham and avoid all of the names he would be called.

      When he had access to the alchemy tower, that had been easier. Now that he no longer did, it had increasingly become difficult for him to know where to go and what he could do. Where could he practice?

      He wandered from the great hall, down toward the library, still under reconstruction and rebuilding. The sound of voices inside carried out to him of the librarians working to organize the shelves, the books, and everything inside so that they could reopen.

      That was the hardest loss for him. Not having the library, the comfort of it—the solitude, if he was honest with himself—had been harder than anything else. That was what he wanted more than the great hall, friendship, or even more than to fully understand the vrandal and the almanac.

      That wasn’t entirely true. He did want to understand the almanac but had found that it was difficult for him to do so.

      He lingered in the entrance to the library, staring inside, watching the activity there. As he did, he heard voices, and he listened. He didn’t recognize the voices. Many of the librarians who had served for many years had been a part of the initial attack on the Academy and had been replaced with others. Since Ferand and Ben had attacked, proving how many people had betrayed the Academy, others had returned. Sam didn’t know what Havash had done to clear them, checking to ensure that they were not involved in the attack, but suspected that the Grandam had gone to great pains to ensure the safety of the Academy.

      “I’ve been watching you.”

      Sam spun, worried about who was there. It was Chasten. He was dressed in his plain gray instructor robe, his deep gray hair hanging to his shoulders, and pale blue eyes glittering. He had a hint of a smile on his face.

      “I’ve just been wandering,” Sam said.

      “I can see that,” Chasten said. “Wandering more than I would’ve expected somebody of your age to do. I thought you and Ms. Stone have been studying together.”

      “We had been. We are,” he corrected. “It’s just that she is preoccupied with some of her studies, and seeing as how I am a first-year student, I don’t have the same type of study that she does.”

      Chasten watched him for a few moments, quiet. “Would you rather advance to more difficult classes?”

      Sam had given that some thought. “I don’t know that it would be a good fit. I don’t have much potential with the arcane arts.”

      Chasten glanced toward the library, and he motioned for Sam to follow. “You know, when the library was destroyed, we called together many librarians from all over to return to the Academy to help rebuild it.”

      “And Havash is sure they will be…” He wasn’t sure how to finish.

      Chasten glanced over, and he nodded. “Most of them are men and women that Havash knew personally. Either from his time as Grandam or from when he left the Academy.”

      “What was Havash doing after he left the Academy?”

      They had stopped just inside the entrance to the library, and there were still shelves tipped over, stacks of books piled in massive towers, and desks that had once been perfectly arranged around the inside of the library all pushed to one side. Sam’s gaze drifted from that chaos back to the restricted section, a place that he still hadn’t been able to access ever since coming to the Academy. He had to find answers there. There had to be something more on alchemy that would help him understand the almanac, but he hadn’t managed to get inside. Somehow, Havash, or perhaps some other instructor, had sealed it off, making it so that Sam couldn’t pierce that defense.

      “I suspect you will need to ask Havash if you want the full story, but he claims he went on a journey of enlightenment.” Chasten chuckled and shook his head. “I can’t say that I know what that means for him, but knowing him, I suspect he was looking for answers.”

      “About the Nighlan,” Sam said softly.

      “There had always been rumors of the Nighlan,” Chasten said. “Even when I was a student here, there were rumblings of power accumulating to the west. As a student, you don’t hear much more than rumors. And the stories that come out are often worse than reality.”

      “I don’t know how much worse those stories could have been,” Sam said.

      Chasten smiled tightly. “At that time, the stories were not quite as bad as reality now. But once I left the Academy, established myself within the city, and gained a certain reputation, I was brought in on some of the conversations.” He smiled again. “The council seem to think that I had more expertise than those within the Academy and more expertise than the alchemists that served here.” Chasten turned toward the restricted section, and his gaze lingered on the door for a moment. “I can understand why it’s hard for those who serve in the city to not really understand the workings of the Academy or alchemy. In fact, I stick my business on that.” He looked over to Sam. “It’s not that I don’t have talent,” he said. “I think had I stayed within the Academy, perhaps I might have learned the truth, but most who served here when I was here had been here for decades. At the time, I was arrogant and thought that I needed to push myself.”

      Sam frowned as he looked over to Chasten. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I’m telling you this because time away from the Academy, and my return, opened my eyes to certain truths. When I left, I thought myself a skilled alchemist.”

      “Your success in the city would suggest that is true.”

      Chasten nodded. “I did have success, yes. Considerable success. I became wealthy beyond what I had ever imagined. But there was a greater truth that I slowly came to learn.”

      “About alchemy?”

      Chasten nodded. “When I was here, in the alchemy tower, I was privy to some of the great works of alchemy. I saw how they performed specific tasks and the types of items they created. When I left, I tried to replicate much of that, and it took time and creativity, but nothing that I did rivaled what I had seen when I was here. Do you know why?”

      “You didn’t have the almanac.”

      Chasten sniffed. “I thought that might be what it was. That the alchemists within the Academy were holding out on us other alchemists, trying to keep their own secrets, keeping power to themselves, but it took returning for me to come to terms with something else.”

      “And what is that?” Sam looked around, and he found the stack of books that caught his eye. They had been shifted off to the side, separated from the others.

      He was drawn to it, wanting to take a look, mostly so that he could sort through whether there were any of them that he might want to drag away and bring to his room.

      “You, Sam.”

      Sam pulled his gaze away, looking over to Chasten. “What did I do?”

      “It’s not so much what you did as it is what you are. And about what you might be able to do.” He walked Sam over to the restricted section. “You know that I was not able to open this?”

      “You didn’t have the Randall.”

      “I’m not exactly sure that is the key, at least, not anymore. At one point, I thought perhaps the key was the key,” he said, smiling at the turn of phrase. “But once you found it and demonstrated what you could do, I couldn’t help but feel as if perhaps that wasn’t it. It took the second attack, though, for me to be certain. It was during that attack that I started to realize that perhaps there is something within you that is different.”

      Sam remembered what Chasten had said to him about the power potential. He hadn’t been able to find anything and had started to question whether there really was anything within him that was all that different. Maybe there wasn’t. Maybe the only thing within him was a faint connection to the arcane arts, enough that he could use the vrandal and not anything more. Tara certainly believed that he could use the arcane arts because he could use the vrandal and that in doing so, he would be able to call upon far more power than otherwise. He didn’t know if that was true or not.

      “And I’m sure if there is anything in me, it is not significant.”

      “I can’t answer that, either. But what I can say is that you have made me question those alchemists who had come before me, and what they were able to do, and whether they had a different power than I understood.” He turned to Sam. His gaze drifted to the vrandal on Sam’s hand. “And I think you needed to find that vrandal. You needed to find the almanac. With the alchemists within the Academy destroyed, we needed somebody who could pick up that mantle and be ready for whatever was needed.”

      “You’re saying that I’m supposed to be an alchemist.”

      “I’m saying that you may have that potential.” He nodded to the library before turning to Sam. “Which brings me to my other reason for finding you.” He motioned for Sam to follow him and guided him out, and from there, down the stairs. As soon as they stopped at the bottom of the stairs, he started walking Sam toward the kitchen.

      Not the kitchen but toward the alchemy tower.

      “Chasten?”

      Chasten paused. “I know that you have wanted access to the alchemy tower. You and Ms. Stone. I can’t speak to her, as she will have to make her own application, but seeing as how I have assumed supervision of this tower, I am granting you access.”

      “Granting it?”

      Chasten nodded. “You will find your robe in the tower. I have informed the others that you have my permission.”

      Sam could only imagine how that would go over. They would not take kindly to his sudden incursion on their space.

      “I’m only a first-year student.”

      “By tenure, but not by qualifications.” Chasten turned to Sam. “You have proven yourself and your worth to the Academy, and you have proven your mind to me. And you have proven your value to alchemy.” He glanced at the vrandal. “I can’t say that you will find your time in the tower easy, especially as you will be the lowest level student there, but I can reassure you that within the alchemy tower, things have always been a little different. It’s not so much seniority that matters as it is ability, capability, and knowledge.”

      As it should have been everywhere, Sam didn’t say, but his mind was taken elsewhere.

      Chasten was telling him that he could access the alchemy tower.

      Access to it had been what he had feared since the tower had reopened. He was a first-year student, and first-year students simply were not granted access to the alchemy tower.

      “Does Havash know?”

      Chasten shot him a hard look. “Do you think I must have permission from Havash?”

      “Well, he is the Grandam.”

      “That is true, but he does not oversee all aspects of the Academy. The alchemy tower has long had its own supervision. Much like it will now. Go and claim your robe. And be ready for the challenge that faces you.”

      Sam stood in the doorway and stared straight ahead of him.

      He glanced back to see Chasten walking away from him.

      He couldn’t help but question his motives. Was it only because of Sam’s potential, or was there another reason altogether? Was Chasten trying to gain access to the almanac?

      If that were the case, there were easier ways of going about it.

      This felt like a reward.

      Only he knew that it wasn’t strictly a reward. There were going to be difficulties. Not only with Tracen, but with others in the tolath tower who would question why he was permitted access to the alchemy tower.

      He pushed those thoughts out of his mind and started down the stairs.
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      Sam leaned back in the chair, staring at the almanac. The vrandal glowed softly, giving him enough light to make out the words, but it did more than just that. The vrandal’s power helped translate the combination of letters into a language he could read.

      Sam remained convinced that there was a pattern to the symbols in the almanac. It was a matter of trying to uncover that pattern. He and Tara had been gathering as many books on alchemy as they could, books that had the alchemical symbols etched either on their covers or buried within the pages inside. As he had found various connected symbols, Sam started looking for patterns. It was a puzzle. He felt confident that he could piece it together and come up with the answer about the writing in the almanac, but so far, he had not managed to do so.

      It frustrated him, though he suspected that others had tried before him and likely failed the same as he had. He wasn’t unique in that regard. Why should he succeed? Sam might have a clever mind, but was he smarter than all who had come before him?

      No. That was arrogant to think that way.

      He had a clever mind and the vrandal, though. That combination should permit him a way of finding information that he had not yet uncovered.

      “What do you think would happen…”

      He looked up, remembering that Tara wasn’t there and that there were two other alchemy students in the common room, though neither of them sat near him. They didn’t much care for Sam. The feeling went both ways, though.

      He had been using his time in the alchemy tower to work through the almanac. He had shielded it from them and found that it was surprisingly easy to stay hidden because nobody wanted to come over and see what he was reading. They simply pretended he wasn’t even there.

      Maybe to them, he wasn’t.

      He clutched his hand around the vrandal. He had been working with it. There had to be answers within the vrandal and within the almanac, but Sam hadn’t yet found them. He wondered if he could even find them, with others around him. He hated trying to hide what he was doing, but unless he had some way of using the arcane arts…

      But maybe he did.

      He hadn’t attempted to use the vrandal to create lines of angulation, but why wouldn’t it work?

      He had seen a burst of power coming from it and had felt the way that the vrandal had surged with energy, so it seemed reasonable to believe that if he were to figure out some way to control it, maybe he could even use the vrandal to help him perform some of these patterns.

      It would be complex. He would need practice. He would need to learn control. All of those things Sam was willing to do. If it meant that he would somehow be able to use that, to figure out some way of mastering the vrandal, and perhaps even mastering some part of the arcane arts, and he would do it.

      He tried to trigger the vrandal, but he did it quietly, wanting to avoid the attention of Sharetha and Macor who were in the room with him.

      As he continued to work through it, he wasn’t sure that he could stay here. As much as he wanted to be in the alchemy tower, he also needed to try to work through the almanac and to have an opportunity to practice.

      It wasn’t going to happen here, though.

      He got to his feet, glancing briefly to the other two alchemy students, before heading up the stairs.

      At the top, he paused. Where could he go?

      One place came to mind.

      He stepped into the kitchen, nodded to Okun, and then into the closet that led into the Study Hall.

      He stood for a moment, feeling the hall. The soft breath of the tunnels brushed against his cheek. Sam always made sure he could feel that breath blowing gently. If it wasn’t, then he knew he’d have to be more concerned that others were also in the halls. He didn’t detect a sense of power here either.

      Sam moved forward. Now that he’d taken to using these halls as his primary means of maneuvering, it wasn’t difficult for him to find where he needed to go. He wound between various sections of the Academy, heading up stairs and down slopes and through side halls, then stopped before the long tunnel leading forward.

      From here, he could feel the power he hadn’t felt in other parts of the tunnels. There was a hint of the pressure of magic, along with a faint green light. Faint, and nothing more. He stared, looking to see whether there would be an edge of white light within it—which would suggest it came from someone with arcane magic—but he didn’t see any.

      He moved forward and reached what he knew to be a barrier, though it was one he couldn’t see. Now that he was aware of its presence in the Study Hall, it was easier for Sam to approach it.

      As he pushed the vrandal up against that barrier, he felt his hand slide, and the barrier bulged so that he could move forward. Then he was inside the hidden section.

      The door in front of him was familiar. It was where Bethal had come through, where she had attempted to release power. It was where Sam questioned whether there was a kind of power he needed to understand.

      As he opened the door leading into the central chamber, he paused for a moment. The room was empty, though the air was still and heavy as if there had been power here. He could practically feel that energy as if it lingered. He wrinkled his nose, trying to ignore a faint stench that he detected, though it wasn’t nearly as terrible as the stench that had been in the alchemy tower previously.

      There was a rug rolled across the floor, and he knew that it covered an opening.

      He looked around. He hadn’t been down there since the attack, and there was a part of him that wondered whether he should even try to go down now or whether it would be better for him to leave it. However, curiosity got the better of him.

      While he would much rather prefer to be in the library, sitting in studying, working through a stack of books that he had not yet read, maybe this was his new library. This and the almanac. He rolled the carpet back, looking at the door and the ground.

      Taking a deep breath, he pressed his hand to the trigger and forced the opening to spiral outward. A staircase formed, descending into the ground. The power that had been involved in creating those stairs was impressive, something he still didn’t understand. There was a technical component in the engineering required to form them, but there was also the magical component involved in how the stairs were triggered.

      Alchemy in the purest sense. Wasn’t that what the others would say?

      Perhaps that was what it was.

      Sam waited until the stairs finished materializing, and he started down them. There had been something here that had drawn them down. Sam had no idea what it was and no idea why they had come here of all places. Still, this space was buried within the Academy, as if it had been here before the Academy had even been formed.

      He started down the stairs slowly, carefully, and at the bottom, he paused.

      Sam remembered what it had been like when the attack had taken place. He remembered the power that he had felt and the energy that existed. He remembered Bethal and the power she tried to unleash.

      He moved forward carefully.

      There was a massive metal plate set into the ground. Alchemy symbols were worked into the stone around it as if this entire chamber was some sort of alchemy space, a lock of some sort. One that trapped power that had been hidden away from the world. A dangerous power, he suspected.

      As he made his way around the metal plate, staring at it, trying to decide whether there was anything dangerous here, he noticed a faint glowing beginning to build.

      Arcane arts.

      He paused.

      He hadn’t closed the door, so somebody might’ve been aware that he had come down here, but if they were, who would he find?

      He was hidden here, in the Study Hall, in the space that only a few should be able to reach.

      Sam glanced back at the metal plate, the alchemy, and he cursed himself. Had he made a mistake in coming down here? Somebody might have followed him through the halls, looking for a way down here.

      This place should have been hidden. It should have been protected. And Sam may have just revealed its presence.

      Shadowy movement began to come along the hall.

      There was a faint glow, and with a start, he realized that it wasn’t just the glowing light of the arcane arts, but there was a hint of color that came from alchemy as well.

      It meant that he would have to fight and defend the space.

      

      He held his fist closed. With the vrandal, he wasn’t completely helpless. The energy was there waiting. All he had to do was find a way to push that power through the device and force it outward, but he would only be able to do so with enough strength to cause some damage.

      The shadowy movement approached, and Sam dropped to the ground. There was no sound nearby, only the pressure around him and the sense of magic. It built as it continued to flow toward him. Was it the Nighlan?

      If he waited here, they could react before him. He had to be the aggressor. Wasn’t that what had brought him to the Academy in the first place?

      Sam rolled forward and opened his palm, unleashing a hint of power that blasted out of the vrandal.

      Someone grunted.

      Holding on to the power that still flowed in the vrandal, Sam called on it and let it fill him. Another surge of energy forced him to react. He pressed his palm outward, unleashing a second blast of power. This one washed along the hall with enough strength that he could practically see it.

      The other person in the hall grunted again. Sam darted forward, the almanac still held tightly to his body. He slammed into the unknown figure, knocking them down, and then barreled toward the stairs. He would get back to the surface. Close off the stairs. Leave the office. Go for help.

      He needed to warn Havash and the others that the Nighlan had made it inside once again. He would have to warn them so they could defend it, and they could ensure that no others reached it. He had to warn them.

      By the time he started up the stairs, he could feel the buildup of magic coming again. It wouldn’t be long. If they used it on him, he didn’t know if he would withstand its power.

      Sam sprinted. Reaching the surface, he triggered the door closed. He backed away as the stairs started squeezing shut. They moved slowly, almost painfully slow. As they did, he ran toward the office’s back wall, ready to throw the door open and head back into the tunnels.

      Something moved near him. Sam scrambled away toward the opposite side of the room. There was another opening there if he needed to use it. That way led toward the river’s far shore, toward a section of the city where he could escape, but it would mean leaving the Academy grounds.

      Sam didn’t want to do that. He wanted to stay here and fight.

      The movement behind him came again. He spun, throwing his hand out as the vrandal pulsed with energy. It blasted outward in an enormous explosion, and Sam was flung back.

      That was more powerful than he had expected, and the vrandal started to pulse again. He pressed his hand away from him once more, letting that power burst from his palm. The room was thrown into a bright green mess of color. Sam had to wait for the color to start to fade before he could see much of anything. The persistent bright light made it difficult for him to see anything else, but he focused through the brightness.

      That energy was there all around him.

      He waited as it took a moment for him to get back into the mindset needed to embrace his vision loss. It wasn’t a state he went into easily. The sounds around him began to build. There was the soft whisper of breath that came from everywhere around him. Not only from him but from the person who had to be across from him, as well as the person he still detected down in the lower section. Their breaths drifted upward—which meant that the door he’d intended to trigger closed hadn’t been fully sealed.

      Wind pushed against him. That was little more than a gentle touch, but he was aware of the way it pressed on his cheeks, a soft caress.

      Then there was the steady sense of magic that came from nearby. There was a buildup of power that rose in intensity the longer he waited. If he waited too long, then whoever was here would use their power. It was possible that they hadn’t been blinded by the light from what he had done.

      Sam held on to the vrandal, which pulsed in his palm with a steady pressure that made it difficult for him to understand what he might use it for. He wanted to have that control, but perhaps he had to let that sense of control go in this situation.

      He slipped forward slowly and carefully. There was a muted sound, though Sam thought he might only be aware of it because he was so attuned to it. He paused as he reached the far side of the room. He had to be close to the door. He’d been on the opposite side before, long enough that he didn’t think it would take much more time to get to his destination. Sam didn’t know, though—he was going by feel.

      The magic pressing on him suggested that whoever was here with him was trying to use their magic to push away the brightness within the room. This was now the second time Sam had used enough power from the vrandal to leave it lingering like that. Strange.

      This time was different from the garden. Rather than creating a barrier, he’d created a cloud he couldn’t see through. What was that cloud but a barrier, though? Could the vrandal know what he needed from it?

      Soon he could smell the faded scent of the oil and stain on the door, something that was different than the musty coolness of the stone that surrounded it. Sam remained with his hand on the door, waiting to pick up a sense of movement, but none came.

      Carefully, he opened the door. The breath in the room changed. He might’ve been the only one to notice it, but if the others did too, they would know where he was and might even know how to target him.

      He cracked the door only as wide as he needed. He peeked his head out first, then slipped the rest of him through the door. Slowly, he closed it once more.

      Sam backed away, heading along the tunnel toward the barrier. He hoped it would offer him an added layer of protection. He stepped toward the barrier, pressed his hand out, and pushed through it. As he did, there came a hint of resistance. Then the door to the office flew open.

      Power blasted along the hall.

      Sam instinctively held out his vrandal, unleashing the power he’d pent up within himself, but he also dove toward the barrier. He moved deliberately and pushed through it.

      When he was on the other side, he held his hand out as the vrandal filled with power, waiting for someone to follow.

      No one came.

      He got to his feet, rubbing the back of his neck, and froze. The almanac.

      Sam looked at the ground, but there was no sign of it.

      That meant it was on the other side of the barrier. That meant he would have to go back, face whatever attacker was there, retrieve the almanac. If he failed, the Nighlan would gain the almanac. This Sam wasn’t entirely convinced they were after the almanac itself. Still, if it was somehow instrumental in opening the lock, and releasing whatever dangerous power was stored beneath the Academy, then he had an obligation to ensure that they failed.
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      There was a moment after realizing that he didn’t have the almanac where Sam panicked. Even though he had memorized quite a bit of the almanac, he wasn’t sure what would happen if the Nighlan acquired it.

      It took him a moment to calm himself, to remind himself that even if they were to acquire the almanac, that didn’t mean they could use it. They didn’t have the key. Without the vrandal, they could do very little.

      Glancing down at the vrandal in his hand, he debated what he needed to do. If he could summon enough power through the device, he might be able to generate an explosion, but even if he did, he wasn’t sure that was going to be enough.

      If only he had Tara with him.

      They could have used one of the techniques in the almanac to escape. Sam wouldn’t have needed to sneak through the green haze, and they would have been able to incapacitate their attackers.

      This was his mistake, and he was going to be the one to correct it.

      When he pressed his hand through the barrier, there was the same resistance there usually was. The harder he pushed against it, the more he could slide into the barrier until it collapsed for him.

      Sam staggered forward, already focusing on what power he could access through the vrandal, trying to ready himself for the next attack. The vrandal pulsed in his palm, leaving him with a strange sensation that tingled through him as the green light radiated outward.

      The door was closed. There was nothing else there.

      He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. Perhaps to see a hint of power. Maybe something more. Whatever he’d expected to find was missing.

      As he slowly approached, his heart still raced. Sweat dripped down his face, and he thought about what he’d detected when he’d been running from here only a few moments before. That escape had brought him beyond the barrier and presumably to safety, and now he was planning to put himself back in danger?

      If only there were some way for him to notify the others. When he’d first met Daven, the man had that strange lantern that allowed him to communicate with someone else, but Sam had never learned that trick. It had something to do with the vrandal, and though he’d gained some understanding of the device, he still wasn’t sure how to use that power to communicate with someone through it.

      He shook his head, knowing he was stalling, worried about what he might find. Sam opened the door slightly, immediately detecting the green haze on the other side of the door. That much had lingered, but he knew it was from him. The power from the vrandal still crackled in the air, energy he recognized. An unfamiliar power had also settled in the room, almost as if it were trying to combat his.

      It was all too much.

      Sam stepped into the room, the vrandal pulsing. Given what he’d experienced here, he didn’t even attempt to hold that power inside of him. It might be better if that power drifted outward so that he would be able to add more to what he’d done before.

      The power started to fade from him slowly, the pulsing losing its intensity. Green energy seeped into the room.

      Sam swept his gaze around him and searched the ground for the almanac. When did he have it last? He remembered having it down in the chamber below. He’d thought about it when he’d been attacked there. When he’d run toward the stairs, attacking whoever had been down there, had he lost it then?

      The better question was whether he had it when he was above. Sam didn’t know, but he didn’t think he did. When he’d been up here facing the attack, he’d been mostly interested in trying to ensure he didn’t get knocked down, so he didn’t remember. Having the almanac in hand had been difficult enough for him.

      He couldn’t see it in the room. He would have to trigger the opening to the chamber beneath the office, and Sam was certain there was someone or something there. Going down below meant facing whatever waited for him and risking getting caught.

      For the almanac, though, he had to.

      Sam had the vrandal, which at least meant he wasn’t helpless. He knew several different techniques to use the vrandal, some of which released an explosive amount of power that could be dangerous to others. If he were to do that, he could protect not only himself but perhaps the almanac. It had power.

      There hadn’t been anything about mastering the power inside of himself. Maybe that wasn’t something he’d be able to do, though he thought there was some power inside of him. When the Academy had been attacked, hadn’t he been the one to release the strange cloud of green that had protected it?

      Sam had no idea what that meant, other than the fact Chasten had alluded to him having some potential that the vrandal unlocked. It fit with what Daven had said. There had been a scar in his mind that had blocked Sam from accessing some part of himself. Daven had removed that scar, though Sam wasn’t entirely sure what it meant for him.

      Perhaps that power was what it meant for him.

      Sam took a deep breath and triggered the opening in the floor, then stepped back as it started to slide open with a soft grinding sound. Although the sound was relatively quiet, it was amplified in the otherwise silent room.

      If there were anyone here, they would hear that sound and know what he had done. They would be able to come for him…

      Shadows below him caught his attention.

      Sam raised his hand and aimed. Power exploded from the vrandal.

      There came a satisfying grunt when the power connected.

      He raced down the spiral stairs, careful to hold on to the wall so that he didn’t fall into the pit.

      A figure lay on the ground.

      Sam rolled them over. The unfamiliar man was dressed in black. He had brown skin and black hair.

      There was no sign of the almanac.

      Was this the attacker he’d struck earlier? There hadn’t been much time for Sam to pay attention to anything else when he’d been down here before. He’d been so focused on trying to stay alive, getting out of the chamber, and finding help that he’d been distracted.

      Sam used his foot to nudge the man, who moaned softly. He released the power of the vrandal again. This close, it struck the person in the chest, and he stopped moving.

      Sam had discussed with Tara about whether they wanted to use the power the way they had been, whether they were willing to use it to attack in such a manner. Now he was releasing the vrandal’s magic directly into someone.

      He couldn’t think like that. He had to think about how these attackers continued to threaten them and how he had to find the almanac.

      Moving along the hallway, Sam scanned his surroundings. There wasn’t any trace of activity, nothing that would help him find who was responsible for the attack. There was also no sign of the almanac. That left his heart hammering and a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. If he failed to find the almanac, then he would be the reason the Nighlan succeeded.

      Sam paused when he reached the chamber that had the alchemy plate and symbols on the ground. He looked around, half expecting some power here, but he didn’t see anything. He looked around, holding the vrandal out, letting its power sweep around the room.

      There wasn’t anything.

      No sign of the almanac. No sign of the stone.

      No sign of movement either.

      He started into the room, and an edge of power tingled across his skin. That was strange and new, something he’d never detected here before. Had he triggered something like that, or had it been here all along?

      The attackers had some kind of magic. Sam was able to feel it from them, and that sensation was what had alerted him to their presence. Maybe they had used something here, but if they had, what was the purpose of it?

      There was nothing else in the room. No sign of any of the attackers other than the one at the bottom of the stairs. No evidence of the almanac.

      The person he’d knocked out would provide answers.

      Sam hurried over to the man, dragged him back toward the wall, and propped him up. He nudged until the man started to come around. When he did, Sam pointed the vrandal at him, prepared to attack.

      “Who are you?” Sam asked.

      The man blinked slowly. A dazed expression on his face suggested that he hadn’t come fully around yet.

      “Who are you?” Sam asked again.

      A strange energy started to build. There was friction to it, almost as if Sam were rubbing his hands together too quickly. He held out the vrandal and forced power into it, and it started to glow. His hand pulsed with its power.

      Shaking his head, Sam looked toward the man. “Let the energy go, or I will release this power.”

      The man blinked again, and it seemed as if his vision cleared if only a little. “You made a mistake.”

      Sam clenched his jaw. Was that a barb at how he’d dropped the almanac? Or something else? “The Nighlan aren’t going to succeed in destroying the Academy,” Sam said. “We have stopped you, and we will continue to stop you.”

      “You think that trinket scares me?”

      “Trinket?”

      Sam didn’t take his eyes off the man, but he focused on the energy within himself, using the vrandal to do so. As usual, the power seemed to come more from the vrandal and less from him, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be useful. With as much power as he had seen from the device, he knew it could be beneficial—and dangerous.

      “You think that worries me?” the man asked.

      “It knocked you out, didn’t it?”

      “A lucky strike.” The man shifted, and Sam almost unleashed the power within the vrandal before holding back. “You don’t have any control. I can see it from you.”

      “Control?” He opened his palm. The vrandal pulsated, questing for release. That was what this man wanted. He was trying to bait Sam into wasting power, but Sam wasn’t going to fall victim to that trap. Instead, he would try a different strategy. “Where are the others who are with you?”

      “There are many with me.”

      Sam glared. “I know. Where are they?”

      “They won’t fear your trinket either.” The man raised his gaze from the vrandal to Sam, meeting his eyes. “None of us do.”

      “I’m not the one you need to fear here. Others know far more than I do. They’re the ones you need to worry about.”

      “They aren’t here, though, are they?”

      The sense of friction persisted, and Sam debated whether he should unleash this power on the attacker. He couldn’t tell what the man was doing, only that he seemed to be attempting something. The vrandal didn’t appear to be enough of a threat to him.

      Was there anything else he might be able to do that would be more intimidating? If only he had the almanac.

      Sam leaned close and held out the vrandal, pressing a hint of power through it. The device began to glow softly, taking on more of the green light. At this point, he couldn’t help but feel as if the man was trying to goad him into reacting a specific way, and Sam wasn’t willing to fall into a trap.

      They stared at each other, and Sam glared as he tried to decide what he needed to do. He could bring the man to Havash, who might be able to use his skills to get information from him. Sam suspected that if anyone could find out something, it would be Havash. Doing so would reveal what Sam had lost, though. He would be admitting that he had come down here, chased after the stone, and lost the almanac. But at this point, revealing that might be necessary.

      The strange friction building around him persisted, and it seemed to grow even more potent. Sam could feel that friction rubbing against him, the way it was scrubbing at his skin. As he stared at the attacker, he couldn’t tell if it came from him or from somewhere else.

      Sam broke eye contact and looked around the room. He was prepared to use the vrandal to blast power into this man, but he also needed to be ready for the possibility of something else out there.

      He fixed his gaze back on the man, who looked almost casual the way he leaned against the wall and rested comfortably. Far too comfortably for Sam. “How many others are with you?”

      “There are many others. Do you think we would come unprepared?” He nodded toward Sam’s hand. “Do you think we would come and not have some way of neutralizing your trinket?”

      Sam resisted the urge to unleash the power building within the vrandal. That was what this man wanted. “You’ve already been stopped before. Each time you’ve tried to attack, you have failed.”

      This man had to be one of the Nighlan.

      “You’ve stopped nothing. You only delayed. You have proved incapable of doing anything to stop us.”

      Sam got to his feet and looked around. He was going to have to get this man out of the chamber, whether that meant using the vrandal to knock him out again or marching him up the stairs. If he knocked him out, he would be forced to carry him.

      He could also leave him here. Sam could lock him in by sealing the room closed, get Havash or some of the others, and then return. When he did, he could blast him again and keep him from doing anything dangerous.

      Then again, it might be better to get him out of here, but that meant taking him through the tunnels. That was the only way Sam knew how to escape from this room, short of going through the city itself, and he wasn’t sure if the city would be safe. As far as he knew, the Nighlan still had control over Tavran.

      He had to make a choice.

      “Get up,” Sam said.

      The man didn’t move. “I think I’ll stay right here.”

      “Get up.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      Sam held the vrandal out, shoving it toward him. “If you don’t, then I’m going to use this against you.”

      “We’ve already established how little I fear your trinket. Don’t threaten me with something you don’t intend to use.”

      “Get up,” Sam repeated.

      “I don’t think I will.”

      “Fine. Stay here. I’m going to go back up the stairs, and I’m going to lock you down here, much like I did before.” Sam wanted him to know that he’d been the one responsible for that. “Seeing as how there’s no reason for anyone to come down here, you might be here for a while.”

      The man glared at him. “No reason? You don’t even know what you have here, do you?” The man sneered at him.

      “We know what you already tried to release,” he said.

      “Tried? Succeeded is more like it.” He wrinkled his nose. “I can smell it.”

      He could smell it?

      Sam hadn’t known whether they had succeeded but had hoped they prevented Bethal from releasing that power. If she had succeeded, did that mean that she had access to some greater power than what she had before?

      She was Grandam, which meant that she had knowledge, perhaps even experience, that put her into a position of great power.

      With even more power, she would be deadly dangerous. That was if she wasn’t already.

      Finally, the man started getting to his feet. Sam remained on edge. He half expected the man to lunge at him or to do something with the power he obviously possessed, but there was no sign of it. The man started toward the stairs, and Sam nudged him, encouraging him to keep moving.

      At first, the man did so slowly, but Sam shoved his hand out and forced him forward. They reached the stairs, and Sam breathed a silent sigh of relief.

      The man spun.

      Instinctively, Sam released the pent-up power within the vrandal. It seemed to wash over the attacker when it struck, almost as if it did nothing to him.

      The man smirked at him. “See? I don’t fear your trinket.”

      Sam lunged, using all of his force to slam his shoulder into the man, wanting to knock him down.

      Both of them fell backward.

      The man grinned as he got back to his feet and started to climb up the stairs. The magic he possessed began to build, a steady sort of friction that Sam found incredibly unpleasant. The power rubbed against his arms, his chest, his entire body.

      Power gathered within the vrandal, and Sam used everything he could to hold that energy out from him and let that power fill him. It surged outward.

      As it did, the attacker did something strange, the nature of his power shifted. Sam sensed the man’s energy changing, and it flowed toward him.

      Sam ducked off to the side, rolling out of the way, and tried to move before the man had any way to harm him fully. Was he quick enough?

      At first, he could feel something within him, a sense of energy and power, but then it began to fade. That power washed over him.

      Sam knew he had to get up the stairs and past this man. He called upon the vrandal as the friction continued to build, burning against him, almost beyond what he could withstand. He tensed, feeling that power as it rubbed against him, and the energy of the vrandal poured out of him.

      Not only the energy of the vrandal but finally the energy within Sam.

      The vrandal produced a cloud of green light that began to build around him, the color and the power overwhelming.

      The attacker’s eyes widened as he backed away. Sam crashed into the man again and knocked him to the ground. He started toward the stairs.

      The man laughed, his voice a dark and terrible sound with a mixture of power within it. He watched Sam scramble up the stairs. “You’ve already failed. You don’t even know it yet.”

      Sam held out the vrandal, trying to prepare for whatever pattern he might use to trigger it so that he could explode that power outward. He had no idea if other patterns might be effective but knew that the one that he had used against Ferand had worked. Something like that would work now too.

      He prepared for that pattern and ignored the sound of laughter chasing him.

      There was something else mixed within it. Almost a friction of energy.

      At the top of the stairs, Sam paused.

      Pressure was building. He didn’t know what it was, only that he could feel it. It reminded him of the kind of pressure that he once could feel when he could not see, the kind of pressure that filled him, and the energy there.

      It was powerful and potent.

      He reached the top of the stairs.

      Laughter came from somewhere below him again. The man had not even attempted to come up the stairs. He stood at the bottom, watching him with a look of satisfaction on his face.

      Had Sam made a mistake?

      Almost too late, Sam realized that the friction wasn’t coming from the power the man held but from somewhere else. There was another surge of energy, and as it washed over him, Sam did the only thing he could think of. He reacted by unleashing power out of the vrandal.

      Only this time, rather than that power saving him, it seemed as if the energy within the vrandal flowed away from him and moved uselessly beyond.

      Something struck him.

      He crashed to the ground, and the last thing he saw, the last he remembered, was the laughter coming from the man below him. The steady rumble of his voice and the ongoing sense of friction that seemed to build.

      Sam tried to ignore it as darkness claimed him.
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      Sam awakened slowly.

      He couldn’t move, and at first, he worried that something had happened to him the same way it had when he lost his sight. But this felt different.

      Power pressed against him, the same power he’d felt when he passed out. In a panic, he checked his hand, but the vrandal was still there.

      Low laughter came from nearby, full of amusement. “Look at him. The first thing he worries about is his trinket.”

      “He doesn’t know better.”

      “He thinks it will save him.”

      Sam squeezed his hand around the vrandal, channeling the power within it. In doing so, he could feel the energy inside, and he exhaled. At least he wouldn’t be completely defenseless. Even if there was nothing he could do, he had some way of trying to escape if the opportunity were to present itself. With the vrandal, he knew several different techniques that could be utilized. He could trigger an explosion of power, maybe even something like the green cloud he had found outside the Academy. But there was some other use that he remained optimistic that he could eventually understand. If he could work through how to use the line of power in angulation, he could use the arcane arts. And that was something Sam was well-versed on.

      Opening his eyes, he looked around. He was in an empty room. There were no markings on the walls, no paintings or portraits, and nothing to give him any clue of his whereabouts. It was intentional, he was certain. They’d not given him anything or any way to know where he was.

      He attempted to sit up, but there was pressure against him. The laughter came again, and within it was that same strange, irritating friction. He tried to raise his arms but could not.

      “You’ll find that you are not going to be able to escape.” This came from a different voice, higher, softer. There was something almost apologetic in it.

      “Who are you?” Sam asked.

      He thought they were Nighlan, but what if they weren’t? As he detected the power that continued to build around him, Sam no longer knew if it was them. Why would they be holding him here?

      Because they had the almanac. At least the almanac was useless without the key. That was the lesson he’d learned. They had come for not only the almanac but also the key, though he had no idea what they intended to do with the stone. Here he thought he’d protected the stone from the Nighlan, but now he’d failed.

      He squeezed his hand around the vrandal, holding it tightly. The laughter came again.

      “Stop,” the soft voice said.

      The laughter cut off quickly. Sam looked over, trying to determine who it was that helped him.

      A woman with black hair and blue eyes appeared in front of him. The serene features that worked across her face made her look young, but he could tell she was not. “Do you know who we are?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know anything. You captured me.”

      “It was necessary.”

      “Necessary?” He squeezed his hand around the vrandal again, worried they were going to try to force it off his hand. The last time someone had attempted to remove the vrandal from his hand, there had been pain.

      “Yes,” the woman said. “You were where you should not have been. And dealing with the kind of power, and the kind of danger, that you should not have.”

      Sam frowned at her, then looked beyond her. They had the stone here, but where? He could normally detect energy from it, but he felt nothing now. “Where should I have been?”

      “Not there,” she said.

      Sam started to laugh before realizing that she wasn’t joking. There was no sense of mirth in her, but at the same time, she watched him almost with an understanding in her eyes.

      He looked from her to the others. The man who’d captured him leaned against a wall near the back of the room, watching Sam with a hint of amusement. For all his talk about not fearing the vrandal, the man’s gaze drifted to it often enough that Sam thought he did fear it. There was another man next to him, dressed in similar black clothing. His skin was brown, as was his long, braided hair. It was difficult for Sam to get a sense of age from either of them. They could have been his age, or they could have been much older. Looking at their deep brown eyes didn’t help either.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “You may call me Lilith.”

      “What do others call you?”

      She smiled slightly. “Something else.”

      Sam shifted, attempting to sit up again, but the pressure on him made it difficult. Something else mixed with the sense of friction he felt. What were they doing to him?

      “Where am I?” he asked.

      She crouched in front of him. She was tall and thin, and there was an energy about her that struck him as almost welcoming.

      That set off warnings within him. They wanted him to think he was going to be safe here. That was how they would harm him. He needed to remain alert, prepared for anything. All he knew was that they were using magic that burned against him.

      “Where do you think you are?” she asked.

      Sam looked around the room once more.

      There was nothing about it that felt familiar.

      He hated that he had to resort to what he felt rather than what he could deduce, but that was where he was.

      “Did you bring me out of Tavran?”

      The corners of the woman’s eyes twitched slightly. Was that because he’d mentioned Tavran?

      “What do you think?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      Sam looked around again, but this time he didn’t use his eyes. If his experience without his vision had taught him anything, it was that there were times when eyesight wouldn’t help.

      He used his other senses and focused on the way the room felt. There was a feel to each room, something Sam had come to appreciate and use to detect where he was within the Academy. Some of it came from the vague sense of distance between the walls, but some of it came from the way the air pressed against him, the smells that surrounded him, and even the hints of magic that existed in so many places.

      There was no air pressing against his cheeks. The smells here were all foreign, a faint spice coming off the woman, the stink of sweat from the other two men, and an earthy note he suspected belonged to the room and not its occupants. There was also the friction he’d been feeling. Sam believed that sense was magic, though he had yet to see how they were using it against him. It didn’t hurt so much as it was an uncomfortable presence.

      Could there be other magic?

      Sam had enough of an ability to detect the arcane arts that he thought that he should be able to see something if they were using it, but so far, he had not. Was there some other power here?

      If so, it wasn’t the arcane arts. Maybe it was advanced alchemy.

      Or perhaps that was why they wanted him here. Because he had the almanac. And the key. They wanted him to reveal how to use the almanac for advanced alchemy.

      Or perhaps even something greater. They didn’t need advanced alchemy. They might be able to use the arcane arts, hear him describe the kind of power within the almanac, and then use that against the Academy.

      He reached for the connection to the vrandal, letting that come to him. There wasn’t the same separation that he’d felt when Bethal had tried to take the device from him. Perhaps these newcomers would still attempt to do so, but for now, they hadn’t.

      Hopefully, others would come for him quickly. The problem was that they wouldn’t even know where he had gone. Sam had snuck into the Study Hall, but more than that, he had slipped into a part of the Study Hall that others couldn’t even reach. Tara couldn’t get there without the vrandal, and it was unlikely that anyone within the Academy knew how to access that place. They wouldn’t know what had taken place. They wouldn’t know where to find him.

      They might realize that he was missing, but it might take too long for them to find that he was gone and even longer to figure out how to come after him. By then, whatever these people planned for him would be over. They would be able to use him, force him to do whatever they intended with the almanac, and then they wouldn’t need him.

      “Have you figured out where you are yet?” Lilith asked.

      “There’s nothing here.”

      She rocked softly on her heels, looking at him. “Are you certain?”

      Squeezing his eyes shut again, he focused once more. It seemed as if that was what she wanted of him, and he wasn’t going to deny himself the opportunity to detect whether there was something out there. He still couldn’t tell.

      “Where am I?” he asked again.

      She got to her feet and frowned at him. “I had higher hopes for you considering the power I detected.”

      Stepping away, she made a motion with her hand, and the two men lifted Sam off the chair he’d been sitting on. The paint on the simple wooden chair had faded, and though it hadn’t been all that uncomfortable, it had the appearance of age—and unsteadiness. They dragged him forward.

      Sam tried to struggle. He pulled on the power in the vrandal, but there wasn’t enough energy in him. The pulsing began, but he’d come to realize that it didn’t help all that much. The only thing that did was when he was able to call upon the power from within himself, but he didn’t control that.

      There was a door he hadn’t seen before. It blended into the wall, and when the woman opened it, Sam braced for what was on the other side.

      They dragged him and threw him into the room. Sam scrambled to his feet, spinning to face them, but they closed the door and cast him into darkness.

      However, he had the vrandal, which he could use to generate just enough faint light to see by.

      Sam looked around. The room was as empty as the one on the other side. Only this one didn’t even have a chair. It was a prison cell. Turning slowly in place, he looked for the door, but the walls had all blended, making it difficult for him to discern.

      He was trapped. Alone.

      His thoughts turned to Tara.

      Sam didn’t know how long he had been trapped here, but it was likely long enough that she would know he was missing. She would know that he wouldn’t have abandoned her.

      But how hard could she search for him?

      Without leaving the Academy, and he doubted that she would be allowed to do so, there wouldn’t be anything she could do to find him.

      Would Havash send others after him?

      Why, though? Sam wasn’t truly a member of the Academy. If there was anyone who knew the truth of that, it was Havash.

      With the Nighlan attacking the city, there was too much of a threat to risk going after Sam. Havash might simply think that he had abandoned the Academy.

      And he didn’t know.

      There was something along the far wall. He approached it cautiously and frowned.

      The almanac.

      Why would they have left him in a room with the almanac?

      Sam took a seat, pulling the almanac onto his lap. He flipped open the cover before hesitating. He didn’t know why they had him here or what they wanted of him. Anything he might do or say could be watched. If he used the power of the vrandal and revealed the writing in the almanac, it was possible there would be someone observing him to use what he discovered. They had kept it safe from Ben and Ferand, from Bethal, and now he would lose it to the Nighlan after all?

      He closed the almanac.

      Sam cradled it, running his fingers along the cover. The leather was soft and smooth, and there was something comforting about the almanac in general. He had gone through the almanac extensively, learning the various different patterns that were there, the way that he described accessing the arcane arts, but trapped as he was, there wasn’t anything that he could do for himself. Sam had tried to use the vrandal to create angulation, but his control over it was poor at best, and he hadn’t been able to do anything.

      His mind worked through the series of symbols on the pages, and though he had already started to interpret what he read without using the vrandal, it was easier to do so with it. Sam could pull apart the knowledge within the book, but drawing on that knowledge, and using it in some way, was impossible for him.

      Without anything else to do, he read through the almanac. Sam might as well use the time that he had.

      Sam paused on one page and rested his arms in front of it, trying to block anyone from seeing what he was doing. He skimmed this page only because it didn’t start with the line about reaching into the source. That line had been a part of every page Tara had started with, though she hadn’t known why. Neither had Sam. The arcane arts didn’t involve the source or anything quite like it. It was the power contained within the magical user. It came forth from within them, and they pushed it out, using angulation to concentrate and direct that power.

      Only as he was reading through some of these pages there was nothing about angulation. He saw the source, and he saw descriptions of ways to push out the power, ways it needed to flow, but nothing more than that.

      An irritant began to work at the back of his mind. He tried to ignore it, but it persisted, pestering sense that he couldn’t shake.

      Friction.

      His captors were preventing him from using the power of the vrandal. He could use it on the almanac but nowhere else, which meant they feared him being able to call power through it.

      So much for saying they weren’t scared of a mere trinket.

      The only ones he’d known with the ability to prevent the use of the vrandal were the Nighlan. Which meant that despite their denials, they were with the Nighlan.
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      Sam lost track of time. At one point, someone had come through the door and brought him a tray of food, and then they left out of another door. He marked both doors but couldn’t figure out how to open either. The only thing he could do was read through the almanac.

      Drawing power through the vrandal to translate the pages wasn’t difficult, and it seemed to be the only thing they permitted him to do. He scanned each page for answers but still hadn’t found anything. The almanac remained a mystery to him—at least the parts where it didn’t describe reaching for the source.

      He didn’t know how long he’d been held here, but he knew the Nighlan had been attacking Tavran before his capture. He had no idea what the Nighlan were doing, other than using the attacks as a distraction. They had slipped into the Academy despite the Academy masters defending the Academy itself.

      Hopefully, his sister, his friends, and Tara, were all safe.

      And hopefully, they were looking for him.

      Sam couldn’t help but feel as if they had to be looking for him. If they knew that the Nighlan had taken him, wouldn’t they come?

      That thought kept coming to him, but it was a thought that he didn’t have an answer for.

      What was worse, when he did come up with an answer, it was never one that reassured him.

      Havash was now the Grandam.

      Havash knew the truth about him and his connection to the arcane arts.

      Havash would know that he didn’t truly belong at the Academy.

      A third door opened, and he looked up. How many doors were there? He suspected the room was built to be difficult to escape, but it was also seemingly designed to confound him. That much it had done.

      Lilith stood in the doorway, making no effort to close the door behind her, which suggested that whatever was beyond the door would be dangerous to him. That was if he could even reach whatever was behind her. “How have you been resting?”

      “I’ve been resting fine.” He shifted. There wasn’t anything for him to sit on except the hard ground, which made things even more uncomfortable. Probably part of the plan, to make it so that he was miserable. Then they could find a way to break him.

      “You haven’t thanked me yet,” she said.

      “For what?”

      “For recovering what you lost.”

      Sam looked down at the almanac in his lap, and his arms draped over the closed cover. “You want me to thank you for recovering the almanac you tried to steal from me?”

      She raised an eyebrow at him. “Did we?”

      Sam said nothing. Perhaps he had dropped the almanac in the city. The longer that he was here, the more that he waited for the torment to begin. These were the Nighlan. He had seen the links they had gone through to attack, and he knew that he was not safe here. At some point, they would attack him.

      At some point, they would kill him. He was not useful to them, and when that became apparent, they would get rid of him. Maybe they were waiting for him to use the key on the almanac. That was how he had to hold out.

      “How long do you intend to keep me here?”

      “As long as necessary.”

      He sat up. “Necessary for what?” he asked carefully.

      “For answers.”

      Answers? They wanted to know how to get into the city, but they had already accomplished that. Breaking into the Academy had proved it.

      Sam shifted again. He was going to have to stand and pace once she left the room.

      “What answers do you need? You haven’t been asking any questions,” he said.

      “Do you really believe that?”

      Sam glanced down at the almanac. Could they have been using him? He had been concerned about that from the beginning. “What do you want with me?”

      Lilith stopped in front of him. The sense of friction that he had whenever she was around persisted, mostly in how she watched him.

      “There are many things I want from you. For now, I want you to get up.”

      “Up?”

      She nodded, and Sam slowly rose to his feet. He clutched the almanac to his chest, squeezing it against him. Lilith studied him for a moment before smiling at him.

      “Where are you taking me?” he asked.

      She sniffed, turned from him, and started toward yet a different door than she’d taken to enter the strange room. The door opened—again with the sense of friction against him—and he prepared for whatever she might do once they left.

      Sam followed her, remaining on edge. All the different things he’d read in the almanac flashed through his mind. Everything involved the arcane arts, something he could not utilize. If only he could get the vrandal to hold onto that line of green power, then Sam might be able to turn it into angulation that would be effective in protecting himself. Still, any time that he had attempted to do so, that power had started to flow, but then it had sputtered when he had tried to turn it. The alchemy within the vrandal was not meant for angulation.

      Lilith paused at the end of a small hall. She glanced over to him before pressing her hand against one of the stones in the wall. There was something about it that reminded him of the inside of the Academy and the hidden hallways. She triggered a doorway, and he frowned.

      Could he have been in the Academy all this time?

      That didn’t seem likely. He would have known if he had been in the Academy from the sense of arcane arts around him. This was somewhere else, though the building was similar.

      She led him down another hall, this one longer. A single lantern along the entire length of the corridor provided the only light. Sam maintained his connection to the vrandal, though he doubted he could do anything with it. Lilith made certain of that.

      He saw no guards, none of the others he’d seen before. Why wouldn’t they have any guards here? Did they really view him as so little of a threat?

      Sam followed Lilith until she reached a staircase. When she started up, he hesitated, only for a moment.

      He had the almanac. He had his vrandal. All it would take would be for him to make a run. Lilith was a few stairs above him.

      Taking a deep breath, he turned…

      And slammed into an invisible force.

      Sam bounced off, falling to the ground. He got to his feet, rubbing his forehead where he’d struck the powerful barrier. Holding out his hand, he ran it around the outside of what he detected as the barrier, which felt different than those within the Academy. He could feel the soft pressure against the vrandal, and when he tried to use the vrandal to move past it, there was an increase in the resistance. He had to find some way to push through it.

      Lilith’s footsteps were moving away. He couldn’t head down.

      What about back the way he’d been? Sam turned and darted toward the hall.

      And struck another barrier.

      Lilith was forming them as she went. That had to be the friction he felt. The sense of it was there now, building up along his arms, his skin, leaving him almost raw.

      It left him with little choice other than to follow her.

      He started up the stairs. When he caught up to Lilith, she cast a look in his direction that he couldn’t read, but one that appeared almost amused at his attempts to escape.

      He held the almanac against his chest as the vrandal pulsed in his hand. He wanted to release the power within it because of the discomfort that left his hand feeling as if something was radiating along it and working up to his shoulder, then beyond and down into his body. Not a pleasant sense.

      She was using some power against him. He was certain of it. He couldn’t see it when she did it, though. That bothered him. Either she knew some way of hiding it from him, or she had a kind of power that he couldn’t fully access. Either way, it worried—and bothered—him.

      He focused on the vrandal, trying to be ready. If he had to, he thought that he might be able to let some of that power explode from him into Lilith, but he would have to be prepared to run when he did. He would have to know where to run.

      They reached a landing, and she turned down it and walked into a wide hall. A door near the end was open, and daylight spilled through. As they neared, Sam realized the door was on the main level of whatever building they were in.

      His heart hammered. In his desire to escape from Lilith, he had attempted to run down. That would have been a mistake. Where would it have led him? She guided him toward the door, still saying nothing.

      They stopped at the entrance. There was something about this place that struck him as similar to the Academy. The tower, the way the walls could open by triggering silent mechanisms, the scent of the air.

      He searched his mind for what he had read in the library, trying to come up with an answer about the different types of buildings that would be similar to the Academy and similar to the kind of power he detected there, but nothing came to mind. The reason for that was easy for him to come up with, though. Sam had been more concerned about things like angulation, mathematics, botany and had not had all spent time thinking about the construction of the Academy itself.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      A slight smile curved the corners of her mouth. “I would have expected you to know.”

      Sam reached the open doorway and looked outside. A path led from the door and through towering pine trees. Their scent clung to the air, but that wasn’t the only thing he smelled. He detected another odor, but he didn’t know what to make of it. Something familiar, at least as far as he could tell. The darkened sky flickered as if storm clouds simmered in the distance.

      He looked over at Lilith. The scent reminded him of her. When she’d first appeared, he had smelled the strange spice to her. There had been something exotic about it, but something familiar too. He’d known that scent. Now that he stood in the doorway, feeling the gentle breeze and the hint of energy upon it that spoke of rain, he couldn’t quite place where he was.

      “Why should I know this? You took me away from the Academy, and now hold me in prison, and expect me to know where you brought me?”

      “How long have you been there?”

      Sam frowned at the change in topic.

      “A few months.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head for a moment before opening them once again. “Only a few months?” This seemed more to herself and less to Sam, but he couldn’t help but note what sounded like a measure of disappointment to her words. Was she upset with him?

      “I am a first-year student. I presume you understand what that means in the Academy.”

      If she was going to dig for information, then he could do the same.

      She regarded him. “You are too old to be a first-year student.”

      “I came to the Academy late,” he said.

      “Then you have little potential.”

      It felt like a slap, but she wasn’t wrong. “I have less potential than some with the arcane arts,” Sam said, trying to pick his words carefully, “but that doesn’t mean that I have no potential. I did make it to the Academy, after all.”

      What was he doing here? Why was he trying to prove himself to her?

      Stubbornness, that had to be it.

      That, and the fact that he didn’t care for somebody outside of the Academy questioning him. She didn’t belong in the Academy—though neither did he.

      “When did you acquire the vrandal?”

      Sam looked down at his hand. “It has been a month or so,” he said. Longer than that, probably. “We stopped…” He had almost said that he had stopped the Nighlan from attacking.

      That would’ve been a mistake, especially with her.

      She turned back to him, watching him, an expectant look in her eyes.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said to her. “Are you going to tell me why you have me here?”

      “Are you going to tell me why you came to the Academy so late?”

      Did it matter if he told her the truth?

      “My sister and I are from the Barlands. Well, not exactly the Barlands, but a village near enough to it. The Academy doesn’t often send testers out to us.”

      She frowned again and focused on his hand, staring at him intently.

      Strangely, he thought that he could feel something within the vrandal, some energy coming off of it. He tried to understand what that was but couldn’t be certain.

      It was her silence that bothered him.

      Lilith had remained nearly completely silent. She didn’t look up at him, and he didn’t see any glow around her to suggest that she was using alchemy, arcane arts, or something else.

      It was just silence.

      “What do you want with me?” he asked.

      “Do you feel I’m harming you somehow?”

      Sam regarded her for a moment. They had fed him. Kept him locked in a room. Prevented him from truly using the power of the vrandal. They hadn’t harmed him, but they were trying to use him. He was sure of it.

      “Other than when I was first captured? No.”

      Initially, there been the strange friction, that rubbing sensation, and the energy of the man who had been responsible for it. There had been the torment and the laughter, and then he remembered nothing. After that… They had done nothing to him.

      Why?

      Lilith watched him. Sam turned his attention out into the distance. Taking a step forward, he moved out onto the path, inhaling the smells of the pine trees. The wind swirled around him, and he ignored the pulsing of the vrandal that pressed against him. The power of it was an irritant. Without realizing what he was doing, he reached for it and started to remove it.

      He quickly stopped himself. Removing it was even more of a danger. If he took it off, then someone else might be able to use it. The vrandal had bonded to him, and he had expended so much effort to reconnect to it. He owed it to Havash and Chasten and even Tara to hold on to the power within it and to make sure that the vrandal remained connected to him. They had gone through great lengths to keep it with him.

      Lilith watched him as he debated. This was a different sort of torment. That was what this had to be. She tested him, used some strange power against him. It was that power, that friction he had to be careful with. It was a measure of control.

      “What are you trying to do to me?” Sam asked.

      It wasn’t the kind of torment he had expected. Then again, he was fully prepared for the Nighlan to torture information out of him.

      “I’m trying to open your mind,” she said. “Because if you fail at this…”

      She let the words trailed off, though he wondered what she might do and wondered why it might be significant.

      What would happen if he failed?

      She seemed to want him to find some power within himself.

      Chasten had made a point of telling him that he believed there was some power within Sam, some power that was similar to the true alchemists that had served in the Academy, but without anyone there to teach him, how was Sam to understand what it was, or to find that power within himself?

      “Why do you need me?”

      “Because you have demonstrated that you can be useful.”

      “What for?”

      “Apparently nothing.” Lilith turned away from him, heading back into the building.

      He was hesitant here.

      She was trying to get through him differently.

      He wasn’t sure what she was doing, and he wasn’t sure how she intended to use him, but he was increasingly convinced that was her goal. There might not be any way for her to use him easily, but what was she trying to accomplish here?

      Sam turned away, looking out toward the opening. If she was going to allow him to leave, then why should he stay?

      He jogged forward.

      Sam slammed into an invisible barrier. He bounced off and landed on the ground.

      This one hurt more than the last one.

      Somewhere nearby, the familiar sound of irritating laughter built. The same man who had captured him beneath the Academy was watching. Sam got to his feet slowly, rubbing his head. Everything seemed to swim through his blurry vision, and he felt a bit dizzy.

      He ignored it and called upon the power of the vrandal, letting energy roll through him. Instead of releasing it, he held it inside. It combated the strange friction he detected. Sam ran his hand along the surface of the barrier, tracing its contours. He thought he should recognize something to it, but as he held on to it, he couldn’t tell what that was.

      Power. But what kind? It was different than the magic used in the Academy, different even than that used for Alchemy. Could it be tied to the friction he detected?

      He pressed the vrandal against the barrier, and it felt like it was being repelled. As Sam continued trying to find his way through it, he found himself digging deeper into some source of power within himself. Without meaning to, he blasted energy outward, and a shimmering green fog exploded all along the barrier.

      Sam was trapped. The size of the cell might have been different, but the end results were the same. For what purpose, though?

      The sound of laughter persisted and followed him as he headed back toward the building. The tower loomed over him, an enormous circular stone building with rectangular wings made of the same black rock. Everything about it appeared dark and foreboding, and everything about it left him with a feeling of dread. Heading back inside meant that he was going toward danger, but what choice did he have?

      Every so often, Sam paused and looked at the path leading into the trees. He didn’t see the man—the source of the laughter—which made it worse.

      By the time he reached the main part of the building, he found Lilith waiting for him. Watching him. She didn’t seem surprised that he returned.
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      A single dark cloud covered the entire sky. Thunder rumbled every so often, an explosion of power that left everything around him shaking with energy. When lightning struck, Sam stared expectantly at the sky, but no rain came.

      He sat on a chair in a room at the top of the tower, the almanac resting on his lap. At this point, Sam thought that he had been through most of it and had begun to feel like he was missing something.

      The vrandal allowed him to read the pages, but the symbols had started to not make as much sense. Some of them seem to be for more than one word as if there was something within them that he had overlooked.

      And Sam had to figure out what it was, and why that was there, hidden within it.

      His mind kept going back to what had to be happening in Tavran. The city under siege, the Nighlan attacking.

      The memory of all the pages he’d read through stayed with him. His mind had begun cataloging everything, and even while he drifted off, he began to sort through what didn’t fit. Increasingly, there was more to it than he had anticipated. Still, he wished that he had a chance to work on many of these different patterns with Tara. He could only imagine what they did. His understanding of the arcane arts allowed him to at least visualize some of them so that he knew ones were defensive, which one seemed offense of, and which ones he couldn’t quite place.

      All of it was tied to the vrandal.

      Somehow, the vrandal was key to it.

      Daven had made it clear that the vrandal he possessed was one of the original. That made sense, especially as the almanac was within the Academy, but what didn’t make sense was why others wouldn’t work similarly. If alchemists were able to use the vrandal and recreate it well enough that they had similar power stored within it, it seemed to Sam that others should be able to read the almanac.

      He closed the almanac, got to his feet, and looked around. Frustration surged within him.

      Sam had been here for the better part of a week, confined to this tower. He hadn’t seen the man who had laughed at him. He hadn’t seen practically anyone.

      During that time, he couldn’t help but wonder what was happening back at the Academy.

      Sam took a deep breath and gazed out over the distance. For all the darkness, there was something quite amazing about the way the sky looked. The occasional bursts of lightning illuminated the clouds, opening up the sky and giving a hint of a greater world beyond. Not that he could reach it. The barriers placed here kept him confined, stronger than any he’d dealt with while in the Academy. At least there, he had the vrandal to navigate through places he wouldn’t otherwise be able to reach. Here it served no purpose other than to let him stretch for power. Even that hadn’t done much for him.

      Another burst of lightning came, followed by a steady rumble of thunder.

      “It can be beautiful.”

      Sam turned. Lilith stood near the entrance to the tower, her black dress fluttering in the wind. Her black hair was braided and tied back, exposing her long neck.

      “I’ve always enjoyed watching storms,” he admitted.

      “Why do you think that is?” she asked, tilting her head inquisitively.

      “There were storms near my home when I was a child. Most people didn’t care for them. They could be violent.” He closed his eyes, thinking back to a simpler time. “I didn’t love the rain, but the thunder and the lightning…”

      He opened his eyes, looking out into the distance. He’d been trying to figure out where they’d brought him and hadn’t been able to do so. There wasn’t anything about this place that he recognized, where even the smells were unfamiliar to him.

      But the nature of the storms? Sam had seen storms like that before. They always came out of the Barlands, the energy crackling over that land and leaving it quaking.

      That couldn’t be it, could it?

      But as he stared at it, he remembered those storms.

      He had seen storms just like that, though it had been a while. Sam had thought that he was done with them, that he had left that place behind. Perhaps he had not.

      “Am I in the Barlands?”

      Lilith looked over at him, watching him for a long moment. “How long have you been here?”

      “A week.”

      “Perhaps. In that time, have you seen the storms?”

      Sam nodded. “You know I have.”

      He suspected that Lilith knew exactly what he’d been doing, the way he’d taken to coming up here—a place where the barriers seemed willing to allow him, mostly because there would be no way for him to escape from here. He spent much of his time looking out over the expanse of this land, feeling the power here and watching the storms.

      “It’s taken you this long to make the connection,” she said.

      “I didn’t expect to be here.”

      “You grew up in the Barlands and didn’t recognize it?”

      Sam frowned, shaking his head. “I didn’t grow up here, just nearby.” They had been on the border of the Barlands, though enough people considered it the same. The Barlands were a hilly area, just beyond Erstan, and dangerous to near impassible. It was why it made sense for Olway to have annexed it. The Nighlan wouldn’t be able to cross it easily.

      At least, that was what he had believed.

      “Perhaps I was mistaken,” Lilith said.

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      “Because of what you did.”

      It was the first time that she’d offered him any measure of an answer, and for the first time, Sam began to question whether she had some other motive beyond simply trying to steal the vrandal in the almanac from him.

      “You want the almanac?” He glanced down at it, feeling a pulse of the vrandal and the way that it radiated some sense of power to him.

      Lilith looked at it, her gaze lingering for a long moment. “What do you know of it?”

      “I know that it is alchemy, and that it was written with alchemy, so it requires the key to unlock the secrets it holds.” There was no point in denying that to her, as he had strongly suspected she knew. However, a part of Sam wondered if the vrandal and the almanac were linked to him in some way.

      Lilith’s gaze drifted down to the almanac. “A simple explanation, but perhaps not untrue.”

      “Simple?”

      In Sam’s mind, it was anything but simple. The almanac was alchemy. There was nothing simple about it. As far as he knew, the alchemy that had gone into creating it was incredibly complicated.

      “A simplistic response,” Lilith said. She sounded disappointed. “What has your experience with it been?”

      “That anyone would do whatever they could to acquire the power of it.”

      “I’m sure they have,” Lilith agreed.

      “The Nighlan have tried several times to acquire both the almanac and the vrandal.” He looked down at his hand, and the vrandal glowed softly, the light a deep green as it often was. “And now you have done the same.”

      She clasped her hands behind her back and headed to the edge of the tower. The wind whipped around her, and she breathed in deeply. With how close to the edge of the tower as she stood, Sam wondered if he could trigger the vrandal, sending a blast of power out from it and knock her over the edge. Maybe she would fall, and whatever barrier she held would disappear. Then he could escape and return to the Academy.

      But something held him back.

      Maybe it was simply the idea of harming someone. Maybe something deeper.

      “The almanac isn’t why we have you here, despite what you might believe,” Lilith said.

      When he was silent, she turned back to him.

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “As I told you, I’ve seen others willing to kill for the power of the almanac. For the alchemy. The Nighlan want it so that they can unlock the secrets of alchemy.”

      She nodded. “Perhaps. But I brought you here for a different reason.”

      Lilith turned away and faced out over the distance. Thunder rumbled somewhere, the sound shaking the entire tower. Lightning from the street to the sky, bright bursts illuminating everything. Sam wrapped his arms around himself and the almanac. So far, no rain had fallen. If they were in the Barlands, as she said, it would be powerful and plentiful.

      After a moment, he breathed out and joined Lilith.

      “I’ve often found the contours of the storms beautiful.”

      Sam glanced over to her. “Contours?”

      “Watch the lightning and see how it outlines the clouds. You can almost envision something more within them.”

      There was something that she said that triggered a memory of the storms when he was younger. Standing inside of the broken palace with Mia, looking out through the metal, watching the sky, thankful that they had shelter over their head. “I was always thankful for protection while I watched the colors.”

      Lilith frowned as she looked at him. “The colors are but a part of something more.”

      When another burst of lightning came, it left a bluish-purple hue to the sky, giving him an after image that Sam held onto. Strangely, with each burst, he could feel that energy flow, almost in a way that was meant to pull on his senses. It was as if the power he detected was potent enough for him to feel—and even use.

      The vrandal pulsed in his hand. It had been doing that more often since he had been captured.

      He wasn’t sure why, or what it meant—or perhaps it was nothing more than a signal, calling out to others that Sam had been captured. Regardless, at this point, the only thing that mattered was that he could feel it.

      After a while, he slipped the vrandal off.

      When he did, something changed. Power continued to build around him, but no longer did he feel the same friction that he had been feeling before. For a moment, he was worried Lilith would grab for the vrandal or almanac, but she made no effort to do either.

      The storm crackled around him, the rumbling sensation continuing to build and the storm echoing. Lightning danced in the sky. It illuminated the landscape beautifully and violently.

      After a moment, he started to slip the vrandal back on. Given what he had gone through and everything that it had taken to reform the connection between him and the vrandal, he felt as if he needed to have it.

      “Don’t,” Lilith said. She didn’t turn in his direction and faced out over the storm. The wind pulled at her braided hair and whipped at her gown. “You don’t need it.”

      Sam looked down at the vrandal. With each burst of lightning, the color within it began to shimmer. He could see hints of green, the same hue he knew to associate with alchemy. “I need the vrandal to understand the almanac.”

      “Do you?”

      He didn’t want to admit the truth, that he had started to find some answers, though he wasn’t sure if she would even believe him.

      “The vrandal is the key.”

      Lilith turned to him and held his gaze. Her eyes were deep blue, and as lightning flashing reflected within them, it seemed almost as if there was power surging behind her eyes. She didn’t glow with any of the other powers that he saw, though.

      “The vrandal is the key,” Lilith agreed. “And not only to the almanac.”

      She held her hand, and he realized that she had a vrandal.

      Sam found himself drawn to the one that she wore. The man that had abducted him had called his a trinket. Why would he make fun of the vrandal if Lilith had one?

      “Do you know where yours came from?” she asked.

      “The alchemy tower,” he said.

      She smiled tightly. “Perhaps. Yours is old. Impossibly old.”

      Sam looked down at the vrandal. It was the same thing the Daven had said to him. He had claimed that Sam had one of the original vrandals and that it had been used to replicate others.

      Was that what she was getting at?

      “I don’t know anything about it, other than that it was stored within the alchemy tower. Some of the other alchemists told me that the vrandal was used to replicate others.”

      She sniffed. “Pale copies,” she said. “And for a different purpose. They believed they could trap power in them and gift them to those without power.”

      “The alchemists trained at the Academy. They would have their own power.”

      “I mean a different kind of power,” Lilith said, her words soft, slightly clipped, and edged with a hint of disdain. She held out her hand, showing the vrandal. “This one is the sibling of yours. There should be one other.”

      Sam found himself frowning. “How do you have it, then?”

      “That is a long story.”

      He waited, half expecting that she would share the long story with him and that maybe there would be some secret that he might learn, something about her vrandal, and something more about the power that she was able to control, but she didn’t say anything more than that.

      “Then you don’t need me.”

      “Again, you are mistaken. The vrandal bonds with its user. The technique is unknown. All that we can say is that the connection is difficult to sever.”

      “And painful,” Sam said softly.

      She looked up, holding his gaze for a moment. “Painful. Yes. It would be unless you understood the key to separating it yourself.”

      “So you came to the Academy for this vrandal?”

      And here he was starting to question whether or not she was actually one of the Nighlan, but it seemed to him that she had to be after power of her own if she were so interested in the vrandal. She had come after him and the almanac. And she had been found in the room with the seal—the lock, as he called it.

      “You are after power. That’s why you were there.”

      She shook her head again. “I felt the lock open.”

      “So you came to see what you could gather for yourself?”

      Sam hadn’t been sure whether battle had succeeded, but she must have, especially if Lilith had detected something.

      Lilith stared at him, her gaze lingering and a flat expression burning in her eyes. “What did you know about that place?”

      “Not much,” Sam admitted with a shrug. “I just knew that the Nighlan were after it.” He wasn’t even sure any longer if Lilith was with the Nighlan. He had believed that she was, but she didn’t react the way that they had. “They broke in, got to that place of power, and I’m not exactly sure what else,” he said.

      “It was a lock. It was designed to hold back a dangerous power.”

      “So it was power.”

      “Of a sort,” she said. Lilith turned, looking back over the Barlands come over the crackling lightning, and stood silent for a few moments. She seemed troubled. “There are three blocks. At least three that we know of. There might be more. Unfortunately, the truth behind them has been lost over time. Those locks hold back a dangerous power. And it’s controlled by a man named Rasan Tel.”

      She let the words hang in the air as if they should have some meaning to him.

      “I’ve never heard of him.”

      “You might not have, but the Nighlan have. Those who oppose their threat have.”

      Sam didn’t think that was exactly true. Daven hadn’t known what they were after, and he didn’t think that Luthian had as well. “Those who have tried to protect the Academy haven’t known,” Sam said.

      “Perhaps not recently, but they once did. Why do you think the lock is there?”

      “So there is one lock in the Academy? Where are the others?”

      “It doesn’t matter. What matters is what you did.”

      “And what did I do?” Even as he asked, he could feel the vrandal in his palm. He had been there when Bethal had used him, had used the vrandal, and had attempted to open the lock. Not for power, but to unleash some person that had been imprisoned?

      “I brought you here so that you could learn how to close it once again. The answer is inside of you, but you must find it. You are only new to understanding your power, but unfortunately, we do not have the luxury of time.”

      Power.

      That was similar to what Daven had claimed he possessed, that there was some scar blocking access to something that they had removed.

      And it was after that which Sam had helped Bethal, though not intentionally. After that, he had been a part of helping open the lock, releasing that power. It had been after that when Sam had helped a dangerous power escape.

      “If the other locks are intact—”

      “They are intact for now, but there is no telling how long it will remain that way.” Lilith looked over at him. “We have control over two of the three. We must ensure that those remain sealed.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or he can return.”

      “Return?”

      “He has been imprisoned for centuries.”

      “No one can live that long.”

      “Much like no one can feel the storms?” Lilith asked, looking out over the distance, and the thunder rumbled, crackling around, feeling that power.

      “I can’t feel the storms,” he said. “Not any differently than anyone else.”

      Lilith looked over at him. “You are here for a reason. You must understand what you can do so that you can seal the lock once again. When you do, you can return. Those are the terms of your stay with me.”

      With that, Lilith passed him, heading down the tower.

      Sam lingered for a moment, feeling the energy of the storm crackling around him for a moment.

      Those are the terms?

      How was he supposed to do that?

      Sam had no idea, no idea what she wanted from him, no idea what he could do.

      Other than try to feel that power. What choice did he have?

      Others had told him there was some power within him, but Sam had not felt it. And if there was something, and if he could not return until he learned of it, then it was time for him to get to work. It was time for him to study.

      And that was something Sam could do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      The storms continued unabated, raging in the distance. Sam stood in the window, looking out over the landscape, still unable to tell whether this was the Barlands or if this was some other place, and she had only tried to mislead him. Every so often, a streak of lightning danced in the sky. He couldn’t deny that he felt some pulsing within the vrandal every time, but it was more than just the pulsing within the vrandal that he felt. There was pulsing within him.

      That was the strangest part of all for him. Why should he detect something within himself when the storms raged?

      He didn’t know, and he didn’t know if there was some secret that he had not yet found or if this was simply some trick. More likely than not, it was a trick.

      His mind kept racing over what he had learned, trying to understand the power that Lilith wanted him to understand, the ability that he had, but he continued to fail.

      Lilith believed him capable of succeeding.

      He should be thrilled with that. There was a part of him was, the part of him that had always wanted reassurance that he could be something more than what he had been before, but there was another part of him that knew it was dangerous to rely upon someone like Lilith, somebody who had brought him here to use him. He shouldn’t be chasing her validation.

      But there was another part of him that felt drawn here. It was the part of him that had wanted magic, wanted to understand how to use power, and had always wished that he could do what his sister could. It was the part of him that had always believed that his knowledge combined with her ability would make for a formidable arcane artist.

      And there was what Tara had believed about him. Tara had felt that Sam had some potential and that it was just a matter of finding it.

      Sam wasn’t sure if he believed that or if what he could do was not at all the same as what she could do.

      He turned his attention back to the almanac. This was where he would find his answers. Lilith had not separated him from the vrandal or from the almanac. For some reason, that seemed to be significant.

      Lilith had not needed her vrandal to translate the words, though she had one.

      Which meant that he had to use something within himself.

      The vrandal was a tool of alchemy, but Lilith suggested that he didn’t need it.

      What she suggested was that there was some part of him that had power. And it was his power, combined with the vrandal, which had unlocked the seal holding Rasan Tel. And if he failed to learn what he needed to close it once again, that lock would remain open, and that power would eventually destroy all of Olway.

      Sam started going through the book. His mind wandered as he flipped through the pages, trying to understand something within it, but he could not find anything. He had studied these pages long before coming here and had memorized many sections of them.

      He got up from the almanac and turned to the window again.

      As it had lately, the vrandal pulsed in his hand, the power seemed to twist in time with his heartbeat. It felt like it coordinated with the storms around him.

      Lilith wanted him to find answers.

      But he wasn’t going to find them on his own.

      She wanted to be stubborn and wanted to be mysterious, but he would force her to work with him. That was going to be the only way that he would find the answers that he needed to escape.

      Sam scooped the almanac off the table and headed to the door. It was unlocked. It had rarely been locked, though the barrier around it had made it difficult for him to go anywhere.

      He stepped out into the hall.

      He had wandered through this tower with Lilith, just enough to know where he was going. It reminded him of the Academy, but only in its age, and in the overall feel the building had, one that struck him as something of power, not actually in the design, or in the hallways that he knew were here. There had to be some way through here, though, maybe hidden halls, something like the Study Hall, but he had not seen any sign of it.

      When he reached the stairs, he headed down. She had kept him higher in the tower lately, wanting him to have access to the window as if the storms mattered. Maybe that was some way for him to learn about what she believed he could do.

      Why wouldn’t she teach him, though?

      After descending the stairs a little while longer, he reached a wider hallway, with lanterns glowing along it, giving off some light. He had been here once before.

      He hurried along the hall and found a set of double doors. He paused there. Strangely, he could feel something. It was power.

      It surprised him that he could feel that power.

      Taking a deep breath, he pushed one of the doors open. The room wasn’t nearly as large as he’d expected, given the kind of doors leading into it, but the power he detected here was incredible. Light filled the space, a mixture of natural light and what seemed to come from a series of lanterns arranged around the room. The power he’d detected, he realized, mainly came from the lanterns. They were the same type of lantern he’d seen Daven use in Tavran.

      Lilith stood in the middle of the room and spoke to someone. She looked over at him when he entered. The lanterns flickered. Then darkened.

      The power he’d detected faded slowly. “What was that?”

      “What brought you here?” she asked him.

      “I felt something.”

      “Did you?”

      Sam stepped into the room, sweeping his gaze around at the lanterns. They weren’t all like the one he’d seen in the hidden room within Tavran, but near enough. The white light they’d emitted when he’d first come into the room had been the same as the light from Daven’s lantern.

      “Who were you speaking to?”

      Lilith cocked her head to the side. “Do you see anyone else here?”

      Sam nodded toward one of the lanterns. “I don’t need to see anyone here for you to be talking to someone. I’ve been around something like these before.” He stopped in front of a lantern. It was made of iron, with a milky glass over it as far as he could tell. A hint of residual power remained, though he couldn’t tell if Lilith was trying to hold on to some connection or whether that was his imagination. “They allow you to communicate with someone from a distance.”

      “I think you’re mistaken.”

      Sam reached out, holding the vrandal up to the lantern. He pulled on power and let some of it trickle out from him and into the lantern. He looked over at Lilith as he did, half expecting her to say something to stop him, but she didn’t. Instead, she watched.

      He turned his attention back to the lantern, studying it. As he let power flow from him into the lantern, there came pressure against him. The resistance was too much. Sam lowered his hand and looked at Lilith again.

      “What did you think would happen?” she asked.

      Sam shrugged. “I don’t really know. I’ve seen a lantern like this before. When I was in Tavran.” He held his hand up again, channeling a hint of a green light from the vrandal. Resistance from the lantern pushed against his hand, forcing him back.

      “You aren’t accessing it quite right,” Lilith said softly.

      He turned to her. “What do I need to do differently?”

      She pressed her hands together. Energy began to build within her and radiated outward, flowing toward the lantern. Sam tried to mimic what she did, but the power she pulled was not through the vrandal.

      “How do you reach that power?” Sam asked. “You have me here, trapped in the tower, but you haven’t been working with me to understand how to open myself to that power. It seems to me that the answer is there, but you just haven’t shared it.”

      Lilith turned to him. “Each person must find their own connection,” she said.

      Sam shook his head. “That’s not how it works. In the Academy, we are taught how to access the arcane arts, using different techniques, angulation, and—”

      “This is not the Academy,” she said, shaking her head. “And the technique to access the power that you are searching for is different here. I understand that when it is utilized that it feels similar, but it is different. It is natural. It is a part of the world. That is what you must find.”

      It was nothing like the lessons that he had in the Academy. Those lessons seemed logical to him. At least some of them did. Angulation made sense to him. While studying there, he could learn about how to push power out at specific angles, rotating it, twisting informing patterns that made perfect sense to his logical mind. What she was describing was something much more nebulous.

      He didn’t care for that. He didn’t want the kind of power that required him to control it through feel, trusting that some natural order of the world would help him use it.

      And he didn’t have the sense that Lilith used it that way.

      “There is more to it,” he said.

      “Until you can call upon it, you must think of it as nothing more than the source.”

      “The source?” Was she referencing the almanac now? Maybe there was something else to it.

      He looked over to the lanterns, remembering how Daven had used it to communicate with some other alchemist. This had to be something similar, which meant that maybe he could learn how to do it.

      “Who were you talking to?” he asked again.

      “There are others. Much like there are other places.”

      “Places that have books like this?” Sam held out the tome, and Lilith’s gaze drifted down toward it before looking back up at him.

      “Because I knew a man, an alchemist, who used a similar lantern to communicate with others who oppose the Nighlan. If they are working with you—”

      “Your alchemists are not working with me.”

      Sam frowned. If they didn’t work together, then maybe he had made a mistake with Lilith. The alchemists had been trying to keep the Nighlan out of Olway. They had been working on behalf of the Academy, on behalf of true alchemy, to defend Olway from the Nighlan.

      “And who are you working with?”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” she said.

      “I need to understand. I need to really understand what you’re asking of me.” He held out the vrandal before slipping it off. When he did, he didn’t feel that much different. There was still that sense of power around him, crackling energy that he believed was tied to the energy within the air coming out of the Barlands. Even as he felt it, Sam wasn’t able to detect anything more. It was almost as if that power, while there, was too difficult for him to grasp and too difficult for him to comprehend fully.

      “You know what you must do.”

      “And what about you? What do you have to do?”

      She smiled tightly. “My task is no different than yours.”

      Lilith paced around the room. As she passed each lantern, it started to glow softly. One by one, power radiated from them, and one by one, they burst into a soft light. Sam trailed behind her, watching as she called upon that power, but he couldn’t tell anything from what she was doing.

      The lantern nearest her continued to glow. He stood in front of it, staring at it, then held his vrandal up and began to build power.

      Lilith touched his wrist. “Not like that,” she said softly.

      “How would you have me do it?”

      “Not like that,” she repeated. She pressed her fingers together, and once again, there came a sense of energy. “You need to focus on the source within you.”

      “You said that before.”

      “It doesn’t make it any less true.”

      Sam sighed. “I don’t know how to focus on the source within me. I didn’t know I had any source of power.”

      “When did you learn?”

      He still wasn’t entirely sure of it. “After we stopped the first Nighlan attack.”

      “After?”

      Sam shook his head. “Perhaps not. During. Daven helped me learn that I had power.”

      It wasn’t only Daven, though. Bethal had described how magic could be dammed, that if it were contained in a specific pattern, it would continue to build, searching for a way out. That was the only reason Sam had any understanding about what happened to him.

      He had always had magic, he’d learned. After the attack, he’d come to believe the vrandal permitted him to reach it and call that power outward, but maybe that wasn’t even necessary. It was within him.

      “As I said, you must reach for the source. You have to find your own focus.”

      “What’s your focus?” he asked.

      “Mine will be different than yours. What works for me is unlikely to work for you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because what works for me is something familiar to me.”

      “The storms.”

      She shook her head. “No, they are not familiar to me.”

      “I thought you were from the Barlands.”

      “I’m here now, but this is not where I’m from.”

      Sam regarded her again and laughed to himself. How could he have ever believed that she was from the Barlands? She was too different in appearance, nothing at all like the people he had seen from the Barlands.

      “Where are you from then?” he asked.

      “Far from here,” she said.

      “How far?”

      She smiled again. “There are many places far from your land. Not all of them can be reached without—”

      “Without magic.”

      “Without a way of transporting,” she said softly.

      Transporting. Did she mean the way Havash had used power?

      Knowing how to use that would allow Sam to get back to Tavran much faster. He ached to get back to the city, to Tara. He wanted to help protect those he cared about most in the world. The almanac served that purpose, allowed him to offer some protection. The almanac was key to being able to help Tara and Havash, to stop the Nighlan, to defend the Academy. He had to take it back there.

      “Can you teach me how to transport?” Sam asked.

      “When I do, what do you intend to do with the knowledge?” Despite her question, Lilith studied him with a knowing look in her eyes. She understood exactly what he wanted out of that.

      “I need to be able to stop the Nighlan,” he said.

      “Is that the only reason you want power like that?”

      Sam looked down at the almanac. He could feel the energy around him, and he questioned whether he could use something from the almanac to understand that energy better. The pages didn’t have those answers, at least not that he had seen. They had only arcane magic, not the kind of magic he might be able to access. But he might be able to learn something from Lilith.

      She continued to watch him with that knowing look, waiting.

      “The Academy is under attack,” Sam replied. “I feel like the almanac—and the vrandal—are key to stopping it.

      “Not just for the sake of power?”

      Sam shook his head. “I wanted to better understand magic, but I know that even if I do, there isn’t anything I can use that magic for.”

      “Find your source, Samran.”

      Lilith made a circuit of the room, and her power flowed through the lanterns. Each time it did, he could feel the sizzling energy.

      Pausing in front of one of the lanterns, Sam leaned forward and whispered. “Is there anyone in there?”

      He felt foolish talking into the lantern—no less foolish than it had felt when he’d done it the first time—but he waited. There was no answer. He guessed that Lilith wouldn’t allow him to connect to the lantern without her permission.

      Regardless of what she said to him and how she seemed interested in him better understanding the power he possessed, he still felt like a prisoner here. That made him uncomfortable, and he wanted to get out.

      Sam reached up with the vrandal again. The power in it pressed against his palm, causing the device to pulse. Lilith had suggested he find his source, his focus, but the vrandal served that purpose for him. That was how he’d come to know he had magic, and that was what he had to continue to use. In doing so, he could call on the power within the vrandal and keep reaching for something more. There had to be something more.

      Sam believed he needed to use the key to translate the almanac, but it might not have been necessary.

      Could her vrandal be another key?

      He moved to the center of the room, closing his eyes and focusing on what he knew. Lilith had been trying to confound him. With her, it wasn’t about the almanac. She hadn’t seemed at all concerned about letting him have it.

      If she wasn’t Nighlan, who was she?

      There was no doubt she had power, but what kind of power had he seen from her? Barrier magic. That was about it. He hadn’t seen her do anything else so far. At least, nothing dangerous to him. She could prevent him from getting too close to her. It was a kind of magic that had its uses, but there had to be something else.

      Sam continued to turn in place, his mind racing. He needed to reach the others. Daven. Chasten. Havash. Was there a way for him to reach any of them from here?

      He had to use the lanterns.

      Sam moved toward one of them again. He held his hand closed, squeezing it around the vrandal. He called power through him, summoning as much as he could. The nearest lantern pulsed with light and power, and he stopped in front of it. Lilith glanced in his direction. Would she try to stop him?

      He squeezed his hand around the vrandal, waiting. “I’m sorry if this is wrong,” he whispered into the lantern.

      Then he held his hand up.

      Lilith cried out, but Sam ignored her. He squeezed the vrandal, letting the power he held within him explode outward, and it blasted into the lantern. He didn’t hold anything back.

      The lantern flickered. Then it burst into a bright white light.

      Sam leaned toward it. “Hello?” He didn’t expect anything from it. The light fluttered for a moment. Then it solidified. “Is anyone there?” Sam asked.

      He had a vague sense of movement from behind. Power built, radiating toward him. He tried to ignore it, but the sense of power intensified. Lilith approached, though a green haze that lingered in the air seemed to make it difficult for her to get too close.

      Sam held the vrandal out, trying to push more power from it. If nothing else, he could try to use the device to keep her from coming near, though he doubted it would work. He used the same technique he’d seen from Chasten, the way the other man had pushed energy into the cloud.

      A storm of power filled her and slammed into him, surrounding his green cloud and whisking it away.

      The light from the lantern flickered. Sam glanced toward it.

      “Who’s there?” asked a voice. It came from a distance, muted, but Sam definitely heard it.

      “Sam—”

      He cut off as whatever Lilith did squeezed him.

      Another flicker, which held for a moment this time. Was there a voice coming from within it? Sam couldn’t tell.

      The lantern surged, and a familiar voice came from a distance. “Samran?”

      It was Chasten.

      Before Sam had a chance to answer, the pressure overwhelmed him, and he collapsed. Lilith stood over him with only an expression of disappointment on her face.
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      Lilith had guided Sam outside again, though he wasn’t sure what she wanted from him this time. They were standing on the ridgeline, the tower behind them, a smattering of trees casting shadows in the growing moonlight. Storms were rippling in the distant Barlands, the steady thunder rumbling, a drumbeat that seemed to drive its way into his being, mixed with the occasional streak of lightning.

      “Why did you bring me out here?” He found himself growing increasingly frustrated with her and knew that he needed to be careful with his reaction. She had given him a chance to work with the almanac, the vrandal, and to try to come up with some way to master the two.

      “For understanding,” she said.

      He laughed softly. “I don’t need to come out into the storm to understand.”

      “You grew up in the Barlands, did you not?”

      He shrugged. “Near enough.”

      “Did you have storms?”

      “Often,” he said.

      “You didn’t care for them.”

      “When you are homeless and living in a shelter with a terrible roof, you find yourself praying for them to end.”

      Most of the time, the rain didn’t get into their shelter, though there were times when it did. Times when it managed to slip past them, and times when they were drenched, regardless of the protections above their heads. Mia had never complained, though. She had trusted him. She had always trusted him.

      It was during a storm like this when they had lost their parents. He remembered that time all too well, remembering how the clouds had beat with dark streaks of lightning, making them almost seemed purple. The steady drumming building, and he and Mia waiting for their parents to return.

      “When will they get back?” Mia had asked.

      Sam had stood at the doorway of their home. It was small, comfortable, but it had been secure against the storms. That had been the last time before he and Mia had gone to the Academy when they had felt that comfort.

      “It won’t be long now,” Sam said. “They always come back before the storms.”

      “Always before now,” she said.

      She had slipped up alongside him. Even then, she had some control over her arcane arts, and he had seen the pale white glowing of her connection to her magic. He had always marveled at it, amazed by the power that she possessed and wishing that he had some connection of his own. His father had always said that a quick mind could counter power any time. Sam had never known whether to believe that, whether it was something he said as a way of placating Sam, or if he truly felt that way. As he looked back upon those days, Sam still didn’t know whether his parents had any access to the arcane arts, though they had not been surprised by Mia’s connection.

      “I could go look,” he said.

      “I don’t want you going out in the storm by yourself,” she said. “And I don’t want to be left alone.” She looked up at him, her innocent eyes so young, so hopeful. “They are coming back, aren’t they?”

      Sam had done his best to smile at her, to offer her a measure of reassurance.

      Only they hadn’t.

      The night had passed, the steady drumming of thunder rumbling in the distance. The sleeting rain pouring down as if washing away their connection to their past, and in the morning, their parents still hadn’t come. Days passed, and then weeks. When it became clear their parents were not going to return, Sam had made a promise to Mia.

      “I will watch over you. Always.”

      “What happens if you leave me like they did?”

      “I won’t. I will always keep you safe.”

      She had squeezed his hand, feeling so small, so helpless, next to him.

      And all the time they had spent on the streets, he had made certain that he would come back for her. That he would protect her. All that time, he had honored that promise to her.

      When the thunder rumbled again, taking those memories away from him, he looked over to Lilith.

      “I thought most people who lived in the Barlands grew to appreciate the storms.”

      “I’m not most people,” Sam said.

      She regarded him for a long moment, and he couldn’t read the expression in her eyes, only that she looked at him with a curious glint. “You will come with me.”

      “Where now?” Sam demanded though it rang hollow in his ears. How could he demand answers to anything when it came to Lilith? He was forced to follow her, whatever she wanted, and forced to do what she wanted. He was her prisoner, even if she was not Nighlan.

      “You need to see something.” She turned and started walking west.

      Away from the Barlands.

      Away from Olway.

      He trailed after her. She had a way of moving that seemed graceful but also powerful. He was always aware that she had some power to her, that he couldn’t run or go anywhere, not without her permission. Even if he were to run out into the Barlands, Sam didn’t think that he could survive it. The storms were too powerful, and he would be torn apart by them. He would be ripped apart, unable to survive it, unable to do anything, much like his parents before him.

      His time out here did make him think about his sister, though. He had made a promise to her before his abduction that he would help her. That he would see to it that she could pass the Academy. He had made a promise long ago that he would be there for her.

      And now he wasn’t going to be?

      That ate at him more than it should, he knew. It wasn’t his fault.

      Much like it probably was not his parent’s fault that they had left them.

      For all he knew, the storms in the Barlands had befallen them. Or maybe something worse. Knowing what he did of the Nighlan now and the true threat they pose, it was entirely possible that they had befallen some danger from the Nighlan themselves.

      They walked for what felt like hours. The landscape rose and fell, and after a while, the tower disappeared in the distance behind them. It was like a memory. He wondered if Lilith was taking him someplace else, to some other group of strangers who would hold him captive for longer, but at this point, he knew better than to try to run. It wasn’t like he could do anything or go anywhere. He was her captive, regardless of what she claimed her purpose might be. He was tired but not so tired as to think that he had been up for an impossibly long time. His time in the tower had left him well fed, generally well-rested, and simply isolated, more than anything else.

      He missed aspects of the Academy, but surprisingly not nearly as much as he thought he would. He missed Tara. James. Checking in on Mia. The library, at least what it had once been. But other parts of the Academy he could have done without. The personalities. The challenges of trying to fit in. The fear that he would be exposed as a fraud within the Academy. None of that really mattered to him. Were it not for his sister, he wasn’t even sure that he would care if he stayed at the Academy.

      That was a lie. He knew it. He did care. Especially now that he had come to gain access to books and think that maybe there was some potential that he had which he could access. If only he could unlock that.

      Finally, Lilith stopped when she reached a hillside that looked down, sweeping and sloping far below. They had been walking for hours. Long enough that he was surprised she didn’t use some way of transporting them, traveling with alchemy as he knew possible, but she had not. Instead, she had gone on foot. He found that strange. Could she not use that kind of power, or did she not have the right alchemical device to allow her to travel?

      “What you see here?”

      Sam stood in place, staring for a long moment. Down below, there were occasional trees, clumps of grass, but the darkness spread, making it difficult for him to make much out. Every so often, a peal of thunder rumbled more loudly than the others, and another burst of bright lightning punctuated it, and he could glimpse more out in the distance.

      “If you wanted me to see something, you should have done it during the daytime.”

      “Have you looked out your window?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      She glanced over, and then she started to smile. “It has everything to do with it. Have you ever looked out your window?”

      “I guess so.”

      “You guess. What have you seen?”

      “I have seen the storms.”

      They had been a constant companion since his captivity. The thunder, the lightning, the darkness.

      That was what she was getting. It was the darkness.

      “You’re saying it never gets light around here?”

      “I’m saying that it is possible that you wouldn’t know the difference between day and night. It is possible there is no difference here.”

      Sam found that difficult to believe. Every place had a difference between day and night, but perhaps she wasn’t altogether wrong. It would be difficult for him to know if there was anything other than what he had seen. The darkness had seemed almost eternal. The storms persistent.

      “Is there something about the storms out here?”

      “There are some who believe this part of the world is at a confluence of energies.” She shrugged, and she stared into the darkness, looking off to the west. “I’m not so sure that I believe that, but there are some who think that. Still, there are reasons for this place.”

      “What reasons are those?”

      She turned back to him. “Reasons.”

      “You wanted me to see something out here. Something that I couldn’t see within the tower. What is it?”

      “I’m not holding you here to torment you, Sam. You are here to gain the understanding needed to accomplish your task. You are the only one who can do it. You are the only one who can control that device,” she said, motioning toward his vrandal. “You have connected to it.”

      “I’m sure somebody else could.”

      “Somebody else would have to have the necessary potential, and unfortunately, it is incredibly difficult to find that potential. So in this case, you must be the one who does it.”

      “Or else this power is released?”

      She fell silent. The thunder rumbled. Lightning crackled. Most of it stayed up in the clouds, illuminating the sky more than anything else, but an occasional burst of lightning streaked down, and he could make out the landscape. Sam stared for a long while until he realized just what it was. Buildings. He saw what looked to be buildings, though they were small, smears of darkness, as if there had been a city there, but not any longer. He saw no lanterns lit, no glowing in the windows, and nothing to suggest any life in that city.

      “What is that?”

      “That is a place long ago destroyed by the Nighlan.”

      Sam swallowed. The air crackled with energy, and he could feel his heart thumping, almost as if in time to the thunder. “Why didn’t they stay?”

      He tried not to let his mind go toward darker thoughts, tried not to think about what the Nighlan might’ve done to those who were here, people that his parents probably would’ve traded with. It did regardless.

      “We don’t know. This is but one such place. There are others. Many others. Many of them are throughout the Barlands, villages that had been safe, protected, but ones whose defenses the Nighlan eventually managed to penetrate.”

      “You wanted me to see the danger of the Nighlan?” Sam turned to her. “I’ve seen what they do. Have been attacked by them. I understand what they want.”

      “You don’t understand what they want. You think that you do. You think that you have seen the key, that you can understand it, but you cannot. There are places of power the Nighlan have not been able to breach. Your Academy was one of them.”

      “Was.”

      She nodded. “Was. Unfortunately, the thirst for power is often far stronger than a desire for protection and safety. People get corrupted, even those you would never think capable of corruption.”

      “We stopped the attack.”

      “You slowed it. The Nighlan were attacking your city when we found you. It is why we went to you. I followed you, and that, knowing that it was responsible for what happened.”

      “If you want to close the lock, then just go back and do it.”

      “I don’t have the right key.”

      “The vrandal,” he said.

      “The vrandal,” she agreed. “And the one I have is meant to protect a different lock.”

      He frowned. “You have a lockout here.”

      “Not here, but back there.” She motioned behind her, back in the direction of the tower.

      Of course, it would be a lock there.

      “And the Nighlan—”

      “Would happily attack, but they would first have to find it. We have done well defending the tower. We have done well hiding the lock. And we will continue to do so. Or I had thought we would.”

      “I didn’t bring anybody to your tower.”

      “You activated the lanterns,” she said, her voice soft underneath the steady beating of thunder. “You don’t know enough about masking your communication. That is my fault. I should not have brought you there, but I wanted you to understand what you are up against. I wanted you to understand the danger. I wanted you to understand why you have to succeed.”

      “Because of the Nighlan.”

      “It is about more than them.”

      “They want the power that is locked inside those seals.”

      “Again, it is about more than just that. They are after the person locked within those seals. And that person controls a great deal of power.” She turned to him. “He is known as Rasan Tel. A powerful man. One who has been sealed away prevented from accessing these lands, but if they were to unlock the three seals protecting, he would have access, and they would have access to him. It is why we protect the tower, protecting the lock. It is why you must learn what you can to ensure that you protect your lock and so that you can close it once again.”

      Sam looked down at the vrandal. He wanted to ask why him, but he already knew the answer. He had slipped on the vrandal.

      It had been chance, nothing more than that, but when he had done so, he had connected himself to the power within it. Had he not, the responsibility would have stayed with the alchemists within the Academy.

      Only there were no alchemists within the Academy. Not anymore.

      The Nighlan had seen to that.

      “How long have they watched over those seals?”

      “The seals have been there for a long time, but the better question would be how long has Rasan Tel been trapped.”

      “And how long has that been?”

      “Decades.”

      “Why haven’t I heard of it before?” He hadn’t seen anything in the library, nothing to suggest any person like that.

      “Most who know what happened are long since gone. And those who remain vigilant. As they should. Or as they should have.”

      “It was the alchemists,” Sam said. “They were the ones who were responsible for keeping that sealed closed.”

      She shrugged. “It wasn’t my lock. I don’t know. But look and see what the Nighlan will do if they gain power. Look and see what they will destroy, how they will destroy. And look and see what would happen, what you would know if they were to succeed.”

      Sam didn’t even know what to say, how to answer. The only thing he could do was stare.

      What if the Nighlan were responsible for what happened to his parents?

      That thought stayed with him.

      He wanted to ensure the safety of the Academy, but that was selfish because he had wanted to return and because he wanted to make sure that his sister had a safe place.

      But now he might have another reason.

      If they were responsible for what happened to his parents, how could he do anything other than try to get vengeance?

      “What do I need to do?”

      “You need to understand. You need to master it. And I’m afraid you are running low on time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam stood at the window on the upper level of the tower. He was in a small room, separated from the rest of the tower with the same energy all around him. He was aware of the storms raging, the thunder and lightning of the Barlands echoing in the distance, all of it carrying to him. The dark smear of clouds in the distance continued to carry the energy of thunder. Sam focused on that, his mind churning with what Lilith had told him, searching for answers, but he had none.

      He had risked the seal.

      That was the point she had wanted to make, a point that she had made of sharing with him, a point that she had wanted him to know—that he was the one responsible and that it was because of him that her seal was now in danger.

      And he had to understand his ability so that he could lock the one in the Academy.

      There was a part of him that wasn’t sure if he should believe her. He didn’t know if she was telling him the truth, even though she had done nothing to harm him—other than holding him here against his will, forcing him to stay until he completed some nebulous assignment. He had no idea what that would involve and no idea how he would succeed.

      The almanac rested on the table.

      Sam didn’t know if it held the answers. Lilith had claimed that it was a key to understanding himself, understanding the vrandal, and understanding what she wanted him to find. Still, as far as he knew, the almanac was primarily key to knowing the arcane arts and how they interacted. He had no idea how that would work for him.

      Another peal of thunder rumbled toward him, and Sam tried not to think about what it meant, that the Nighlan were out there, possibly hunting, searching, coming for them.

      And they might have been responsible for what had happened to his parents.

      He didn’t know that with any certainty, and Lilith had made clear that she didn’t know, that she couldn’t know, but she had also not denied the possibility.

      He took a seat back at the table.

      Find answers. That was going to be how he would protect his sister.

      He turned to the pages again until he found a section he hadn’t read. He used the vrandal to translate the words and read, and it didn’t take long for him to memorize them. There was a benefit in this to Tara and for her arcane arts, but not for him.

      Time passed as he read so that when the door opened, and somebody brought in a tray of food, Sam barely glancing up. He grabbed the tray of food and began to pick at it, chewing the food slowly. The meat was tough and stringy but flavorful. The vegetables were soft. The fruit crisp. The water they had given him was even cold.

      He had no idea where any of it came from, though.

      He read a few more pages before getting to his feet.

      There had been a time when he would’ve given anything to have the freedom to sit and read the almanac, trying to understand what was hidden inside, but knowing the danger that Tavran was in, the threat of the Nighlan, and the need to lock the seal once again, he couldn’t help but feel as if his time here merely served to delay.

      Over by the windowsill, he found a barrier pushing against him, keeping him from leaning out too far. Sam listened to the pattern of the thunder. The sound seemed to tremble, rumbling and lightning created images within the cloud as it streaked through the sky. Every so often, he thought he saw something else beyond the clouds. Then it faded, and it was dark, and the skies seemed even angrier than before.

      Sam turned to the door, testing for a moment, and found it locked as he had each time that he had gone to it. He wasn’t sure if it was to ensure that he had no interruption, or was Lilith really trying to keep him trapped here?

      The protections around the tower were to defend it against the Nighlan, though he had not seen any threat of the Nighlan here. Maybe Lilith was trying to convince him that there would be a danger, but so far, he had not seen any.

      He took a seat again.

      As he stared at the almanac, he couldn’t help but slow his racing mind.

      He wanted to go back to Tavran and to the Academy. Lilith claimed that she would send him there, but would she? Maybe she would decide that it was better for him to stay with her, to stay here where he could be forced to learn more about this power and be forced to learn what it meant for him.

      He thought about the conversation he had with Chasten before leaving. Chasten had believed that there was some power that the alchemist had that he did not, and he had believed that Sam had some potential with it. Maybe Sam really did. And if so, could he find that within him?

      Lilith seemed to believe that he could.

      No. It was more than that. Lilith seemed to think that he had to.

      He turned to the window again. As he looked out, he saw men patrolling around the tower. When he had made his run, there had been no people out there, but that was before he had made the mistake of trying to escape, using the lanterns, and revealing that he was here.

      That was before.

      He pressed the vrandal up against the barrier around the window. He didn’t know if it would even make a difference. He could feel the pressure against him, but it did nothing. The power that had been placed was more than what he could withstand. It was more than what he could counter.

      He started to question if perhaps there was something else that he might be able to do. Not just the pressure up against the barrier, but what if he used the vrandal and tried to activate it? He had found several different patterns that would create a burst of green energy out of the vrandal. He tried the first one, the one that he had used on Ferand, and that power exploded away from the vrandal, struck the barrier, and bounced back at him.

      That wasn’t the key.

      He attempted another pattern, one that he used when trying to use the vrandal for angulation. It was more straightforward, a singular source of power, and as he pushed on that, he felt a faint tingling within the vrandal, but then it faded.

      That didn’t work either.

      And then he pushed on it the same way that he did when he activated the almanac.

      As before, nothing changed.

      The vrandal continued to pulse against his palm, almost painfully, reminding him of when he had first learned to use it. He slipped it off, putting it into his pocket, the metal cool, and was reminded of just how important it had been when he had first made that connection to it. Sam remembered how he had felt when he had started to lose that connection, the panic that had started to set in. He remembered how he had felt and the fear that he had known, thinking that he might lose his hold over it.

      And now, he was able to take off at will.

      He had made progress with it. There was no doubt of that, but what more could he do with it?

      Maybe that was the extent of it. It was a device of alchemy.

      Sam stood in front of the window, watching the storm as it raged outside. The close window did nothing to separate him from the sound of thunder, the feeling of the storm, or the power that existed out there. It shook everything, including his entire being.

      As he stared, he thought about his sister and what she might be experiencing back at the Academy. He thought of his parents and what it must’ve been like for them to have wandered out into the Barlands into a storm that would claim their lives. He thought of Tara.

      He thought of her often.

      After standing there for a little while, losing himself in his thoughts, he turned back to the desk.

      He took a seat, resting the vrandal on the table. When he did, he opened the cover of the almanac and stared at the symbols.

      He had spent so much time trying to interpret them that it seemed strange when he could suddenly see something about the almanac that he hadn’t recognized before. It was almost as if the pattern that was there began to make sense.

      It seemed to merge in time with what he saw, what he felt, of the thunder rumbling around him. It was as if the thunder built up within him and helped him know what he was looking at.

      Reading the almanac had always required the vrandal before. What had changed?

      Maybe it was me?

      Or maybe it was simply that he had spent so much time trying to interpret these symbols, so much time trying to work through the patterns and the shapes and everything within the almanac that he had finally broken through some puzzle that had been blocking him before. Somehow.

      He smiled to himself.

      What he wouldn’t give to have Tara here with him. She had always believed they would be able to work through it. She had always believed that eventually, there would be an answer.

      And he had read the almanac often enough that he had every page memorized—though that was with the vrandal.

      The directions on the page had changed.

      That was strange.

      Could the vrandal activate the symbols in a certain way, but his own mind would interpret it another?

      That seemed unlikely.

      Then again, this was alchemy he was dealing with.

      He turned back to the first page. He recognized the introductory paragraph. It was the same one Lilith had repeated to him, and it was the same one he’d often said to Tara.

      But after that introductory paragraph, the language started to change. There was some aspect of it that had shifted. Sam hesitated, hands pressed against the table, staring at it. He had spent so much time reading the almanac and what was written here that he knew that something had changed, even if he didn’t understand what it was.

      He looked up. Thunder continued to rumble. Every time he felt it, it was almost as if he could sense something else within him. Something soothing. It was strange to feel its soothing nature, to be aware of how that storm called to him.

      It was familiar.

      He had denied that to Lilith. He had tried to deny his comfort in the Barlands, but this had been his home for so long. The storms had been his companion. He had known that thunder, that lightning, and the rain. It had always been there.

      Perhaps that was what Lilith wanted him to remember. Living in Erstan, so close to the Barlands, Sam found that the thunder, the lightning, and the sense of storms were common companions he’d grown accustomed to.

      He focused once again on the almanac. Each page began similarly, but beyond the introductory section, everything about it was different. He was going to have to work through each page. He was going to have to relearn everything in the almanac. If every page was different, how much could he learn from it?

      More than ever, he wished for Tara’s presence.

      Maybe he could tell Lilith that he needed her help. Tara would help him come to terms with everything within the book, and perhaps they would even find something new, something more that she could use.

      Or better yet, now that he had seen this, maybe he could return to Tavran.

      Not until he did what Lilith wanted of him, though.

      Looking up at the door, he couldn’t help but wonder if this was what Lilith wanted. Perhaps not. Did she know that the language shifted based on how he read it? And if he could read it like this, was it possible there was another way? So far, he had seen two different ways of reading it: with the vrandal and without it.

      What would happen if someone like Tara tried to read it?

      She saw nothing but a jumble of symbols when she tried, the same as he’d always seen before without the vrandal. Then again, that had come before he’d been healed. Sam hadn’t really tried to read the almanac without the vrandal ever since then. He hadn’t needed to. He’d been able to access the power of the vrandal and use that energy to find the source of power within it.

      When another burst of thunder came, Sam glanced over to the window. Why was it that the thunder seemed to be such a part of him?

      Maybe because it was.

      The storms were home to him—at least they had been. Now they were something else, though he didn’t really know what they were.

      He had to focus. He had to turn his attention to the almanac and see if there was anything more to uncover within.
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        * * *

      

      Sam sat back. He’d been reading the almanac for longer than he could keep track, and his mind was now a blur of words and instructions. Everything on the pages had started to blend, the same way it had when he read it with the vrandal.

      Strangely, the longer he read through it, the more those images started to meld, becoming something different—almost something he could make out. He could see a shifting sort of energy within his mind, but that had to be nothing more than his imagination.

      He’d read nearly thirty pages in the almanac. There were differences to the writing on each page that were distinct enough for Sam to pick up on them and tell that what was there now was not what he’d read initially with the vrandal.

      He had gotten through most of the almanac with the vrandal, and now this was a matter of simply reading, not working through the instructions. The techniques were different than what he’d read for Tara. With her, the nature of the power involved reaching into the source, creating angulated lines of power—all parts of the arcane arts. Now he began to find something different.

      The first part of each page was still about finding some way to dip into the source. It was no different for him without the vrandal as it was with it, suggesting that the person performing the instructions written on the page had to access a source of power either way. Which meant he had to as well.

      It fit with Tara’s belief about the almanac and how whatever power he might possess was still tied to the arcane arts, regardless of what he might believe. If this source was the same, then maybe he truly did have the same arcane arts.

      Sam stared at each of the pages, many of which he and Tara had worked on together. With those different patterns, he’d seen the way she could use power, and he knew what her version of the almanac could do.

      Could his do the same?

      Sam would have to better understand what it meant about reaching into the source. The almanac might be able to offer that instruction for him now. He remembered what Tara had said about the first part of the instructions on every page—they were too basic for her. Sam, on the other hand, needed basic. Without that, he wouldn’t be able to figure out what he needed to do. He might have learned the complicated theories of angulation and other more advanced aspects of the arcane arts, but he was still a beginner when it came to actually reaching for that power.

      The storm hadn’t abated, but the longer he read through the almanac, the easier it became to ignore the sounds outside the window. There was the steady drum of thunder, the flash of lightning. They accentuated each other, an ongoing sense of power and energy that left him tingling.

      Sam ran his hand through his hair as he read. Was there something more to understand? So far, there’d been nothing. Back to the beginning, then Sam flipped to the first pages in the almanac and searched again for answers.

      Reach into the source. That was the first step of every sequence on every page, but how could he reach into the source without the vrandal?

      Sam didn’t know what that was going to involve, only that his attempts continued to fail. He sat in place, looking at the almanac and the writing on the page, seeking anything that would help him understand whether more was possible for him.

      The source. Lilith had suggested that though Sam didn’t know whether she was trying to help him or hurt him. What had she said about it? That there was something within him, he would have to find. He was supposed to connect to something familiar.

      Could that be the vrandal?

      If it was, that would make the writing in the almanac transform. He’d tried that a few times. Each time he’d slipped it on, the writing blurred for a moment, shifting until it changed.

      The first time Sam had seen that he hadn’t been completely certain what he was witnessing. But when he took the vrandal off and let the power he’d been pulling through it ease away, those letters changed again. The vrandal altered things for him.

      That couldn’t be the source. There had to be something else.

      The answers were in the almanac—Sam felt convinced of that. It had to do with how he reached the source and came down to finding something about the energy within him.

      Reach into the source. The sentence was the same on each page, but the almanac assumed he knew how to do this.

      Thunder rumbled, lightning flashed, both became irritants. With his failure to reach for the power he tried to call, he wanted nothing more than to ignore the storm, but it felt as if the storm battered around him, the steady blast of energy that continued to pulse outward.

      Sam got to his feet and stood at the window, but there wasn’t anything more he could see. The sky hadn’t changed in all the time he’d been looking. Not that he expected it to. If he really were in the Barlands, the storms were constant and brutal, the ongoing violence that these lands were known for. It was why the Barlands served as a barrier between Olway and the areas beyond. There was no reason to annex anything else, especially as there wasn’t a way to cross. Now that he knew the Nighlan had attacked at the edge of the Barlands, he understood why Olway had never expanded any further. It wasn’t only about the Barlands. It was about the threat beyond the Barlands.

      Sam stared. He could feel the energy out there, but that didn’t change the fatigue within him. All that did was make him even more aware of how he needed to find the answers he knew were there.

      Closing his eyes, he began to sway with each burst of thunder. It still rumbled around him, filling him with power, but there was something else within it he thought he could find—and feel. The lightning flashes left him with a sense of that power as well, though he couldn’t see the lightning so much as feel it.

      Sam was completely aware of that storm and the power around him. The air was heavy with the charged scent of the storm. He took in several deep breaths and could smell the energy in the air. It was so familiar to him from his time growing up in Erstan. With his eyes still closed, he breathed in and out, the storm crashing around him and giving him a sense of something.

      Find the source.

      How could he find the source when he didn’t know any way of reaching it?

      The storm thundered, and lightning crashed all around Sam as he swayed in front of the window. He breathed in slowly, drawing in the sense of the storm, the energy in the air. Slowly, he felt something within him start to connect.

      It was vague at first. For a moment, Sam didn’t know whether what he was detecting was real, but he soon began to feel that same charge in the air.

      But this time, it was within himself.

      Taking a deep breath, he could feel that energy as it flowed through him, almost as if the energy in the air tried to open something within him.

      All he wanted was to understand. All he wanted was to reach for the power within him that had been dammed off and blocked when he was much younger. It was the power within him that Daven had healed and restored Sam’s connection to.

      Which told Sam that he had some way of accessing power. He only had to find a way to bridge it, reach within himself, and locate that nature of magic.

      Another burst of thunder came. More lightning crackled. This time, it rumbled through him, echoing within.

      Sam inhaled and pulled on some aspect of that energy, not knowing what he was doing, only that it flowed from somewhere deep within him… and then he felt it, the power that filled him.

      The source.
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      Sitting at the table, Sam stared at the almanac in front of him. The first lesson involved reaching into the source, and now that he felt somehow connected to it, he thought he could find an answer.

      The door opened, and he looked up expectantly. Instead of Lilith, a balding man dressed in a black jacket and pants walked in. He carried a tray and set it down in front of Sam.

      “Where is Lilith?” Sam asked.

      The man peered at him over his thin glasses but ignored him and closed the door.

      Sam hurried toward the door, slamming into a barrier yet again. Lilith hadn’t lifted it. He turned and headed to the window, then pressed his hand against it to see if there was anything he could draw through. Sam did not attempt to reach for the vrandal that remained in his pocket. He was worried that using the vrandal might shift things and cause him to lose his connection to his power.

      Holding on to that sense of energy, listening to the storm as it still raged outside, feeling that power as it flowed through him, he pushed his hand against the window to try to free himself from the tower, but the barrier still held. He didn’t know if he’d be able to escape by pushing out through the window or if there was going to have to be some other way. He didn’t care for what was happening here, but he needed to take the time to see if there was anything he could come up with.

      So far, Sam had no other answers from the almanac, but now that he could feel the power within him, the energy that seemed tied to the storm, he had to think that there would be some answer out there.

      Sam sat back down at the table. He started from the beginning and turned page after page in the almanac. He squeezed his eyes shut, thinking about the writing. His mind raced, and he was on edge. The same energy he could feel from the storm filled him and coursed through him.

      He had to slow his mind down. He had to force himself to focus. Once he did that, then he believed he would be able to find the answers he wanted. All of that was tied to better understanding the nature of what was here and what the almanac could teach him.

      He had a different challenge than Tara did. With Tara, the almanac described the use of angulation that was incredibly complex. Sam understood the theoretical workings of that angulation but couldn’t recreate it himself. Not without having the arcane arts. Not without being something that he was not. Increasingly, he was convinced that he did not have any access to the arcane arts. Whatever he had, whatever power exists within him, was something different.

      In Sam’s case, the almanac described something he had never even used before and not read about or studied at the Academy. He had drawn power through the vrandal, but this was something else.

      He needed to see if there was any way to call upon the power and focus on what he was instructed to do.

      Reach into the source. He had already done that and held on to that sense, letting that energy flow through him.

      Draw the source outward, directing it in a circle around you.

      That was something like angulation, though not quite the same.

      Sam focused on the source, and he thought about how he could pull that energy from him, but he didn’t know if there was any way of pushing it out. The vrandal had given him some experience pushing power. Could it help him with this again?

      Push power out.

      He closed his eyes and focused on that energy within him, drawing it up and then squeezing it outward. It came slowly, but it did come. It eased away from him but then began to fill the air around him.

      When he used the vrandal, there was always deep green energy in the air. This was different, not the pale white that Tara created either. What came out now was something blue—light blue mixed with streams of darkness.

      It wasn’t under his control at all.

      He tried to ease away from pushing it out, trying not to force as much outward as he had already done, but he lost control of it. The energy within him faded.

      Sam held the almanac and focused on the power within him again. He had to gather that once more to see if he could follow the next instruction. As he looked at the pages, the sense of the storm rumbling around him gave him a similar sense internally. Gradually, power continued to build within him and flow through him.

      Once again, he thought about what the almanac instructed. Reach into the source. Draw the source outward, directing it in a circle around you.

      Now that he had effectively drawn the power out, he thought he could do so again. Sam breathed out, focusing on the power he was holding on to, and he watched as the blue-gray cloud formed around him. Keeping it from flowing too far seemed necessary, though Sam wasn’t entirely sure what that would involve.

      He turned his attention back to the almanac, to the next step. Hold the circle in place, solidifying it. How was he supposed to do that? He could hold the circle, but solidify it?

      By using the power that was out there, Sam was aware of the energy and how it created some sort of shell around him.

      A barrier.

      Could it be that the first use of power for him in the almanac was to create a barrier?

      Sam focused, trying to do as instructed and solidify it, but the effort of holding on to the barrier was considerable. Strange that it would tire him so much. As he held on to that power, he could feel something more, though he didn’t know whether that came from within him or not.

      Once solidified, turn the circle back toward yourself.

      What purpose was there in that?

      Sam focused on the circle and tried to turn it back toward himself. Did it even make a difference? He could feel the power that flowed outward, and he was aware of how that energy surged from him. Was it because of anything he was doing or was it a loss of control?

      He’d already seen how he could lose control. By not having enough of a hold on the power within him, Sam could feel the energy there and how it flowed. He tried to turn it back toward him, but something was off.

      The sense of the energy within him began to fade. The power exploded outward; the barrier collapsed. Sam tried to hold on to it as it crashed around him, but there wasn’t anything he could do. He hadn’t solidified the barrier enough. Would it have held better if he had?

      Fatigue washed over him, the same as it had before. Sam stared at the almanac, wondering how long he’d feel that sense of fatigue, but it didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that he had done what the almanac suggested. He was able to follow the instructions on the page.

      A smile came to his face. All the time he’d spent working through the almanac, and it had taken his captivity to find the answers. All he had to do was find those answers, return to the Academy, seal off the lock.

      Then he could return.

      Wasn’t that what he wanted?

      He looked over toward the door. Other than a few servants who had come in, Sam had seen Lilith only once since he’d used the lantern. He knew it had angered her, but he didn’t understand why she’d only placed him in this prison and hadn’t done anything more to him.

      Then again, with the barriers around the room, there wasn’t anything for them to be concerned about. He wasn’t much of a threat. He was captured, and he couldn’t go anywhere. The door was blocked, and the window was a promise of something more that he couldn’t even reach beyond. If he could find some pattern within the almanac that helped him defeat barriers, then he might be able to escape.

      That would have to be it.

      While sitting in place, the energy he’d spent began to build up within him. It took a little while, but slowly he felt restored. This process reminded him of the times when the power of the vrandal was used up as if it had limits.

      Sam was tempted to reach for the vrandal again to see if he could do anything with it, but he hesitated. He didn’t want to disrupt what he’d accomplished. And he had accomplished something.

      He turned his attention back to the almanac and started working through what it instructed again.

      Reach into the source.

      Sam was able to do that.

      Draw the source outward, directing it in a circle around you.

      He maintained the circle around himself. Doing so now was easier than it had been before. He could feel the power as it flowed away from him.

      Hold the circle in place, solidifying it.

      Holding it in place was easy enough now that he’d done it more than once and had a sense of what was required. The solidifying piece was harder, but that seemed to be the key to the next step. Sam wasn’t entirely sure what that was going to take, but he struggled with trying to hold on to the circle of power and firm it up.

      How was he to solidify it?

      The cloud, he realized. Could he push something more into that cloud so he could call upon that energy and know what was happening?

      He strained, and something shifted. It happened slowly, but Sam felt it take hold.

      The circle had solidified.

      Once solidified, turn the circle back toward yourself.

      That was the part he wasn’t sure he could do. He thought he understood what the instructions were asking, but how was he going to pull it back toward himself?

      There would have to be some way of calling on that power. Sam focused on the solid circle and then tried to draw it back. The color within the circle started to fade. For a moment, he hesitated, worried that he’d made a mistake, but then he realized that was what was supposed to happen.

      The color came out from the barrier, then disappeared. Sam held on to it.

      Fatigue started to wash through him, but it was different than before. This was one he could understand, could tolerate. Maintaining the circle around him didn’t take nearly as much energy as he would have expected.

      Sam focused on that power, and he let that energy surround him. He could feel not only the power and the way it was holding steady but also the solid nature of the barrier he had created.

      The solidification and the drawing of the power back toward himself were key steps. He hadn’t just created the barrier; he had made it invisible—at least invisible enough that someone else wouldn’t be able to see what he was doing.

      Would he be able to maintain it, though? Lilith had been able to hold on to a barrier like this for a long time. He had seen the way she used that energy and that power, and he had felt how solid she had made the barrier. If Lilith could do that, then could he?

      The better question would be whether he could push out and call back that power quickly enough that someone wouldn’t know what he was doing. Speed seemed to be part of Lilith’s magic. He suspected that her barriers were similar to what he had just created, but he had never been aware of anything when she formed them. There had been no cloud of color, nothing that revealed her power before the barrier took hold. If he could figure out what she did and learn that technique, then he might be able to use it without someone even knowing. That would be his next step.

      The energy started to fade from him, and Sam allowed it to dissipate. When it was released, he turned to the next page of the almanac. He had created a barrier, and he thought he knew the technique of doing so again. Now it was time for him to keep going.

      He looked over at the door. They knew he was going to keep working at this. They knew that he wanted those answers as well.

      What choice did he have?

      He couldn’t leave until he found them, anyway.

      Which meant that he had turned his attention back to the almanac. It was time to have a breakthrough.
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        * * *

      

      Sam had been sitting in the room for hours, possibly days. There were times when he dozed off, losing track of time altogether and focusing only on the kind of power he felt inside. Reaching into the source had become much easier than it had been at first. The longer he felt that energy around him, the thunder and lightning that left some part of him on edge and vibrating with power, the easier it was for him to feel a similar sense within himself.

      He had to embrace that.

      Every so often, Sam attempted to create another barrier. It was a basic pattern, something he would need to use if it came down to it. He created the barrier easier each time he did it, so he began to focus on speed. He wanted to push out that power as quickly as possible and draw it back to remove the color. Each time he tried it, he did so much more rapidly. It happened now with little more than a thought.

      Practice. That was all it took. Tara had said the same thing about using the arcane arts, and since he’d read as much as he had about them, Sam suspected he would be able to progress rapidly.

      The problem was that what he read about didn’t fit with what he knew about the arcane arts. He had to use a similar technique, but it wasn’t the same. Sam continued to focus on the power: pushing it out, calling it back, and relaxing.

      As he turned his attention toward other pages, he learned more uses for power. Most of them seemed to build upon what he had learned on the first page. Not only was there the barrier, but there was a technique where he swept the energy out around him. In the confines of the room, Sam could feel that energy crash into the walls. He had no idea what something like that was useful for, other than possibly in an attack.

      He wondered if that power would allow him to defend himself if he were in a different situation, but he didn’t know if that was even necessary. The barrier would protect him, and forming one took the least amount of power. The other techniques all required much more energy, and he felt the way that power seeped out from him. He had to be careful, and it was part of the reason he’d started to take naps to replenish his strength.

      Sam lost track of how long he had been working. With the dark sky outside the window, there wasn’t much change to go by.

      Several times he’d been interrupted by somebody bringing him a tray of food. Sam picked at the food and ate slowly, his mind still working through what he’d learned within the almanac. He needed to eat, though, mostly because he could feel some part of him deflating. It was the power required by the magic he was drawing on. Strange that he would be so attuned to it.

      He practiced each technique multiple times before moving on to another. Each time he practiced one, he had a better sense of how to use it. The real challenge would be accessing the source under duress.

      As he sat in the room and relaxed as much as he could, there was no stress upon him. He didn’t feel any difficulty or pressure to try to reach into the source. All he knew was that he had to reach into the source, find a way to master that connection that he had to have and be able to use that through the vrandal to seal the lock and ensure that Rasan Tel didn’t escape.

      He found his mind drifting.

      Maybe that was because of the energy that he felt out and around him, that of the source, even if he couldn't fully figure out how to connect to it. It reminded him of home. Erstan. When he had been with his sister, wanting nothing more than to protect her, to keep her from revealing her power so that she caused danger to others around her, but it also reminded him of when he was younger. He would wander with their parents out beyond the village, heading toward the hills of the Barlands. They had never gone into the Barlands themselves. That was dangerous, and his parents had never brought them that far, not wanting to expose them to the risk of doing so.

      Still, now he could feel something. He could feel that power as if it were coursing through him.

      How long had he wanted magic like Mia possessed?

      His whole life. There had always been a longing, wanting to find the same kind of power that she so effortlessly maintained. When he had gone to the Academy, he had been so close to magic, and he had learned so much about it that he had started to let himself believe that maybe it was possible. Especially when he had found the vrandal, there had been even more reason to believe he could use that power.

      Another flash of lightning came, and Sam pulled his mind away.

      He turned his attention back to the almanac and flipped to another page. When he had gone through the first few pages, there hadn’t been any way for him to know just what each technique would do, but the longer he worked, the more he had a sense of what those patterns created. Now when he skimmed the page, he had a better idea of how each technique would be useful.

      These patterns were different now that he no longer needed the vrandal to teach him the key to it. It was almost as if alchemy through the vrandal had allowed him to open things for the arcane arts, but what was he unlocking when he read these same patterns?

      They were different than what he had read for Tara. Hers had some offensive type spells, but the ones he had managed had been more defensive. Protective.

      There were some patterns that Sam could use in aggressive manners. The spiral pattern that struck the walls could certainly be used like that.

      He had considered using angulation before, wondering if it might offer him something more than what he had managed so far, but he had refrained, thinking that perhaps it made more sense for him to use the patterns as they were described.

      But why did he have to do that?

      Why must he ignore everything that he had learned at the Academy? There were much more that he knew. Much that he understood about angulation, power, and everything he had come to know about the arcane arts.

      Regardless of what Lilith had claimed about her power, Sam thought there had to be a logical approach to this kind of magic as well. And the almanac confirmed that.

      He kept reading through the page, trying to find answers.

      He reached the end of the page, trying to find a way to control it, but his strength faded, and the power started to drift outward from him. This time, rather than him being able to release it slowly, the power exploded and slammed into the walls around him. The barrier around the room forced that power back inward, and it blasted into Sam, knocking him from the chair.

      His head hit the stone, and he blacked out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam came around slowly as he lay on the ground, his head throbbing. Everything within him hurt.

      He tried to sit up, but a wave of nausea rolled through him. He leaned over and retched violently until it passed. Taking a deep breath, Sam attempted to sit up again. He winced as his head throbbed with every movement.

      The only thing he could do was try to roll over and get to his hands and knees. Closing his eyes made it a little bit better. He tried to slow his panting and settle his stomach by breathing in and out with easy, deliberate breaths.

      There was a sense of energy around him. It took him a moment to realize that it came from the thunder and lightning that created tension and put him on edge. He ignored the gnawing sensation that vibrated through him. All he could do was focus on everything else within him to try to get past what had happened.

      A memory of what happened came back to him. It had been his fault. He had released power because he didn’t have complete control over it yet. It had bounced off the barrier along the walls and slammed into him.

      Sam slowly rose to his feet and leaned on the table for support. The almanac was still there, turned to the page where he had left off. He struggled to make out the words on the page, almost as if they were blurry. That had more to do with the injury that he’d sustained than anything else.

      His head continued to throb. It felt as if he’d been in a fight—and lost. The steady sound of thunder didn’t make it any better. With each rumble in the distance, the throbbing in his head surged with a vengeance. He tried to ignore it, but the pounding persisted, making it difficult for him to do anything more.

      Sam took a seat in front of the almanac and skimmed the page. He’d been working on something he didn’t fully understand. He recognized most of the patterns even without knowing how to use them, but not this one.

      That had been his mistake. Had he waited, he might have been able to figure out what the page described, rather than calling upon power he didn’t have any control over.

      Sam took a deep breath, leaning his head back. The throbbing lessened the longer he sat up. The nausea seemed to retreat.

      That sense of needing to reach into the source was still there. It bubbled within him, though Sam wasn’t sure whether there was something more to uncover. He tried to focus on the sense of the source, the way that power flowed within him, but the ongoing sensation of nausea made chasing it difficult. When he managed to find a sense of it, he became aware that what he detected wasn’t nearly as drained as it had been before he’d passed out.

      How long had he been unconscious? If only the storms didn’t make it so difficult to get a grasp of time.

      Sam sat at the table for a while, not wanting to get up. The moment he moved, another sense of nausea worked through him. He nearly retched a dozen times, but each time he felt that sense coming over him, he tried to ignore it. Most of the time, he could settle his stomach and force the rising vomit back down.

      Another violent wave of nausea hit him as he leaned forward. Without thinking, Sam raced to the window, shoving his head out and heaving along the stones. Wind brushed along his face, helping somewhat.

      He blinked.

      The barrier was gone.

      He tried to clear his mind, but that wasn’t happening nearly as quickly as he needed. If he had somehow removed the barrier, did that mean the one around the door was also gone?

      Sam leaned on the windowsill, steadying himself. With each passing moment, he could feel the nausea easing, and he stepped unsteadily back into the center of the room. He staggered toward the door. His balance was terrible, but he forced himself to ignore it. He looked down, but on the ground, he didn’t see the guards that he knew had been there before. Whatever was going on had taken them away from him. There were no more guards here.

      Now that he’d made some progress and the barriers were down, there’s nothing stopping him from leaving. He needed to get back to the Academy.

      He reached the door and pulled it open.

      The barrier around it was gone.

      He had done it. Perhaps not intentionally, but he had done it.

      Sam scooped the almanac off the table and walked into the hall. He was still unsteady. The longer he was awake, the easier it was for him to stay on his feet, but the unsteadiness didn’t ease. He staggered through the halls, every so often needing to pause and lean on the wall for support. There wasn’t anyone in the hall, so he didn’t have to hide—or use any of the new patterns he’d discovered he could now use.

      He moved carefully, his head still throbbing. He tried to follow the source.

      Sam reached a stairway at the end of the hall and started to climb down. Walking down the stairs was more difficult than anything else. Each step left him teetering on the edge, almost as if he were going to tumble all the way down, but he managed to stay on his feet. There wasn’t a railing, though he would have appreciated one.

      When he reached the next landing, Sam looked along the hallway. There was still no one around. Nothing. When he had been through here before, Sam had seen patrols within the tower. There wasn’t anyone now. It wasn’t anything here now.

      And that struck him as odd.

      Sam headed down once more and again paused at the next landing to look around. His vision started to clear, and the throbbing within his head eased a little bit.

      He headed down another flight of stairs. At the next landing, he leaned on the wall for a long moment. His head pounded, and the storm thundered in the distance.

      No, not the storm.

      He looked up as two men raced toward him. He didn’t recognize the jackets they wore and didn’t recognize the crests on their lapels. They were not like those within the tower—and not like anyone that he had seen before.

      His heart hammered for a moment. Only one thing came to mind. One possibility, but it seemed impossible to consider.

      Nighlan.

      He had come to believe that this place was not a stronghold of the Nighlan. And he didn’t believe that it was, so for them to be here, it meant something had gone wrong.

      His mind started to work through what he needed to do.

      Get to the lanterns. Summon Chasten or somebody within the alchemy tower for help.

      More than that, he had to hold onto the source.

      They were a dozen paces from Sam when he hurriedly created a barrier.

      It was the first pattern he thought he could use and the easiest for him to grasp.

      He forced away from himself and then hurriedly inverted it.

      The men slammed into the barrier. Sam hadn’t been sure whether it was even going to be effective. In the confines of the small room in the tower, he had been able to practice with it, but he hadn’t been able to test it.

      They attempted to fight through the barrier, but Sam found that it was easy enough for him to maintain it.

      What he needed was some way to push them back. He thought through what he had learned in the almanac, and there was one particular pattern he could use, an extension of this one. Sam twisted the inverted circle and spun it back out in a spiral. He held his breath, not entirely sure how it would affect these two.

      The power struck them, and they were thrown back into the wall. Their heads slammed against the stone, and both of them collapsed.

      Sam studied them for a moment, worried he’d killed them, but their chests rose and fell. He took a deep breath of his own and started toward the stairs. He remained on edge as he reached the next landing, but he didn’t see anyone else coming toward him.

      The nausea seemed to be clearing, the throbbing in his head easing. Surprisingly, both disappeared the longer he held on to the source, almost as if he was allowing himself to recover. He hurried down the stairs, moving much more quickly and steadily now.

      Where was Lilith? Where were the others with her? Something must’ve happened to them.

      The Nighlan must have targeted them.

      Three men waited down the hall, dressed the same as the two he had just attacked.

      More Nighlan.

      He saw one man with black hair, a thick black beard, and chocolate skin. He looked nothing like those within Olway. The other two with him were equally foreign. They seem to notice him and came racing toward him.

      Sam couldn’t see any sign of the arcane arts coming out of them, though they had to have power of some sort. The Nighlan were known to have power.

      He wrapped himself in a barrier, and as they neared him, he spun it outward. It struck them, and two of them bounced away. The third one drew upon some power of his own, creating a similar buffer around him. It was faintly green as if he could not invert it completely and remove the coloration of the barrier itself.

      The man pulled something from his pocket, glowing with a soft green light.

      Alchemy.

      Sam didn’t wait. He immediately tried to invert the barrier again, but the man had used some part of his alchemy to prevent him.

      Power slammed into him.

      Sam lost his hold on his barrier.

      He scrambled away, thinking about what other techniques he could utilize. There was a strange and difficult one that might be effective. Sam twisted the power, spiraling that pattern outward. The magic slammed into the man and threw him back.

      The man got to his feet quickly and staggered forward, slicing a burst of energy through the power Sam was holding. Sam tried to hang on to it a little bit longer, but the man had more technique. He pushed at him with a hint of a barrier that forced Sam back toward the stairs.

      Sam needed strength. And the element of surprise. He reached for the source, trying to create one of the patterns he had seen in the almanac, but every time he lashed out at the man, his attacks had no effect.

      This man was far more skilled than Sam. Sam had been working through the almanac, and while he had memorized much of it, he did not have practice.

      There was a significant difference between book intelligence and practical intelligence. What he needed now was experience.

      He was forced down the stairs, nearly stumbling but caught himself. When he reached the next landing, two people almost seemed as if they were waiting for him. Several others stood around them, and the power he detected from them left a tingling sense that swept along his skin. They were turned away, watching the staircase in the opposite direction.

      They must have been following others in that direction. Other attackers, perhaps. Others within the tower.

      Maybe even Lilith.

      Surprisingly, that bothered him. There was no reason that it should. They had captured him, held him here, and it forced him to… What, exactly? Uncover some hidden part of himself that revealed a store of power that he hadn’t even known existed?

      Sam maintained the connection to the power deep within him and hurriedly thrust power outward in a circle. With every bit of energy he used, he could feel himself starting to fade, but he could knock them back.

      Something struck him, throwing him back against the wall. Despite how rattled he was, Sam tried to peel himself away from the wall, but the barrier holding him was stronger than he was. The two men had been joined by a third—the one he’d faced on the upper level—and moved even closer.

      A sense of energy radiated from the man approaching him. Sam could feel that power and the way it pushed against him. He needed to find a way to reach into the source, but doing that while distracted proved difficult. He also had to overwhelm the pressure against him.

      Would something in the almanac work? He thought through several different techniques that he had read about within the Academy, techniques that he’d never had an opportunity to actually do anything about, but they were techniques that were still in his mind. He had memorized many of them long ago but had never thought that he would have an opportunity to use them and do anything with them. Even now, he wasn’t entirely sure that he would be able to do much of anything. He didn’t have the arcane arts. He didn’t know if this connection to the source would be enough for him.

      Thunder rumbled distantly again and rolled through the tower. Sam felt the vibrations, the power that flowed through it. He could practically feel when the lightning followed, even if he couldn’t see it.

      A surge of strength came to him. Reaching into the source, he began to focus. He thought about the lessons of the almanac, the way they had instructed him to create a circle of power and push it out from him. There were several similar techniques, and Sam wondered if he might be able to twist them together to create a barrier and use in an attack.

      The man was nearly to him while the others stood off to the side, waiting. A dark sneer twisted the features on his face. Sam could feel power continuing to build from him, an energy that was too much. He tried to ignore it but couldn’t. He couldn’t let the man get too close.

      Sam pushed the source out from him but felt it start to slip. He immediately solidified it, and rather than pulling it back to reduce its coloration, he turned it and twisted it slightly. In his mind, he saw how he could use the energy and turn the barrier into power that would allow him to attack. It would create an edge to the barrier—one that would be dangerous but one he could use to escape.

      He let the power slide forward. The edge of the barrier pressed against the nearest of the two attackers. Sam continued to push that circle of power outward, forcing it beyond him, where it met resistance. It slammed into the other man, and Sam braced for the impact.

      The man staggered.

      Sam could feel the energy within him fading. The longer he waited, the more likely it would be that he wouldn’t have enough strength to escape.

      He drew as much energy from the source as he could. The edge hardened, and he twisted it outward. The man dropped to the ground, and Sam sighed in relief. But the man got to his feet and held his hands out at an awkward angle. He rotated them strangely, and the power he held onto began to shift, sending a band of energy toward Sam.

      Sam was forced backward, and his head slammed into the stone behind him. Waves of nausea rolled through him again, a reminder of what had happened before. Forcing that sense down, he knew he would have to find a way to call upon the source.

      He didn’t have enough strength to do so, though. He was already tired, and this man was far more capable than Sam was.

      There might be something else.

      He reached for the vrandal in his pocket. He’d avoided using it, not wanting to depend upon it, but desperation gave him an idea. When he’d used it before, he had depended on drawing the power within the vrandal itself. What would happen if he used his connection to the source in addition to what he could use from the vrandal? Could he call upon even more power?

      Slipping the vrandal onto his hand, Sam dipped into the connection to the source and called on that energy. He could feel it buried deep within him, though it was slipping away and growing fainter by the second. He needed to find a better connection to it, some way to solidify it, but he wasn’t sure if he could.

      Sam couldn’t use the same type of power he used before. He considered one technique that stuck with him from what he knew of the lessons within the Academy. It was an advanced use of angulation. But even though he understood that angulation and the power behind it, he wasn’t entirely sure if his use of the source would make a difference. Still, he thought he had to try.

      He let out a burst of power, wrapping it in a tight shell around him.

      There came a surge of energy. Then an explosion.

      The attacker stood there for a moment, but Sam maintained his hold on the energy and started to push. The almanac described the energy as power, but it was more than just that. He had to find a way to trap that energy, to twist it as it came out of the vrandal. When he had used the vrandal before, there had been no intention behind it, only the explosion of power. He had used it to defend the Academy. This was the first time he combined it with the energy from the source.

      He began to push out in a circle of power, using a similar technique to what the almanac described, and then he solidified it. Using the vrandal this time, solidifying that power was far easier for him. He still viewed the vrandal as a crutch, though, and while it allowed him to access his natural power, it also did something else—required that he call upon something he wasn’t in complete control of.

      Two of the men got to their feet. A burst of deep green energy flowed out from Sam and swirled around him, then exploded. The force threw the men backward, slamming them into the wall. The third man created a barrier, but Sam overwhelmed it and blasted the man backward along the hallway.

      The right combination of power and pattern was impressive. Sam had seen Tara using different techniques in the time that he had been working with her but had not thought that he would be able to do something similar. The entire time that he had been at the Academy, he had intended to stay—mostly so that he could learn as much as possible—but had not thought that he would ever have the opportunity to use magic.

      It made what he was doing now all the more impressive to him.

      He spun and headed back down the stairs, checking each landing but seeing nothing. With every step, he worried about what the Nighlan intended. He worried about what happened to Lilith, even though he also wondered whether he should be concerned for her or more concerned for himself. She had captured him here, after all.

      But the Nighlan were a threat greater than just what had happened to Sam. They had proven that with their willingness to attack at the Academy.

      And this place might have something similar. There might be something similar here at this place as there was within the Academy.

      Sam raced down the tower until he finally reached the main level. He came across the double doors that guarded the room with the lanterns.

      If he could alert the others of where he was, then they might be able to help him.

      Power began to build from the other side of the door. He backed away, already starting to create a barrier around him, but Sam could tell it was going to be too late. He dipped into the source and pushed the energy outward through the vrandal, creating a ring of protection.

      The door exploded outward, and power slammed toward him. He managed to solidify the barrier just in time.

      He stared at the haze in the air from his use of the vrandal. The deep green energy mixed with some of the power from the source. He tried to see through it, but the light made it difficult for him to know what was beyond.

      Something crashed into him. He bounced off the wall behind him, but the barrier took the brunt of the blow. Sam groaned and looked up as the pale white light cleared.

      And came face-to-face with Bethal.
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      Bethal approached him, glowing with the pale white light she held. Sam had a difficult time seeing anything else other than that light. When he had faced her before, he had scarcely fathomed just how much power she could summon. Seeing it now, seeing the powerful brightness of the energy she possessed, he became ever more aware of just how powerful an arcane arts user that she was.

      “And here I thought Havash had made a mistake with you,” she said, a hint of a sneer edging her words.

      She took a step toward him, but Sam focused on trying to pull as much power as possible from the source to maintain control. He raced through what he had read about in the almanac, trying to develop a pattern that might be effective against her. She had far more experience than he did when it came to magic and the arcane arts. She would be more capable than him. He might have the knowledge gleaned from his time in the Academy and the library, but she had that knowledge and the skill to use it.

      The white light built from her as she struck the barrier and attempted to push through it, but Sam held on to everything he could, reaching deep within the source to keep it in place. He used the vrandal and twisted what he drew out from him, trying to find the necessary energy to force it outward.

      “Interesting. I wasn’t expecting you to have gained any real competence.” Bethal looked around, her mouth pressed into a tight line. “And I certainly hadn't expected you to know of that.”

      Sam had to find the energy within him to resist, but it became increasingly difficult. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could fight. He could feel her forcing herself against the power he held, but something else was within it. A faint surge, a painful burn that was familiar to him.

      She was trying to separate him from the vrandal. Did she think its use was still essential for him to access power? In some ways, it might be. Without the vrandal, Sam wasn’t sure he could create a barrier. He also might find himself using too much power.

      He wasn’t helpless without the vrandal, though.

      The pain that worked through him was similar to what he had felt when she had used her power on him when trying to take the vrandal before. For a moment, his vision started to fade. He could feel the way she tried to split him free from the vrandal. He even feared that he would lose his eyesight yet again.

      But there was a part of him that knew the truth.

      He did not need the vrandal to reach for the source.

      It might help facilitate it. It might have strengthened him, but it wasn’t required.

      He pulled the vrandal away, slipping it off his hand and then into his pocket. The moment the vrandal came off his hand, a wave of relief washed through him. The pain and burning began to fade before disappearing altogether.

      She could only hurt him through the vrandal.

      It was something that he would have to consider later. There had to be some part of what she had done, some part of how she had harmed him, that worked with it, and he would try to understand what that was another time.

      Sam reached for the source. He found the connection difficult, and he struggled as Bethal used her arcane arts against him. He could feel her trying to force her way closer to him, and with each step she took, the difficulty of reaching the source intensified.

      She cocked her head to the side, studying him. There was a new surge of power coming from her. “You don’t need the device any longer?”

      Sam managed to maintain his connection to the source and tried to push everything within him outward so he could force her back, but he was using too much. Exhaustion overwhelmed him. All he wanted was to lie down and rest.

      No. He couldn’t let his strength fade. He would have to find another way, but what would it take?

      Bethal didn’t give him the time he needed to figure it out. She stalked closer to him, and another burst of energy exploded from her. “I knew you’d be trouble when you first came to the Academy. Of limited potential, or so I thought.” She frowned. “Havash managed to shield you from me. Maybe he knew more than I realized. Had I known, I might have claimed you for myself.”

      She grinned as she took another step toward him and the power she was holding on to burst outward again in a pale, glowing light.

      Sam could see the lines of power in the way that she was drawing on that energy. Her arcane arts, and the angulation, fit with a pattern that he recognized. He didn’t need to know how to form that pattern to identify it in her.

      But she was calling upon dozens of different lines of angulated power.

      Tara had shared with him how difficult it was for her to reach for even a few at one time. It was not only an impressive level of control, but it might be more than anyone that he had been around could do.

      He could feel that energy coming from her, but he could also feel something else. The lines that emerged from the pattern determined what the technique would do. There had to be some way for him to use those lines to disrupt her, to prevent her from using them against him. What would happen if he targeted one of those lines?

      She took another step toward him, and he struggled to keep the barrier up. What he wanted to do next would involve not only maintaining the barrier but accessing another source of power. He was going to have to find some way of carving through one of those lines. Maybe more.

      As she neared, the complexity of her spell pattern became even clearer to him. He could see how it was woven together. The brightness came from the pattern as it burst out from her.

      She grinned at him. “You might be useful. I would never have thought that we would want someone like you, but given the challenges you have posed, perhaps forcing you to serve us would be the best option for you.”

      “I’m not… going… to serve.” It took everything in Sam’s power to get the words out through gritted teeth, his jaw clenched against the energy of the arcane arts he felt.

      She clasped her hands in front of her. “How do you think you will withstand me when I tear that trinket apart?”

      There was that term again.

      He didn’t believe that she was working with Lilith and the people who had abducted him, but the choice of words couldn’t be coincidental.

      More than that, he doubted she knew he had the original vrandal, the one that the alchemists had modeled theirs after.

      He held the barrier as much as he could, solidifying it. A pale green energy emanated. Was that just the source? Or was this just alchemy, something that he hadn’t realized that he was drawing upon?

      Thunder rumbled. This close to the entrance of the tower, Sam felt that vibration much better. It pounded on something within him, and when the lightning came, it crackled, giving him a surge of power that flowed within him.

      It was almost as if the storm replenished his connection to the source. He tried not to think about what that might mean, focused only on the threat Bethal posed to him.

      With another step, Bethal came closer. She watched him, curiosity written on her face. The lines of power didn’t change. Whatever angulation she used allowed her to carve through the barrier.

      Sam focused on the source within him, and he tried to call up a separate piece of it. He cried out in pain, and a satisfied look came to Bethal’s face, almost as if she believed him defeated. He screamed, letting that power explode from him, and he pushed out a tiny fragment of energy, different from the barrier. He angled it and directed it toward two of the strands of power within the pattern she held.

      He wasn’t sure it would do anything or if he would have the necessary control to target it, but the burst of power from the source struck and carved through those lines.

      Her power fluttered for a moment. Bethal quickly reasserted control, but it was long enough that Sam understood what he had seen.

      She looked at him with a different expression. “Much more troublesome than I would’ve expected,” she muttered.

      Sam ignored her. What he needed was to maintain that connection. It was faint, but the pounding of the storm outside allowed him to feel fulfilled with energy. The last time he had reached into the source to draw upon a separate section, it had hurt, and he braced for the inevitable pain. But this time, he was bound and determined to call upon as much as he could to force his way forward. He thought about the power that was there and split off another tiny fragment. He used some of his knowledge of angulation and borrowed that skill, thinking of how he could sweep that energy together and how he might be able to push it from him and at her.

      He carved through her strands of power. When she tried to reestablish control, she couldn’t. His connection to the source prevented her from being able to stretch outward and find her own connection. Sam pushed forward, and the barrier pushed Bethal back.

      That wasn’t exactly what he wanted, though. If he headed outside and ran, he’d find himself quickly overtaken by Bethal—or anyone who was with her.

      He needed to get into the lantern room. That was the key to getting some answers for himself. The lantern room was the way that he was going to reach those in the Academy. Maybe Chasten or Havash, or even Tara.

      Sam shifted the barrier as he took a step. He used angulation techniques, mixing some aspect of the arcane arts with what he was doing now with the source. It was all there for him, still settled within him, knowledge and understanding that had remained buried.

      He couldn’t split the source the way that it seemed Bethal could, though. It left him at a disadvantage. She had access to more complicated patterns than he did. If only he could call upon that power with a greater draw, he might be able to come up with how to replicate what Bethal was doing. For now, there was something that he might be able to do to slow her.

      It was one particular tenet of angulation. The theory behind it was simple and straightforward. The pattern was precise, requiring intense concentration, so that if he were to disrupt it, it would run the risk of unsettling her own pattern and forcing it into a new one. Bethal likely had a way to compensate for that, but maybe he could carve away some of her ability to attack him.

      He slid that connection forward and cut through her strands, and Bethal cried out. He ignored it, and instead, he focused on holding on to that separation. How much longer could he maintain it? It took considerable effort for him to hold on to three strands. Both his strength in separating those strands and his ability to keep the barrier up quickly began to fade.

      Sam pushed the barrier forward, and Bethal seemed too startled to react. She stood in place, and when he shifted the barrier, she stumbled as it pushed her back.

      He used that opening to dart forward but could already feel her recovering. She shifted to another pattern of angulation. The strands that he had severed didn’t overwhelm her. She had changed, much as he had feared she would, recognizing the disruption in her pattern and compensating quite quickly for it. This was a true master of angulation. Sam expected nothing less. Not from somebody who had taught advanced angulation within the Academy.

      Power burst against him once more. Sam staggered forward, barely maintaining his hold on the barrier. He reached the doors leading into the lantern room. Another moment. That was all he needed.

      Bethal took a step toward him, and Sam stumbled backward into the room. If he could close the doors…

      He tried to step forward again and reach them, but her power made it difficult for him to move. His barrier slipped, and she took another step toward him.

      Sam closed his eyes, and he could practically feel her angulated power—a side effect of the blindness she had previously instilled upon him. Strangely, Bethal might have been the reason he had grown stronger in his connection to the strands of power, knowing the nature of that magic and how it interconnected.

      He took another step back.

      Not that way, he told himself. He needed to find his way forward, to shut the doors.

      Bethal pushed against his barrier, which continued to fade. Sam had to try something different, find the strength within him to collapse the pressure upon him. He had to cut off the strands again.

      Sam pushed outward, thinking about what he knew about angulation, trying to use that against Bethal.

      Something struck him, and he yelped.

      Bethal let out a triumphant cry and took a step toward him.

      Sam tried reaching for the source.

      He focused on the strands from Bethal. He could see them clearly now. They were angulation. They were a pattern. Which meant they needed precision.

      If he could disrupt that, then he could hold her back.

      Sam pushed against her angulated lines.

      He had to release some of the power in his barrier. Bethal staggered forward, which allowed him to draw even more energy from the source. He shoved it forward, disrupting the angulated pattern that she formed.

      He held onto it and then tried something else.

      He could cut through those lines.

      Sam pushed with the remainder of the barrier and slammed the door closed.

      Once inside, he wrapped some of the barrier around the doors. It wouldn’t hold for long. Bethal would figure out what he had done and would force her way through.

      All he needed was one of the lanterns. Even though Bethal could use the vrandal against him, he needed the lanterns to reach Havash and Chasten.

      Sam backed away from the door, holding the barrier up against it. Even as he moved backward, he could maintain the position of his barrier. He didn’t know if he could do this for long, but he could feel that there was something more here. There was power—a residual sense, almost as if there had been an attack here.

      He glanced behind him. There was a figure lying on the floor.

      This was the room Bethal had come out of. Who else had been here?

      Sam continued toward the fallen form, holding on to the barrier, which was growing more difficult to do. He was sure he didn’t have much time before Bethal crashed into the room, and he wouldn’t have enough strength to fight what she would do to him.

      He decided to ignore the figure for now, and he instead turned toward a lantern and slipped the vrandal onto his hand, which was immediately accompanied by a burning sensation. Sam didn’t know if he would have to fight through that discomfort while trying to use the vrandal.

      He knew the concept behind what was involved in accessing the lanterns. It was a matter of drawing upon the source, using that in a particular pattern that he had observed Lilith using, and from there, he had to hope he could try to reach anyone who opposed the Nighlan. It didn’t have to be those within the Academy, though he still wanted to reach them so that they knew he was alive. It might be better if he called to someone like Daven or Luthian, who had experience facing the Nighlan.

      As he connected to the vrandal, using the power of the source, he pushed it away from himself and into the lanterns using a pattern that he had seen Lilith doing.

      The green light that pulsed out of it struck one of the nearest lanterns. He watched the lantern and continued to access the power within himself. He could feel that energy and how power was flowing, believing that there would be something he could do.

      “Hello?” His voice sounded hollow. Weak. “If there’s anyone there, I need help.”

      Sam continued to push power out through the vrandal, letting it pour into the lantern. There was a burning sensation within him as he did, and he recognized the influence from outside the door. Bethal was using some aspect of her power to influence his connection to the vrandal.

      The pale white light that streamed through the door was connected to the device. Somehow, she had known the moment he had put it on. Had she created some sort of bond to it?

      Sam glanced down at the vrandal, and he slipped it off his hand again. He pulled upon the sense of the source and used a small stream of power to separate the strand that had connected to the vrandal. Was it successful?

      He braced himself and slipped the vrandal back on, then called power through it. There was no burning, no pain. There was nothing other than what he normally felt. The pulsing within his hand. The deep green light that emanated from it.

      It had worked.

      Sam focused on the power within it and pushed more power toward the lantern. “I need help. I know you can hear me. I don’t know who’s out there, but I need help.”

      Pressure continued to build against the door. He could no longer see the strands of power the same way he could from the other side of the door. He had no idea how to prevent her from succeeding. Sam could feel the barrier bulging again. Bethal was going to find her way in.

      He backed into the room, moving toward the center of it. The lanterns created a ring around him. What if he was targeting the wrong lantern? He pushed out with the source, using the vrandal, and angulated the power using techniques he had long ago memorized but had never expected to utilize. He pushed that power into each of the lanterns. As he did, he couldn’t help but think that all of this was simply delaying the inevitable.

      Sam swept his gaze around the room again, and it fell on the person lying on the floor. Now he could see the black hair that spilled around them.

      Lilith.
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      Sam hurried over to Lilith, despite the pressure building against him. He wasn’t sure how long he would be able to hold back the pressure, but he needed to see what had happened to her.

      He rolled her onto her side, and a deep bruise had already formed on her cheek. Dried blood was caked around her nostrils. Sam let out a sigh of relief as she breathed in and out.

      The pressure against the barrier made it difficult for him to focus on anything else. He looked over at the door. What could he do? He could feel the power that he was pushing against but couldn’t see anything within it. What if he could feel it instead?

      First, he would have to remove the pressure against him so he could solidify the barrier. Sam slipped the vrandal off his hand, put it away, and approached the door. As he neared it, he found that it was easier to hold on to the barrier. Distance made it harder—that was good for him to know.

      He thought about the connection to the source. Sam still had that connection within him, but he could feel how it had started to shift after Bethal’s attack. There was still a depth of power within him, but some aspect of it had changed. Sam wasn’t entirely sure what it was, only that he could feel that, and the energy, and that he had changed.

      As the thunder rumbled outside, he was still aware of that power. He could feel the energy of the lightning flashes, even if he couldn’t see them. Why would that be? Maybe he’d become attuned to the power that was there. His time being blind had changed how he was able to sense and use magic, however brief that experience had ultimately been.

      The power thundered around him, and each time it did, he could feel the buildup of energy through him. Through the source.

      That was what Sam had to connect to. The energy rumbled, filling him. He focused on that, letting his understanding of the power come to him. He tried not to think of anything else—not on the power that was pressing against the barrier, not on the vrandal in his pocket, and not even on Lilith.

      All he focused on was the power outside that connected to him. The energy continued to build. Sam could feel the way the pulsing power thrummed within him.

      The source surged.

      Then he turned back toward the door.

      Using what he could of the connection to the source, he drew the power out and let the barrier reform in full. It connected to the door, sealing it closed.

      What he needed was to figure out what Bethal tried against him. He might be able to feel it, but he couldn’t see it, although Sam wasn’t sure that he needed to see it. With his connection, he might be able to use what he could feel.

      Closing his eyes, he thought about the power and focused on what he could of it. He let that energy come to him by holding on to that, and he slowly began to feel aspects of it. At first, what he could detect was vague, little more than the pressure that continued against his barrier.

      Gradually, that changed. There was something else within it. There was not only power but the strands of power.

      He could practically feel the way that angulation was performed. He had been able to cut through it once before, though it was mostly a disruption.

      What he wished that he could do would be to use something similar, splitting that power off in a way that would permit him to have the same ability with angulation. It might grant him the potential to do far more with the source. As it was, the almanac taught him to push power out from himself using a wide band of energy. It was one of the earliest lessons, though. He had to believe there was a way of drawing upon more power. As he focused, though, he could feel what she was doing.

      Thunder rumbled outside. Surprisingly, there was some aspect to that thunder that connected him to something greater. It was almost as if the thunder, and the storm, and the power that was here, built within him alongside the storm.

      Sam used that strengthened power to slide between her angulation.

      It works for a moment, but that was all he needed.

      He called upon more energy of the source and slammed back toward her. Then he created a seal around her, hoping to create a barrier to prevent her from pushing angulated power out from her. It held.

      How long would it continue to hold, though?

      He turned away and headed back toward Lilith. He crouched next to her. Unconscious as she was, there was none of the danger within her.

      He touched her shoulder, shaking her slightly. Lilith moaned, but she didn’t come around.

      Pressure against the door continued to build. Either somebody else was out there, or Bethal had recovered—and he couldn’t tell whether the seal he’d placed around her was still holding.

      What would have happened had he not knocked out the men who were chasing him? Maybe they would have been able to fight Bethal. Maybe they would have been able to help him. But he couldn’t think like that. He needed to focus on getting out of here, to wake Lilith.

      Sam shook her again. “Wake up.”

      She continued to moan.

      The power building against the door intensified. Sam didn’t have much time. He got to his feet and glanced at the lanterns. He slipped on the vrandal and began to focus on it. This time, rather than simply trying to trigger the vrandal the way he had before, he used the source.

      The vrandal wasn’t vibrating for him, though he wasn’t sure that he needed to. At this point, the only thing that he thought he might really need would be access to the source, but he had no idea if he would even make a difference when it came to stopping the Nighlan. He didn’t have enough understanding of that power, nor did he have enough knowledge about how to deflect it. He needed Lilith.

      He might’ve spent considerable time working through the almanac, but it had been enough to help him find the answers that he knew were there. He just didn’t have the time to work through the almanac and piece together the aspects that he needed to know. Lilith would have to teach him, but she had to wake up first in order for her to do that.

      And he had to do so quickly. The Nighlan were coming for this place. There was another seal here. Another lock.

      “I need you to get up,” he said, motioning to her. He tried to tap on her shoulders, her forehead, drawing upon the energy of the vrandal, thinking that the power of the source that he might be able to summon would help him access something more. It didn’t.

      She moaned again.

      Behind him, he could feel the energy building.

      “Lilith,” he said.

      She blinked open her eyes.

      “There you are,” he said. “I need your help. The tower is under attack. The Nighlan are coming. I’ve managed to stop some of them—”

      Lilith shifted, getting to her feet slowly, though she had a hard time doing so. She held her head, rubbing her temple.

      “What do you mean that you stopped them?”

      “I stopped some of the Nighlan,” Sam said. “You had summoned your halls.”

      “They penetrated that deeply?”

      Sam frowned at her. “You thought they only reached this point?”

      “I didn’t know if they managed to breach the lanterns,” she said. “We’ve been trying to prevent their access to it, but they are skilled.” Then she shook her head again. “I’m not going to be of much use,” she said.” Not until I can reach the source more effectively.”

      “I don’t think we have that kind of time,” Sam said. “I can feel the power they are using.”

      He turned toward the door, and even though he couldn’t see what was happening on the other side of it, he could definitely feel it.

      “How can you feel it?” she asked.

      He glanced over to her and realized that he hadn’t told her about that aspect of his ability. Not yet.

      Did he want to reveal it to her?

      There were some things he thought that he wanted to keep to himself, but if it would help them escape the Nighlan attack, maybe he needed to open up more to her.

      “I was in the Academy, and I lost my attachment to the vrandal for a little while. I was blinded. It took healing to restore my eyesight, but in the time that I was blinded, I learned how to detect power used around me.” He nodded to the door. “I can feel the arcane arts out there. I don’t know how many are there, though.”

      Maybe just Bethal, but he worried that it was more than just that.

      How many others were out there? How many others did he have to worry might reach them, attack, and potentially destroy them?

      How many others do I have to fight?

      “You shouldn’t be able to feel it,” Lilith said.

      “And I probably shouldn’t be able to see it, either, but I can. It’s another side effect, I think.” Then again, he had been able to see the arcane arts for as long as he could remember. He wasn’t sure why, only that he was always aware of it.

      “Maybe I was wrong about you,” she said.

      “How so?”

      She couldn’t answer.

      There came a burst from inside the door, a bulging pressure and power, and within that pressure, the buildup of energy continued, starting to overwhelm the energy that he could feel.

      “Any suggestions?”

      “Are you proficient with the source?”

      “I’ve been trying to become more proficient with it, especially as you made it quite clear that I needed to understand what it is that I have to do with it, but I can’t fight like you can.” At least, the way that he assumed she could.

      “Besides, the almanac was mostly defensive type of power.”

      “Then you haven’t read far enough.”

      Sam clutched the almanac up against him. Was there more in there for him?

      Of course, there was. He had been focused on trying to use what he had read, tied up in thinking that maybe he could learn something, uncover some key, and he had, but there were more things that he could have learned. Had he spent more time, worked through the almanac further, Sam was certain that he would’ve come up with an answer.

      He found Lilith standing near the seal, crouching down, and pressing on some of the symbols worked around the seal.

      “Are you opening it?”

      She looked up at him, frowning deeply. “I am making sure that I can add to it. I can only hope that they have not yet learned how to overwhelm this power.”

      “What is this power?” Sam asked, looking at her.

      She held his gaze for a moment, but then she turned her attention back, continuing to push out from the source. She was glowing.

      He found himself watching, marveling at how she used the source, but noting that he could see the same bubbling energy from within her, the source, that he could see from Tara when she used the arcane arts. And much like with Tara, there were specific lines of power that an angulated out. The almanac might not refer to them as angulated power, but that was what it was. And if that was what it was, then Sam had to think that he could understand. That he could learn.

      He didn’t have a chance to do anything else.

      With an explosion of power, the doors to the room thundered open.

      Bethal stood in the doorway, four others there with her.

      Lilith looked up, flicked her wrist, and a spiraling power erupted from her, a greenish streak of energy that flowed from her fingertips and struck one of the men before he had a chance to react. He was tossed back, and he slammed his head on the stone with a sickening crunch. Blood streaked along the rock.

      Sam swallowed, tearing his gaze away.

      Four were left.

      Lilith got to her feet, and she looked at Sam. “Be ready to defend yourself.”

      She flicked her wrist again, and other spiraling power went streaking from her, and it struck one of the other men. He was glowing with the power of the arcane arts, and when her burst of power struck, Sam expected him to go careening backward much like the last one had, but it washed over him, almost harmlessly.

      And then they rushed toward Lilith.

      Sam stepped forward, and he focused on what he could of the source.

      It was surprisingly tiring to use that kind of energy, so that when he called on it, he rolled it out from him, creating the barrier. He slammed it in front of the man who charged at Lilith, and the man’s face wrinkled in irritation. It took barely a moment for him to blast through Sam’s barrier, but Sam had a moment to try to form again.

      Lilith used that time. He could scarcely see what she was doing but recognized that she was calling upon more power, more angulated power, than he would’ve expected her to be able to do. It formed a strange triangular pattern that crossed with another, and when it exploded outward, it struck the man on the other side of Sam’s barrier.

      The man crumpled.

      Lilith darted off to the side, immediately beginning to form the same crisscross power.

      It left Sam dealing with Bethal.

      “And here I thought that we were done,” she sneered. “I’m sure you wished that you were, but you might still be useful.”

      When she started glowing, a burst of her arcane arts flowing from her, Sam reacted. He formed a barrier, sealing around himself.

      He wasn’t sure how long or how well he could hold onto it, but he was determined to keep it wrapped around him as long as possible. He felt a battering of power and saw the lines that she sent streaking away from her, lines that blasted into him. Each time that they did, he braced himself, trying to ignore that power, but he could not.

      She battered at him.

      It was brutal, and it was effective.

      Lilith fought with the other two Nighlan, and Sam realized that she was having a harder time than before. She was calling upon considerable power, and yet, even as he watched the glowing lines of power coming off of her, he realized that she could only deflect so much.

      Bethal’s next blast tore through his shielding.

      She grinned.

      She took a step toward him, and he tried something different. He wondered if he might target the stone. He tried to blast, but it bounced off, ricocheting, and hitting the wall behind him.

      She grinned at him. “Once we have these two opened, the power will return.”

      Sam stared at her.

      He couldn’t overpower her with magic. He didn’t have enough power, nor did he have enough control. However, what he did have was size.

      Bethal was a small woman.

      Sam charged at her.

      She shifted, but she hadn’t expected him to come running at her. He barreled into her, dropping his shoulder, and he slammed into her chest, driving her to the ground.

      He brought his fist up to strike her and then paused.

      He was going to punch—

      A blast of power slammed into him, throwing him free. He went rolling and crashed into one of the other Nighlan. As Sam tried to get up, another burst of power struck toward him. He tried to contain it, trying to reach for the source, but doing so in the circumstances proved far more complex than he had found when he was not under attack.

      Lilith jumped forward, stepping in front of him, blocking one blaster from striking him.

      It bought him only a moment.

      “We have to keep them away from the lock,” she said.

      “I don’t know how you intend to do that,” Sam said. “It’s just you and me.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to be,” Lilith said, her voice soft.

      The others in the tower. That’s what she meant.

      Others who were supposed to be here, fighting alongside her, others who were meant to ensure that the Nighlan couldn’t succeed.

      They had been lost.

      And the Nighlan had continued to destroy them.

      He backed up near Lilith, pressing close to her. He could feel the energy within her. He didn’t need to see it. He was all too aware of how she was holding onto her power and how she was throwing it. Sam could see aspects of it radiating off of her.

      He tried to mimic what she was doing, but he didn’t have the speed or strength to do so. He didn’t have the experience.

      They were forced forward.

      Toward the seal.

      Lilith deflected to more attacks and then angled one toward Bethal, forcing the previous Grandam to shift her attack so that she could deflect the blast.

      Lilith pulled Sam toward the seal, and the two of them stood over it.

      “Keep them from opening this.”

      “How are we supposed to do that?” Sam asked.

      One of the Nighlan used arcane arts, blasting at Sam, but it started to fizzle out as it came toward the seal. He shielded himself, using a barrier of the source, and was thankful that it was mostly effective, but not completely. He could feel it and the energy within himself, but there wasn’t anything else that worked.

      The attack came again.

      He could do nothing other than deflecting the attack. Each time he felt the surge of arcane arts, Sam was forced to react, creating a shielding around himself. The shielding was strong enough to deflect most of it, but he feared for when it would fail. With the ongoing attacks, he couldn’t help but think that it would soon be overwhelmed.

      Bethal and the two Nighlan came toward them.

      Lilith tried to hold her hands up, but something happened.

      A blast from Bethal managed to get past the protections that Lilith had formed, and it struck her.

      Struck her hand, specifically.

      And as it did, that power spilled into her vrandal.

      Then it went down.

      To the seal.

      Lilith wouldn’t move. He didn’t know if she even could move.

      He grabbed her, trying to pull her, but they were blocked by the Nighlan that surrounded them.

      It seemed like the two Nighlan were holding her most of all, and he noticed the lines of angulation that they were using. He immediately targeted one of them, shifting his focus, and he sent a blast at it, striking one of the lines of angulation, cutting through it, and then through another. It was barely enough, but he could move.

      Finally able to move again, Sam grabbed Lilith. He went running, pulling her with him, holding a shielding on both of them.

      “What are you doing?”

      “We can’t stay here.”

      A blast of arcane arts went past him. It struck the doors.

      Not that way.

      There was another possibility, but he didn’t know how to do it on his own.

      “I need you to activate the lanterns,” Sam said.

      “You can’t leave. We can’t stop—”

      “We can’t stop her,” Sam said. “But we can keep her from fully opening the seal, can’t we? Regroup, then you can come back here.”

      Lilith sent another spiraling attack at one of the Nighlan, but it was blocked just as easily as the others had been.

      “The lanterns,” he said. “Or we are getting out of here.”

      She glowered at him.

      “Now.”

      Finally, she turned her attention to the lanterns.

      Sam did his best to block, but the power coming off of her was considerable. Each time an attack came, it slammed into him and sent him nearly to the edge of the lanterns.

      Lilith looked at the seal, and he could see the question in her eyes, the fear about leaving, but if they stayed, he knew what would happen.

      “Please,” he said.

      She finally shook her head, and she turned her attention to the lanterns.

      A burst of energy came from her, power from the source that touched each of the lanterns. He had no idea how she could create five different lines, but each of them began to glow with a pale green light. It was different than the light that he had seen when they were used for communication. It was more like the light from his vrandal.

      He tried to ignore the blasting at him, trying to hold his barrier up, keeping them safe. Lilith surged with power.

      “Get closer,” she said, her voice strained.

      Sam hesitated only a moment before joining her in the lanterns.

      “Where is this going to—”

      Sam didn’t get the chance to finish. A surge of power exploded around him. Blasting everywhere. At first, he thought it was coming from the Nighlan attacking, somehow overwhelming his protection, but it didn’t seem to be. It was coming from the lanterns. Pressure squeezed on him.

      He had felt something similar but didn’t remember it quite like this.

      As the power coalesced and collapsed upon them, he could feel the shift of energy as the Nighlan blasted through his protections.

      Lilith stiffened, and then power burst through them and washed over them.

      Sam blinked.

      They were no longer standing in the room with the lanterns. Now they were on the stone bridge, the evening sky overhead filled with dark clouds and the sound of thunder rumbling distantly. A river ran beneath them, the current rapid and violent.

      Lilith breathed out. “This isn’t quite where I thought we would end up,” she said, “which means…”

      Before she had a chance to tell him what it meant, Sam felt something.

      Arcane arts.

      They hadn’t traveled alone.
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      He grabbed Lilith’s arm, quickly dragging her with him to the side of the bridge. The power was building, and Sam worried that a battle would be upon them suddenly. He looked up briefly at the dark sky. Lightning burst around them, and the occasional beat of thunder sounded within his ears, within his body, and even within his veins. With each clap of thunder, he felt something pulse within him.

      Power. Energy. Something that called to him.

      Lilith resisted his grip, but Sam pulled her along the slick surface of the bridge. He glanced behind him. Where they had been standing, there was now a lone figure.

      Ferand?

      Bethal?

      Sam shook his head. It was neither. Instead, a dark-haired man Sam hadn’t seen before stood on the bridge. A different fear came to him: What if it was Rasan Tel? There was the possibility that he had been freed. If there was another seal that could release him and open his power to the world, it was entirely possible that he had escaped and was already coming for those who opposed him.

      Lilith jerked her arm free and spun her hands in a circle, and the power that flowed from her spiraled in a similar manner as what he had seen in the tower.

      “You need to go,” Lilith said, pushing back on him. “I tried to get us back, but something pulled on me. It prevented me from getting you where you needed to be.”

      “I can help.”

      “Go. Hide. They will free Rasan Tel soon—if they haven’t already. I know how dangerous that power is. You don’t.”

      “I can lock the seal again.”

      Lilith looked over at him. “It’s too late. You haven’t learned what you needed.”

      She turned her attention back to the man.

      The man was surrounded by a pale white light that glowed—not Rasan Tel, Sam decided. He faced Lilith, a wolfish smile on his face. “Did you really think you could escape us?”

      “She won’t be able to follow me here,” Lilith replied.

      “She might not be able to, but I did.”

      Lilith nodded to Sam. “You should go,” she said softly.

      Sam wasn’t sure what to do, but he could see the strands of power swirling around the stranger. Whatever energy he pulled upon was pushing back Lilith’s magic.

      Sam knew the source was deep within himself. He hadn’t been using it during the attack, and now that he was out of the tower, there was no need for him to secure a barrier—even that amount of power was freed up for him.

      Could he use that? He reached for it.

      “No,” Lilith said to Sam, shaking her head.

      The other man grinned widely. “You have been quite elusive.”

      “You aren’t going to get what you want,” she spat.

      “Are we not? I think we already have. How many years have we been looking for your place in the Barlands? Now you have led us to it.”

      Lilith shot Sam a look, and he frowned. Had it been his fault?

      This man was one of the Nighlan. Sam had little doubt about that, but he did question what role the Nighlan had in what was taking place. The energy continued to build, rolling away from him toward Lilith.

      She pushed outward with her barrier. Out here with the thunder and the lightning and, surprisingly, the water flowing beneath them, Sam could feel that energy much more acutely than he had been able to before. He paid attention to what Lilith was doing, wondering if he could replicate how she was holding on to power. He could feel it, even if he couldn’t see what she was doing.

      The other man was pressing inward to try to overwhelm her.

      It was a battle of wills.

      From what Sam could see, they were evenly matched. The man strained against her magic, and he used his own power to push her back. Sam could feel the effect of the power surging out from her, much like he could see the tension in the corners of her eyes, the way she clenched her jaw.

      “If they capture you, they will—”

      Lilith didn’t get the opportunity to finish. A burst of power came from the man and crashed into her. She was thrown toward the side of the bridge and slammed against it, crumpling to the ground.

      Sam was left to face the man alone.

      He hurriedly reached into the source, pushing power outward and solidifying it. He barely had time to do anything more. The man darted forward and tried to knife through the barrier Sam had formed.

      “You are still young,” the man said. “You haven’t even learned how to remove the coloration from your attempt. Eventually, you will. Or should I say you would have learned?” His power continued to build, and he slammed himself forward.

      The barrier Sam held started to crumble. Bethal was talented, but this man had a brute strength she didn’t possess. He might have been even more powerful than she was, which meant that trying to carve through his lines of power would be futile.

      That didn’t mean Sam wasn’t going to try, though. It had worked against Bethal, and he had to believe that something similar would work now. Pulling on those strands might cut this man off from his power. Even if it were brief, it would give them a reprieve.

      He needed Lilith to get back to her feet. He needed her to help.

      First, he had to give her a moment to come back around. Sam held onto the source, and he tried to use angulation to draw upon even more. He found that he needed more than he had with Bethal.

      The barrier continued to crumble as the attacker pushed against him. Sam didn’t have much time. As soon as his barrier collapsed, the man would reach him and undoubtedly overwhelm him.

      Sam pressed against the arcane arts the man used, then attacked. There was a hint of resistance, and the man jerked back in surprise, trying to twist away from the magic. At that moment, Sam glimpsed success. He pressed power out from him, blasting the other man with as much energy as he could to cut him off from his connection to the source.

      But the man recovered, and as he did, he solidified his connection. It was something Bethal hadn’t done. Perhaps Sam had gotten lucky against her. When he had faced Bethal, she’d already fought Lilith, so it was possible she was tired and weakened from that attack.

      Sam attempted to slice through the connection to the source, but the man was well-built and powerful, able to move closer and push him backward. Sam was forced to take another step away from where Lilith lay, who still hadn’t moved.

      Maybe he should have run when she’d suggested it. Lilith had far more experience, and he had no idea what he was doing. The only thing he understood was that the power he could call upon was not enough.

      The man grinned at him. “There are far too many in this part of the world who think to cause trouble. They will soon be shown a different truth.”

      Sam stumbled as he tried to get away. He still held his barrier in place, dragging energy from the source and hoping that the thundering around him would allow him an even greater connection. But as he felt the power intensifying all around him, he didn’t know if he was going to have enough. The barrier kept the other man back, but it did so with weak energy.

      The man pushed against Sam. The barrier started to bulge, bowing inward with the force of his attack. It made Sam change his own focus, and now he paid more attention to the barrier instead of thinking about how to cut the man off from the source.

      Sam’s attacker used his leverage to force his energy upon the barrier, and Sam was pushed down against the bridge. He eyed Lilith, willing her to get up.

      The man laughed, his voice dark. “You have some talent, I’ll give you that, but no finesse. She hasn’t been able to work with you long enough to show you more.” He carved through the rest of the barrier.

      When it collapsed, pain burst through Sam. He tried to ignore it and reach for the source yet again. He couldn’t do so quickly enough. Power slammed toward him in a thick strand of angulated power, stronger than Sam had seen. A beam of power. He hurriedly tried to resist, but at the last second, he changed his mind and swirled his magic against it. He managed to carve through that beam, but barely.

      The man staggered back and caught himself. “I don’t care for that,” he said, storming toward him once again.

      Sam got to his knees. The moment had given him a bit of a reprieve, long enough that he could regain his connection to the source.

      The man used more force, squeezing Sam with a burning sort of pain. “We’ve learned ways of countering your kind of power. It might’ve taken us a while, but we always learn in the end.”

      The Nighlan.

      Sam knew they were masters and learning and understanding the connection to magic and knew that they had conquered many different places because of that.

      But he had to ignore this man.

      He had to ignore his taunt.

      He couldn’t see Lilith anymore, and he didn’t know if she was still crumpled in a heap or whether she had somehow gotten up. If she had recovered, she hadn’t done anything to suggest she was in any shape to fight.

      He needed her.

      Sam backed up along the bridge. He resisted the attack, pushing more energy out from him, trying to use whatever he could. This wasn’t going to be effective against someone like this. The man was using something to make Sam’s ability to access the source more difficult.

      The barrier hadn’t worked.

      He had to try a different type of attack.

      Sam thought through the various patterns from the almanac, trying to come up with anything he could use. Most of the patterns had been variations of defensive postures, and only a few of them had any sort of attacking abilities.

      A soft moan. Lilith.

      He needed to give himself time. He tested a different connection to the swirling power he held. He honed the spiraling pattern. Rather than target the man’s connection to the source, Sam instead aimed his spiraling pattern at the man himself.

      He heard another soft whimper from Lilith. He couldn’t linger.

      The man stormed toward Sam. Something wrapped around his legs, and Sam stumbled, falling back to the stones.

      The man was there in a heartbeat, leaning over Sam. A menacing look contorted his face as he sneered. “And here I thought about holding you for study, but maybe I will just dispose of you and report back that there was an explosion.”

      Power began to build from him, and Sam could feel how he was trying to use it. He could see the strands of power the other man started to draw and how the lines came out of his source, weaving and twisting in such a way that caused even more energy to blossom within him.

      He tried to reach for the source, but he failed. There was some connection to it still within him, but not nearly as much as he needed. His access to the source was fading, the energy starting to seep out of him. Had this person done something?

      The man grinned. “You begin to see your challenge?”

      Sam scrambled backward, but there wasn’t anywhere he could go. The man was moving too quickly toward him. He was too powerful. Everything that he did, everything he pushed against Sam, was stronger than he could withstand.

      With his legs bound, Sam attempted to slide away and separate the bindings by using a hint of power from the source. It wasn’t enough. Everything within him screamed.

      The tension along his legs started to shift, leaving him with pain searing along his thighs, up his chest, down his arms. Sam cried out, wanting to ignore that burning sensation, but he couldn’t. The agony was too much for him, a kind he had never felt before, and that left his entire being throbbing in pain.

      Where was Lilith?

      He couldn’t see her. He couldn’t hear her anymore.

      The sound of his breathing and his heartbeat hammered in his ears, drowning out everything but the water that rushed beneath him…

      Water.

      Sam had read about how various natural energies in the world could be utilized, drawn upon, in order to strengthen various types of angulation. It was why they learned about botany, chemistry and why in later years, he would learn such things as anatomy and zoology.

      Water was significant.

      Water was a part of the world and could influence all types of arcane arts.

      As well as alchemy.

      He crawled back.

      Sam still had the almanac clutched in his arms, which made what he intended to do next risky. He shoved the almanac underneath his shirt. Sam used the source differently than before. He didn’t try to use anything from the almanac or the lessons it offered him. He used what he had learned of angulation, creating a mesh of power, patterns that he had read about.

      He wrapped that around himself, sealing it off. It was a thin barrier, nothing more than that, but hopefully, it would keep the almanac safe.

      Sam leaned on the wall of the bridge.

      He had no choice, did he?

      The man watched him, amusement glittering in his eyes. A surge of pale white movement came behind him.

      Sam couldn’t wait. More arcane arts would come at him if he didn’t do anything.

      When the man started to turn his attention back to him, Sam braced for what he needed to do.

      He jumped over the bridge.

      He could feel power chasing him, but he ignored it.

      Sam splashed into the water and felt the power swirling around him. The only things he focused on were clinging to the almanac, holding on to the power within him, and maintaining the barrier around him and the current as he floated downstream.
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      The river carried Sam. Lilith had said that she was trying to get him back, which meant that she was trying to carry him all the way to Tavran.

      That she had gotten distracted, pulled, suggested that they had at least traveled part of the way, hadn't they? Maybe Sam was closer to the city than he knew.

      A river did flow through the city. It was possible, though unlikely that she had carried him almost to Tavran.

      How far away could he be?

      Too far, much like his ability to relock the seal, was too far from his ability. He hadn’t learned enough.

      With as fast as the water flowed, Sam was also forced to watch the rapid current to ensure he didn’t slam into anything. There were small whitecaps around him, but some of them might’ve been from the wind that gusted.

      His teeth chattered with the cold, though some of the bite was mitigated by the barrier. The magic seemed to help him withstand the worst, though he needed to try to hold on to more than just the barrier.

      Lilith had some way of using Alchemy to travel, so she would have been able to take them somewhere. Instead, she was gone. Dead or captured.

      I left her, he thought. He told himself he couldn’t have done anything about it.

      Sam didn’t know how to feel. Lilith had taken him from the Academy, but she hadn’t harmed him. Without him being held in the tower, he wasn’t sure that he would have learned how to use the power of the source—or the knowledge within the almanac.

      It was because of Lilith that he’d learned what he had.

      A storm reminded him of the Barlands, especially with the power, but there was something else within it that was not quite the same. Sam had felt the power of the storm. It almost seemed as if the storm itself was connecting him to the source, as if it were granting him some access to it or replenishing him.

      He floated, trying to think through what he needed to do.

      Shoreline streamed past him, trees growing in sections, grasses and others, but he saw no sign of life otherwise. No sign of cities, no sign of buildings.

      At one point, he had started to drift off, and he snapped awake, worried that he had lost his barrier and that water would sneak through it. The storm still thundered, though distant now, not nearly as loud or violent as before.

      Maybe he had been wrong. Maybe Lilith hadn’t brought him closer to Tavran. He should have seen something. Buildings, farms, sign of the military, but there was nothing.

      Just then, a burst of lightning flashed in the sky, briefly blinding him.

      As his vision started to clear, he noticed in the distance the outline of something that raised his spirits.

      Buildings.

      He recognized the outline of the buildings. And as he did, he knew where he was.

      Tavran.

      He had floated so far and so long that he had reached the city.

      His head still throbbed from where he’d been hit, and he had been focusing on maintaining the barriers that he didn’t lose control of the almanac, both of which made it difficult for him to think. Still, he was certain that he had finally reached Tavran.

      Lilith had brought him much closer than she had known.

      Of course, she would’ve wanted to have gotten him all the way into the city. That was the plan, after all.

      But now that he was here, he knew what he needed to do. He had to get inside, get back to the Academy, and somehow figure out how to seal off the lock again and keep Rasan Tel from escaping.

      In the distance, he noted fires blazing.

      The current continued to push him downstream, and the water was cool but not nearly as cold as he would’ve expected it to be, something that he thought was tied to how he had the barrier wrapped around him. Thankfully that barrier offered him a layer of protection. Otherwise, he might have frozen during his journey down the river. He looked over to the fires longingly until he realized what they were and what they represented.

      The military.

      Tara had spoken to him about how the armies had been moved out to confront the Nighlan, but they were now here scattered around the city.

      Which meant that the Nighlan had moved closer to Tavran.

      The city was under attack.

      Why had he thought anything else would have happened, though? He had known that the city was going to be attacked and had seen that danger himself.

      But now…

      Now there was a real threat here.

      He could feel that danger.

      More than that, he could see the blasts all around, lines of angulation, power that exploded, and energy that threatened.

      He saw a battle being waged.

      Sam wasn’t entirely sure that he wanted to watch, though. He saw arcane arts used, blooming, powerful lines of energy that crisscrossed as they formed some different patterns that he couldn’t even follow. He wished Tara were there with him.

      But Tara was back in the Academy.

      And all of Tavran was under attack.

      Maybe it was better that Tara not be here. Maybe it was better that no one be here.

      There was too much at stake. Too much in danger.

      Too much to be lost.

      Sam tore his gaze away from the assault, instead focusing on the city near him.

      He needed to get out of the water.

      That was a challenge.

      He floated, and the current was carrying him downstream, moving faster than he could swim against.

      He didn’t see any signs of ships, though, in the time that he had been within Tavran, he hadn’t seen any ships traveling through the river. Maybe it was too dangerous to navigate, or maybe it was to keep the city as safe as possible.

      There might be a way to direct himself toward the shore, but it would involve using a blast of power.

      He was tired.

      Sam focused and tried to use a simple blast of the vrandal behind him. It sent him through the water, toward the shoreline.

      He did it again. This time, he tried to control it. It guided him closer to the shore.

      Sam blasted again, and again he could feel himself push toward the shore.

      He tried to grab for a rock, something that he could catch onto, but he couldn’t.

      The water was pulling on him. With another blast through the vrandal, Sam was thrust forward. He managed to grab a handhold on a rock buried beneath the water, and the current tried to spray around him, spilling up and over him, before he kicked once and rolled, flopping onto the shoreline.

      He laid there for a moment, panting.

      All around, he could feel the energy still building, power cascading everywhere, that of the arcane arts, and the attack that was blasting out and around the city.

      He needed to move. He needed to get back to the Academy. He needed to lock the seal and prevent the Nighlan from succeeding.

      As he sat up, he pulled the almanac out from underneath his cloak. He hoped his barrier had protected it from water and was thankful to see that it was dry. He got to his feet and started along the shoreline. He needed to get into the city, but he could travel this way for a while and wouldn’t have to worry about navigating through crowded streets.

      The sound of thunder behind him continued to build. It almost felt as if there were bursts of power. When lightning struck, he could almost feel the source. That was imagined. Nothing else.

      Sam passed a darkened building. In the distance, lanterns glowed in some of the windows, but not these near the river.

      People were afraid of the fighting.

      He continued to hold onto the almanac, maintaining his connection to the source, ready for the possibility of an attack. He kept a barrier around himself, finding that surprisingly easy to do so.

      He hurried forward. As he jogged past more darkened buildings, he saw activity in the distance. But not yet.

      Hopefully, the Academy would remain safe. There were those within the Academy who were skilled enough to defend against this kind of power, skilled enough to deflect the Nighlan. Maybe Chasten and Okun had managed to call the alchemists to protect the city.

      He had to hope that was the case.

      Another burst of lightning struck.

      Sam hurried forward.

      He needed to get to others before the Nighlan discovered that he was here. With the attack outside the city, how long would it be before Bethal and the others with her knew where to find him? How long before they managed to chase him down and attack?

      He slipped his hand into his pocket, reaching for the vrandal. He felt around frantically for a few seconds, thinking that he must’ve lost it during his journey but that he felt metal under his fingers. He paused, backing up against one of the darkened buildings. He ducked into an alley, trying to stay out of sight. Sam paused and focused on the energy he might be able to detect as he listened.

      He felt for power. There was a distant sense of it, though it was far enough away that he thought he was safe for now. He could feel that energy as it swept around the entire city.

      A barrier. Hopefully, the Academy had been the ones to seal the city inside of that barrier.

      As he made his way forward, he continued to focus on the source. He pushed power out from him, letting that flow into his own barrier, a way of defending himself against the Nighlan. He was ready, but he had no idea what more he might need to do.

      Then a surge of power flared. That power came toward him, and there was something within it that he recognized—something dangerous. Someone had detected his use of magic. It was coming toward him, making its way along the river. Something coming from behind him.

      The Nighlan had found him.

      Sam looked down a nearby alley, then ran. Squeezing between the buildings, he searched for a way out. He emerged onto another street, one that was familiar. From here, the city he knew stretched out below him.

      The barrier wasn’t far from him. Even without closing his eyes, he could feel the energy, practically see it shimmering in the air. If he could see it, would he also be able to see the strands of power within it?

      Sam stared as he focused on that power, thinking about the energy around him, and the light glowed in front of him as it radiated around the city. As he suspected, the barrier consisted of strands of power, but not only one kind of magic—another was woven within it.

      There were thousands of strands.

      He had a sense that if someone were to pluck at one of them and cut it off, it wouldn’t even matter. They were so expertly intertwined that he doubted he would even be able to do anything to bypass it.

      How was he supposed to get through that?

      Shadows moved near him and caught his attention. There was power within them.

      He looked over and realized that he had made a mistake. He was standing out in the open, and now three people were headed toward him.

      They moved with purpose. One of them glowed, and considerable lines of power came from them. Not nearly as much as the man he had faced on the bridge, but still enough that Sam didn’t know if he would be able to sever that connection. The others didn’t have anything quite like it, but he could feel friction—an energy—within them. The energy suggested that they were tied to a different sort of power. If that were the case, then they were using something similar to what he possessed.

      He wrapped the barrier around himself more tightly and backed along the street. There was shadowy movement behind him as well.

      He was going to be trapped.

      Sam spun toward one of the other alleys. At least he somewhat knew where he was in the city. What if he could reach the hidden room that would allow him access to the Academy?

      He sprinted through the street. Power chased him, and Sam tried to ignore it. Instead, he paid more attention to the energy that was within him. He focused on that, trying not to think about how potent the power was that pursued him now.

      In the distance, he caught another flicker of movement and ducked down a different alleyway. They were forcing him back, away from the barrier, the Academy, and those that he had come to help.

      Sam had to make a decision. Either he would fight, or he would run. He didn’t know the right answer, only that there didn’t seem to be any other choice. As he continued to back away, he considered his options.

      He heard the sound of burbling water nearby, which gave him an idea. If the river had carried him to Tavran, could it not carry him to the Academy?

      It would be dangerous. He had no idea if the barrier could extend over the river. Still, given the nature of water and its effect on Alchemy, he believed that there was something beneficial within it.

      Sam raced toward the water as power continued to pursue him. Something struck him in the back, sending him staggering, but the barrier he had wrapped around himself protected him. He let out a sigh of relief as he caught himself and managed to keep on his feet, then scrambled along the road.

      The farther he went, the more he began to question whether he would be fast enough. He hurried, racing as quickly as he could toward the distant sound of the water.

      All he needed was to get to it, and then…

      He saw it glistening in the distance and ran toward it, but something crashed into him, sending him sprawling. Sam tried to get to his feet, but power pressed down on him. There was something familiar within it.

      He looked up, and the man he had faced on the bridge stalked toward him along the street. Two other Nighlan flanked him, both of them glowing with a soft white light.

      Sam struggled to get to his feet, and he found that he couldn’t. They held him down so that he couldn’t move at all. They squeezed him, pressing him against the stones and holding him here. Within moments, they would reach him.

      After everything he had been through, he had made it back to Tavran, but he wouldn’t be able to assist those who needed his help. Tears of frustration washed down his face, and he wanted to beat his fists on the ground, but he couldn’t.

      Power began to build, and he braced for the coming impact. The explosion burst with a surge of white light, and then there was nothing.
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      Sam lay motionless for a long time, trying to comprehend what had just happened. The pressure on him had eased suddenly.

      He scrambled forward to his feet and sprinted. He didn’t pay any attention to what was around him, focusing only on the distant sense of the river. He could hear the rushing sound of the water coming near him. All he needed was to get to it and throw himself in, and he would have some sense of safety.

      He was getting close. He ran as quickly as he could, trying to get to the water.

      Power slammed into his back, and he was thrown forward. In a split second, he focused on the source and welcomed it as he pushed power out. When he flew off his feet, the barrier took the brunt of the fall. Sam staggered forward.

      There was another attack, this one closer. It pressed into him, the power trying to squeeze him again and hold him down. He recognized the nature of that attack. It was the same man.

      Sam wasn’t going to be able to get away. He stretched out his hand, trying to crawl, and he splashed into the water. Immediately, the pressure upon him started to ease.

      He dragged himself toward the river. There was still pressure on his legs, but with the water he’d reached, he found he could separate from some aspect of that magic. He used everything within him to pull himself along the street. The energy around him was almost too much. He tried to reach into the source and hold on to the barrier, worried that he would lose his protection over the almanac—and around him—if he didn’t.

      Sam stumbled. Then he splashed fully into the water. He pushed off from the shore, expanding the barrier outward, which sent him toward the middle of the river. As the current carried him, he breathed out, relieved to be in the safety of the water.

      He looked up, and the Nighlan stood along the shoreline. Power began to crackle from within him. Angulated lines of power started to form, and they arced toward the water.

      Sam ducked under the surface of the river. He pushed outward with a barrier, trying to bulge it around him. He could feel the energy as it pressed in on him.

      He had to stay underwater. The water seemed to be the key. It had allowed him to escape, and it had also protected him from the man’s attacks. Sam could feel the water’s protections and the way they swirled around him, and he thought those protections could surround him.

      Sam kicked, using the current. He slammed into something.

      A barrier.

      That was new, at least, not that he remembered. The Academy might have formed the barrier before he had been stolen away.

      He had to find some way through it.

      He pushed outward, reaching the vrandal out, but it didn’t work the way it had within the Academy.

      Maybe he could go underneath it?

      He dove and felt along the invisible barrier. Water was able to flow through it, which meant that it wasn’t completely solid, but maybe he could find another way.

      He dug his hands along until he found a lower border.

      There.

      He squeezed, pushing with the vrandal, using that to help guide him through. Something grabbed at his ankles, and he kicked at it until he blasted through and reached the other side of the barrier.

      Sam stayed underwater for as long as he could, and when he could no longer hold his breath, he crested the surface.

      He took in a gulp of air, chest heaving, and he looked around.

      In the distance, he caught sight of the Academy. He noticed the uniformed appearance of soldiers, mingled with some wearing robes of the Academy.

      Protection within the city.

      They were ready for a fight.

      There were others. People scurrying as if moving quickly, afraid of what they might encounter. Sam thought that he understood, though. How could they not, especially with what they had encountered?

      Sam maneuvered himself toward the shoreline, holding on to the source for as long as he could and angling it so he could reach land. He reached the shore and grabbed a large stone, using it to drag himself out of the water. Once he did, Sam lay there for a moment, his breaths coming slowly. He had escaped again.

      Now he had to head to the Academy.

      Checking to make sure the vrandal was still on his hand, Sam hurried through the streets. He clutched the almanac against his chest and maintained a thin barrier around him. Although he was back in a part of Tavran he was familiar with, there was still the potential for danger within the city. Given the previous attacks, there was always going to be that possibility.

      Sam followed the street to the Academy. It was gleaming white, looming in front of him. There was a familiarity to it, and he raced along the road.

      And slammed into another barrier.

      Another layer?

      He poked at it, using his vrandal, trying to push through it, but it didn’t work.

      There didn’t seem to be any way of sliding underneath it.

      He took a step back, and he concentrated.

      As he did, he could see the angulated lines of power that had been created.

      Having fought Bethal, and having felt the way that she had used her power, Sam thought that he could do something similar now.

      He pushed on the strands of power. He slid them to the side, creating a narrow opening. It was just wide enough for him and no wider. He turned sideways, squeezing through, still holding his own barrier around himself. If he didn’t maintain it, there would be a danger of the Academy’s barrier collapsing. It might question.

      Then he was through.

      Sam released his connection to the source and looked around the garden. A row of shrubs stretched in front of him, yet he couldn’t feel much near them. Perhaps a bit of energy that crackled along his skin, a hint of magic that had to be here, and arcane power that he had not been able to quite reach. The air held the fragrance of flowers, but there was something almost like heat within it as well, and Sam could practically imagine the magic that sizzled in the air changing what he could detect.

      There was no sign of anyone.

      In the distance, he saw something that caught his eye. He studied it until he realized a person was hiding beneath a swirl of power. Now that he could make out the distinct strands, he wondered if he could peer through them. He knew that he could pull them apart, but he didn’t want to do that and risk revealing whoever might be there. If they were hiding as a way of protecting the Academy, another layer of defense, he didn’t want to be the reason they were exposed.

      Besides, he had something else that he needed to do.

      Get to the seal. Lock it again.

      As he hurried forward, one of the hidden barriers suddenly dissolved, and Professor Clarice stepped forward.

      “Mr. Bilson?”

      She was holding onto a significant burst of the arcane arts. Sam could feel it flowing from her and knew that she was ready to attack. If he were not careful, he would find himself facing a danger from one of the Academy instructors.

      “You have been missing.”

      “Nighlan,” Sam said. “I was abducted. I managed to escape.”

      She frowned at him before glancing behind her. “Get back into the Academy. The Nighlan have been trying to get through Tavran. They intend to destroy the Academy. You should join your tower. We can protect the Academy.”

      He was relieved she didn’t ask him about how he had managed to get through the barriers. At this point, none of that mattered.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      Sam had been gone for several weeks, long enough that it would certainly raise questions, and his simple answer at escaping might not be enough.

      “They overpowered the first army, but the others stabilized the situation. We have been tasked with ensuring the safety of the city and the Academy. We tried to get students out, but it was too late.” She looked at him, and he wondered if she were going to reach the conclusion he feared. “It is safer for the students to be in the Academy. Now go. Back to your tower.”

      Sam debated whether to argue but decided against it. Instead, he hurried toward the door, where he could feel another surge of energy.

      He hurried inside and closed the door, leaning up against it. Sam looked around the familiar main entrance, but it seemed like a long time since he’d been here. The Academy was empty. Shadows lingered along the stone, leaving pools of darkness that made it difficult for him to see much of anything. The thick rug that had normally been in the center of the hall was missing. Paintings that had once hung along the walls were gone as well.

      He needed to find Tara.

      He had been gone long enough, and he could only imagine what she was thinking about what happened to him. She wouldn’t have been able to get through the Study Hall to learn what happened to him. She would have been worried—and for a good reason.

      He looked along the hallway. He didn’t see anyone. The defenses were out in the garden, surrounding the Academy, keeping it safe.

      But there would have to be something here, wouldn’t they?

      For him to get the answers that he wanted, he needed to go to somebody who might be able to provide them for him. Okun.

      Sam raced down the hall toward the kitchen.

      He pushed open the door… and found it empty.

      The kitchen was dark. It smelled empty. Everything around him felt as if the kitchen hadn’t been utilized for days.

      He hurried through the kitchen for just a moment, looking around for any sign of Okun or the others, but there was nothing.

      He stepped out of the kitchen.

      Then he focused on what he could feel around him in the Academy. There was the sense of the arcane arts. It came from all around him. For the most part, he detected it as a glowing sort of energy, a buildup of power, but he wasn’t sure at the purpose behind it. Only that he could feel it.

      He needed to get down to that room. He stepped into the closet, toward the Study Hall, and realize that it was blocked. There was a barrier there. Sam tried to use the vrandal, thinking that he might push through it, but it prevented him.

      There were very tight, narrow, crisscrossing strands of power that prevented him from stepping into the Study Hall.

      Were they trying to keep him from getting in there, or was this some other intent?

      He headed out. There was another way into the Study Hall that he wasn’t sure would have been found.

      Sam headed toward the alchemy tower, down the stairs, and nearly crashed into Tracen.

      He shifted his robe.

      “Bilson,” Tracen said. “What are you doing? You’ve been gone.”

      “I know I’ve been gone, but now I’m here. And…” He took a deep breath, looking toward the common room and to the door leading into the Study Hall. Even without going over to it, he could tell that there were crisscrossing lines of power in front of it. It had been blocked off.

      Had somebody known about that one?

      Tara?

      But why would Tara have sealed off all of this, making it so that Sam couldn’t even do this?

      “Shouldn’t you be protecting the Academy?”

      “We are. From people like you. If you think to attack the alchemy tower again, you are mistaken.”

      He started to build up a pale white power, that of the arcane arts.

      Sam clenched his jaw, frustration filling him.

      “Step back,” Sam said.

      He had moved in front of the stairway leading back out of the alchemy tower.

      “We were given instructions to keep anyone from moving freely throughout the Academy.”

      Sam looked over and saw Gemma and Philan. Two older alchemy students. He didn’t have any issue with any of them other than Tracen.

      “Out of my way,” Sam said.

      He was roughly the same age as them but several years behind them in the Academy.

      But he didn’t fear them any longer. He couldn’t.

      He had something that needed doing, and he knew what must happen.

      Tracen stepped toward him, already using the arcane arts to create a pattern, and Sam hurriedly used the source, carved through it, and then wrapped a protective barrier around himself, blocking him.

      He pushed past Tracen.

      He could hear Tracen sputtering, but Sam ignored it as he hurried up the staircase.

      Sam felt something coming toward him.

      Had he not been attacked by Bethal and the other Nighlan, he might not have been as attuned to the use of the arcane arts blasting behind him, but he had felt it too many times now. He recognized it.

      He reacted.

      Sam spun, immediately using the source, creating a barricade, but then he flipped it. He pushed it out away from him, and that barrier flowed down the staircase toward Tracen and the others until it slammed into them. He heard a satisfying grunt as it hit its targets. The sense of the arcane arts sputtered and then faded, disappearing altogether.

      He wasn’t going to stay here any longer. There was nothing else down there. He needed to find a way into the Study Hall.

      Which meant finding some other means of accessing.

      He could think of several different access points, but if Tara had been involved in placing the protections across them, she would know all of them that he did.

      He needed to find her—or someone else who could help him get inside.

      Havash.

      He probably should go to Havash, anyway. The Grandam would need to know what he had seen and experienced and would need to be ready for the next attack.

      He hurried up the stairs and paused for a moment.

      He saw a translucent haze, little more than that, but as he did, he realized the source of it.

      The arcane arts, but it was woven in such a way as to make it seem invisible. There was a technique to that. Now that he had learned to use the source, Sam understood that technique was tied to a particular use of the arcane arts, even if he wasn’t and tall sure how to do it himself.

      He needed to see who was beneath this pattern. He didn’t want to be surprised by anyone or their power.

      Sam picked at the pattern for a moment before it fell apart.

      Havash stood beneath it.

      He immediately began to glow, the arcane arts bursting from within him.

      Sam reacted, calling upon the source, trying to prepare a barrier around himself. He wasn’t expecting Havash to attack him, but then Havash probably wasn’t expecting Sam to have returned to the Academy—and to be able to use his power against him.

      “Samran?”

      Havash was dressed in the maroon robes noting his office of Grandam. His eyes were narrowed, and his beard thicker than the last time Sam had seen him. He practically raged with the power of the arcane arts within him.

      “It’s me,” Sam said.

      “I can see it’s you. Where have you been?”

      “I’m not so sure that this is the right place to talk about it.”

      Havash didn’t move. He didn’t release his hold over the arcane arts, either, still glowing with a vibrant and bright power that he held within him.

      “I was taken from the room with the lock,” he said, not sure who else might be in the hall. If Havash was shielded, obscured in some way, then it certainly seemed reasonable to believe that others might have been as well. “I thought it was the Nighlan, but it wasn’t. They protect something similar.”

      Havash continued to watch him. “Where did you learn to pick at my angulation?”

      “I told you.”

      Havash frowned at him. He grabbed Sam by the arm and pulled him.

      Sam was too shocked to do anything. He followed Havash, and they reached his office, where Havash threw the door open and forced Sam inside before closing the door behind him. Havash then created a powerful pattern of angulation that crisscrossed around the room, sealing them inside. It would be difficult for Sam to escape. He might be able to work at the pattern, find his way through the way he had through the barrier, and through what Havash had created, but it would be difficult.

      “Talk,” Havash said.

      “I told you. I was taken away, to the Barlands, and I was—”

      “You were in the Barlands?”

      Havash hadn’t sat down, and he steepled his fingers together, looking off as if into the distance.

      “You know of it,” Sam said. He shifted in the chair, and he looked up at Havash. “That’s what you’re looking for, wasn’t it? You were looking for something in the Barlands when you first came upon us. I wasn’t sure what it was, and even now, I’m not sure, but that’s what you are after.”

      Havash turned, and he looked at Sam. “When I left the Academy, I was looking for answers. We knew others had faced the Nighlan. More than the alchemists. I was looking for understanding and for allies.”

      “I thought you were looking to confirm the Nighlan might attack.”

      Havash shook his head. “We’ve always known that they were a threat. We have been trying to keep that from others within the city, but the counsel, along with those in a senior position within the Academy, have known the truth.”

      Havash stopped moving and immediately began to sweep a pattern across Sam.

      He reacted. Having been attacked by Bethal and the others within the tower, he couldn’t help but react. It was an instinctive desire to defend himself. He used his connection to the source, carved through what Havash was doing, and deflected the rest of it. The pattern was disrupted, and it peeled away from him.

      Havash recoiled and winced. “What was that?”

      “I discovered that I have a talent,” Sam said, not really sure how else to describe it. “It’s more than just this,” he went on, holding out his hand with the vrandal on it. “It might be tied to that, at least somewhat, but not entirely. This gives me access to some power, but there’s more that is within me. When Daven was here, he claimed that I had a scar, and that there was some greater power buried within me, and that I just had to find it.” Sam focused on the source. “When I was there, I found it. I think I had to. Otherwise, they weren’t going to let me go, but then again, I’m not entirely convinced that they let me go. They only did because there wasn’t much choice. It was either bring me away from the tower, or the Nighlan would’ve caught us.”

      “They reached the Barlands.”

      Sam nodded. “The Barlands. And apparently the city.”

      “We have been holding them off as best as we could,” Havash said. “Layering protections, but we remain exposed.”

      “Why did they wait until now to attack?”

      “I don’t know. Perhaps the threat of alchemy was enough to oppose them. Perhaps this lock, and the power behind it, is enough that they feel compelled to come after it. Whatever the reason, they are here.”

      “And the barriers around the city?”

      Havash frowned at him again. “Yes. About that. How did you get into the city?”

      “I told you. I can use this other power.”

      “Another power doesn’t explain how you were able to bypass what many members of the Academy placed.”

      Many members?

      Sam wasn’t sure why. Still, it wasn’t just about the angulated lines that he saw, but it was how he could disrupt just a little bit. His power permitted him to do that.

      “I’ve always been able to see the arcane arts. And now I can use that to follow the angulation involved in placing protections.”

      “Which is how you were able to see me.”

      Sam nodded. “Tara told me that was a difficult arcane art to hold.”

      “It is challenging,” Havash agreed. “Holding onto it while moving poses a unique set of difficulties, but under the current circumstances, it has been necessary. Those of us who can do so have found that we have wanted to move within the Academy unseen in case we’re attacked.”

      “If you have protections around the Academy, then why would you need to do that?”

      “The Nighlan have proven that they can bypass much of what we have done. We are maintaining as many protections as possible, but it has proven difficult.”

      Difficult. Which meant that the Academy was not safe.

      “What about the students?”

      “They are here. They will be as safe as we can keep them.”

      “And Tara?”

      “Ms. Stone, along with other capable students, have been pulled into the defense of the Academy.”

      Sam knew how Tara would take that. She would want to be involved. With her knowledge of the patterns that were found within the almanac and how she had mastered that as quickly as she had, it might be that she would be one of the few people capable of truly defending the Academy.

      “I can help.”

      “I am not sure that a student who does not have any arcane arts—”

      “I have something other than the arcane arts,” Sam said. “And I can help. Besides, I know what they are after.”

      “Perhaps,” Havash said, pausing and turning to Sam. “But it may be that they are after something else.”

      “They want to keep the lock open. I have to get back down there, seal it off, and make sure that they can’t succeed.”

      As soon as he said it, there came a faint rumbling.

      It felt like thunder but trembled within the stone of the building, trembling all around them.

      Within that was something else.

      Power.

      Havash frowned, tipping his head to the side, and then he turned back to Sam.

      “What are they doing?” Sam asked.

      “It seems that they are trying to burrow beneath the Academy,” Havash said.

      “Will it work?”

      Havash inhaled deeply. “Seeing as how I haven’t placed any protections there, yes.”
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      Sam followed Havash through the hall, recognizing the buildup of power as it slammed against the Academy. He passed another dozen or so sentries, all of them hidden with the masked power wrapped around them, but none hidden so well that Sam wasn’t able to see them. He wondered if he was the only one who was able to see through what they were doing. If others could not do so, then anything he might do would only weaken the protections around the Academy.

      They reached the main part of the hallway, and Sam turned to Havash. “I need to get down into the Study Hall.”

      Havash glanced over to the almanac and Sam’s arms. “Not yet,” he said. “We need you. We need that,” he said, nodding to the almanac.

      Sam wasn’t sure that was going to be the key. If the Nighlan had already started to burrow beneath the Academy, then the almanac wasn’t going to be the key to them. It was getting to that seal, keeping Rasan Tel from breaking free.

      But how could he convince Havash of that?

      They stopped at the door leading back out into the garden. Havash pushed it open. Power bloomed in the darkness, and Sam stood frozen, transfixed. He could see the different types of arcane arts slamming into a barrier surrounding the Academy.

      “They’ve broken through the barriers around the city,” Sam said.

      Havash nodded slowly. “I could feel it, but I wasn’t sure how they managed to do that. They had been unsuccessful before now.”

      “That might be my fault,” Sam said, shaking his head. “I wanted to get back to the Academy, and I hurried as quickly as I could, afraid of staying outside of the city. Given what I had encountered and how much danger was there, I wanted to get back as quickly as possible.”

      Havash turned to him. His gaze went to the almanac again. Sam could practically imagine the Grandam debating whether to be angry or relieved that Sam had done so.

      “What did you do?”

      “I went under one barrier,” he said.

      “Under?”

      “In the river,” he said. “You didn’t drop it all the way to the riverbed. There is a way through it there. And the other I stepped through, shifting some of the strands used in forming the pattern, but I closed it up again.” He didn’t think that was the way that anyone had gotten into the city, which only left the river.

      Sam should have offered his own barrier when he had gone.

      “If I can add something to this barrier around the Academy, will you open the entrance into the Study Hall?”

      “Samran—”

      “I know you don’t believe me, Havash, and I know you never intended to have me here as a student, but I think that I needed to be here.” He held the Grandam’s gaze. “And I think that I can actually do this. You have to believe me.”

      He held onto the source, letting that power fill him, flowing through him, and even as it did, he was aware that he was standing in front of somebody who knew far more than him.

      “Whatever protection you can place here, and then I will get you in.”

      “I need to find Tara.”

      “I will have someone get her for you. While you are doing this.”

      Sam nodded.

      Havash gave him a beseeching look, and Sam stepped forward. He didn’t move too far into the garden. He didn’t need to. Only a few paces away, he was aware of Professor Clarice, the shielding that surrounded her no different than what Havash had around him. There were several others in the garden that he hadn’t even noticed when he had made his way through here. They had been concealed well enough. Tricky.

      Sam had to ignore that. He had to focus on the barrier.

      He had to offer whatever protection he could.

      The almanac.

      Havash believed that Sam would be using arcane arts, but that wasn’t what would help.

      It was the source. It was his connection and what he could use of the almanac.

      And there was something else. As he looked at the barrier, he realized that he could see a pattern there, but it was more than just the pattern that he could see. He could recognize how that pattern was woven together, and he could practically see a way to add the source to it.

      It was a barrier. That was all.

      With that being the case, then shouldn’t he need to do nothing more than work the pattern into it?

      But the pattern was complicated.

      Sam focused on it, feeling that pattern, feeling how they had placed the different angulated lines into it. And as he did, he could swear he saw a repeating and regular consistency to it.

      He focused on the source, letting it fill him.

      It wasn’t a matter of using any particular pattern that he had read about in the almanac. This was weaving, following the flows, using what he had read about in all the time spent in the library. Had he not spent that time, he wasn’t sure that he would recognize this complicated angulation, and he wasn’t sure that he would be able to do anything here. As it was, Sam could. He recognized what was there, and he recognized that there was something for him.

      He started calling upon the source, and he pushed it into the barrier.

      “Sam?”

      Tara’s voice behind him disrupted his focus, and he spun to her. She raced forward, wrapping her arms around him.

      Power continued to batter at the barrier around the Academy.

      “I will tell you what happened as soon as I finish this.”

      “As soon as you finish what?” Tara asked.

      “Adding to the barrier.”

      She frowned. “With the vrandal?”

      “With the source,” he said. He turned, ignoring her questioning gaze, knowing that he didn’t have any answer for her other than to add what he could hear. He began to work, weaving his connection into the barrier. It was simple, merely a matter of adding to what was already there, using that latticework as a scaffolding to continue to build, sending the pattern up and over, flowing in a repeating pattern. It didn’t even take all that much strength or concentration. As he added to it, the attacks battering at that barrier weakened. It was almost as if combining what he knew of the source with the arcane arts strengthened.

      Then it was done. He sealed it off.

      Sam turned back to Tara. “We need to go into the Study Hall.”

      “You don’t even want to talk about what happened?”

      Sam glanced out into the garden. “I was captured. I thought the Nighlan took me. It turns out it was somebody else, somebody who was working against them. They taught me that I have a different kind of power. And they told me what will happen if the seals are released.”

      Tara stared at him. “When this is over, you and I are going to have a much longer conversation than that.”

      “Gladly,” Sam said. “But for now, we need to get back into the Study Hall, down to where Bethal tried to break into that power, and I need to see if the almanac can teach me a way to close that lock once again.”

      She nodded, taking his hand, and they went racing into the Academy.

      He wasn’t sure where she would take him, but she guided him up the stairs and into the instructor’s quarters.

      “There are only a few access points still available to us,” she said. “There is one here, but only a few students can reach it.”

      “You?”

      She nodded. “Seeing as how I have been tasked with trying to patrol it, yes.”

      “Who else?”

      “Like I said, only a few others.”

      “Let me guess, Tracen?”

      “Sam…”

      “He’s not going to be too happy with me.”

      “What did you do?”

      “When I went trying to get into the Study Hall, I had to use the source to keep him from holding me.”

      She watched him. “You went straight there?”

      “I didn’t know how to find you.”

      “I suppose I will accept that answer.”

      He started to smile, but he saw that she wasn’t smiling back. She was angry.

      They triggered the door.

      It came open, and there was a hint of the arcane arts over the doorway.

      Sam could see the power that was flowing there.

      “Havash thought that the power here was trying to burrow underneath the Academy,” he said, looking over to Tara. “They know about the Study Hall.”

      “Then we need to move quickly,” she said.

      As they started off, he realized that there was a faint trace of pale white energy all along the hall’s interior as well. When he said something about it to Tara, she nodded. “Havash wanted the Study Hall protected as well.”

      He used the source, and he plucked on strands around him. These were nearly as intricate as that which was around the city.

      Had Havash believed that somebody couldn’t get in here as easily?

      Another rumble came, and Sam could feel the energy within it.

      The Nighlan were coming close.

      “We need to hurry,” he said. “I can feel it.”

      “Close, or where?”

      Sam shook his head. “I don’t know. I can feel something. I just don’t know where.”

      They raced through the halls.

      When they reached a barrier, Sam stepped forward. He wasn’t sure if they would’ve placed a protection here or if they would even know that they needed to. He leaned forward, pressing his hand up against it, using the vrandal, and thankfully slipped past.

      When they did, he pulled Tara with him.

      And they reached the doorway.

      She stared at her. “This is where you were taken, isn’t it?”

      He nodded slowly. “I came here because I was looking for a place to practice. I suppose I have the alchemy tower to blame?”

      “You aren’t going to blame Tracen for that, are you?”

      “Not him, but maybe Chasten.”

      “Chasten wanted you to have a place that you could feel comfortable in,” she said. “He blamed himself, you know. He thought that he had chased you away.”

      “You thought that I ran?”

      “I didn’t, but others weren’t quite as sure. Havash talked to your sister, and she didn’t know. She said you were going to work with her, but when you didn’t…”

      “She would’ve known that I wasn’t going to abandon her,” he said hurriedly. “Mia would always know that I wouldn’t abandon her.”

      “That’s what I tried to tell her,” Tara said. “But she didn’t want to listen.”

      There was another burst of power, one that felt closer. Maybe thunder? Maybe an attempt at getting into the Academy.

      He headed to the door.

      As soon as he stepped to it, he used the vrandal, pushed power out from the source, and the door came open.

      Once inside, he paused again.

      He would have to protect this place.

      Maybe a barrier of his own would work.

      He focused, thinking about the pattern he saw within the almanac, and he placed it, swirling around the walls, securing it into place. Hopefully would hold, though he didn’t know.

      “What did you just do?” Tara asked. “I can feel something, but I can’t tell what it is.”

      “Do you remember what Daven said after he helped me? He said there was a scar blocking access to something greater. He removed it, and at first, I didn’t notice anything different.” He looked over to her. “But when I was gone, I felt something. The source.”

      “You said that before. That’s what the almanac talks about.”

      “I don’t know if the almanac refers to the source as in everything that has magic, or if it specifies the kind of power that I can access, and not the same as you, but I’m not even sure that it matters. I can feel it now, and I can feel that power within me. It took me a while to realize they didn’t need the vrandal.”

      “And what does it do?”

      “It’s alchemy,” he said. “It changes things. I suspect it would be no different than if you were to try to use it.”

      “I’ve tried to use it,” she said, “remember?”

      He remembered. It hadn’t done anything for her.

      And maybe it just needed her to trigger it in the right way. Perhaps there was a different way of putting power through it.

      “Regardless, I learned to read the almanac without the vrandal. There are a different set of patterns there for me.”

      “That’s what you did?”

      “All of my studying paid off.”

      “I told you that you had access to the arcane arts,” she said.

      “I’m not exactly sure that this is the arcane arts. Maybe it is. Maybe all of this is, but the kind of power that you access is different.” He hadn’t given that enough thought, but perhaps that was it. It had to be somehow connected to the power that was here. The alchemists must have once been able to reach the same power. Sam was certain of it.

      “We should go. We need to get down to the lock.”

      “You didn’t tell me what you did,” Tara said.

      He looked around. He could practically see the green glowing around the walls, the energy he placed there, and thought that perhaps there was something more.

      They leaned down, and they triggered the staircase.

      It opened up, spiraling down into the ground.

      So far, he didn’t see anything else, nothing other than that emptiness that stretched beneath them.

      Tara looked over at him. “Are you sure that you need to be the one to do this?”

      “I think I have to be.”

      He started down.

      Thunder rumbled again.

      When he was at the bottom, he started to feel something else. Sam took a moment to realize what it was, and he recognized it was pressure building upon the barrier he had placed.

      Somehow the Nighlan must be working against it?

      He had or quickly.

      He looked up at the top of the stairs, wondering if he would end up trapped here again, captured by someone else. This time it would be the Nighlan.

      Tara took his hand, guiding him.

      “If you need to do this, then let’s do it.”

      He let her guide him.

      They made their way along the corridor, reaching the opening with the seal.

      Sam hesitated for a moment, half expecting that there would be Nighlan attacking them here, but he didn’t see anything. He could feel the energy that was here, some residual effect of what had been here before, and he wondered how much of it was from when the other Nighlan had been here, and how much of his was from Lilith and her people.

      It surprised him that he would feel anything.

      And he had to wonder if perhaps some of this might be Rasan Tel.

      He couldn’t help to question whether some of that energy and that power that he was detecting was tied to him.

      Sam still didn’t know what to make of that, of Rasan Tel, or of that power.

      He stopped at the seal. He remembered the one in the tower in the Barlands. They were not identical, but similar enough that the same person could have made them.

      He traced his hand around it, remembering the way that Lilith had pushed power into it.

      How can I lock it?

      “Well?” Tara asked.

      “I’m not sure what I need to do here,” he said.

      “I would suggest that you work quickly. If you don’t, then…”

      He could still feel that pressure building, something that was trying to hammer at him. It felt like they were going to break through and destroy his barrier.

      Sam used the source.

      Maybe if he poured into that seal, maybe there would be some answer for what he needed to do, but as he did, he didn’t feel anything changing. It was almost as if it pulled on that power.

      Sam stopped, half afraid that it would keep calling on the power that he was pushing into it as if it were going to swallow up his connection to the source.

      It began to ease, and Sam relaxed.

      “That’s not it,” he said.

      “Why don’t you look in the almanac?”

      He looked over to her. “I’ve read the almanac from cover to cover, and I haven’t seen anything to explain why needed to do here. I just don’t know what it is.”

      Tara looked down at it. “These are alchemy symbols.”

      “They are,” he said. “But I don’t recognize the order.”

      “They don’t have to be in order necessarily, do they?” She looked over to him. “Maybe there some pattern here that you need to find. Something that will tell you how you need to use yours.”

      The power building, pressing upon his connection to the source, was nearly overwhelming.

      Sam focused on the power down below, continuing to push down into it, trying to call it much as he could.

      He used the source, sending it streaking into the pattern.

      But that wasn’t it.

      It wasn’t a matter of using the source, dumping it into the seal.

      There had to be some technique.

      And Tara was right. This was a series of alchemy symbols.

      Much like the almanac was a series of alchemy symbols, but it required his power to activate it to use the arcane arts.

      He looked down at it.

      Could it be like that?

      He focused on the vrandal, not just on the source, but also used the source, pushing power through the vrandal.

      And as it struck the seal, he saw the symbols begin to shimmer and then began to take on a different shape.

      “We will have to do this,” he said.

      “What?” She looked back at him, frowning, before turning her attention back to the stairs. She must be feeling something as well. Sam could feel the pressure against him and could feel the way that the Nighlan must be getting close to breaking into the room, but they had time still. And if they could lock this, maybe the combined effort of him using the vrandal, the source, along with Tara using her arcane arts, would be enough.

      “It’s the same as the almanac. Try this. Open yourself to the source—”

      “I don’t have the source,” she said.

      “It starts that way on every page in the almanac,” Sam said. “So open yourself to the source, push out two lines of power at forty-five degrees, pressing them toward the contralateral pole and then begin to push them at a gradual rotation of ten degrees for each turn.”

      Tara turned her attention to the seal, and she began to glow with her arcane arts. As that power began to flow, she was pushing outward. He could see the precise way that her angulated lines came together and then gradually started to spiral.

      Sam continued reading and realized that it wasn’t just her power. She was spiraling it, but he had to do something as well.

      He stepped on the other side of the seal, and he formed a single line out of the source and began to weave it into her spiral. It turned more slowly as he pushed that outward.

      “You must be doing something,” she said. “Because I can feel everything start to slow.”

      “I’m adding to it. I think…”

      Sam wasn’t exactly sure if this was right, but as soon as that connected power struck the seal, he felt a surge. It happened quickly, like a hammer slamming through the room, an explosion of power.

      “Keep pushing,” he said.

      He could feel resistance, and he had no way to figure out why, or what it was, but there was resistance.

      And then he realized. They were twisting a lock. They were sealing this back up again.

      They needed just a little bit longer. He couldn’t tell how much longer, only that they had to be close. He could feel that power building, the energy within him, and he continued to push, letting that connection fill him.

      And then there came another trembling.

      Something shifted. Sam could feel it, even if he couldn’t see it.

      The ground glowed with a faint greenish light, completely discolored, as if emerging of both the white of the arcane arts and the green of whatever power he had. Not alchemy, though alchemy often carried the same color.

      And then it faded, disappearing altogether.

      He staggered back.

      The ground trembled.

      But the lock held.

      It would work.

      Sam looked over to Tara. Before he had a chance to say anything, he felt some aspect of a barrier he had a hand in holding fail.
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      “What was that?” Tara asked, looking in his direction. She traced a hand through her hair, her jaw clenched, and her eyes narrowed in concentration.

      Sam could feel the way she was calling on power, even if he didn’t know whether they would be able to stop all of this. Could they succeed? The Nighlan were simply too powerful. The two of them were inexperienced, and it seemed like those within the Academy with the necessary experience did not have the right strength.

      Sam detected some energy. He wasn’t sure if it was the arcane arts, the Nighlan working through the barrier around the Academy, or simply the barrier that he had placed in the room.

      “We have to move,” he said.

      “Then what?”

      “We have to make sure the Nighlan can’t get down here.”

      “Even if they do, what would they be able to do?”

      Sam had no idea. Bethal certainly didn’t seem deterred by anything that he had done.

      “Let’s just move quickly,” he said. “I don’t know what it’s going to take, only that we need to try to block this place.

      “Sam,” Tara said, raising a hand. “I can feel…” She frowned and then opened her eyes. “I can feel the air changing. There’s an energy to it. I don’t know what to make of it.”

      He focused on it. There was something taking place.

      It seemed to filter through the Study Hall, toward them, into the chamber.

      Were they trying to choke them off with some sort of power?

      He wouldn’t put it past Bethal to do anything to harm them and keep them from escaping.

      He took another breath, and that power continued to filter through. It was faint, shimmering as if it were carried upon the air itself.

      That was what they had felt. It was that strange trembling of power that they had detected. That was what had been pushing against the barrier.

      Somehow, he had to seal that off as well.

      “Come with me,” he said, taking Tara by the hand. He led her back up the stairs, and they stopped near the opening. Once he triggered it, the stairs reformed, sealing off the area below.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      He flipped to the front of the almanac. A simple pattern. “We need to work on this together. You remember what the first page instructed?”

      Tara looked at him with a sharp expression. “I remember it, but—”

      “Just try it.”

      She studied him for another moment before shrugging. Tara started to build power. The lines began to pour out of her and spin. “What do you want me to do with it?”

      “Use it around the room.”

      “Even if I do that, Sam, I don’t know that it’s going to be strong enough to withstand the Nighlan. If they were able to knock down the barrier that Havash placed—”

      “It’s not just going to be yours.”

      Sam began mixing in the same basic barrier as she worked, adding that power to what Tara created. The barrier solidified, and Sam pushed his power to hold it there.

      “I don’t know how to leave it locked in place,” he said. “The almanac doesn’t talk about how to hold it, only to form the patterns.”

      “You have read more on the arcane arts than any student here at the Academy other than me,” she said, smiling slightly. “I’m sure the technique is similar, given what you have so far described. You need to find an endpoint and anchor it.”

      He turned to Tara, watching as she used her angulation and how she then turned it in a tight connection, one that was enough that it required significant control. Of course, she could do that.

      He wasn’t sure that he had that same control.

      He also wasn’t sure if the source required that kind of control.

      While it did involve him understanding how to use the source, the control within it was not quite as important. There wasn’t the same need for precision.

      Sam mimicked certain aspects of turning her power, using the same thing with the source, and gradually it began to seal away. As he forced it from him, the barrier shifted, wrapping within what Tara had formed.

      It held.

      “I don’t know if that’s going to be strong enough,” she said.

      “It’s not only your magic anymore.” Sam studied the barrier, the way he had woven his own connection through it, adding to what Tara had done. There was more than enough power within it, and he could feel the way the two energies augmented each other as if one built upon the other and created something more.

      True Alchemy.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “Now we need to go and see what the Nighlan have done.”

      “If they’ve attacked…”

      Sam nodded, slipping the vrandal back onto his hand. He prepared for what he might need to do. Had he already learned enough from the almanac to be able to push back the Nighlan?

      As he looked over at Tara, he realized that he wouldn’t have to fight them on his own. She would be with him. So would Havash, and perhaps others too. If it were a combination of power, of Alchemy, then maybe they would be able to defeat the Nighlan.

      They hurried through the tunnel, and he paused when they reached the door. “I think we should seal this off again.”

      “A double barrier? Now you’re starting to sound like Havash.”

      “If we can prevent the Nighlan from reaching it…”

      She started to pull upon power, the same angulated lines beginning to build. As she weaved it around the room, Sam noticed something and nudged one of her lines.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure. Just something I could feel that wasn’t quite right,” he said.

      It had forced her power to twist just a bit more, but he was able to invert that line slightly in doing so. He could feel the way that power angled a hint more than it had before. He then started to add his own energy into what she was doing, practically seeing what needed to happen. As he wove his within hers, he felt the lines meld together.

      Before the barrier sealed completely, he focused on the inside of the room where they had placed the other barrier. Sam stretched his connection to the source outward, and he nudged the line there. There came a burst of power, but then it relaxed just a little, enough that he was able to feel it settle.

      He finished the barrier in this room. When it solidified, he pulled it back, adding his own hint of power to it. The barrier was holding. It was going to work.

      Tara watched him in amazement. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but I can feel it. How have you learned to have such control so quickly?”

      “When you don’t have anything else to do but practice, it isn’t all that hard. Besides, it’s not as if I haven’t studied magic this entire time. It’s just that I didn't know how to do anything with it until now.”

      A sense of power came bubbling up from above, and Sam turned his attention toward it. They wouldn’t be able to stay here much longer.

      “They will know how to reach the corridors,” Sam said. Bethal could have helped them enter the hidden tunnels and navigate anywhere in the Academy.

      “Havash has worked on that. You didn’t feel it?” Tara asked.

      Sam frowned, shaking his head. “I didn’t feel anything.”

      “There should have been a barrier around the walls. Perhaps you were able to push through it because of the vrandal?”

      Sam didn’t think that was the case. He hadn’t used the vrandal to enter the walls. In his rush to get here, he had only been paying attention to the power he sensed throughout the Academy. Maybe he had simply moved the barriers off to the side without realizing it.

      He closed his eyes, thinking about the power he detected, and he began to feel it. There were traces of power woven all throughout, which surprised him. He felt the way they streaked through the tunnels.

      Havash had attempted to seal off the hidden hallways, but there was something about the way he had done it that felt incomplete.

      “Come on,” he said, grabbing Tara by the hand.

      They raced through the halls, needing to get out of the tunnels before he could do anything more. He reached the nearest access point, slammed his hand against it, and the wall came open.

      Something burst into the tunnel.

      Sam formed the barrier around himself, and then he shifted it, sharpening it into a narrow band and sweeping it outward. It carved through the attacker. He tried not to think about what he had done or how he had done it, only aware of the power he had used. It knocked down the attacker.

      Sam stepped forward, pulling Tara with him. A man lay on the ground, dressed in a dark jacket and pants.

      “Nighlan,” Tara whispered.

      Sam pressed his hand against the wall, sealing the door closed again. They had arrived in the main part of the Academy.

      “What now?” Tara asked.

      “Now, you need to hold off anyone who might be coming.”

      “What about you?”

      “I need to focus on what Havash did to see if I can add to it.”

      “Sam—”

      She didn’t have the chance to finish. A shadow moved along the hall, and Sam glanced over to see three Nighlan striding toward them.

      One of them was blasted by an invisible Academy sentry, and the other two turned toward him. Tara built power from her, and Sam was pleased to note that she used one of the patterns from the almanac. He could add to it, augment what she was doing to help make it stronger, but he needed to do something else first.

      He turned his attention to the hidden tunnels. The power stretching along them was all connected, much like the tunnels were. He could feel the way that Havash had woven that pattern together, creating a connection of magic.

      Somehow, he would have to add something to it, but he couldn’t tell what that needed to be. Some aspect of the pattern was familiar to him, but it wasn’t one of the patterns he had seen in the almanac.

      Could he feel his way along that pattern?

      Sam focused on the way that energy was woven, and he pushed along it. He reached into the source, and he pushed power out from him. He had to go by feel and react in a way that would allow him to find his way through this. Sam could feel the energy here and how the power was woven throughout the tunnels. He tried to envision the way Havash would have tied that energy up within the walls. There was something about the flow that seemed familiar to him, and he traced along it.

      He recognized the pattern. It was one that he had read about in a complex book on angulation.

      Even though he didn’t have the strength to do the same thing, he wasn’t sure if he even needed to. There were aspects of this pattern that he could copy, but there was an aspect of what he had seen in the almanac that might be helpful too.

      Tara cried out, and Sam looked down the hall. There were three others now facing her, and the hidden sentry was nowhere to be found. He recognized the technique she was using, one of the attack patterns from the almanac.

      He hurriedly pushed power into it, swirling it into the spiral that it required. There came a burst, and it exploded and sent the three Nighlan back. Tara nodded in his direction, then headed toward the nearest of the fallen men. One by one, she slammed power into them, knocking them out.

      Sam turned his attention back to the tunnels. If he couldn’t help seal this off, then Bethal and the other Nighlan would be able to move through the Academy and attack unnoticed.

      Slowly, power flowed along the vrandal, twisting through it. It seemed almost as if the magic he was adding from the source knew exactly what to do, and it wove around what Havash had placed. Those lines of power began to twist and expand into something greater. The seal solidified.

      Sam staggered back, and Tara reached for him and kept him from falling. “What did you do?” she asked.

      “I added to what Havash placed around the tunnels.”

      “Was that in the almanac?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe. I had to feel my way along it.”

      “How do you know you didn’t damage it?”

      He shrugged. “Test it.”

      She frowned at him, then turned her attention to the door. She glowed with the arcane arts, power that was flowing from her, several different distinct lines mingling. As they did, Sam tried to copy even a fraction of that, thinking that maybe he could separate his own angulation and replicate what she was doing, but it didn’t work quite the same way for him.

      She tried to press upon it, but the barrier Sam—and Havash—had placed was too much. It prevented her from being able to open it. “What if there’s someone in the tunnels?”

      If there were, then they would have to look for them later.

      He let power be his guide through the halls.

      Five Nighlan made their way up the stairs.

      Sam looked at Tara and mouthed, “Page seventeen.”

      She furrowed her brow for a moment before nodding. She rapidly formed the pattern of angulation, stretching one line out, twisting it back at the necessary forty-five degrees, before turning it up. Another line of angulation formed from her, replicating the same one she had just created before diving downward toward her feet. He began to use his connection to the source, starting to work his connection into the pattern. This was not destructive magic. Just a trap.

      As the pattern stretched away from Tara, she glanced over to Sam.

      “I don’t know how to close this one off.”

      “I think I do,” he whispered.

      Sam felt the power as it sealed around the Nighlan. As Tara’s magic wove into his, he pulled it back. It was similar to the first lesson he’d learned from the almanac. He pulled inward until the power wrapped entirely around the pursuers, then he twisted.

      They were contained, and the containment continued to constrict. It dragged them inward, more and more power squeezing. The Nighlan weren’t going to be able to do anything.

      They headed up into the tolath tower. They worked away from floor to floor. At one point, they came across a Nighlan in one of the halls, and Sam and Tara work together to hold him, sealing him inside. The combined power they were holding trapped the Nighlan and kept him from breaking free. Sam constricted it enough until he collapsed. He didn’t want to kill the Nighlan—at least, he didn’t think so—but he certainly didn’t want the person to come around and cause trouble for others in the tower.

      By the time he reached the first-year section of the tower, he was thankful they had only uncovered one other Nighlan.

      One of the doors came open, and James poked his head out.

      “Get back inside,” Sam said.

      “Sam? You’re back? What happened?”

      Sam shook his head. “Later. Right now, you need to get back inside.”

      “There’s an attack.”

      “I know,” Sam said.

      “Are you…”

      Sam waited for him to finish, wondering what he might ask.

      And realized that maybe he needed to be more careful.

      He had been gone for a time, abducted, and his disappearance would possibly look like he was working with the Nighlan, especially given the attack.

      At least the students. Hopefully, Havash and the other instructors could have tried to ensure that he didn’t get accused of working with them, but they might have been preoccupied with other aspects.

      “I’m trying to do all I can to prevent the Nighlan from destroying the Academy,” Sam said, “and there is something that I can do that—”

      He didn’t have a chance to finish.

      He felt the coming of power.

      It was building behind him, a surge of energy, and he spun. Both he and Tara reacted at the same time, weaving the pattern together, trapping the Nighlan, and constricting the dark-haired woman inside.

      James gasped.

      “Back inside,” Sam said.

      James looked over to Sam and then took a step inside of his room, closing the door.

      “We could seal him in,” Tara suggested.

      “I’m not sure that’s necessary,” Sam said.

      They hurried through the tower again, watching for any sign of any of the other Nighlan, but found it empty. By the time they made their way through grishenack, then olwand, they were left with sharan. They had dispatched several other Nighlan but hadn’t encountered any other students.

      On the first level of the sharan tower, Sam saw three Academy students confronting three Nighlan.

      It wasn’t going well for the students.

      Sam and Tara came up behind the Nighlan, and the two of them hurriedly used their woven spell to trap the Nighlan inside. They constricted, trapping them, and then the three Nighlan collapsed.

      Only when they were done did Sam look and see who they had helped.

      “Stone? You aren’t supposed to be here.”

      “You’re welcome,” Tara said, frowning at Gresham. “Get back in your room.”

      “What are you doing out?”

      “It looks like we are saving the sharan tower from the Nighlan.”

      “We don’t need the help of tolath.”

      “Is that right?” Tara asked. “Because it looks like you do.”

      “We should go,” Sam said.

      “Listen to the Barlands boy,” Gresham said. “Leave our tower.”

      Sam glanced back at him. He was drawing upon the source, and with what he had learned, he no longer even feared Gresham.

      He started toward the stairs, and when he went up, he heard Gresham shout after him.

      Tara joined him, and neither of them said anything.

      “He’s not going to like that,” she said.

      “He doesn’t like much,” Sam said. “And I don’t even care.”

      They hurried up the tower, finding several different Nighlan on the other levels, which they incapacitated. By the time they were heading back down, Gresham was on the stairs, blocking their way.

      Tara started to glow, her buildup of the arcane arts flowing from her.

      Sam rested a hand on her shoulder, shaking his head. “You aren’t supposed to use the arcane arts on somebody else like that,” he said.

      She looked over to him, arching a brow.

      Sam blasted Gresham with a surge of the source.

      “But I don’t use the arcane arts,” he said.

      He started past when Gresham tried to reach for him. Sam could feel the pattern he was forming and immediately slid a bar of his source over the power Gresham was trying to call, cutting him off.

      “He’s not going to handle that well,” Tara said.

      “I’m sure he’s not,” Sam said.

      They raced downstairs. They had gone through all of the towers, through the Study Hall, and had cleared as many of the Nighlan as they could.

      Still, he could feel power.

      It was outside.

      He pointed to the main entrance of the Academy. “We have to go,” he said.

      “Are you sure? The instructors can do this.”

      “The instructors might be able to do some of it, but think about what our combined power has been able to do. They aren’t able to counter it.”

      She sighed and then followed him outside.

      As soon as they were outside, he realized the barrier had fallen.

      Dozens of Nighlan were and the outskirts of the Academy. They were blasting at instructors, pushing them back.

      He found Havash and could feel that power but knew Havash and the others here weren’t going to be able to stop this attack alone.

      He and Tara needed to help.

      Sam stepped forward, using the source.

      They focused on the three enemies nearest them, who were attacking Havash. He was using a complicated series of angulation to defend himself.

      Sam and Tara wove their magic together, and Sam angled the power toward the three Nighlan, wrapping it around and trapping them. It sealed them inside, constricting the same way as it had within the towers.

      Havash glanced back at them, frowning, but he didn’t have an opportunity to question anything more. More Nighlan pressed forward, and Sam and Tara continued working their way through.

      There were too many. Worse, the Nighlan started targeting them. Havash tried to deflect the power, but it wasn’t enough.

      Something struck Sam. It wasn’t until he was thrown back that he realized he was still holding on to a hint of barrier around himself, which protected him. He crashed into the ground but quickly stood up and shook himself off. His head rang from the explosion.

      He surveyed the area. Tara lay on the ground, unmoving. He raced over to her and checked for a pulse. She was still alive. A barrier hadn’t been protecting her.

      Without Tara, how were they going to do this?

      An explosion thundered, throwing Havash back. Chasten joined Sam, and the two of them worked side by side. Chasten tossed small metallic objects they went rolling away from him, glowing with a pale green light. He triggered them with a connection to the arcane arts, explosions bursting away from him.

      Sam tried to draw upon the source and add it to the barrier.

      There were too many Nighlan, and they were overwhelming the Academy.

      Sam stood by Tara’s unconscious form, holding on to as much power as he could. Within that power was a sense of desperation.

      The attacks shifted, turning toward him. He pulled on power from the source, and the only thing he could do was to create enough of a barrier to protect himself and Tara. He tried to maximize that power, but even as he did, he couldn’t tell whether there was enough strength within him for what was coming next. The only option remaining was to try to draw power from the vrandal.

      Sam focused on the source, and he drew it up through him, calling it through the vrandal. He created the barrier around him and solidified it. Power beat and blasted against it, but the barrier held. For now.

      He looked around. Havash was down. Chasten was down. Tara was down. He saw the motionless forms of others around him. Instructors. Familiar faces that he had seen inside of the Academy during his time there.

      Sam had stopped the Nighlan within the Academy, sealed off the hidden tunnels, even closed the secret room. All of that seemed to be what the Nighlan were targeting. But if they were after that, why would they have been heading into the Academy itself?

      They should have succeeded.

      That was what bothered him more than anything. They had locked the seal yet again. Sam didn’t even know if Rasan Tel had escaped, but maybe they didn’t even care. The Nighlan intended to destroy the entire Academy just to ensure that the seal could never be closed again.

      And with as powerful as they were, they might even succeed.

      Almost too late, he realized that others were coming toward him. Bethal was there, and so was the man he’d faced on the bridge. There were other Nighlan behind them, dozens of them. Power battered at him, one burst after another, and though Sam pulled energy through the vrandal and tried to protect himself, he could feel that it wasn’t going to be enough.

      Everything they were attempting would fail.

      With another blast of energy, the barrier around him collapsed.

      Bethal turned to him, a dark smile curving her mouth.
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      Bethal stalked toward him, rage glittering in her eyes. Sam could practically feel the power crackling from her, and he prepared to resist, though he wasn’t sure if he could.

      She watched him. “So much trouble,” she said, circling him. Her gaze flicked to the ground. “And look what you have done to poor Ms. Stone. All because you thought you should involve her in what you were doing.”

      Sam reached for the source and grabbed it for a moment before her attack slammed into him. He was able to create only a thin barrier, little more than that. It barely protected him.

      “We’ve sealed off everything within the Academy,” Sam said. “You won’t be able to free Rasan Tel.”

      “Are you so confident in your ability? I seem to recall that you only came to this Academy a few months ago. And you believe you know enough to stop what has been in motion for decades?”

      Had it been that long?

      Lilith hadn’t told him all about Rasan Tel, only that he had been imprisoned and that the seals that were placed would keep him there. Would destroying the entire structure free him?

      There was a flicker of power, and Sam looked beyond her. More Nighlan were appearing. Even the distant rumble of thunder and the occasional crackle of lightning did nothing to help him feel any better.

      “How many lands do you think we have conquered?” Bethal swept her gaze around. “None have been quite so troublesome as this, but now that we have stopped this land’s most difficult weapon, I think the rest of it will fall into line quite easily.”

      Sam tried to reach for power and summon more from the source, but he struggled with each attempt. He could feel the source within him, but that power was faint and ever fading. He thought the only thing that might help would be using the vrandal, but he didn’t know if it would create enough power to make a difference.

      He had come back to the Academy, thinking that he could close the lock and prevent the Nighlan from having access to the power they wanted, but they proved to be too much.

      At least, too much for him to do alone.

      He needed Tara.

      “You don’t even understand what you are freeing,” he said, using what Lilith had told him.

      “I know well enough. Once he is free, he will lead the Nighlan.”

      “Why do you even need him?”

      A burst of unseen power struck Sam, nearly knocking him down. It took all his concentration to hold his barrier and keep from being thrown to the ground and prevent her from separating him from the source.

      “Once you see his power, you will understand. He will show us how to draw that power.”

      Sam laughed, shaking his head. He knew better than to antagonize Bethal, but he needed to distract her. By himself time. Somehow. “He seeks to destroy.”

      Another burst of power hit him, this time from behind.

      “You would do well not to laugh at your future master,” a voice said.

      Sam turned and felt a moment of panic that Rasan Tel might be there, but it was the massive man he’d faced on the bridge.

      Bethal eyed the newcomer. “I have this well in hand, Jerdal.”

      “I am not sure you do. You seem to struggle with this boy.” Jerdal slammed another burst of power into Sam.

      Sam struggled to maintain his connection, and each time a blast struck him, he felt his grip on the source begin to fade. Eventually, he would lose it altogether, and he wouldn’t have any chance of getting out of here alive.

      Not that Sam had much of a chance of that now. Anyone who had a possibility of helping him was lying on the ground, all of his allies unmoving.

      “Finish this so that we can destroy the Academy. It is time the seal remains open.”

      That was what they were after. Not just to open it, but to destroy it so that it couldn’t be closed again.

      Could it be about something more than this Rasan Tel?

      Sam didn’t know. He didn’t even know if he had time.

      Panic built within him.

      He tried to reach for the source, trying to pull upon it but didn’t have enough strength remaining. After everything he had done, he was going to fail here, destroyed by Bethal and the Nighlan.

      Bethal took another step toward him, power building from her. He tried to ignore it, but it was too potent for him. He could feel how she was holding on to that energy, and he knew there wasn’t anything he could do when she turned the full force of it against him.

      And that was only Bethal. If Jerdal and the other Nighlan all added their attacks, it would definitely be more than what he could defend against.

      Energy crackled around him. Sam tried to focus only on what he could of the source. There was enough power within him that he thought he might get one opportunity. It might only offer him hope, but he was going to take that chance. He had to.

      Bethal neared him, and Sam dug deep into the source, pushing out to the vrandal. What he drew upon now was not complex. It connected to the source, but there was nothing within the almanac that described what he needed to do here. Instead, he thought about how he had triggered the vrandal, releasing stored power within it. In this case, he wanted to not only release the stored power within the vrandal, but he wanted to add to it by drawing on the source.

      And he didn’t aim at Bethal.

      Sam didn’t know if he could harm her. She was too powerful. Too gifted.

      But he could release the energy a different way.

      He aimed at the ground beneath her feet.

      It exploded, tossing her into the air.

      There was a moment of chaos. Thunder rumbled, lightning flashed, and then power wrapped around him. Sam wasn’t strong enough to escape that magic, and he could feel the way they were constricting power around him.

      Instead, he forced himself to relax, focusing on the vrandal and on what he could of the source. Sam created a barrier and extended it around him and Tara.

      Bethal got to her feet, her face bloodied. Her gray jacket was torn, tattered by the explosion. Sam struggled to feel any sympathy.

      She glared at him. “I will make sure you suffer—”

      Another explosion sounded. This one was close, loud enough to sound similar to the storm, but it wasn’t lightning or thunder. At least, Sam didn’t think it was. He felt a surge of hope. Could more help be coming?

      Others fought the Nighlan. There had to be some way to call to them and get them to join in the fight.

      The Nighlan turned their attention toward that sound and raced away. He and Bethal were alone now.

      Bethal would destroy him in the best of conditions, but Sam was tired and overwhelmed by what he had faced since returning to Tavran.

      She would still have the strength to attack, and he wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop her. The power continued to explode all around him.

      How many more Nighlan had appeared?

      Bethal circled him slowly. Eyes narrowed as she watched him. It was almost as if she hesitated to get too close. The brief moment of reprieve gave Sam a chance to recover, and he was able to dip into the source even deeper.

      The thundering around him intensified. Was there a storm coming? If so, its presence seemed to make a difference for him. He didn’t know why that would be, only that it seemed to do so. Bethal circled him, and Sam realized what she was doing.

      He recognized the pattern that she was forming.

      All he needed to do was find a way to disrupt it. He had found that he could disrupt patterns, that he could slide his angulation of the source into it, and maybe he could push it.

      Somehow, he had to find that within himself. It didn’t take strength. It took his knowledge. His precision.

      And he had that. Bethal might have experience, knowledge, and understanding about using various patterns, but Sam had the almanac. He had studied it. He had studied everything within the library that he could consume.

      And he knew that a slight disruption would be enough.

      He had to stop her.

      Since he could see the pattern, he could trace which strand might be the key to it all and possibly disrupt it. Doing that would at least buy him time. And it might not even take that much energy. All he needed was to interrupt the angulation of arcane arts.

      He had to hope it would be enough.

      Movement near him drew his attention, and he flicked his gaze down to see Tara starting to stir. They locked eyes for a moment, and she blinked slowly. Lines of arcane arts began to snake out from her. Sam waited until those lines became solid enough, then he added his own connection. He felt the energy of their conjoined magic. It was enough of a connection that it tied them together, surging power between them.

      He hurriedly directed it toward Bethal and tied it off. She struggled against it, and he ignored the way she was trying to rage against what he had placed.

      The pattern constricted. He hadn’t been sure whether this pattern would be able to hold a powerful Nighlan, but as he saw the energy link together and squeeze around her, he knew it would hold. She wasn’t going to be able to escape.

      Sam helped Tara to her feet as Bethal fought against the barrier. Tara focused on it, adding a hint of another connection and twisting additional power lines through it.

      Bethal screamed.

      “That was for betraying the Academy,” Tara said, satisfaction gleaming in her eyes.

      Sam supposed Bethal deserved that. They turned their attention to Havash, who was starting to come around. Sam reached for him and helped him stand.

      “What happened?” Havash asked.

      “They attacked,” Sam explained. “They aren’t gone either. Something sent some of the Nighlan away.”

      “I did,” said a familiar voice in the distance.

      Sam turned toward it. “Lilith?”

      Next to him, Tara stiffened.

      Lilith strode forward, her hand glowing with a soft green light. She was using her own vrandal.

      Sam took a step toward her. “I thought you were—”

      “Not dead.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I thought that I would make sure that you locked the seal, but I also refused to allow the Nighlan to destroy another place.”

      Sam glanced over to Tara. “We locked it. It takes arcane arts and whatever I can use. The source.”

      Sam realized there were others around him. Others who had power like hers, a friction of power that he could feel. It was the source.

      They were like him.

      “We will take this one,” Lilith said, taking a step toward Bethal.

      Two men strode toward Bethal and reached through the barrier Sam and Tara had placed. They grabbed the former Grandam, and then with another burst of power, all three disappeared.

      Lilith paused by Sam. “You did well. You could learn much more if you want.” Lilith eyed Havash and Tara before turning to Sam again. “You don’t belong here. This isn’t your place. We could teach you.”

      Tara grabbed Sam’s arm and squeezed.

      Lilith took a step back and chuckled. “When you’re ready, you know how to find us.” Power built from her, and when it burst, she was gone.

      “Who was that?” Tara asked.

      “That’s who abducted me. Who taught me about the power that I have. And who apparently had been trying to protect another lock.”

      But if Bethal and the other Nighlan had gotten to the tower, had they succeeded?

      But if Lilith still lived, it meant that the lock could be closed once again. It meant that she could have sealed off once more.

      That had to be enough. It had to.

      Sam looked around. There were others in the garden, but all members of the Academy. All of them were holding onto lines of power that pressed out from them and drifted away, a pattern to it. There was a part of Sam tempted to reach into what they were doing and add to the barrier, but he didn’t.

      “You must return to your studies, Samran.”

      Sam looked over to Havash. “It’s not arcane arts,” he said.

      “Perhaps not,” Havash said, and a troubled expression crossed his brow. “And perhaps the alchemists have always known this. I will have to look into it. For now, hold onto the almanac. Hold onto the device. And try to understand what you can control.”

      “I can stay?”

      “Did you fear that you would not be permitted?”

      Sam sighed. “I didn’t know. I feel like I am different.” He looked over to where Lilith had disappeared. Others were like him. There was another place that he could go. Another way that he could learn.

      But he could still learn something here.

      The alchemist had known about the arcane arts, but they had also understood this power. He was certain of it.

      “You may stay. You will be tested no differently than any other student. I suspect no differently than any alchemist who has come before you.”

      Sam smiled. “I’m not so sure that it’s like any alchemist.”

      “Perhaps not. We lost too much in the destruction of the tower. It must be rebuilt.” He turned, nodding to Chasten, who was near one of the walls, securing several alchemy items around it as if he were adding to the barrier. Then he headed away.

      Sam frowned to himself.

      The battle had started to fade. He could feel it.

      He didn’t need to investigate to know that the Nighlan were gone. At least for now. As far as he could tell, the Nighlan attack on the city was over. How long they would stay away was another matter. Now that he had locked the seal again, he still didn’t know if Rasan Tel had been freed. Regardless, the Academy would remain a target.

      All he knew was that, for the moment, they were safe.

      Tara found him looking at the spot where Lilith had disappeared. “She’s pretty.”

      He eyed her. “She captured me.”

      “Did you like it?”

      “I learned how to reach for my own source.”

      Tara grabbed his arm again. “It sounds like she’s offering to teach you.”

      Sam nodded, the distant sound of the storm growing fainter, the thunder fading.

      “Well?”

      He turned to Tara. “Well, what?”

      “What are you going to do?”

      He didn’t truly fit in the Academy. He had come because of circumstance, stayed because of his mind, and had uncovered a part of himself that he hadn’t even realized existed. Now he knew about a power that he possessed and a magic that he wanted to understand. He wasn’t entirely sure that he could do it within the Academy.

      The only part that held him here was that he suspected the truly powerful alchemists had access to the same power that he did. Not like the students of alchemy who were now trying to occupy the tower. How much of the arcane arts could those powerful alchemists command?

      Maybe little to none.

      And if that were the case, perhaps they were more like him.

      He might find answers here, but he would find answers with Lilith. He was certain of that.

      But he wasn’t ready. Not yet. He still thought he could find something here. He still thought that he needed to.

      “Let’s go back inside,” he said.

      “Sam?”

      He looked over at her. “I’m where I need to be.”

      “Where you need to be, or where you want to be?”

      He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m where I want to be.”

      Thunder rumbled again, and he found his attention drawn to it, almost as if it were pulling on him. Lilith had said that he would know how to find her. He wasn’t sure that was true, but there was a part of him that thought he only had to follow the thunder.

      Would he need to eventually? To better understand his magic and what it meant for him, was that where he had to go?

      Tara squeezed his arm and pulled him toward her, making him look at her.

      Sam forced a smile. “Come on. Havash will need us.”

      Tara watched him with a troubled look in her eyes, though Sam wasn’t exactly sure what it was, and he wasn’t at all sure how to help her. Maybe there wasn’t anything that he could do or say at this point. He had returned, and that seemed enough. At least for now.

      Maybe that was part of the problem. She knew that eventually he would need to try to find answers about what he could do. The kind of power that he had. What it meant for him, and what it meant for alchemy. Unless there was an alchemist here, Sam wasn’t exactly sure that he would find those answers.

      For now, he would stay. There were some answers here. Alchemy had existed. The vrandal had been here. The almanac had been here.

      More than that, the seal that trapped Rasan Tel was here. It suggested to Sam that whoever was responsible for it knew much more than he had learned. Perhaps it was the alchemists, or perhaps there was another explanation. Either way, he felt as if he needed to learn, but if he couldn’t, he knew where he could go.

      He knew where he might have to go.

      As they headed back into the Academy, he looked over to Tara, and found that same troubled look in her eyes.

      Thunder rumbled distantly, the sound of a storm bringing its power toward him. It was either reassuring, that of some connection to the source, or it was a threat. He didn’t know which.
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      The dining hall was as busy as always. Sam sat with his tray resting in front of him, picking at his food. It was far better than anything he had been given while he was trapped with Lilith, but there was something to be said about the simplicity of life there. It had been forced time working with the source, time where he had nothing more than to try to focus on what he could do, the power within himself, and trying to understand the almanac.

      “Are you going to tell me what you were involved in?”

      Sam looked over to James. He had been quiet. Partly because Tara hadn’t come to sit and eat, but partly because he wasn’t exactly sure what to say to James.

      He felt as if he needed to say something, though.

      “The Nighlan abducted me,” he said. That was the story that Havash had wanted him to share. It wasn’t true, though Havash still wasn’t sure what to make of Lilith and those with her. Not alchemists, but not Nighlan either. “I had been outside of the city on an errand for Havash. That’s where they grabbed me.”

      That was the other part of the story that he was supposed to share. He had made a point of speaking loud enough for others to hear. An errand for Havash served several purposes. Not the least in that it set Sam up as having a relationship with Havash, which had some value. But it also made it clear that the Academy was not in any danger. Havash wanted to ensure that the students didn’t think they were unsafe remaining within the Academy. There were enough parents of Academy students who had been tempted to pull their students from the Academy, though where would they have gone? Sam couldn’t imagine where he would go. Then again, he had no place to go. He couldn’t return to Erstan, back to the Barlands, or anywhere other than here.

      “Even though you knew they weren’t attacking the Academy?”

      “Havash had thought that I would be safe,” Sam said. “He hadn’t thought that they had breached the borders of the city.”

      And they shouldn’t have.

      They had already learned that others in the city had betrayed the Academy. Ben. Bethal. How many others? He suspected there were more than what they knew, but the real challenge was rooting them out.

      That was one more thing Havash asked him to be a part of.

      It was something Sam wasn’t sure that he could. But as a student, he could watch vices that Havash could not, even if Sam didn’t have the same access as some students. He was isolated simply because of who he was and where he had come from. Havash might not see it, but Sam knew that. It might be time to bring James deeper into what they were doing.

      It would involve sharing secrets with him.

      Now it felt almost too late, though. If he shared the truth of himself, was he no longer trusting James the way he would have had he revealed his truth when he truly had no power? Sam did have his own magic now, even if he wasn’t entirely sure how to control it. He was learning, though. The source was there within him, ever-present, bubbling up within him and requiring little more than a connection to use. There were enough of the angulation techniques that were effective for him that he used when it came to the source that he now felt as if he had a practical approach to it.

      “I can’t believe you are friendly with the Grandam.”

      “I don’t know if you can really be friendly with him,” Sam said with a small smile. “I think we are on reasonable terms. That might be the best way to put it.”

      “Reasonable terms,” James said, laughing. “You are, and on more than just reasonable terms if he’s sending you on errands.”

      Somebody else took a seat at the table, and Sam leaned forward to see who it was. Not Tara.

      “And what’s this about you getting access to the alchemy tower?”

      Sam grunted. The alchemy tower hadn’t fully reopened yet, but that was coming. They didn’t have their own table in the dining hall, and the students who spent time in the alchemy tower were still assigned to their own tower, but increasingly, they were spending more and more time in that space. Chasten worked with them and claimed that he was a caretaker, but what would happen if a true alchemist returned to the Academy?

      “I’ve had an interest in alchemy,” he said with a shrug. “Before I came to the Academy, I was trying to work with one of the minor alchemists.”

      “You told me that, but,” he leaned forward, lowering his voice, “there hasn’t been a first-year student to have spent any time in the alchemy tower since Bellendar. That was something like fifty years ago. He was said to be one of the greatest alchemists—and users of the arcane arts—that the Academy has seen in centuries.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Sam said. He squeezed his hand around the vrandal. He still wore it, mostly because he wasn’t sure what else to do with it. He couldn’t leave it in his pocket. That didn’t feel quite right with a device as powerful as the vrandal, but he also didn’t need it. “It’s not like I have abandoned the tolath tower. I’m still spending my time there.”

      He laughed. “You have never spent any time there. Well, rarely. And certainly not lately. Now that the library is reopening, you won’t even feel compelled to come back.”

      “I will always come back,” he said. He looked over to the sharan table. Mia sat amidst a group of first-year students. He hadn’t the opportunity to pull her away from her other classmates to have a chance to talk with her since he had returned and felt as if he had missed out on an opportunity. She needed his help. “Could you do me a favor?” He looked over to James, who was stuffing a bite of Apple into his mouth. “Do you see the dark-haired sharan girl over there? Seated next to Emily and Diana?”

      “Mianna?”

      “That’s right,” Sam said.

      James frowned at him. “She’s a little young for you. I think Tara might be upset if she learns that you go chasing after some younger first-year student.”

      “I just want you to ask her to meet me in the library.”

      “Why?”

      Now was when he had to start telling the truth. Now was when he needed to start sharing with James. He would need friends, especially with what Havash wanted from him. There were many things it would be better accomplished with help, and he wasn’t going to be able to do it without James’s assistance.

      Sam breathed out. “I need to tell you some things, but not the least of which is that I didn’t come to the Academy alone.”

      “You what?”

      James stopped chewing, and he rested his arms on the table.

      “When I saw Gresham’s reaction to where I came from, we decided to keep the rest secret. We thought that it would be safest that way.”

      “You and who?”

      “Me and my sister.”

      James looked over to where Mia sat eating. She was quiet, practically somber, yet the others around her were more boisterous, talking, laughing, and generally happy.

      “She’s your sister,” he said, his voice soft. “I suppose I can see it now.” He turned back to Sam. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      There was hurt in the question.

      “I haven’t told many people. Well, only one person.”

      “Tara?”

      “She knew. When I was hurt in the infirmary, she went to Mia.”

      “Mia?”

      “That’s what I call her. Of course, she uses my full name.”

      “I didn’t realize that Sam wasn’t your full name.” James picked up another slice of apple, started chewing. “What is it, then?”

      “Samran.”

      James chuckled. “Sounds like a Barlands name to me.”

      “You’re not mad then?”

      “Well, I guess I’m disappointed that you didn’t feel like you couldn’t tell me, but I get it. I saw what happened with you and how hard you had it. Our tower doesn’t have that many people, so you really haven’t been isolated from that many. And once you and Tara started spending time together,” he said, grinning at him, “it didn’t really matter, did it?”

      “I suppose not,” Sam chuckled. “But the sharan tower is different. There are quite a few more people, and the personalities there are a little harder to get along with. So I understand.” He paused. “Don’t tell anyone, will you?”

      “So this is our secret?”

      Sam nodded. “If you can keep it.”

      James snorted. “I can keep secrets. That’s one thing that I’m good at.” He took another bite of the apple, and then looked up at Sam. “What did you need to meet her for?”

      “Help her study,” he said. “Before I was abducted, I promised that I would help her. It seems like she’s having a hard time with some of her collapses.”

      “How is it possible that you are siblings, but she doesn’t have the same mind for the arcane arts that you do?”

      “Because she has all the talent for the arcane arts.”

      James snorted. “Fair enough. Say, are you going to join us in the great hall later? We have a game night planned. I figured you’ve been gone enough that you might want to join us.”

      It had been only a few days since the Nighlan attack, and in that time, the Academy had generally started to fall back into a routine. Classes had resumed, meals had been normal, and students had begun to overlook the time that they had been quarantined to their room.

      Most of them had.

      Some, like Gresham, probably wouldn’t forget what Sam and Tara had done. Then there was Tracen. Sam wasn’t sure what to make of him or what would happen, as he hadn’t spent any time back in the alchemy tower, despite what he had said to James.

      “Maybe not tonight,” he said. “I have a few things I need to work on. Once I do, I will be there. As long as you want me.”

      “Want you? You did hear what I said, didn’t you? The youngest invited to the alchemy tower in fifty years?” He grinned at Sam. “I know you feel like your Barlands heritage has set you apart, but enough people understand just how impressive that is that they don’t care.”

      Maybe some good would come out of that after all, then.

      He got up, replaced his tray, glanced over to the table, and still didn’t see any sign of Tara.

      He watched his sister at the table. She was quiet. Practically glum. He hated seeing her like that. It wasn’t like Mia.

      Sam had not been back to the library since it had reopened. He made his way there now. The hours were what they had been when he had first come, and as he reached the library, stepping inside, he paused.

      Everything was similar to what he remembered, though there were enough differences that Sam felt as though it were a different library. The air had the musty odor of the library and the pleasing smell of old books, that of the leather spines, ancient paper, and even the dust that he knew would be found on shelves. All of it appealed to him.

      And all of it felt just slightly off.

      He couldn’t shake the memory of what happened here and the violence that had occurred within this room. He couldn’t shake the memory of facing Ferand, the terror of learning that the Secundum was involved, all before he had learned a very new danger, that being that the Grandam could be equally involved.

      How many others are still within the Academy?

      While he did want to meet Mia here, Sam had another reason for coming here.

      He paused, looking at the curved shelves. They were stuffed full of books that had once been tossed on the floor. The organization was slightly different than it had been, and as he peeked at the spines of the nearest section of books, he found that the order was off.

      “Can I help you find… oh. Mr. Bilson.”

      Sam looked over to the library and seated at the desk. Professor Milsen had been a librarian through the entire reconstruction, and from what Sam had been able to determine, he was one of the few who hadn’t betrayed the Academy. He had no idea how many had been involved in the betrayal, but there had been more than what most realized.

      “It looks wonderful,” Sam said.

      Professor Milsen smiled, and he sat more upright. He had a log in front of him and dipped his pen and ink before scrawling Sam’s name on the pages. It seemed they were now keeping a record of who visited. He wondered what the policy about taking books from the library would be, though that didn’t really matter to him with his access to the Study Hall, at least what he hoped he could still access. He had placed his own layer of power through the barrier that Havash had woven within the Study Hall, strengthening it and hopefully securing it so that nobody else could break in.

      “It took a long time, but there was a measure of urgency to return it to its prior state. The students need access to the library, as you know. We have been working as quickly as we can to try to ensure that it was ready prior to the final exams. There were some who didn’t think we could get it back ready by second trimester exams.” He smiled tightly. “I assume that is why you are here?”

      Sam nodded. Let them think he was here because he was concerned about his exams. He wasn’t as worried as he had been before. Now it wasn’t a matter of not having power. He could use the source much like others use the arcane arts, so even when it came to the approach of angulation, he thought that he might be able to replicate much of the more advanced aspects. And his other classes were simple enough for him to get through.

      “Am I free to wander?”

      “The policies have not changed, Mr. Bilson.”

      He headed into the library, wandering through the shelves, breathing in the scent of books, leather, pages, his mind working on trying to place the organization here. He felt as if he needed to have a structure fall back into place for himself.

      By the time he reached the back of the library, where the booths had been, he found the arrangement different. Now there were benches, with tables. A shared space rather than individual study spaces.

      He didn’t like that at all. He had enjoyed the privacy.

      He gathered a stack of books, those on angulation, alchemy—no longer worried about taking alchemy texts now that the alchemy tower was reopened—and several on advanced mathematics before setting them down.

      Sam took a seat at the table. It was early enough that he didn’t expect many students to come and recent enough that the library had reopened that he wasn’t expecting too many other people to join him.

      He heard the sound of footsteps before he saw Mia approach.

      He shifted, positioning himself along the wall, and watched her come. She moved slowly, timidly.

      Sam got up and was tempted to go over to her but held back. When she saw him, she stopped, watching him.

      “Can we talk?” he asked.

      “You told him,” she said.

      “Who?”

      “Your friend. Now everybody’s going to know the truth about where I came from.”

      “James won’t say anything. I trust him.”

      “It’s been hard enough, Sam. The last few weeks, especially.”

      He was tempted to tell her that his last few weeks had been incredibly difficult, as well, but she didn’t look like she wanted to hear that from him, and she didn’t need to know what he had been through.

      “I wanted to talk about finding the time for us to work together. I can help you.”

      “How can you help me?” She looked at a stack of books before looking up at him. “All you can do is read and tell me what you’ve learned, but I can do that.”

      “I can tell you about angulation, and I can show you—”

      “You can show me nothing. You can’t use the arcane arts,” Mia said, before lowering her voice. She took a step toward him. “I know you want to take care of me. I know that you want to protect me. I don’t know if you can do that here.”

      Sam got up, and he faced his sister. “Show me a basic pattern of angulation.”

      “Here?” She looked around. Like all of the students in angulation, she must have been told there was a danger in releasing that power in a place where it was uncontrolled.

      “Here. Do you trust me?”

      She paused longer than he wished that she would but finally nodded. “I’ve always trusted you, Sam.”

      “Then trust me now.”

      He took a step closer to her and created a barrier around them using the source. It was a simple one, and he laced it off, using the pattern he had first practiced while staying with Lilith. Now that the barrier was sealed, he knew that her angulation pattern wouldn’t harm any of the books and destroy the library again.

      “Go ahead.”

      He sighed as she began to glow softly, her connection to the arcane arts building. He sought as she started to force two lines out from her at ninety degrees, a simple pattern.

      And then he used his own connection to the source and nudged those lines back at forty-five degrees. When he did, the two triangles formed, ceiling together with a flash of light. It was a straightforward pattern with some complexity but no real purpose other than to create a burst of light like that.

      Her eyes widened. “How did I do that?”

      “You did part of it,” Sam said. “I finished it.”

      “How? You haven’t had any connection to the arcane arts.”

      “I still don’t,” he said, keeping his voice low, looking around. “But I have a connection to something else. Similar enough, but not the same. And I can use that to help me feel the angulation that you are using. I can use that to influence it.”

      Mia watched him. She didn’t say anything for a long time.

      Sam waited for her to tell him something more, to offer excitement on his behalf, the same way as he had been excited when she had demonstrated her own ability with the arcane arts. His new ability to use the source meant that he could stay in the Academy. It meant that he could pass his testing. It meant that he wouldn’t have to leave after the end of the year.

      “I can work with you,” he said. “I can help you figure out what isn’t working for you.”

      “What happens now when I fail at the end of the year?”

      “We’re going to make sure that you pass,” he said. “I’m going to work with you.”

      “What happens if I don’t?” Her eyes welled with tears. “All this time, I thought that you were going to be disappointed in me if I couldn’t stay, but I always knew that I had a place. If something happened to me, and I didn’t make it, I would just go with you. We’ve already made it on the streets before, and I knew that we could do it again. But now you won’t want that.”

      “Mia—”

      Mia backed away from him, shaking her head. “No, Sam.”

      “I can help you.”

      “I don’t think you can. I don’t think you can understand how hard it is for me.”

      She hurried away, and he was tempted to chase after her, but what more would he say?

      He knew his sister. She could get emotional at times. He would have to let her calm down. Cool off. Then he could approach her again.

      Sam wasn’t going to let her fail. She had to know that. He was going to do everything that he could, everything in his ability, to ensure that she stayed.

      Maybe he would have to press Havash to help.

      The Grandam would want Sam around, especially with his connection to the vrandal and the almanac, and given what Sam had done on behalf of the Academy, he had to feel like he was owed some measure of help at least.

      “What was that about?”

      He looked over to see Tara striding forward. She had on her blue striped robe, but she had a bundle under her arm.

      “That was me trying to help my sister.”

      “Let me guess. She is upset with you because you now have your own connection to the arcane arts?”

      “It’s not…” He shook his head. He wasn’t going to argue with Tara about this, even though she felt like what he could do was similar enough to the arcane arts that it didn’t even matter. “How did you know?”

      “I know that she’s been struggling. I think she fears not passing through.”

      “She does.”

      Tara shrugged again. “We can work with her.”

      “I told her that.”

      “And she doesn’t want your help?”

      “I think she’s scared.”

      “Give her time.”

      He nodded. That had been his plan.

      “I’m surprised that it’s taken you this long to come to the library now that it’s opened. I figured you would have been here the very first night.”

      “I’ve been preoccupied.”

      “And I’ve been looking for you. I wanted to show you something.”

      She unfolded the bundle under her arm. A black and white striped robe.

      “Is that for me?” Sam still hadn’t gotten his alchemy tower robe.

      “No. For me.” She grinned at him. “I figured that it was time that I push for admission to the alchemy tower. I’ve had to undergo some testing, but that was easy enough. And it was more than a little fun to see Tracen’s face. He’s always enjoyed being the best alchemy student.” She frowned slightly as she said it, though.

      “What is it?”

      “You’re not going to like this,” she said with a heavy sigh.

      “What?”

      “Well, somebody else applied for access to the alchemy tower. Now that it isn’t a residential tower and it is more a place of learning, there have been more candidates than usual.”

      “No,” Sam started.

      “I’m afraid so. Gresham passed.”

      Sam groaned. “What does that mean for me?”

      “The good news is that it doesn’t go on class rank. Only ability. And I think you might have all of us beat there. Well, all but me.” She glanced at the stack of books. “So, are you going to tell me why you came here?”

      “Mostly to see the library. I’ll need to return later for what I really need to look into.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I think the two of us need to research, but the books we need probably aren’t easily available.”

      “The reserve stack?”

      He nodded. “You and I are going to find out everything that we can about Rasan Tel.”

      He knew they needed to. The attack wasn’t over. The Nighlan weren’t finished with their plans. And he had to be ready the next time—whether here in the Academy or someplace else.

      He expected Tara to understand, but the way she looked at him suggested that she was more worried than eager. He wondered why.

      “I don’t like it, Sam.”

      “You don’t like the idea of dealing with the Nighlan?”

      “Well, that, but I don’t like the idea of you wanting to learn more about what brought you to her. What happens when she comes for you again? What are you going to do? She can teach you things that you can’t learn here.”

      He wanted to argue, tell her that he could learn everything he needed in the almanac, or in the library, or someplace within Tavran, but how could he?

      She was right. What would he do if Lilith came for him again?

      He didn’t know, and any answer he might say now ran the possibility of being a lie.

      “Will you help me?”

      She took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. “You know that I will. And if you decide to leave, I’m coming with you. I’m not letting some strange woman take you away from the Academy again.”
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        * * *

      

      The next book in The Alchemist: Alchemist Adept.
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      Sam must master his connection to the source—and understand alchemy—if he wants to save the Academy.

      Sam had come to the Academy powerless and used his wits to keep his place until learning that he can command a different magic. With the Nighlan attacking along the border of the city in the hopes of freeing Rasan Tel, Academy students are called upon to fight.

      Having used his power to protect the Academy, Sam finds himself in a new struggle. Somehow, he has to balance his classes, lessons with a new alchemy instructor, all while working on a secret assignment in the war against the Nighlan.

      As he begins to learn the truths of alchemy and his unique connection to power, Sam knows that he holds a key to stopping the fighting, but only if he can master his power.

      The lessons he needs can’t be found in books, and the only person with the knowledge he needs is the same person he must defeat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for reading Alchemist Illusion. I hope you enjoyed it. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful. Review link HERE.

      

      Want to send me a message?

      danmichaelsonauthor@gmail.com.

      

      Join my reader group! Dan Michaelson Newsletter

      

      Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      

      All our best,

      Dan Michaelson

      D.K. Holmberg

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.dkholmberg.com
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